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INTRODUCTION



It is indeed a pleasure to commend this collection of some of 
Martin Hattersley’s writings to you, the reader. It has been my 
pleasure to have known Martin for over twenty years in the 
diocese of Edmonton. It is well known that he has a keen intel-
lect, a ready wit and deep wisdom. He has generously shared 
his views with the wider Anglican diocese in our newspaper, the 
Messenger. In all he writes, Martin’s faith shines through. He is 
a man of compassion and one who believes that faith should be 
seen in action. I know that Martin’s words have touched many 
on a personal level, and have been a real help. I am delighted 
that they are receiving new life in this book.

– Edmonton, Alberta, October 31, 2015

Foreword
Bishop Jane Alexander



I am delighted to present this collection of writings by my grand-
father, (John) Martin Hattersley. It was no small feat. From the 
late 1980s until the end of 2012, Martin maintained two monthly 
columns: one in the Anglican Messenger, and the other in Gemini, 
the newsletter for the Edmonton chapter of MENSA that he 
belonged to. Martin is an ordained Anglican “Priest in Secular 
Employment,” delivering many sermons over the years, and he 
also gave public lectures whenever opportunities arose.

These spaces gave Martin the opportunity to tackle an impres-
sive range of topics, and the ideas he explored reflect his keen 
insights into how the character of a society results from the inter-
action of politics, economics, law, and religion. His formal expe-
rience in these domains gives him a particular and rare authority 
in speaking about them and their interactions. Further, Martin 
speaks with the unwanted authority of one that suffers a great 
loss and continues in faith—the murder of his eldest daughter, 
Catherine Greeve, in August 1988. Martin’s words on how he 
responded are far stronger than any I could muster (written in 
a 1994 letter for the Alternatives to Violence project):

The anger I have had inside me from Cathy’s murder 
has been incredible. I could have gone into one of 
these “hang them high” victim’s groups, or given 
myself cancer griping at the world. Instead, I made 
a very conscious decision to do all I could to see that 
people coming out of jail are in a frame of mind 
where they will be safe in society, and society will 
be safe with them.

Editor’s Preface
Gregory Martin Whistance-Smith
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Clearly, this collection cannot be a neutral one. It reflects my 
own biases as an editor, and I hope to reveal them as best as I 
can here. My motivation in compiling this book is to breathe new 
life into Martin’s work, inviting readers new and old to a seat at 
the table. I felt that it was important to capture the breadth of his 
writing: showing only a few corners would mask the comprehen-
sive character of his thinking. I also wanted to avoid repetition. 
Martin wrote for long enough that he revisited old themes anew. 
Finally, in this era of rapid change, I wanted to avoid any pieces 
that have aged badly, or any that might have implied a moral 
legalism that Martin does not hold. Throughout his writings he 
puts love first—in the truest Christ-like sense of wholeheartedly 
loving God and one’s neighbours: friends and enemies alike. I 
did not want to include those rare pieces that, taken on their own, 
could have been read otherwise.

I hope that this book reanimates Martin’s writings, allowing 
many to experience his keen insight, generous spirit, and chal-
lenge to live a loving life at whatever cost.

– Edmonton, Alberta, July 10, 2016



“Gemini”, organ of Greater Edmonton Mensa, boasts an exclusive 
audience, but not a very large one—around one hundred copies 
a month, depending on who has remembered to renew his or her 
membership. Edmonton’s “Anglican Messenger”, while increas-
ing the readership from one hundred to around ten thousand, 
still is of limited interest to the general public. Yet over the past 
few years, the columns of these papers have been privileged to 
host some provocative commentaries I have made on a wide 
diversity of social issues.

Having won an award for the Editorship of “Gemini”, and an 
honourable mention in church publishing circles for the columns 
in the “Anglican Messenger”, I have taken it upon myself to offer 
these to a wider audience.

Somewhere in the middle of all these essays, there is an 
explanation of why the title “Fifth Column” was chosen. It hints 
at the subtle belief I have that life itself is subversive. Life upsets 
things, kills them, yet makes them new. Really to live well is to 
choose a meaningful form of suicide. The price of life, the pain, 
the uncertainty, the obligations to life’s Author, are sometimes 
not very much to our liking, and most of us would far rather take 
refuge in dead and controllable ‘systems’.

My credentials for writing what I do are a little obscure. Brought 
up in the heretical monetary tradition of the Social Credit move-
ment, I have spent many years marvelling at the chaos, injustice 
and inefficiency that masquerade today as an economic system. 
Educated in the field of Constitutional Law at the feet of Sir Ivor 
Jennings, I squirm at the impracticalities and misunderstand-
ings that never seem to leave the question of Canada’s constitu-

By Way of Introduction
J. Martin Hattersley, 1992
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tional process. Having absorbed religion simultaneously from 
the evangelicals and from Bishop John Robinson, of “Honest 
to God” fame, I have an eclectic theological background that 
somehow has brought me into the unique and surprising occu-
pation of “priest in secular employment,” and contributor to 
the new Anglican Book of Alternative Services. I have climbed 
to the heights of Vice Chairmanship of Edmonton’s Chamber 
of Commerce, and served as a somewhat unwilling President of 
the Alberta Human Rights and Civil Liberties Association. The 
totally unplanned, unwanted, and painful distinction of being the 
father of one of Edmonton’s more notorious victims of homicide 
in 1988, my daughter Catherine Rose Greeve, is an experience 
that has coloured my theological thinking from that day to this. 
God plays hardball—love and forgiveness hurt.

Don’t take these little pieces too seriously. They’re one man’s 
commentary on the passing scene. Surprisingly often, they are 
prophetic—but I am past the point where I will get on my polit-
ical high horse, to save a world that would rather die than think. 
Let’s just sow some seeds of common sense. The time may yet 
come when they will blossom.



I began to feel my age when my children asked me “Why do you 
call your column ‘The Fifth Column’?”, and I realized that they 
were not alive at the time of the Spanish Civil War. Fortunately, 
I was able to turn to the encyclopedia:

FIFTH COLUMN, supporters and sympathizers 
of an enemy, engaged in espionage and sabotage 
behind the home lines of defence. The term orig-
inated during the Spanish Civil War to describe 
the rebel sympathizers of Franco who were behind 
the Loyalist lines in Madrid and working in coop-
eration with the four military columns that were 
advancing on the city …

Far be it from me to confess that I try in these columns to under-
mine the organized structures of society, but nevertheless, I do 
have an angle. In the later chapters of Revelation, we see a picture 
of Christ confronted by three oppressive powers—the Beast, 
Babylon, and the False Prophet. They are strikingly similar to the 
three temptations of Jesus in the desert. In these symbols we see 
the three controlling powers of the world we live in: Government, 
Commerce, and Belief. All of them, under God, have a due and 
proper place in the structure of the civilized world. Any or all of 
them, made into an idol, can be God’s greatest enemy—and that 
can include the actions of the organized church.

In many places now we are seeing the collapse of the authority 
of governments, in physical defiance or incipient tax revolt, as an 
era when governments played God comes to an end. Before long, 

The Fifth Column
J. Martin Hattersley, April 1990
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however, the Church will need to protest the intolerable social 
conditions brought on by uncontrolled ‘free market’ econom-
ics. As a matter of fact, I believe the church still underestimates 
its own resurgent political strength. The churches have had a 
vast influence over recent years in the reduction of racism: they 
have greatly influenced the recent liberal tend in the policies of 
the government of South Africa, and I believe have received less 
than their due credit for the remarkable and peaceable liberation 
of Eastern Europe. Not simply Christianity, either. The impact 
of Islam on world politics is already significant, and likely not 
yet at its peak.

So, at the beginning of our ‘decade of evangelism’, Christian-
ity has already succeeded in striking a blow for humanity against 
totalitarian governments everywhere. Before long it will be asked 
to speak out much more stridently, for the sake of humanity, 
against the evils created by an economic system dominated by 
irresponsible moneychangers. That is its prophetic role, and if it 
does not fulfill it, then it becomes indeed a ‘false prophet’.

In the days before desegregation in the southern U.S., the 
story is told of a Negro who tried to attend a ‘whites only’ church, 
and was unceremoniously asked to leave. As he stood dejected 
by the side of the road outside the church, a stranger came up 
to him. It was Jesus. “Don’t worry, my friend,” said Jesus. “It’s 
fifty years since that church was built, and I haven’t been able 
to get into it yet!”



I
SOCIETY



Organism / Organization
May 1989

Why is it that we have, in the words of John McKnight of North-
western University, “crime making corrections systems, sickness 
making health systems, and stupid making schools”?

In an article republished recently in the journal of the Edmon-
ton Social Planning Council, McKnight puts it down to the endless 
conflict between ‘Community’ and ‘Institution’—between ‘Organ-
ism’ and ‘Organization’.

Institutions are structures designed to control people. Asso-
ciations are the result of people acting through consent. In their 
structures, and in their operations, there are therefore remark-
able differences.

In an institution, structures are created where the persons 
considered to be most able, dominate. The unqualified have 
no place, and become dependent ‘hangers-on’. In a commu-
nity, however, the structure expands until every willing body, 
even if untrained and unqualified, finds something useful to do. 
Communities therefore breed leadership from their very nature. 
Institutions, in contrast, being based on control, make leader-
ship by all except the anointed few almost impossible to develop. 
And the anointed few themselves quite obviously may not have 
the expertise and qualifications to deal with all emergencies at 
all times in the most effective possible way.

Communities respond to need with incredible rapidity. 
Institutions are ineffective because they bog down in their own 
bureaucracy—committees, budget approvals, ‘channels’ of all 
kinds. Contrast the rapid and effective community support 
that sprang into action after Edmonton’s 1987 tornado with the 
cumbersome, grandstanding and still incomplete work of the 
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official political agencies.
Communities come up with creative and innovative solu-

tions. Many minds working on a single problem give a multi-
tude of imaginative answers to a problem, from which a course 
of action can be developed and tried. Institutions kill creativity, 
by requiring procedures and channels to be followed, so that 
innovation rarely has a chance.

Institutions provide services. Communities provide care. If it is 
personalized care that people need, an institution simply cannot 
provide it—and the ‘institutionalized’ victims are destroyed as 
human beings while they try. No social worker—except in his or 
her off hours—could ever express through institutional proce-
dures the simple humanity of the Good Samaritan.

Communities are forums for the development of citizenship. 
Institutions by their very structure of authoritarian control make 
the development of citizenship impossible.

We should be thinking of these things as we look into the 
nature of our church and its structures. Particularly is this so in 
the light of the emphasis of building of community that came out 
of our recent Diocesan Synod. Our church dies the moment it 
becomes an institution. It lives so long as it is a creative commu-
nity, animated by the Holy Spirit. No one planned that Peter 
would become the first spokesman of the infant church. The 
situation developed, and Peter was led and empowered by the 
Spirit to respond, while the remaining disciples recognized his 
gift and his leadership. It worked! By contrast, the institutional 
religion of the time of Jesus and the Apostles found these persons’ 
behaviour and their irreverence in the face of organizational 
structures completely intolerable—hence the crucifixion and 
many other persecutions throughout history.

There’s a lesson here somewhere on the way we should be 
running our church, from the Parish level right up to 600 Jarvis 
St. and beyond. Let’s be willing to learn it!



It’s a strange concept. It’s the idea that the greatest number of 
people on the North American Continent—including many who 
call themselves ‘Christians’—in fact support a religion that is not 
Christian at all, but actually originates from ancient Babylon. 
It’s the religion of ‘Redemptive Violence’: the belief that Order 
comes from Domination. 

Ancient Babylonian legends trace the origins of the world from 
a god Marduk, who kills his mother Tiamat, and from her body 
creates the Cosmos. Order is created through violence. From this 
doctrine has come a succession of military world rulers, concepts 
of ‘manifest destiny’ to support empires, whether Babylonian, 
Persian, Greek, Roman, German, British or American, and a 
pyramidal order of society in which the rich and powerful are at 
the top, and the weak, the alien, the poor, the old, women and 
children are fair targets for oppression at the bottom of the pile. 

The Bible, in contrast, describes creation as the perfect self-ex-
pression of a loving God, spoiled only by the self-will of human-
kind, unwilling to obey God’s commands laid down for its own 
good. The difference? Do we believe that there is a Power at work 
in the universe that makes “all things work together for good,” 
so that salvation comes from God, not man (which is the New 
Testament teaching, supported, incidentally, by modern devel-
opments in chaos theory and theories on the origins of life)? Or 
is the world going to hell in a handbasket, only to be kept under 
control by violent enforcement by the “powers of this world”? 
Jesus says the first. Oliver North says the second. 

The strange thing is, the twentieth century has seen some 
wonderful examples of an evil power structure being overcome 

Redemptive Violence
March 1999



The Fifth Column Society

6

by an effective campaign of non-violence. Think of the successes 
of Nelson Mandela, of Mahatma Gandhi, or Martin Luther King. 
Equally, most attempts we have seen to extinguish evil by force, 
particularly in the anti-Communist crusades of the United States 
in the years since World War II, have been tragically ineffective. 
McCarthyism, Vietnam, Cuba, the Iran-Contra affair and the CIA 
support of subversion of governments throughout Latin Amer-
ica: the American prison system, the stalemate with Saddam 
Hussein in Iraq—it is a chronicle of disaster and unnecessary 
human suffering, all caused by a ‘cops and robbers’ mentality 
that seeks to eliminate evil by force. The myth is supported by a 
thousand movies, TV programs and comic strips—mostly origi-
nating in what Iranians call ‘the great Satan’, i.e. the U.S.A.—that 
teach our children this same unreality day by day.

Jesus said “that ye resist not evil.” A better translation is “Do 
not use force to combat evil.” That does not mean that we cease 

“manfully to fight under Christ’s banner against sin, the world and 
the devil.” It means that “the weapons of our warfare are spir-
itual.” Most of these are defensive—truth, righteousness, faith, 
the Gospel, Salvation, prayer. The one offensive weapon is “the 
sword of the spirit, which is the word of God.” Christ’s cross may 
well be “an emblem of suffering and shame,” but it was also the 
supreme moral defeat of all the structures of this world that rely 
on violence for their effectiveness. 

One could only wish that the Christian church could learn 
this lesson from its founder. Crusades, Anathemas, Inquisitions, 
Persecutions, religious wars, even insensitive missionary work. 
None of them pay attention to Christ’s command to “love your 
enemies,” or Paul’s, to “overcome evil with good.” None of them 
recognize that “Vengeance is mine. I will repay, says the Lord.”

No wonder that, with a history like this, many people recog-
nize the goodness of Christ, but will have no truck with the orga-
nized church. We have homework to do.



Freedom of religion is a wonderful thing. By it, we are allowed 
to adopt any view we choose as to the nature of the world and 
the way humankind should behave so as to keep in tune with its 
Creator and/or the created order. It leads to a wonderful diversity 
of practices, all of which no doubt provide solace to the souls of 
believers, and meaning in the spiritual world.

Freedom of religion has its limits, however. The state gives reli-
gions bodies some breaks on their income taxes, but the sugges-
tion made by the Hutterites, for instance, that their communi-
ties are religious organizations which should pay no taxes at all 
never got much of a reception. Conscientious objectors have 
often enough found themselves pretty unpopular in time of war. 
The Druidic Church still hasn’t got to first base in its efforts to 
have sacramental drinking of beer made grounds for charitable 
registration as a religious organization.

Worse than that though, is when religion goes on the offen-
sive. Then it can be very offensive indeed. We have gentlemen on 
street corners offending our ears with endless quotations from 
the Bible. Regardless of whether our homes may be our castles, 
we cower or feign absence as grim faced Witnesses or Mormons 
bring their literature to our door. The safety of our medical clin-
ics and the peace of our neighbourhoods is shattered as self-ap-
pointed guardians of public morality besiege abortion clinics. 
Beyond this, see Iranian fundamentalists decree worldwide death 
sentences on publishers and writers who offend their sensibili-
ties. Watch also the true believers in the class struggle cause all 
kinds of mayhem, harassing their fellow workers and the inno-
cent public as they protest the inadequate amounts that they 

Freedom of Religion
January 1992
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allege the government pays them.
Doesn’t freedom of religion include the freedom not to 

believe?  The freedom not to be debarred from lawful pursuits 
by zealots anxious to interfere with our lives because our activ-
ities offend their moral code? Once it was Prohibition—now it 
is the banning of dancing in bars. The Bible-believing religion 
that on one hand states that humans are made “in the image of 
God” and “very good”, now seeks to prevent the display of God’s 
handiwork, whether it be by banning nude dancing, or by putting 
pants on Michelangelo’s paintings in the Sistine Chapel. The 
unbelieving public is at least observant enough to note that it 
is precisely this holier-than-thou antagonism to sex, character-
istic of a particular religious attitude, that has been associated 
with the secret sins of preachers such as Swaggart or Bakker, let 
alone the regrettable sexual abuses of children by certain reli-
gious Brothers and Fathers.

As Oliver Cromwell one said to some of his more rabid support-
ers: “I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, have the humility to 
consider that you may be mistaken.”

Whether it be drugs, alcohol or sex, impulses that might other-
wise be met only with a yawn, gain double attractiveness, and 
become twice the social problem the moment they are “banned 
in Boston.”



“Wherefore, O King Agrippa, I was not disobedient 
to the heavenly vision …”

Saint Paul, on trial for his beliefs and actions, indirectly shows 
the difference between the lifestyles of the believer and ‘the 
world.’ To those without a vision (or often enough, with the vision 
provided by modern science) the Universe has been set up by 
some unexplained ‘blind watchmaker’, and is in the process of 
slowly running down, purposeless and battered by the forces of 
chance and chaos.

In contrast, the Christian is a person propelled by a vision—a 
vision of the coming Kingdom of Heaven on earth for which Jesus 
taught us to pray, coming into being through his path of obedi-
ence, prayer, humility, self-sacrifice, compassion, wisdom, heal-
ing and service to those in need. So Christian lives are shaped by 
a vision of the future, not by the consequences of the past—they 
are filled with hope and purpose rather than despair, meaning-
lessness and drift.

In the book of Daniel, we learn how Nebuchadnezzar, King 
of Babylon, dreamed of an enormous statue, with a head of gold, 
chest of silver, loins of brass, legs of iron, and feet one of iron 
and one of iron mixed with clay, that was destroyed by a stone 
that came out of a mountain, which grew to fill the whole earth. 
Daniel’s interpretation was that four successive kingdoms based 
on violence—Babylon, Persia, Greece and later Rome—would 
be destroyed by a new and different power sent by God.

The empires of Babylon, Persia and Greece have long since 
perished. Rome ruled the world for many centuries; later its empire 

Decisions, Decisions
March 2003
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was divided by barbarian invasions. After the fall of Rome in the 
fifth century A.D., Constantinople anchored the Eastern political 
empire for a further thousand years. Rome, however, became the 
center of a new religious empire, the Roman Catholic Church, of 
which the Anglican Church is an offshoot.

In all of this, I find that the image of the “feet of iron mixed 
with clay,” in relation to the Roman Empire, gives food for thought. 
The church has embodied the gospel of Christ in a religious struc-
ture still based on the power politics of ancient Rome. In our 
Synods, as in Parliament, we still overrule the wishes of minori-
ties through the power of a majority vote.

Within the Quaker community, decisions have to be arrived 
at by consensus. A person in the assembly who disagrees with a 
proposal has the right either to ‘stand aside’ (in which case, the 
proposal will be allowed to proceed, though without his approval) 
or else to ‘stand in the way’—having a veto on the action until he 
or she changes his or her opinion. A consequence of this is that 
the reasons of those opposed to a proposed action, instead of 
being ignored or overruled, have to be considered carefully and 
out-argued, before action is taken on any new proposal.

It struck me that if we used consensus rather than the power 
of a majority vote in coming to our decisions, whether in Parlia-
ment in deciding on the Kyoto accord, or in our Synods in decid-
ing on matters of clergy remuneration or the blessing of same sex 
unions, we might be much more able to preserve “the unity of 
the spirit in the bond of peace.” A more respectful atmosphere, 
and one where people paid more attention to the arguments 
of those who disagreed with them, would be a welcome result.



An interview early one morning on CBC, heard while I was impris-
oned in hospital waiting for the two ends of my spine to reunite, 
caught my fancy.

The interviewee was Chris Irwin, renowned trainer of horses, 
and author of a slim book: Horses Don’t Lie.

His theme was the psychology of the horse, compared with 
the mental makeup of man.

Along with dogs, cats, lions, tigers, wolves and coyotes, man 
is a predator. He needs to kill his prey to obtain food to survive. 
His two eyes point forward and work together, to focus on his 
prey. Dominance within the pack is determined by physical 
contest—whether among a group of puppies, or young school-
boys establishing their position through horseplay in the company 
of their peers.

By contrast, horses are prey, not predator. Like deer and other 
ruminants, their food grows all around them on the ground—no 
problem there of supply. The challenge of being a prey animal is 
rather one of avoiding becoming food for the predator. So this 
type of animal has eyes pointing outward on each side of its head, 
giving it 360 degree vision, and its brain is continually attuned to 
awareness of its environment and possible dangers in it, rather 
than concentrating its attention on any particular objective.

Consider, then, the reaction of the horse, a prey animal, when 
approached by the predator, man. It is an instinctive urge to run 
for the hills in self-preservation—as indeed, is also the reaction 
of cattle at a rodeo.

So ‘breaking’ a horse has traditionally been a difficult opera-
tion, sometimes achieved only by cruelly destroying the animal’s 

Horse Sense
April 2003
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spirit. Irwin, however, has a different technique. He has learned 
to think like a horse, and get willing cooperation by communi-
cating with his charges in horse language.

Horses move in herds, and have their own system of decid-
ing on who shall be leader. Instead of fighting for pre-eminence, 
horses engage in a form of discussion, carried out through symbolic 
movements of their bodies, which end up with a leader being 
selected, who has the approval and support of the rest of the herd.

Irwin’s art is to use that same language, to persuade his horses 
that he is the ideal leader to follow; more capable and more inter-
esting than any other member of the herd. Once that is accom-
plished, horse and rider are friends for life, with a rich bond of 
devotion and loyalty between them—so long as the leader lives 
up to his promises.

It seems to me that mankind has much to learn from this.
Firstly, that though the average churchgoer may find that 

‘original sin’ is a difficult concept to relate to, the idea that ‘man 
is by nature a predator’ is not, even though it is saying much the 
same thing. “Men behave like wolves to their fellow men” as the 
Roman writer observes.

Secondly, that it’s not a bad idea to have 360 degree vision 
in a world of predators: “Be wise as serpents, and innocent as 
doves,” and beware of “wolves in sheep’s clothing,” even within 
the church.

Thirdly, the horse’s method of selecting a leader, based on 
the recognition and willing acceptance of merit, seems vastly 
preferable to the predator leader securing his position by sheer 
force of arms.

But, finally, is there not a lesson for us all in the journey 
Irwin had to take in order to carry out his objective of relating to 
horses—to abandon the ways of the predator, and learn to speak 
the language of the prey? So, in the Bible, “the Lion of the tribe 
of Judah” becomes also “the Lamb of God who takes away the 
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sin of the world”: Jesus is the one who is “led like a lamb to the 
slaughter.” In Isaiah’s vision, “the wolf shall lie down with the 
lamb,” “the lion eats straw like the ox,” and “they shall not hurt 
or destroy in all my holy mountain.” 

Predators cannot live without prey, or they will starve. Prey, 
though, need predators to control their numbers, or they will 
over-graze their territory, and in turn, begin to starve. Yet in a 
world so dominated by man, it seems necessary that at least a 
good part of mankind has to learn the way of prey, not predator, 
or the world will end in war and starvation. That’s what civiliza-
tion is all about.

Perhaps the path of horse training is also the path to the King-
dom of Heaven! 



On a side road at the south end of the town of Maskwacis [known 
as Hobbema before 2014], about eighty kilometers south of 
Edmonton, stands a most unusual cluster of buildings. 

Looking through the entrance gate, one sees about ten small 
houses grouped around a circle, painted bright yellow with blue 
trimmings, with a tall, slender cylindrical meeting room at the 
far end. Other buildings at the entrance include an enormous 
circular hall, and in the administrative area, a completely circu-
lar meeting room, mostly occupied by a large round table, that 
would do credit to King Arthur himself. 

Name of this ever so circular location? The Pe Sakastew Healing 
Lodge—a minimum security prison run by Correctional Services 
of Canada, designed particularly to accommodate First Nations 
offenders. The reason for all this circularity? It is a principle of 
organization engrained in the aboriginal culture, just as it was 
also with that of King Arthur. 

What a contrast to the structure of public spaces in our West-
ern culture! There, the basic shape is that of the pyramid, symbol 
of domination rather than equality. Parliament, with a throne at 
one end, for the monarch or his or her representative to deliver 
a ‘Throne Speech’. Space on each side below this for represen-
tatives of government and opposition. At the bottom, a ‘bar’, to 
keep the less privileged away from what is going on. 

In our law courts, the judge sits on high, with court clerks 
below, counsel for prosecution and defence below that, and 
the accused in the middle. The jury off to one side, and there is 
another ‘bar’ across the court room to keep witnesses, victims 
and ordinary folk in their proper places. In the economic sphere, 

Pyramids & Circles
May 2001
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Presidents and CEOs are at the top of the industrial pyramid, then 
management, then foremen, down to the humble and underpaid 
workers. Armies have their pyramids also, from Field Marshal, 
through Generals and various grades of officers, down to NCOs 
and privates. Even the church has its Pope, Cardinals, Bishops, 
Clergy and Laity—and church doors sometimes look like that 
same ‘bar’ that keeps outsiders away from the Sacred Mysteries.

“You know how the rulers of this world lord it over them,” says 
Jesus to his ambitious disciples, “but it shall not be so with you.” 
The pyramid, symbol of Egypt’s Pharaoh and Israel’s slavery, 
contrasts with the circle—where all are on a level, and can sit 
in an arrangement of equality and work problems out together. 
In one case, the picture is of master and slave. In the other, of 
members of a family, settling their differences rationally around 
the kitchen table.

A big move is afoot in the area of justice—away from the 
pyramid model, and towards a model of reconciliation between 
victim and offender, supervised by the State. In this move, the 
‘sentencing circle’ plays an important part. 

Do we really need the First Nations to point out to us anew, 
the effectiveness of the structures of organization that Jesus gave 
to his disciples so many years ago? Could our own church struc-
tures, and church architecture, profit from making more use of 
the Round Table? 



It happened at a meeting of the Church and Society committee.
The discussion first turned on how difficult it was for farm-

ers to make ends meet in today’s economy. The point was made 
that if farmers would only work together, and not each want their 
own full line of equipment, their overhead costs would be cut, 
and they could manage more easily. Hutterite communities in 
fact seemed able to make farming a success. Community made 
the difference.

The discussion moved on to a very successful project in the 
inner city. Parents would meet together in a kitchen, perhaps in 
a church hall, and work together to make meals that they could 
freeze and take back to their families. Skills were being taught in 
managing foods and budgets that made the difference between 
a family being reasonably well fed until the next welfare cheque 
arrived, and going hungry. Community made the difference.

My own story was of a program taking place in a number of 
Canadian prisons, called Alternatives to Violence. Groups of twenty 
or so people, from inmates and the outside world, learned the 
practical application of self-respect, care for others, faith, hope, 
love and the power of God, to solve problems of personal rela-
tionships. The first step was to set a number of rules of behaviour 
by which each person could be open with the group, and yet feel 
confident that he or she would not be ‘put down’. As the week-
end progressed, trust developed and attitudes began to change. 
Community made the difference.

I believe these stories have a lesson for us. In the individualis-
tic world we live in, it is as if we expect the failures of our society 
to have in some way to put themselves right, before the commu-

Community Pays Off
February 1994
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nity as a whole can accept them. People run off in droves to ther-
apists and counsellors, who spend hours of expensive time on 
a one to one basis, finding ways in which they can ‘get their act 
together’. After that, the theory is that we can go back to society, 
and pretend that nothing has ever been amiss. Our ‘image’ and 
our self-respect will be unimpaired.

The world doesn’t work that way. The concept that problems 
of poverty, health or criminality in society can be cured by simply 
throwing money at them and expecting people to change and 
cope, has been found wanting. The money has run out and the 
problems remain unsolved.

Community, and the Gospel, have a different message. The 
church is, after all, a community of redeemed sinners. It is within 
this community that we confess that we have “erred and strayed” 
and that “there is no health in us.” It is out of this community 
that forgiveness and acceptance come to us, just as we are. And 
it is out of that forgiveness and acceptance that we are enabled 
to grow and change.



“Civilization starts in a forest, and ends in a desert.”

This saying came into my mind as I watched a homemade movie 
giving a picture of life in First Nations country far in the North of 
Saskatchewan. Little settlements in the bush, sometimes with-
out any connection to the outside world other than by canoe, 
whose lives were very much occupied with the simple tasks of 
staying alive.

Living off the land there means living off the animals. One 
well-rounded lady in the movie gives a detailed description of 
how to make delicious soup from the nose of a moose. Fishing, 
hunting and the trap line are essential for survival. So, therefore, 
is the unspoiled habitat in which fish and animals can thrive. So 
it was on the prairies two centuries ago—when the buffalo still 
roamed free, and the passenger pigeon was not yet extinct. So 
it was in the days when the codfish off Newfoundland could be 
lifted out in a barrel, and farm salmon had not yet been invented.

Living off the animal world gives man an almost telepathic 
relationship with the fauna. People in such an environment 
develop an almost uncanny ability to track game, to understand 
the ways of nature and to respect the needs of the environment. 
Life depends on it.

The surveyors brought farming and agriculture to the Prairies. 
The buffalo no longer roam, and the deer and the antelope have 
a lot less room to play in. Canada became a breadbasket of the 
world. The population increased and cities grew. Wild animals 
and their habitat—and even the aboriginals who lived off them—
were treated with contempt. The animal world, where allowed 

Animal, Vegetable, Mineral
July 1998
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to survive, was treated as if it were vegetable: no longer wild and 
independent, but domesticated and bred for human use and 
convenience. Cattle, horses, pigs—but not much else. Wolves 
and other predators became a nuisance to be eliminated or a 
curiosity to be studied in a zoo.

Now, another revolution seems to be in progress. From 
Animal, to Vegetable, to Mineral. Machinery has replaced draft 
horses for power on the farm. Chemical fertilizers have replaced 
manure. The chemistry of living things is being explored: the 
artificial growth of living organs is being researched. Within a 
few years, vegetables and fruits will be raised hydroponically, 
and the chemistry of meat and milk production will be repro-
duced in the laboratory. Cows and meat animals will no longer 
be necessary. There is not much that even skilled labour can do 
that cannot be replaced, cheaper and more efficiently, by robots 
and the computer. As Thoreau commented, sitting by Walden 
pond: “We have become the tools of our tools.”

I detect a spirit of unease in the world. Environmentalists 
may be city folk, who don’t like the mining of coal, but still want 
electricity for their homes: who don’t like hunting animals, but 
still want to eat meat. That’s impractical. But when the move-
ment matures a little bit more, perhaps it will be able to give us 
some leads as to how man takes his proper place in the natural 
world, whatever by then will be left of it.

What does this do to our civilization—to man himself? There’s 
an aliveness, wisdom, cunning, courage, and a spiritual dimen-
sion to the life of a hunter. There’s patience, realism, ingenuity, 
understanding of weather and nature, and much plain, dogged 
hard work in the life of the farmer. But what is there to live for in 
a world where all has been reduced to mechanical processes?

At the present time, it seems as if the be-all and end-all of 
existence is summed up by our business leaders in the concept 
of an ever-increasing Gross National Product. Yet surely, there is 
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something more to civilization than material ‘economic devel-
opment’. A good challenge for the twenty first century will be to 
find out just what that ‘something’ will be.



Introduction
At this, the end of the twentieth century, society seems to have 
reached a point where it is uncertain as to the social direction 
it should follow.

Unrestrained Capitalism led to the workhouse conditions that 
writers as different as Charles Dickens, Karl Marx and Benjamin 
Disraeli protested in Victorian times. Yet the Welfare State which 
followed it may be ending in a mass of bureaucracy, high taxes, 
social decay and public debt. Efforts to ‘develop’ the economies 
of the Third World have often failed lamentably.

On the other hand, the planned and highly controlled econo-
mies of Singapore, China and South Korea have produced devel-
opment at the expense of human freedoms. The Soviet Social-
ist Republics have repudiated the communist process entirely, 
but capitalism has not brought either automatic prosperity or 
social justice.

In these circumstances the church, as a body claiming to 
give mankind guidance on life’s pathway, should surely be able 
to give civilization some advice on direction. Yet the Christian 
church as a whole is still not giving a coherent vision to society 
of where it should be headed socially, economically and politi-
cally in these times.

Because of this, I thought it might be good simply to go back 
to our roots, and start our quest for guidance with a look at the 
social and economic teachings of the Bible. Whether we consider 

The Good Society: A Biblical Study
October 1995

Summary of a presentation to the Church and Society Committee, Anglican 
Diocese of Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, October 1995.
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them old-fashioned or not, they do in fact give an interesting 
and coherent recipe for “peace, order and good government” 
that can well give guidance on priorities for the social order in 
the coming century.

Old and New Testaments
In looking at the social and economic teachings of the Old and 
New Testaments, the most remarkable thing is the extreme differ-
ence in the viewpoints of each.

The Old Testament is a political book. Almost all of it has been 
written by or about practicing politicians—either leaders such as 
Moses and Joshua and the Judges, Kings such as David and Solo-
mon, or the prophets whose chief message was a commentary on 
the political events of their time. Within it, and the Pentateuch 
in particular, we find a remarkably comprehensive code of law 
and advice to achieve a just, prosperous and peaceful society.

We also find a history of how these laws and this advice was 
ignored and neglected, so that by the end of Old Testament 
times, the glories of Solomon’s kingdom had vanished into the 
humiliation of the Jews as a subservient satellite kingdom in the 
world-conquering Roman Empire.

The New Testament comes from a different angle. It is a 
message for the underdog—for the poor, the oppressed, the 
persecuted, the powerless.

The Old Testament promoted an elaborate system to give 
land to every family in the nation (Joshua 13–21). The New Testa-
ment follows a Son of Man who has “nowhere to lay his head” 
(Luke 9:58).

The Old Testament regards wealth as a sign of God’s blessing 
(e.g. Job 42:10 sqq). The New Testament despises the accumu-
lation of wealth on earth, preferring that treasures be laid up in 
heaven (Matthew 6:19–21, Luke 6:20–26 cp. Philippians 3:7–9, 
Hebrews 10:32 sqq, Acts 5:32–37).
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The Old Testament, though it permitted slavery, in fact restricted 
it severely. It provided times for rest from work and release after 
a fixed period of service, unless the slave himself did not wish it 
(Exodus 20:10, 21:2–6). In the New Testament, we have the picture 
of the Christian as a slave—of Jesus Christ (Luke 17:10; Romans 
1:1). Whether he was free or a slave in the outside world was a 
matter of lesser importance (I Cor. 7:21–22).

What we have is a picture of the Christian believer prepared 
to suffer and forgive: blessed by what he or she lacks rather than 
by wealth and possessions, earmarked for the way of the Cross, 
for the sake of the heavenly reward beyond. Unless we lose our 
lives and our attachment to wealth in this world, we are not going 
to be able to find them in the heavenly Kingdom (cp. Mark 8:34–
end, Luke 14:33).

This, however, is not a complete picture. Towards one’s fellow 
man, the Christian is expected to be compassionate and gener-
ous. Christ’s picture of the judgment of the nations in Matthew 
(25:31 sqq) condemns those who do not feed the hungry, give 
drink to the thirsty, clothe the naked, care for the sick, and visit 
the prisoner. In the parable of Dives and Lazarus, the rich man is 
condemned to hell fire because of his insensitivity to the needs 
of the poor (Luke 16:19 sqq). Again, the theme is not so much 
one of social justice, as of a sharing of compassion among fellow 
human beings in a world controlled by evil powers (I John 5:19).

Beyond this, Jesus made it clear that it was not his objec-
tive to destroy the Law, but rather to fulfill it by going beyond its 
demands and establishing a kingdom of Love (Matthew 5:17). 
So, while remembering the New Testament requirements of 
“going the second mile,” it is still appropriate to look back at the 
Old Testament to provide us with some foundational ideals on 
which a just and prosperous society can and should be based.
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The Old Testament Ideal
One picture of the ideal society is repeated in several places in 
the Old Testament—so much so, that one wonders whether it 
was a proverbial phrase to describe what the good society was 
conceived to be.

In I Kings 4:25, Solomon’s great reign is described as follows:

During Solomon’s lifetime, Judah and Israel lived 
in safety, from Dan even to Beersheba, all of them 
under their vines and fig trees.

When the Assyrians invade Judah, and try to persuade the people 
to desert King Hezekiah, the Rabshakeh said (II Kings 18:31, 
Isaiah 36:16):

Make your peace with me and come out to me, and 
then every one of you will eat from your own vine 
and your own fig tree, and drink water from your 
own cistern.

In the Prophet Micah, looking to a future time of peace and pros-
perity under the Messiah, we find the following picture (Micah 4:4):

But they shall all sit under their own vines and 
under their own fig trees, and no one shall make 
them afraid.

Finally, in I Maccabees in the Apocrypha, the reign of the High 
Priest Simon is described as follows (14:12):

All the people sat under their own vines and fig trees, 
and there was none to make them afraid.
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There are certain principles established in this concept, and I 
would like to expand on them, and consider some of the machin-
ery established in Old Testament law which was to establish this 
happy state of affairs. I may also comment briefly on some of 
the customs of Twentieth Century society that, ignoring these 
commandments, are leading us to a much less satisfactory style 
of life.

(1) All the people.  There is a ‘principle of universality’. There 
are not separate communities of rich and poor. Prosperity and 
security were extended to all classes of society. Contrast the 
alarming and increasing disparities between rich and poor, both 
in New Testament times, and in our own.

(2) Sat. This implies two things. One is that everyone had a 
place to sit. There was no class of the homeless. Secondly, that 
the ideal society was one of leisure, of Jubilee and Sabbath, not 
of full employment (compare the ‘curse of Adam’ imposed upon 
his exile from the Garden of Eden, Genesis 3:17).

(3) Under their own vines and fig trees. In contrast to our Soci-
ety, where the proletariat earns its income essentially by toiling for 
a wage, while a small elite enjoy unearned income from property 
and investments, these citizens owned the means of production, 
and therefore enjoyed the fruits of ownership, without exces-
sive labour. The ‘Protestant work ethic’ is conspicuously absent.

(4) None shall make them afraid. There was both economic 
and political security, the product of good laws and good govern-
ment. Contrast our twentieth century society, scene of major world 
wars and of repeated economic panic, on both the individual and 
collective scale, as the economy has blundered between boom 
and depression. Poverty and insecurity can come in a minute 
with the loss of a job. Even governments quail at the perils of 
their National Debts and the terrors of the International Mone-
tary Fund. Curiously enough, as things are at present, it seems as 
if only the arms industry and war can create the economic condi-
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tions that give ‘full employment’ and so prosperity. As one writer 
has put it—“War is economic peace, and peace is economic war.” 
These things ought not so to be, and in Christ’s peaceable king-
dom, would not be so (cp. Isaiah 11:6, Micah 4:3–5).

Achieving the Ideal
Let us examine now some of the machinery by which Old Testa-
ment Law made it possible to achieve this ‘good society’. I would 
like to break it down into the traditional economic divisions of 
Land, Labour and Capital, with an extra category for Social Security.

In Old Testament times, this was initially achieved in each 
sector through established rights of person and property, with-
out the use of money. It is good to remember, even today, that 
wealth is always a matter of satisfying physical and spiritual needs 
through the physical provision of one or a combination of these 
elements. In a money economy such as ours today, each one of 
these divisions puts a cost into the price of the wealth we buy: 
Rent expresses the value and cost of Land: Return on Investment 
expresses the value and cost of Capital: Wages and Salaries repre-
sent the value and cost of Labour, and Taxes represent the value 
and cost of the Governmental system. Conversely, each one of 
them is also a source of income to those who have the right to 
receive payment from one or other of these sources.

However, the lesson of King Midas is that, when it comes to 
the crunch, it is not money but the real things in life that make 
our standard of living what it is.

Land. Joshua invaded Palestine around 1400 B.C., with a Divine 
commission to exterminate its Canaanite inhabitants, and settle 
the twelve tribes of Israel in defined districts, with each family to 
have a specific “inheritance” (Numbers 33:50 sqq). Land could 
not be bought and sold, except on a lease basis, and every fifty 
years, in a year of Jubilee, it was restored to its original tenant. 
(Leviticus 25:13–17).
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“The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the 
land is mine: with me you are but aliens and  
tenants” (Leviticus 25:23).

There seems to have been an exception in the case of urban prop-
erty (Leviticus 25:29–34) and it seems as if this approach was put 
to the test as time went on. Naboth’s vineyard is a story of resis-
tance to an attempted expropriation in defiance of this custom 
(I Kings 21). Isaiah reproaches those “who join house to house, 
who add field to field, until there is room for no one but you”—
the real estate speculators of his day (Isaiah 5:8–10).

In an era where homelessness of the poor, and their inability 
to pay rent and obtain decent housing, is a major and increasing 
problem, Moses perhaps has a lesson for us. We should similarly 
consider the part that the need for land reform plays in, say, the 
politics of Central America, or in urban homelessness today.

Economic Security. With the security of a land base, went 
other tools for economic security. Government services under 
the law of Moses were limited by a simple and efficient formula—
they were provided by the tribe of Levi, and paid for by a fixed 
income tax of ten percent (the ‘tithe’)—though there appear to 
have been tax evaders even in those days (2 Chronicles 24:1–14). 
Solomon seems to have breached this rule, with taxation and 
forced labour for public works—the result after his death was a 
successful separatist revolt by the Northern Kingdom, a warning 
to us all today! (I Kings 12:1–17).

Besides providing for worship, the Levites appear to have had 
responsibilities for public health, settling disputes (Deuteronomy 
17:8–13) and the teaching of the Law. It would also appear that the 
tithe provided support for the “widow, stranger and fatherless” 
(Deuteronomy 14:29)—a precedent for modern Public Assistance.

Security for old age came essentially from within the family 
(e.g. Exodus 20:12). Children were expected to support their 
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parents, and in due course, be supported in their old age by their 
own family: childlessness was a major and deeply felt deprivation 
(Genesis 15:2, cp. I Samuel 1:1–9). There was a specific obliga-
tion towards widows, to be taken into the family of their nearest 
relative (cp. Ruth 3:9, Deuteronomy 25:5–10)—a possibility in a 
society where polygamy was not frowned upon. Note that, in an 
all-female family, there was provision for the family land to be 
retained (Numbers 27:36).

Labour. The condition of working people was protected by 
law. Their wages were to be paid promptly (Deuteronomy 24:14): 
servitude was for a limited time, and ended after six years with 
the donation of a basic capital (Deuteronomy 15:12–18). There 
was provision for worker safety (Deuteronomy 22:8). The Sabbath 
provided a regular day of rest even for servants (Exodus 20:10). 
It is worth noting that the institution of slavery did also provide 
economic security for workers, so much so, that some slaves 
voluntarily decided to remain in the service of their masters 
(Exodus 21:5–6).

There is also a considerable body of teaching regarding provi-
sion for the poor, immigrants, and prevention of abusive prac-
tices towards those in debt (Deuteronomy 24:10–13).

Capital. Perhaps the most notable prohibition in the Jewish 
law that is not observed in modern times (except by Muslims) is 
the prohibition on lending at interest (Exodus 22, 25, Leviticus 
25:36–37, Deuteronomy 23:19-20)—particularly on loans to the 
poor. See also Ezekiel 18:8, Psalm 15:5, and Nehemiah 5:1–13.

Although no reason is given for this, my own interpretation 
is that, since the future is in the Lord’s hands, for someone to 
put the risk of either gain or loss in the future entirely on the 
borrower, is to maintain one’s own economic return at the risk 
of a double jeopardy for the borrower. It is a way, therefore, of 
using Mammon in an effort to dispense with our dependent 
relationship on God. In Matthew 25:24–28, moneylenders are 
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branded as those who “reap where they do not sow, and gather 
where they do not scatter.”

This is something that has serious economic consequences in 
the modern world. Essentially, the whole of the money supply in 
a modern economy is created by loans of bank credit to borrow-
ers: business financing from this source discourages the accu-
mulation of private ownership of the means of production (“Our 
own vines and fig trees”). It causes rewards to flow to dabblers in 
finance by robbing the value of the public’s money through infla-
tion: conversely, when bank loans are repaid, the cancellation of 
credit leads to deflation, falling prices, and business stagnation.

It is not for nothing that the Book of Revelation includes as 
one of the final catastrophes before the return of Christ a total 
and sudden collapse of the whole financial and trading system 
(Revelation 18).

Summary
It may be presumptuous to sum up the whole teaching of the Old 
Testament in a few propositions, but I do suggest that there are 
some fairly clear directions in which the Bible indicates Society 
should be organized. These would include:

(1) Universality. Although the poor will always be with us 
(Deuteronomy 15:11, Matthew 26:11), there should be a basic 
‘place to stand’ for all. Homelessness is unacceptable. (Note in 
this connection the proposals for site value taxation advanced 
by Henry George in his book Progress and Poverty, and the 
recommendations for a Guaranteed Annual Income advanced 
by both the Croll and MacDonald Royal Commissions, so far 
not implemented.)

(2) Public Health. Perhaps the responsibility of the Levites 
for public health can be expanded in these modern days to an 
obligation to see that safe food and minimum health care is 
available to all.
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(3) Ecology. ‘Crown Land’ does not exist in the Mosaic system—
all land is the Lord’s, but also the responsibility of some owner or 
another. Land ownership is not absolute: the poor, for instance, 
have the right to glean (Leviticus 19:9–10). Trees are to be 
preserved, even in wartime (Deuteronomy 20:19–20). Long 
term private ownership of all land means respect for it from its 
owners, and not, for instance, the clear cutting of forests which, 
because they belong to everybody, have no individual person’s 
interest or protection.

(4) Justice. The state does have the obligation to reduce conflict 
in society by providing a system for the judging of disputes. In 
the institution of the Cities of Refuge we see the beginnings of a 
prison system—note that this was to protect the wrongdoer from 
excessive punishment at private hands, rather than to inflict 
punishment itself!

(5) Taxation. The idea of a fixed and limited proportion of 
national income being spent on the institution of Government 
appeals to me immensely, and the tithe is an obvious forerun-
ner of modern ‘flat tax’ proposals.

(6) Private and inalienable ownership of land and resources. 
Ownership of income producing property needs to be as widely 
distributed as possible: this is how incomes can be provided in 
a world where technology is making ‘full employment’ almost 
impossible to achieve.

(7) Humane and just working conditions. Employment stan-
dards, protection of the worker from danger on the job and 
exploitation by his employer, reasonable holidays and hours of 
work, and prompt payment of wages all need to be enforced.

(8) Financial Control. Exploitation of the public, the economy 
and the taxpayer by financial manipulators must be prevented.

(9) Family Support. The primary obligation for family members 
to care for each other should not be preempted by the State, or 
the economic reasons for maintaining family unity will be weak-
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ened. The economic position, and need for economic security of 
children and the aged, and of women as wives and mothers and 
of children, needs to be respected and provided for.

(10) A Sense of timing. The rhythm of Jubilee every fifty years, 
and Sabbaths every seven, is something missing from modern 
life. Indeed, as Society swings to seven day a week shopping, 
even the once traditional ‘Sabbath rest’ and pause for worship is 
beginning to disappear. However, systematic times of rest enable 
society to ‘stand back’ every so often to evaluate its direction, and 
set targets for future achievement.

How nice it would be, for instance, to plan that fifty years 
after Expo 1967, that is in 2017, Canada’s National Debt would 
be eliminated!

Conclusion
The Lord’s Prayer does teach us to pray that God’s Kingdom might 
come on earth, as it is in heaven. Hopefully, this study gives us 
some idea of what we might expect such a kingdom to be like.



II
POLITICS



The past months have seen effort after effort to arrive at a new 
constitutional arrangement for Canada. What has emerged from 
it all is more and more evidence that, at the end of the twentieth 
century, old ways of organizing governments are breaking down. 
The ‘invincible’ U.S.S.R. has evaporated into a smorgasbord of 
new Republics. Yugoslavia has spun off Croatia. Scotland and 
Ireland are becoming restive at government from Westminster. 
Now that the world is no longer divided between two nuclear 
power zones, it seems as if the glue of fear, that kept many nations 
together under a single government, is not binding them together 
in the same way as it once did. Rather, national governments are 
becoming more and more powerless, as local units become inte-
grated in a total world economy.

Something else is also happening. Within the same coun-
try of Canada, we see native communities, French-Canadian 
communities, and the English speaking citizens of Canada all 
preferring to follow their own ethnic agendas in preference to 
their loyalty to their nation of Canada. Perhaps shadows of what 
was to come were perceptible as long ago as the time of the Riel 
rebellion, and the Quebec conscription crisis of 1917. Just as 
crowded nations in Europe or India have developed a class or 
caste system, in which a number of different ‘nations’ can exist 
independently within the same territory, so in Canada, we are 
developing a multi-cultural country where the central govern-
ment is, at best, a convenience, but the emotional attachment 
of the citizen is to his or her class or ethnic group.

Are we going back to the era of the city state? This has in fact 
a long and honourable history. The beginnings of democracy 

The New City State
April 1992
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lay in ancient Greece, where individual cities dominated the 
surrounding farmland to create a single state. Rome was such a 
city, before developing its empire. Italy and Germany both attained 
high degrees of prosperity and culture, as leagues of city states, 
before their ‘unification’ in the late nineteenth century. It was 
in fact the development of the railway, with its associated ability 
to concentrate military and organizational power, that made the 
present day mega-nation a possibility. Canada was linked by the 
C.P.R.: Russia by the Trans-Siberian Railway. Cecil Rhodes had 
a dream of uniting Africa by a railroad from the Cape to Cairo.

Nowadays, we have electronic communication around the 
world in a fraction of a second. We have international trading blocks 
and multi-national companies that override national boundaries, 
and take the fullest advantage of international tax avoidance and 
economic advantages, which even the most protectionist govern-
ments cannot thwart. In a world where transportation can take 
one around the globe in a matter of hours, an anglophone white 
Albertan is more likely to identify emotionally with an opposite 
number in San Francisco, than with French speaking Canadians 
in his own province, or Quebecois, or Inuit living in the Arctic 
or aboriginals on a reserve. That song of ‘Canada – we love thee’, 
theme of the 1967 Expo, seems terribly dated today!

From a constitutional point of view, what does this all mean? 
Perhaps it means that a great deal of what goes on in Ottawa—
income tax, the Canada Assistance Plan, Bilingualism, the C.R.T.C., 
perhaps even the armed forces—is really irrelevant to the ordi-
nary business of life for the average Canadian. We could clear 
it all from our newspapers and our pocketbooks, and nobody 
would miss it very much at all. The hypertrophy of our federal 
government can and will soon lead to atrophy—signs of this 
are already apparent in the number of regional federal political 
parties planning to contest the next Federal election.

Provincial politics, too, are likely to become the politics of a 
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single city, around which most of the activity of the provincial 
area will rotate. British Columbia will become an appendage of 
Vancouver, Manitoba of Winnipeg, Ontario of Toronto, Quebec of 
Montreal. Alberta will centre around the twin centres of Edmon-
ton and Calgary—or will one or another of these cities take a 
definite lead?  The degree to which Provincial governments can 
gerrymander rural support to the prejudice of the major cities 
is obviously reaching its limit.

Will City governments therefore become extremely important, 
even on the international plane, in the next few years? My guess is 
that they will. “Ich bin ein Berliner” will be echoed in a hundred 
other cities across the world. The debts and the out-of-touchness 
of Federal and Provincial governments, combined with the close-
ness of the total world economy, will cause civic governments 
perforce to take the lead in dealing with social and economic 
problems where the remoter and higher levels of government 
have failed. Possibly the ‘underground economies’ of individual 
cities, again under the pressure of economic failure on the larger 
scale, will become the basis of patriotic and self-promoting cities. 
It will be part of one of the most important changes taking place 
in politics at the present time. We have lost faith in ‘big govern-
ment’ to provide answers to urgent social and economic prob-
lems. We are learning that we may not do such a bad job if we 
look after these areas ourselves.



I am in the throes of bringing to birth a new theory of history.
It has developed out of the Marxist concept of surplus value.

I am still looking for academically acceptable name, but for 
the moment am contenting myself with naming it “The Bullshit 
Theory of History.”  Let me explain.

At different times in the progress of civilization, certain elements 
have to be supplied, or the whole process will come to a halt.

In very primitive times, there is need first for some form of 
religion, to provide societal cohesion, and we have Priests. At a 
later stage, Judges are needed, to rule the standards of behaviour 
needed to keep society together, and identify and remedy breaches. 
Before long, we need Kings, in order to repel with military force 
the enemies that might otherwise take over our now more pros-
perous society. To encourage that prosperity, we need Financiers. 
To provide it, we need Entrepreneurs. To train our labour force, 
we need Educators. To prevent the scandal of poverty through 
the provision of Social Services, we develop a Bureaucracy.

Now none of these things are wrong. Indeed, all of them are 
essential. But there is a strange manner in which these elements 
operate. After we have established our basic morality, for instance, 
there should be less need for priests. But what actually happens 
is that they flourish more and more, taking more of society’s 
resources, justifying the need for their services with ever more 
elaborate hocus pocus and mumbo jumbo.

It’s the same with lawyers. When the basic rules of law have 
been defined, there should be need for less, not more, of them. 
But they tend to proliferate nonetheless, covering the simplest of 
everyday transactions with ever increasing layers of complexity.

History is Bunk
May 1995
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Kings and the military are particularly bad. When the war is 
over, disbanding the army may be something more easily said 
than done. Unpaid soldiers may rove the countryside, or stir up 
wars and mayhem of their own, so as to keep a demand in being 
for their skills.

Financiers, speculators, investment advisers and the like follow 
the same route. The international money market extends now 
far beyond the needs of financing trade. Dollars by the billion 
flow from one currency into another, in the hope of destabiliz-
ing some poor nation’s economy, and so reaping a windfall of 
profit. The mystification with which it is all surrounded would 
put many religions to shame.

Then there are the ‘captains of industry’—whose five and six 
figure incomes, options and bonuses mystify the poor share-
holders, asking for some explanation which never comes, at 
an annual meeting. And finally, the educational establishment 
and the bureaucracy, both of which have made the imparting of 
knowledge to the young, and the handing out of aid to the poor 
and the old, such an arcane mystery that no ordinary man in the 
street would ever dare to crack the union-protected monopoly 
of their employments.



Ortega y Gasset, the journalist, politician and philosopher of the 
Spanish Civil War, discovered a provocative method of predict-
ing coming events.

Man’s life can be divided into a number of 15-year segments. 
The first fifteen years of our lives we spend learning to understand 
the world in which we live. Between 15 and 30, we work out how 
to handle such a world. Between 30 and 45, we express our views, 
but do not yet have the power to be able to bring our ideas into 
effect. Between 45 and 60, we are of the age and position where 
we have a genuine ability to influence events. From 60 to 75, we 
are the elder statesmen, who can criticize, without the power to 
change. At any given period of time, therefore, people who have 
the power to change things are generally trying to solve the prob-
lems of 45 years ago with solutions at least 30 years old.

My generation was born in the 1930-44 period—a time of 
insecurity, depression and war. Its views of what was to be done 
about the situation were absorbed in the 1945-59 period—a time 
of expanding population and economic power, when conven-
tional wisdom said that Government’s wise economic and polit-
ical policies would be able to achieve a stable, expanding econ-
omy, and abolish poverty from the world, and with poverty, one 
of the major causes of war.

Political policymakers during the 1975-89 period, who come 
from my generation, have in general been fighting World War II 
and the Great Depression (even when these are long gone!) with 
paternalistic policies dating from the days of post-War reconstruc-
tion. They seem surprised when they experience something like 
a taxpayer revolt instead of the gratitude they were expecting.

Generational Politics
December 1989
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The reason for this is that political power is now beginning 
to be taken over by the generation born between 1945 and 1959, 
which sees the world in an entirely different way. Born in a world 
of post-war expansion, plenty was something that, if they did not 
have it today, would be attainable tomorrow. The problems of 
this generation’s early years were the restrictive Victorian fears 
and social attitudes of their parents. What was to be done about 
them was picked up from the conventional wisdom of the ‘me 
generation’ of 1960-75: individual choice of lifestyle, disregard 
for tradition, ambition for individual satisfaction and success.

This suggests that, as 1990 dawns, we are entering into a most 
interesting time of political turmoil. Those not prepared to foot the 
bill for cradle to grave social services will have the political clout 
to refuse to do so. Politics may well become an even more cyni-
cal buying and selling of power than it is at present. The rich will 
be happy to get richer, and leave the poor and the environment 
to struggle as best they can. Governments and political parties 
will find it harder than ever before to maintain the loyalty of their 
citizens. Concepts of religion, duty and public service will take 
a back seat—except that religion may well transform itself from 
blindly following the wisdom of tradition, to an experimental “if 
it works, I’ll try it” approach, with many new movements, not all 
of them valid or ethical, on the fringes of orthodoxy.

Politically, as seems to be happening in Iron Curtain coun-
tries, things may well get quite out of hand. The generation born 
1960-74, affected by the breakdown of family values during their 
early years, and hopefully schooled between 1975 and 1990 in 
greater concern for poverty, the environment and global issues, 
will be voicing their protests, but only by 2005 will they have the 
political power to do something about it. We could then expect 
a new Victorianism of quite remarkable power.

World War II is finally over. Now let’s solve the problems of 
the ‘fifties! It’s going to be an interesting time!



One book that influenced me greatly during my time at Univer-
sity was called Saints in Politics. It was an account of the Clapham 
Sect—a band of evangelical Christians around the turn of the 
Nineteenth century, whose most famous member was William 
Wilberforce, a man who spent a lifetime campaigning against 
vested interests for the abolition of the slave trade. The book 
was written by E. M. Howse, later to be Moderator of the United 
Church of Canada.

From the political point of view, one interesting feature of 
Wilberforce’s position was that he entered Parliament in the 
days before the Reform Bill of 1832, as representative of a ‘rotten 
borough’, and had bought his seat in Parliament from the local 
landlord. He therefore had less difficulty in securing a Parlia-
mentary seat than a religious maverick would have in our pres-
ent system of ‘one man one vote’, of organized parties and party 
platforms.

The influence of his approach led to many social reforms in 
England in the Victorian era: Factories Acts, labour laws, public 
health laws, and in due course, old age and other pensions. It 
spilled over into Canadian politics in the religious element of 
the C.C.F.—Holdsworth, Knowles and Tommy Douglas, for 
instance—not to mention the strong religious basis of the Social 
Credit movement in Alberta.

What strikes me today, however, is the possibility that he 
started a trend in politics that has become highly dangerous, 
and very difficult to reverse. This is the trend to make religious 
positions into law. We have seen it in the Divorce law as it stood 
before 1968, when, by a policy more strict than that of Moses, 

Saints in Politics
February 1989
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nothing but adultery was allowable as grounds for divorce, and 
some very unpleasant home situations existed as a result.

We have seen it as a gradual trend, by which legislation to set 
out, say, fair conditions of work (which costs the government very 
little to do) has been supplemented and supplanted by much 
more ambitious schemes to totally redistribute incomes from the 
productive to the poor, so giving a ‘right’ to both the unfortunate 
and the lazy to receive an income from the taxpayer through the 
welfare schemes of the Welfare State. A trend has therefore set 
in by which elections have started to resemble more and more 
an auction of the spoils of office, in the manner of the declining 
days of the Roman Empire. All in the name of Christianity and 
loving our neighbour, of course!

By doing this, we have turned the Government into God. When 
a tornado strikes, people feel they have the ‘right’ to indemnifi-
cation from the authorities. The government is the rock beneath 
our feet, the shepherd who makes us lie down in green pastures 
and leads us forth beside the waters of comfort. The government 
is being asked by those opposed to abortion to bring punishment 
to the immoral and the wicked who generate unwanted babies, 
and to harass prostitutes with a cloak of silence. It may sound 
wonderful, but it’s not democracy, and it’s not even good politics.

The laughable result of all this is that the churches, who started 
it all, have been responsible for replacing God with Bureaucracy—
and have received no thanks for so doing. Instead of encourag-
ing their faithful to minister to the world in the tradition of the 
Good Samaritan with personal sacrifice for social and medical 
care, they have demanded that Society levy taxes to pay for it all, 
while they spend the money of the faithful on the requirements 
of buildings and ministries devoted to the good of the soul. (I 
exaggerate, but the overall trend is unmistakable!)

What do we need? Perhaps a church that thunders from the 
pulpit against the appalling extortions of the tax-collectors and 
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usurers of the world. A church that tells the faithful to stay away 
from sin and immorality, but does not impose its own standards 
by law on other people. A church that tells its people to be socially 
conscious and support the weak and needy—but out of their 
own efforts and their own pockets, not those of everyone else.

It would be a welcome change.



As I get older, I find that one of the tragedies of life is to see how 
the shortcomings of one generation bear their fruits in the next. 
Child abuse in one generation leads to abusers in the next: do 
away with colonialism and slavery, and the oppressed them-
selves become oppressors when colonialism ends and slavery is 
abolished. Hence the current welter of dictator states through-
out Africa, now that the colonial era is past. Hence the abuse of 
funding and denial of employment and welfare benefits to those 
not on the ‘inside’ on First Nations reservations, which happens 
so often when financial control is transferred from Indian Affairs 
to elected Band Chiefs and Band Councils.

What set me thinking in this direction was a book produced 
by our own Grant MacEwan Community College in Edmonton, 
From Strength to Strength, outlining the challenges that the 
college has faced in putting together a university level course in 
Social Work, to be taught by visiting teachers mostly to aborigi-
nals in a number of remote locations in Alberta—High Level was 
one. It was at that point that the immense cultural differences 
between ‘Western’ and ‘Aboriginal’ ways of living came sharply 
into focus. The whole course had to be taught twice and in twice 
the time, and from the viewpoint of two quite separate cultures!

Churches have indeed apologized to the native community 
for their part in the operation of the residential school system, but 
even so, it is hard for anyone brought up in the Western culture 
to understand the devastation caused to the native community 
when all its values, its language, its customs, its prayers, its cere-
monies and spirituality, have been treated as so much trash, and 
often enough, prohibited by law. Depression, violence, drunk-

Social Work in Two Cultures
2001
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enness, drugs and suicide come naturally from the frustration 
and meaninglessness of life when this aboriginal culture has 
been devalued and destroyed. Dealing with this devastation, and 
giving credit to the value of aboriginal ways, had to be the first 
order of business in organizing the total course. Fortunately, in 
spite of all the obstacles, the course itself has proved its worth, 
and has had some excellent graduates.

One of the worst effects of colonialism is to turn its victims 
themselves into exploiters. From that angle, when we look back 
into European history, we can see how the colonization of Europe 
launched in the time of the Roman Empire and the Norman 
Conquest spawned self-righteous European colonizations that 
have spread all over the world since the time of Columbus—often 
enough destroying aboriginal cultures, and monopolizing aborig-
inal lands, in the name of Christianity and “spreading the Gospel.”

The message of Jesus and the Gospel, surely, is precisely one of 
liberation from all forms of slavery. Yet the message of churches 
and governments towards the first nations has far too often been 
the precise reverse.

It reminds me of the Indian elder who told me: “When the 
missionaries came, and told us all about Jesus, we said to ourselves: 

‘He seems to be a real neat guy.’ Then the Church came, and the 
Government came, and we said ‘Oh, oh—not so fast!’”

Enough said!



“Increase in us true religion.” So we pray in the Collect.
What a need there is for this in the world today! The religious 

need for a Sikh to avenge the desecration of his sacred temple 
leads to the sabotage of an Air India airliner, and more than three 
hundred innocent people’s lives are destroyed. Salman Rushdie 
mocks the Prophet Mohammed, and is forced to live as a refu-
gee with a price on his head. Muslim suicide bombers, promised 
Paradise as a reward for their actions, systematically attack all 
forces of civilization, law and order. Religious Jews claim all of 
Palestine as having been given them by God, provoking fighting 
and unrest that have continued in the area for centuries. Jesus 
himself can claim to be another victim put to death by ‘religion’. 
Didn’t the Jews in St. John’s gospel say: “We have a law, and by that 
law he ought to die, because he claimed to be the Son of God.”?

Yet within Christendom, it’s not a whole lot better. Protes-
tants and Catholics in Northern Ireland still have bitter animosity 
one to another, until recently punctuated by murder and bombs. 
Church history is filled with an unholy toll of Inquisitions, burn-
ing of witches and heretics, wars of religion, and strife between 
various factions. The conquest of Mexico and Peru in the New 
World was carried out in the name of religion. An evangelist of 
the ‘religious right’ in the United States recently called for the 
assassination of the President of Venezuela, as being too friendly 
with foes of his country. Our own Anglican Church of Canada 
is at long last beginning to realize its own role in the attack on 
aboriginal culture and spirituality in the system of residential 
schools. It is easy to agree with the sentiment of the Roman poet 
Lucretius, reflecting on the killing of his daughter Iphigenia by 

Revenge
2005
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his father, the Greek king Agamemnon, as a sacrifice to ensure 
a favourable wind for the invasion of Troy, that “Religion can 
persuade men to perform an enormous amount of evil.”

At the back of much of this behaviour is a belief in a sacred 
duty of revenge. God’s name has been blasphemed, his temple 
desecrated, his holy teachings perverted. Surely, it is our sacred 
duty to take our swords in hand, punish the Infidel, convert the 
heathen, recapture the Holy Land, and make the world safe for 
Democracy. And if gold, oil or new territory and new resources 
fall into our laps when so doing, so much the better.

No, it is not. “Vengeance is mine, I will repay” says the Lord. 
Jesus has given very specific instructions as to how we are to deal 
with our enemies and those who abuse us. It involves turning 
the other cheek, going the second mile, and praying for those 
who spitefully use us. We do it because, as sinners who have 
been forgiven and raised to new life in Christ, and live now in a 
spirit of love not law. We share the grace of God who has given 
us forgiveness, with others who “are indebted to us”.

Saint James in his epistle says that: “What God the Father 
considers to be pure and genuine religion is this: to take care of 
orphans and widows in their suffering, and to keep oneself from 
being corrupted by the world.”

The very opposite, it would seem, of the ‘religious’ course of 
conduct that creates those widows and orphans in the first place!



September 11, 2001: The Start of World War III?
It’s a funny thing about religion. It seems either to bring out 

the very best in people or else the very worst. One the one hand, 
charities, schools, universities, hospitals, almshouses, the aboli-
tion of slavery, temples, architecture, music and cultural contri-
butions beyond counting. On the other hand, religious wards, 
persecutions, inquisitions, crusades, torture, human sacrifice, 
and conflicts in Northern Ireland, Palestine, the Sudan, Tibet, 
Indonesia, and now Afghanistan and the World Trade Centre.

Both science and religion seem to agree that there are unchang-
ing governing principles which explain what goes on in the 
universe, and that, based on these, we can plan our actions, 
whether in engineering a building or creating a ‘just society’. The 
devil, though, is in the details. Science tends to work from the 
viewpoint of skepticism; religion, from that of belief.

We can turn our thoughts to mathematics to illustrate what is 
going on. We’re all familiar with the idea of Pi – a symbol repre-
senting the ratio between the circumference and the diameter 
of a circle. Finding out more about Pi has kept men busy over 
the centuries.

In defining Pi, we’re dealing with an irrational number, and the 
decimals can go on for ever without ever coming to a final figure.

Yet, when all that is said and done, we can use one of several 
approximations quite effectively when it comes to practical living. 
We just have to realize that we are using an approximation, and 
that we don’t have quite the whole picture. Isn’t there a parallel 
here with the religious scene? Isn’t it reasonable to say that the 
whole design of the universe, and the reason for it unrolling the 

Defining Pi
April 2002
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way it does, is something like Pi—a concept that human minds 
can conceive, but can never fully define?

Faced with this, we have scientists on one hand who call 
themselves atheists, because they don’t believe in a God that I 
couldn’t believe in either. What they forget is that the approxi-
mations we do have lie in the direction of truth and can function 
quite well in day to day living even if they are not exact.

But then we have the fundamentalists and religious fanat-
ics, who insist that the approximations they have regarding the 
nature of God are the one, full complete and sober truth, and 
that those who disagree, or those who have other answers, are 
dangerous imposters and rivals, who should be condemned to 
outer darkness.

Most religions of the world actually agree on quite a number 
of points, such as on a single invisible creative force behind our 
material universe. On the right of the Creator to expect obedi-
ence from the created order. On the need for human beings to 

“do as they would be done by.” On the need to go beyond mate-
rial gain and satisfaction in order to achieve personal fulfillment. 
Christianity adds a bit more about suffering, loving and forgiving 
enemies that is not found in some other faiths—and not always 
expressed by those calling themselves ‘Christian’ either.

In such a context, many religious wars and much evange-
lism and denominational rivalry appear to be the same as if the 
believers in Pi as the square root of 10 were squaring off against 
the believers in Pi as 3.142—“each was partly in the right, and 
all were in the wrong.”

So where does all of this take us in connection with the events 
at the World Trade Centre?

Just to the thought that Allah the Compassionate and Merciful 
is likely not in favour of the treacherous murder of large numbers 
of innocent people, even if the majority of them are Infidels, and 
the cause is a Holy War.
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And also to the thought that the response to such an attack 
had better avoid the same use of force against the innocent, and 
even against those we disagree with, if we are to stand by the 
principles the ‘Christian’ nations of the West purport to stand for.



I have a confession to make. Just occasionally in my life, not very 
often, some little incident provokes me into a sudden passion 
of blind fury. On one occasion, I remember my unreasonable 
anger with the doctor who suggested that something might be 
wrong with my heart—something which eventually needed me 
to go into hospital for surgery. Last week, though, it was when, 
after attending a meeting of the Small Business Banking and 
Finance Committee of the Edmonton Chamber of Commerce, 
at which some very uncomplimentary things were said about 
the G.S.T., the government and tax collectors in general, and 
then I found that St. Paul had taken an entirely opposite tack in 
the Epistle set for this Sunday. It’s at least the second time this 
year that I’ve found myself compelled by the Bible to take a line 
in my message that is very much different from what my natural 
inclinations would dictate!

I guess my fury comes from the fact that neither I, nor, I suspect, 
many of us here, are quite happy to live with the fact that we, too, 
have to accept the inevitable fate of all humanity—death and 
taxes. They happen to someone else, of course—but we would like 
to think we will be different from all the rest of mankind: some-
how, by some special dispensation, the Lord will make us able 
to escape these two scourges. St. Paul brings us back to reality.

In this passage, which comes towards the end of his letter to 
the Romans, Paul sums up the consequences of the Gospel of 
Christ in practical life, and its revelation to Gentiles as well as 
Jews, as he has outlined it in earlier chapters. He discusses it in 

Paying Our Taxes
September 1990

A sermon preached at St. Matthew’s Church, St. Albert, September 9, 1990.
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terms of behavior to God, to other believers, and at this point, to 
Government. He stresses a number of points.

We are to be obedient to the Government. We are to recog-
nize that it has the purpose of controlling evil, through the mech-
anisms of the justice system, for the ultimate benefit of those 
who follow the path of good. We are to keep the law not just to 
prevent ourselves being punished. We are to align ourselves with 
the purposes of the Law, which is to maintain civil order, as a 
matter of conscience. We are to pay our taxes—willingly and in 
full. We are to show respect and honour to those who have the 
task of government. We are not to get behind with our debts or 
other obligations: the only obligation we should have to anyone 
is the Christian one to love our neighbours.

This is a tall order even in a democratic society. We need to 
realize that Paul is asking Christians of his day to show respect, 
pay taxes, and conscientiously obey laws imposed by a govern-
ment that was arbitrary, unelected, and far more oppressive than 
any we have ever known in this country. From the time of Julius 
Caesar, about a century before Paul’s time, Roman government 
had become a succession of dictatorships, chosen essentially by 
the army, and particularly by the Praetorian Guard in Rome, who 
once auctioned off the right to govern the Empire to the highest 
cash bidder. General elections and votes for all simply did not 
exist. Taxation was not a matter of justice. The right to collect 
taxes was something that was privatized: tax collections in an 
area would be auctioned off by the central government to an 
investor, who, after paying for the privilege, got his money back 
by collecting everything he could from his allotted territory. It is 
as if your local Senator could pay Ottawa or the right to collect a 
sales tax in St. Albert, and get his investment back by making the 
rates as high as, with the use of the army, he could persuade the 
public to pay. The Goods and Services Tax looks mild by compar-
ison—yet these are the taxes, and this is the kind of government, 
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that Paul is asking Christians to support.
This is not a popular message for Canada today. Even from 

Church sources, we find criticisms of the rule of law: people defy 
the law of trespass on the abortion issue, for instance, and then 
seem surprised when the law insists that they be punished for 
their ‘moral’ conduct. If there is a TV camera in sight, the oppor-
tunity to make a statement by defying the law takes precedence 
over our obligation to respect it. On the street, the police are kept 
busy by a steady stream of thefts, assaults, drunkenness, traffic 
offences, frauds, sexual offences and homicides. The idea of keep-
ing the law for the sake of conscience-driving at the speed limit, 
for instance, out of respect for our neighbour’s safety, rather than 
because we know that the police have a radar trap out—seems 
to have gone out of style. The same people who would scream 
their heads off if their U.I.C., welfare or pension cheques were a 
day late, are late or avoid sending in their own payment—with-
out ever seeing the connection with what they are doing and the 
dangerous mountain of debt now faced by Federal and Provincial 
governments. Respect for politicians and civil servants is at an 
all-time low. Staying out of debt, and keeping up with payment 
obligations, are not first priorities in our consumer society. We 
don’t score at all highly by the standards that St. Paul is setting 
us, even within the church.

I wonder if in Canada we have come to a point when we should 
take a critical look as how we are behaving towards the whole 
process of government. It is very easy to say that our rights are 
being trampled on, and point out injustices, ancient and modern, 
perfectly correctly. But the other side of the coin is that so much 
defiance of a government that does not suit our private prefer-
ences one hundred percent, in the end makes the whole process 
of government impossible. Perhaps you know the story of the 
politician who once desperately said to his friends: “I don’t just 
want people who will follow me when I’m right. I want people 
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who will stay with me even when I’m wrong!”
If we force the total breakdown of law and order, the injus-

tices that the innocent will suffer will be ten times anything that 
they have to put up with at the present time. In 1917, remem-
ber, the Russian revolution overthrew the Tsar and established 
a democracy in Russia. By the end of the year, the Bolsheviks 
had seized the government by military power, and the Russian 
people endured seventy years of vicious, anti-religious dictator-
ship before freedom broke through again. People who take the 
sword can perish by the sword.

What Christians should realize, but do not, is that they do have 
within their power the key to political change, but perhaps it is 
too uncomfortable for them to use! It lies in suffering the penalty 
of the law, even when their conduct does not deserve this. The 
guilt imposed on the human race—priests, governments, traders 
in slaves alike—by the death of innocent Jesus, has made him the 
most powerful political force the world has ever seen. It has been 
the blood of the martyrs that has formed the seed of the church. 
This is the technique that made Gandhi able to free India from 
British rule. This is how Nelson Mandela is bringing about the 
end of Apartheid in South Africa. It may well be the way in which 
midwives will gain legal recognition in Alberta!

Paul concludes this particular passage, just after the piece we 
read today, by saying that “It is high time to wake out of sleep.” 
True, we have something less than perfection in government—
after all, politicians are our representatives: they are meant to be 
people like ourselves. If they are a little too much like ourselves 
in promising one thing and delivering another, in irresponsibility 
in their use of power, is it perhaps because they are representing 
their electors only too well? People do get the government they 
deserve! Government, Paul reminds us, is an institution doing 
the work of God. It may do it well, or it may do it badly. In Paul’s 
time, that was something to be accepted, which could not be 
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changed. In our own day, we have the dearly won right of democ-
racy to change it if change is needed. Let’s wake out of our sleep, 
pay taxes to whom taxes are due, and give our governments the 
respect they deserve as institutions carrying out a purpose of 
God—no matter that their performance sometimes leaves more 
than a little to be desired.



The past months have given Canada more than its fair share of 
scandals. In the RCMP, in the Post Office, with the Correctional 
Investigator and the Gomery enquiry, let alone in business 
ventures such as Enron, or the empire of Conrad Black, we have 
seen instance after instance of persons in high places enjoying 
the privileges, power and prestige of their positions, while lining 
their pockets or otherwise abusing their position at the expense 
of the public. To say nothing about scandals in the World Bank 
and the Attorney-General’s office of the United States!

It’s not something that has never happened before. Jesus 
tells a number of stories in the Gospels about people in posi-
tions of trust who failed in their duties. There were stewards 
who kept false accounts or stole from their employers, workers 
who complained about their agreed wage scale, or managers 
of a vineyard who beat up their owner’s servants, and killed his 
son, with the idea of later stealing his property. Jesus denounced 
the priests and religious leaders of his time, who “for a pretence 
made long prayers” while exploiting all the material and social 
advantages of their positions, undermining the spirit of the Law 
of Moses with specious interpretations.

This perhaps explains the intensity with which the chief priests 
and Pharisees of Jesus’s time sought his death. The great enemy of 
the hypocrite in high position is the ‘whistleblower’—the person 
who, in the public interest, makes known to authorities or to the 
public the misdeeds that are going on. The whole of the hypocrite’s 
world will collapse if the truth of his life comes to light. Prose-
cution, humiliation and punishment are never very far away. So 
the underling who ‘rats’ on those with power, or the journalist or 

Whistleblowers
2007
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politician who exposes corruption, will be dismissed, sidelined, 
denigrated, belittled, often threatened, and in many countries 
eliminated by imprisonment, shooting or unexplained accident.

We hear the words of the prophets of the Old Testament 
in church, and it is so easy to imagine them as popular figures, 
respected for their close contact with the Divine and their stand 
for morality and justice. Not so. Moses faced repeated rebellions 
in the wilderness. David, an innocent fugitive, was pursued by 
the deranged King Saul. Elijah faced four hundred prophets of 
Baal as well as the wrath of Queen Jezebel on behalf of the true 
God. Micah told King Ahab that the prophets who foresaw victory 
for him were led by a lying spirit, and was arrested for doing so. 
Jeremiah was imprisoned for suggesting defeat and counselling 
surrender. Amos denounced the evils of the rich of his day, and 
was told to leave town for his own safety. John the Baptist, and 
Jesus Christ himself, add to a long list of those who have stood for 
truth—and paid a penalty. That is what whistleblowing is all about.

A newspaper survey recently made the observation that soci-
eties that believe in eternal judgment have a better record for 
honesty in the public sphere than those who do not. This is not 
necessarily because those who have power or position fear the 
fires of hell, though indeed they may. Rather it is because such 
a society is blessed by people of conscience who have had the 
courage to stand for honesty and justice in the face of oppression, 
and have been willing pay a price for speaking out.

Edmund Burke said that “All that is necessary for the triumph 
of evil is that good men do nothing.” So give a cheer for those who 
put their careers, and sometimes their lives, on the line in the 
interests of good government. Society owes them more thanks 
than they are ever likely to receive!



Let’s call it R.A.L.P.H.  The Rally for the Abolition of the Legisla-
ture Post Haste.

Legislatures are so annoying. Question periods put a govern-
ment on the defensive, ask awkward questions, destroy the image 
of Conservative infallibility, give publicity to Opposition views, 
and are a general nuisance.

So let’s do without them. Two sessions of the legislature per 
year are not really essential. If policy is a question, forget about 
those who have been elected to discuss and decide on it. Hand-
pick a number of people who belong, in one way or another, to the 
Establishment. Call it a Growth Summit, devise an elaborate way 
of facilitating its procedures and collecting its views. Then disre-
gard any conclusions, because they haven’t been democratically 
arrived at, and such a summit has no legislative authority at all.

Are VLTs a problem? Simple. Mix an assorted panel of experts 
(unspecified) with 75 ignorant volunteers chosen at random 
from the population of the Province. Ask them to discuss every-
thing but what is on the public’s mind, which is whether Video 
Lottery Terminals should be prohibited in the Province because 
of their social consequences in gambling addiction and crime. 
Use this as an excuse to prevent public debate on the whole situ-
ation. This way, it becomes easier for the Provincial Government 
to keep raising a half billion “voluntary tax” every year, on the 
backs of suckers who thought that, because VLTs were run under 
Government auspices, they were getting an even break. Game, 
set, and match to the Government.

R.A.L.P.H.
May 1998

This article discusses the former premier of Alberta, Ralph Klein.
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It’s so simple, really. Delegate the problems that require hard 
answers to appointed bodies, like Health Authorities, who have 
no power to raise funds for the budgets they need. Emasculate 
the School Boards, by changing their areas in the name of ‘effi-
ciency’, and removing their power to tax, or even plan what build-
ings and renovations they can undertake. Cut back Welfare, but 
forbid workers familiar with the field to make public what they 
know about the hardship that this causes. After all, what are food 
banks for? Before long, the Opposition in the Legislature will have 
been so bypassed that no one will have an interest in what it has 
to say any more. Indeed, the broad hint having been dropped 
that unless one is on the Government side, no governmental 
goodies will come your way, let it be known that it is folly not to 
support those in power, for reasons of sheer economic survival.

The history of great nations—the Athens and Rome of antiq-
uity—is of a vibrant democracy coming after the expulsion of 
tyrants. Of that democracy being eroded as public apathy set in. 
Of tyranny being re-established, and as often as not, the state 
collapsing to foreign invasion, the citizens themselves having 
become uninterested in preserving their country. The new tyrant 
indeed, may well have been  selected by the people at large, as 
Hitler was, or Mussolini, who “made the trains run on time”—or, 
perhaps, as in Alberta’s case, cut the Welfare rolls by half and paid 
down the Provincial debt (which never existed anyway, before 
the current party came into power).

Which gives me another useful acronym for our new social 
welfare policy – K.L.E.I.N.

“Kindly Liquidate Everyone In Need.”



Our Late Premier
April 1996

It is said that the Greek philosopher, Diogenes, wandered about 
the earth carrying a candle, looking to find an honest man.

I wonder whether, in Ernest C. Manning, late Premier of Alberta, 
whose funeral took place last month, he might have found one.

My first meeting with Manning was also my first introduction to 
Alberta—and my first acquaintance with below zero (Fahrenheit) 
temperatures. A twenty year old University student, I had flown 
twenty eight hours from England in a piston-engined North Star, 
via Shannon, Goose Bay, Montreal, Toronto, Thunder Bay, Winni-
peg, Regina and Calgary, finally to arrive in the wooden termi-
nal of the old Municipal Airport, with ringing ears and unsteady 
step, after an incredibly bumpy ride northward from Calgary in a 
Trans Canada Airlines DC-3. Now, I was attending the funeral of 
my father, and one of the persons at that bitingly cold graveside, 
as the final prayers were said, was this tall, rather reserved figure 
in a long black overcoat, the Premier, E.C. Manning.

Our family’s interest in Alberta was understandable. My father, 
C. Marshall Hattersley, had been introduced to Social Credit 
ideas by an accountant working at his law office just after the 
end of World War I, soon after the first writings of Major Doug-
las appeared. Fascinated by the concept of this radical solution 
to problems of poverty, debt and unemployment in a world of 
potential plenty, he had himself authored three major books as 
well as numerous pamphlets and articles on Social Credit theory, 
as well as being the leading light of the English “Social Credit 
Co-ordinating Centre”.

The election of a Social Credit government in Alberta in 1935 
was of supreme interest to him—Albertans likely never realized 
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how their experiment in ‘Economic Democracy’ was closely 
watched in many other parts of the world. From being the bank-
rupt Cinderella province of Canada, Alberta had, even by the 
1950’s, significantly paid down its debt, developed its human 
and physical resources with remarkable success and wisdom, 
and before long was going to be paying an “Oil and Gas Royalty 
Dividend” to every citizen—shadow of the twenty five dollars per 
month that Aberhart had once promised to the electorate. Add 
to this the unusual sight of a party led by a politician of extraor-
dinary honesty, who every Sunday morning went on the air with 
his wife to broadcast “Canada’s National Back to the Bible Hour”, 
and it was plain that Alberta had something different in the way 
of government that was well worth looking into.

So in 1952, World War II being over, the Hattersley family sold 
its possessions and moved out to this land of promise: my father’s 
aim being to write a book outlining his experiences of this new 
country; I, in the meantime staying in England to complete my 
University education. A sudden heart attack, however, at Christ-
mas 1952, put an end to this ambition and his life.

After coming myself as an emigrant to Canada in 1956, my 
contacts with Manning were regular—but somewhat distant. As 
President of the Alberta Young Social Crediters, I invited him 
to speak at our convention. As personal secretary to Robert 
Thompson, the federal leader, I found Manning to be a major 
factor in the background—doing much to encourage financial 
support, until the indiscipline of the Quebec wing of the party 
led to its breakup. Later, as Leader of the Social Credit Party of 
Canada, I found Senator Manning a difficult figure either to get 
hold of or cooperate with. A quiet figure at the back of provincial 
Social Credit conventions, I remember how he only needed to 
drop the slightest hint of the way he was thinking, for the whole 
convention to vote in agreement. A master of the concealed 
political pre-emptive strike, I often watched with admiration 
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how he undermined opposition efforts to get off the ground in 
the heyday of his power, and certainly prevented any success in 
the Federal Social Credit movement once he had decided it was 
doomed. As Gladstone is reported to have said: “A good Prime 
Minister has to be a good butcher.”

For the difficulty of the Social Credit movement was that the 
analysis and proposals of Major Douglas, though close to the 
target, were not completely correct, but Douglas would never 
acknowledge this. His attitude towards Social Credit as a polit-
ical movement was thoroughly negative, and in fact had made 
Aberhart and Manning’s task in the difficult early days extremely 
hard. Besides that, it was actually the Germans and the Japanese, 
in the years before World War II, who had made the most effec-
tive use of Douglas’s concepts to finance rearmament, employ-
ment and world trade domination—hardly a commendation to 
those who had to wage war against the Axis powers. As a result, 
Social Credit supporters ranged from anti-Semitic believers in 
the ‘International Conspiracy’, represented by types such as Jim 
Keegstra, to Baptist supporters of his radio ministry, to very ortho-
dox conservative free-enterprisers, with whom Manning allied 
himself more and more as time went on. Their successors are the 
Reform Party of today. After all, it was hard to make the ‘Poverty 
amidst Plenty’ propaganda of 1930s Social Credit seem credible 
in the heady oil boom atmosphere of post war Alberta. It might 
be much easier to do so in the world of the nineties!

So goodbye, Ernest Manning! I have admired you—I have 
sworn at you. What you made of this Province is a marvellous 
achievement: what could have been done is perhaps even more. 
It will be many years before we see your like again.



III
ECONOMICS



A few weeks from now, I will be taking a vacation from the Alberta 
winter to attend the 14th Annual Conference of the Eastern 
Economics Association in Boston, Massachusetts. There, I present 
a paper at the sessions sponsored by the Committee on Mone-
tary and Economic Reform on the subject of “Frederick Soddy 
and the Doctrine of Virtual Wealth”.

Since I am not sure that all of the above will fill you with 
boundless curiosity, I may as well mention that I have also to act 
as a discussant for a paper prepared by my friend Mario Carota, 
of Toluca, Mexico. Mario is a farmer of Italian background, who 
sold out his holdings in Prince Edward Island, to live in Mexico 
to work among that country’s rural poor.

His paper deals with his attempt to assist the poverty of the 
Mexican peasant by establishing Christian producer coopera-
tives—for example, providing sheep or other livestock to one 
family which will in due course reproduce and be the starting 
capital for some other family: or providing marketing coopera-
tives so that the sweaters and blankets woven from the wool can 
be sold abroad and bring in money. It is all on an infinitesimal 
scale compared with the extent of the need—but it is a beginning.

The train of thought that this has started in my mind is this. In 
spite of making a presentation to a learned group of economists 
on what he is doing, Mario is challenging the accepted doctrine 
of Economic Man.

This is serious. He is attacking one of the most cherished 
assumptions of Economics itself. Every social discipline needs 
its concept of how the average citizen behaves. The law has its 

‘reasonable man’—“the man on the Clapham omnibus”—the 

The Non-Economic Man
March 1988
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assumed average citizen with an innate sense of justice. Twelve 
of them, assembled in a civil or a criminal trial, are constantly 
used by the Law as the tool to make decisions of fact. So, Justice is 
kept in contact with popular sentiment by what these real people 
decide—and, as happened in some of the trials of Dr. Morgen-
thaler, their views can be a surprise to the experts.

Politics has its ‘average voter’, and the wise politician makes 
use of an incredible wealth of public opinion polls and sampling, 
designed to guide him as he sets out on uncharted waters, what 
the opinion of the public is likely to be on any issue. Disaster 
strikes the government that ever gets ‘out of touch’ with the 
mood of the voter.

Those engaged in marketing and advertising research make 
use of the same trial marketing and sampling techniques in order 
to find out what will best satisfy the different whims of different 
groups of consumers.

Economics, however, has set out on a different path. The tool 
of Economic science—if science it is—is a concept known as 

‘Economic Man’: a person assumed to have no scruples or morals, 
except those imposed on him by the possible economic loss from 
being caught. Economic Man shops in the cheapest market, and 
sells his product for the very highest possible return. He does 
nothing he is not paid to do. He has no heart: no motivation 
except the welfare of his pocketbook. The theories of economics 
are postulated on the world being composed, as far as economic 
activity is concerned, by persons of this nauseating disposition.

Economic Man will never, for reasons of the general good, 
‘buy Albertan’ or shop at his local Co-op store if the price of the 
product can be met by a different supplier at a lower price. He 
will never give to charity or do a turn for a friend, unless there 
is ‘something in it for him’. Indeed, Economics darkly hints from 
time to time that those who are foolish enough to disobey the 

‘invisible hand’ are in some way disloyal to the smoothly work-
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ing economy, and not only are doing themselves harm, but are 
also subverting the whole international economy.

All of which, of course, is the purest balderdash. If Economics 
is a science—as it claims—then its study should be of men as they 
actually behave, not as a theoretical model says they behave. The 
truth is, that the world is full of people who volunteer for good 
causes, Marios of various types, who give money to charity and 
food to the Food Bank, look after their aging relatives or handi-
capped children, and generally behave in a way quite contrary to 
that supposed for Economic Man. If Economics is to be consid-
ered a science, therefore, it should be doing market research on 
its model, and find out that humans at their best are motivated 
by a great many other factors besides greed for money.

Indeed, those who study civilizations would say that only 
when the world is filled with such people does civilization prog-
ress. A nation filled with Economic Men is a nation in the course 
of dissipation and decline. Just as the Hutterites, in a religious 
community, may be a model of one of the few successful ways that 
farming can be undertaken in the modern world, so my friend 
Mario, who has given up a good deal to work in Mexico and to 
teach Mexicans how to build up prosperity through cooperative 
community, may be on to a key to development that no amount 
of ‘aid’ programs through the injection of money can achieve.

The concept of a social system that guarantees a minimum 
share of economic welfare to all goes back to the time of Moses, 
and the idea of a rich man ending his days in a lake of fire for 
want of compassion on the beggar who dies at his gate dates 
from the time of Christ. Rightly or wrongly, for a couple of thou-
sand years or so, a substantial number of people in the world 
have believed and acted accordingly, thereby abandoning their 
personal ambitions for wealth or political power. In other words, 
they have refused to act as Economic Men.

It’s just a thought—but is it possible that economic planning 
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based on the concept that people will behave like Economic Men 
is doomed from the start, because such persons cannot create a 
free and prosperous society: putting their own economic interests 
first, they can do nothing but impose slavery on others?

If the truth of the way the world works is that ‘He who loses 
his life, the same shall find it’, then Economic Man is not only a 
fiction, but a fraud. The answer to Mexico’s problems is not more 
foreign aid—it is more non-Economic men like Mario.



Economists have a saying that perplexes me. They say that “There’s 
no such thing as a free lunch.”

This is obviously false. The air we breathe, the sun that “shines 
upon the evil and the good”, the rain that falls on just and unjust 
alike, the earth with its abundance of natural resources, the inher-
itance of knowledge and wisdom, vocabulary and literature, and 
physical assets such as roads and sewers, railways and telephone 
systems left behind for our use by earlier generations—all consti-
tute, not just a free lunch, but a banquet.

Ah, but there is a catch in this, that in some ways proves our 
economists right.

Almost all of these resources, that once belonged to humanity 
at large, have now become the property of some one person. What 
was once common land has become private property through 

‘enclosures’. Enclosures of common land for sheep farming in 
England created the ‘sturdy beggars’ of the time of Elizabeth I, 
many of whom emigrated to the cities or the colonies of the New 
World. Enclosures in Scotland led to the depopulation of the 
Highlands, and more emigration to the New World. The potato 
famine of the nineteenth century in Ireland led to dispossessed 
farmers who could no longer pay their rent again joining the tide 
of emigration to the North American continent.

Our capitalist economic system works when different people 
or classes gaining a monopoly in one way or another of some 
feature of the resources of Mother Earth, whether these be phys-
ical or intellectual, and selling this to others who need it and do 
not have it. Some have become owners of land, some of capital 
or intellectual property, some have developed skills in different 

A Living Wage
2007
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professions. Many people, however, have none of these assets, 
and therefore only have their labour to sell.

Those who have come into ownership of resources are in a 
fortunate position. Theirs can be an unearned income of rent based 
on the resources they control. Those who are not so blessed have 
only their labour to sell, and they are the ones who pay rent for 
the resources they use, or for the money they borrow to acquire 
them. In this way the world is divided between the rich (who 
gain income from the assets they control), and the poor, whose 
standard of living as wages for the work they do will always be 
limited to the amount they need to survive, the balance being 
taken by what they have to pay to make use of the resources that 
others own. 

It is only too easy to blame the poor, whether in our own 
nation or in third world countries, for being poor because they 
do not work hard enough—the old cry for more ‘productivity’ 
that drives the machinery of production faster and faster, so that 
we will not be left behind in the competitive race. But the truth 
is that unless the homeless are given a place to stand, and some 
inalienable assets of their own, even food banks and charity will 
not solve their underlying problem.

Poverty in Canada is found chiefly among immigrants and 
aboriginal peoples. Immigrants generally have brought little 
by way of resources with them, and may be unable, because of 
language difficulties, to make use of any investment in education 
they may have received in a foreign country. Aboriginals, who 
before the white man came were able to share a whole continent 
and its resources of land and animals among themselves, now 
are confined to reserves, or have moved to cities, making their 
traditional way of life an impossibility.

All of this is to argue that the concept of a guaranteed basic 
income for all is not unjust, nor an impossibility. We already 
provide this in pensions for seniors and the disabled. Ancient 
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Israel gave every family an inalienable ‘inheritance’ that at most 
could only be leased out for fifty years to the next year of Jubilee, 
and never completely disposed of.

Alberta is in the throes of boom times, where houses that sold 
for $15,000 fifty years ago now command a price thirty times as 
high, and rents have risen accordingly. So much money is being 
poured into the Province that labour is short, the value of the 
dollar continues to fall, and homelessness is on the rise. Politi-
cians are caught in a catch 22 situation. Protecting the environ-
ment has to be set against the threat of economic collapse if the 
expansionist bubble bursts. Yet all the time, the salaries of those 
at the top of the economic pile rise ever higher, and the living 
standards of workers, the unemployed and much of the third 
world if anything go downwards.

It’s not an insoluble problem. The church made an attempt 
to tackle it in its Jubilee initiative some years back. But when as 
few as five hundred people control more than half the world’s 
wealth, with the political power to prevent change that goes 
with this, there’s obviously a great deal of distance still to be run.



A brother in law of mine started out his career as a bookkeeper by 
taking a job with what looked like an upcoming construction firm. 
Up to then it had been keeping its own books, but with growth, it 
seemed sensible for management to take the next step of hiring 
a professional to keep its accounts.

It did not take very long for my relative to find a rather substan-
tial error in the books. An important item had been entered as 
a credit when in fact it was a debit. The firm was not prosper-
ing, but in fact close to collapse. So instead of starting out on a 
promising career, his employment for the next year was to work 
for the bankruptcy trustee, winding up the whole operation for 
the benefit of unpaid creditors.

As I look out over the world’s economic prospects for 2009, 
and the desperate moves by governments worldwide to borrow 
billions of dollars created by the banking system from that same 
system in order to provide funds to prevent it from collapse, I 
get a sense that something is equally wrong here in the way the 
books are being kept.

For many years, I have carried in my wallet a quotation from 
the late professor Frederick Soddy, Nobel Prizewinner in 1922 
for his work on the chemistry of radioactive substances, who 
coined the word ‘isotope’, and visualized in the midst of World 
War I the possible use of atomic power either as an instrument 
of war or as an enormous contribution  to the world’s peace and 
plenty. Concerned by the fact that economies became incredi-
bly productive under the pressure of war, but found themselves 
unable to deal with unemployment and poverty in time of peace, 
he attempted to understand the economic system. He says:

Time to Reform Our Banks?
2007
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I thought that, as a scientific man, I ought to know 
something about economics. So I studied the money 
system for two years and could make nothing of it. 
Then one day the truth dawned on me. What I was 
studying was not a system, but a confidence trick.

The essential element in this trick is the technique of banking. 
Before goldsmiths became bankers, a deposit of gold with them 
would incur a charge for storage. As with a safety deposit box, 
one would leave the metal with the goldsmith, and expect to pay 
for the safekeeping, and receive the precisely same unit of gold 
back when withdrawn. Hence the term ‘deposit’.

In the sixteen hundreds, however, there was a new development. 
Samuel Pepys, for instance, records in his diary at that time how 
delighted he was when he found that, instead of paying for stor-
age of his wealth, he could be actually be paid for leaving money 

‘on deposit’ with a banker. The difference? First of all, the gold 
he received back would not be the same gold that he deposited. 
Secondly, the gold he had deposited would be lent out to some 
third party, with interest paid to the bank, and lesser amounts 
then credited to Pepys. Thirdly, that what stood to Pepys’s credit 
until he withdrew his ‘deposit’ was not gold, but a promise to pay 
that could be transferred by cheque and in many cases treated 
as money. Fourthly—and very relevant in today’s world—that if 
people lost confidence in their bank, or too many people sought 
to withdraw their money when it had already been loaned else-
where, the bank would fail and its promises to repay would be 
worthless, leading to the ruination of all concerned. Fifthly, the 
effect of the same money being considered to be in more than 
one place at once was to expand the quantity of money in the 
economy, so causing inflation of prices by diluting the value of 
each individual monetary unit. The ‘South Seas Bubble’ of the 
early seventeen hundreds was only the first of many inflation-
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ary bubbles brought about by this system. Banker and borrower 
alike made a profit until the bubble burst—this at the expense of 
the general public, whose savings bought less.

All these things are only too evident in today’s economy. Infla-
tion is persistent, and has reduced the value of the dollar and 
so of savings to one tenth of the value they had fifty years ago. 
Debts grow out of control. Obscene rewards have gone to those 
knowing how to make use of this substitute money system, which 
enables the money creators to print the tickets and grow rich, 
while the rest of the world slaves to do the work and provide the 
products those tickets will buy. And the reserves of cash needed 
for this system to operate have been allowed to become so thin 
that major bank failures have begun to happen, and the supply 
of credit for industry has dried up.

The flaw in the accounting system? Gold may be an asset 
of real value, but a bank’s promise to pay is not an asset but a 
liability of the bank, supported by the liability of the borrower 
to repay the credit the bank has extended to him. A system that 
has negative feedback is self-correcting and stable, but this new 
arrangement has created a situation of positive feedback, where 
inflation leads to more inflation, and deflation leads to unem-
ployment, poverty and economic collapse. No amount of juggling 
with interest rates can prevent this from happening.

Banks by their very nature cannot create credit without creat-
ing an equal amount of debt—hence the enormous and grow-
ing personal and national debts that cost us so much in taxation, 
cripple our ability to enjoy products that are waiting for us to 
buy them, and lead to ever more consumer debt, longer mort-
gages on ever more costly housing, rent increases, foreclosures 
and homelessness. It’s not that everyone in the financial indus-
try is a criminal—finance is essential to our modern civilization. 
What is essential is that we recognize that the rules by which we 
operate the system at present are impractical and unsustainable, 
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and lead to wasteful and oppressive consequences that could 
easily be avoided.

If our politicians would ‘think outside the box’, they would 
realize that it is possible to create dollars without creating debt—
but not through the banking system. The Mint does it with coin-
age all the time. Abraham Lincoln in the United States did it by 
issuing ‘Greenback’ dollars. England at the start of World War I 
abandoned gold sovereigns as money, and printed and circu-
lated Treasury notes. The Bank of Venice financed Italy’s most 
successful trading city in this way for six hundred years. Alberta 
itself worked on the same principle by setting up the Treasury 
Branch system, operating at one time “on a one per cent reserve 
and a hot line to the United States”. It was a factor that helped 
Alberta get out of the poverty of the depression years, and still 
gives this Province an economic advantage.

The time has come for public and politicians to start thinking 
‘outside the box’ as we face the coming economic catastrophe. 
It’s nothing but an accounting problem. The world could be as 
productive as it was twelve months ago, if only we would reform 
the rules of the financial system to make this possible. 

Will we? Who knows.



Three days ago, I completed a project that has taken me the best 
part of a year. In the middle of last summer, I received a call from 
a student in Switzerland on a website I frequented, appealing for 
someone to help translate a book from the Latin in aid of a Ph.D 
thesis he was working on.

The subject was Usury, and the book was a commentary by 
one Father Daniel Concina of the College of Preachers, dated 
1746, expounding on a recent Encyclical of Pope Benedict XIV 
dealing with the subject. Where Benedict was blessedly brief and 
to the point (and the Vatican provided a translation of his words), 
Father Concina was anything but. Nevertheless, the subject being 
extremely relevant in our present day world of banking, borrow-
ing and debt, I felt that not many people besides myself would 
have the background in theology, economics and Latin to be 
able to handle this, so I volunteered and have laboured with the 
project on to its conclusion.

Usury, as defined not only by the Pope but by Plato, Aristotle, 
Aquinas and a whole host of Catholic writers, is the demand for 
payment of any sum in excess of the amount originally advanced 
in a loan for consumption—that is, a loan where the original arti-
cle loaned, whether foodstuff or money, will not be returned, but 
instead, something of equivalent value will be paid later on to the 
lender. If I rent a car, and pay for the use until I return the identi-
cal car, usury is not involved. I pay for the value I have received, 
and the renter has during that time gone without. However, if I 
lend money, and ask for more and different units of money when 
the debt is repaid, that is Usury, a form of theft sinful and crim-
inal, even by Roman law.

Usury
2010
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Is this simply hair splitting? At the time of the Reformation, 
Calvin definitely thought so, and ruled that moderate charges 
for the lending of money, particularly for purposes of trade, 
were legitimate. Calvinism, with its tolerance of usury, became 
prevalent in the Low Countries of Belgium and Holland, in East 
Anglia (including Boston, Lincolnshire, from where the Pilgrim 
Fathers set sail), in the Presbyterian Church of Scotland, home 
of Adam Smith, founder of modern Capitalist economics, and 
has become in fact the basis of the whole modern day monop-
oly of money creation through banking, the foundation of pres-
ent day Capitalism, and the gloomy Calvinist theology of full 
employment, hell fire and an angry God, waiting to pounce on 
the least of the sinner’s mistakes.

So why should such a system be condemned? Concina’s 
argument is that money is of its nature sterile. Whereas farms 
are productive, and renting vehicles provides value, the person 
who rents money is in fact renting a ticket to value which will be 
provided, not by him, but by some other member of the public 
at large who provides the product for which the money will be 
exchanged. The Banker creates this money by providing credit 
in the form of a loan of imaginary dollars: the physical value is 
provided by the public at large, whose own dollars lose value by 
the inflation of the money supply when this credit comes into 
being. Banking is in fact a subtle manner of robbing the public, 
evident in the continual loss in value of the dollar and so of our 
savings and investments over many years—something that the 
authorities nowadays seem to take for granted.

As a retiree. living on the aforesaid savings and investments, 
that certainly resonates with me! And in a world where indecent 
bonuses are paid to bankers, bailed out at public expense as being 

“too big to fail,” while half the world’s population survives on less 
than two dollars per day, surely the time has come for some 
re-thinking. Possibly even some public indignation.



The Rich Get Richer and the 
Poor Get Poorer... and Why!

October 2000

A talk given at the Chicago Area Mensa’s Regional Gathering, October 28th, 2000.

It’s a real pleasure for me to be invited to speak at this Regional 
Gathering, and make my way for the first time to this great city 
of Chicago, in the United States, the richest country of the world. 

I don’t know whether you realize just how rich the United 
States is in comparison to the rest of the world. If we shrank the 
population of the world down to just one hundred people, then 
fifty per cent of the world’s wealth would be in the hands of only six 
of those people. All of them would be citizens of the United States. 

Two thirds of the world’s population has an income of two 
dollars a day or less, and many have to work very hard for it. Yet 
any one of us North Americans with twenty thousand dollars of 
net worth can, by investing that, get an income of that size with-
out doing a hand’s turn of work, simply by holding the invest-
ment. Let alone the capital gains that can come if we know how 
to profit from the stock or the commodities market. 

That being the case, some other statistics about this, the rich-
est country of the world, should cause us concern. There are 200 
billionaires, and eight million millionaires in the United States, 
a number that has increased fourfold in the past ten years. Yet 
look at some other statistics:

• Thirty million people in the U.S., about one tenth of total 
population, suffer from food deprivation. 

• 1.3 million are homeless, a 100% increase in the past ten 
years. 

• One child in five in the U.S. lives in poverty, defined as 
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having less than one half of the median income of the 
total population. 

• Over fifteen years, the family incomes of the lowest 20% of 
the U.S. population have shrunk by more than a fifth. The 
incomes of the highest 20% have risen by thirty per cent.

• The poorest fifth of the U.S. population have less than one 
twenty-fifth of the country’s total income: the highest fifth 
have approximately half.

But this is not just to blame the United States. Alberta, Canada, 
where I come from, prides itself on being the most prosperous 
province in all Canada. Yet Edmonton, its capital, has equally 
high rates of child poverty, concentrated particularly among 
aboriginals and single parent families. The food bank, set up as 
a temporary measure after an economic downturn hit the city 
in 1982, now serves twice as many, about 3% of our population, 
some on welfare, but nearly one third are members and families 
of the ‘working poor’.

Ten years ago, our Parliament decided to fight a war on child 
poverty, yet the situation is worse now than then. The top 20% of 
our population are actually noticeably better off than they were 
twenty years ago. The next 20% are about the same. Below that, 
the poorer you are, the worse your situation has become. Partic-
ularly, young males in the 18-24 year old group have worse aver-
age wages and worse employment prospects than ever before.

For young males, this makes earning a living in the free enter-
prise drug culture an attractive way of life. For girls, there’s the 
possibility of prostitution. Both of these alternatives generate 
immense social problems. There’s a real connection between 
unemployment and crime levels. So while the poorest of the 
nation fill the jails—one quarter of all persons in prison in the 
world are in the United States—the richest ones are also forced 
to live behind walls and bars in their own ‘gated communities’ 
out of fear of crime. 
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There are also international ramifications to all of this. Fidel 
Castro, that Cuban president the U.S. loves to hate, recently 
addressed a meeting of 100 leaders from the world’s poorest 
nations. Comparing spaceship earth to a ship, he points out that 

“trifling minorities are travelling in luxurious cabins ... 85% of the 
passengers on this ship are crowded together in its dirty hold 
suffering hunger, diseases and helplessness.” So he proposes 
destruction of the International Monetary Fund, cancellation of 
all Third World debt, a war crimes trial for those responsible for 
the new global economic order, and a tax on speculative finan-
cial transactions to protect vulnerable economies, and raise a 
trillion dollars for Third World development. 

The massive protests around the meetings of G7 leaders in 
Seattle and elsewhere, the complaints about third world debt 
coming from the Pope and many churches, perhaps indicate 
that there is a groundswell of dissent beginning to build; all is 
recognized not to be well in our self-satisfied economic world. 
Communism may not be an answer, but the ‘competitive free 
enterprise system’ obviously is also not delivering the goods to 
everyone’s satisfaction.

The strange thing is, that only ten days ago I was listening 
to a presentation to the Economics Society of Northern Alberta, 
giving a highly upbeat and positive answer to the question asked 
in the title of its message: “Can the Good Times Last?” It is as if 
different elements of society are living in completely different 
worlds—or perhaps, as one doctor described his work—“The 
operation was a success, but the patient died.”

What seems to be missing, though, is an understanding of 
what lies behind the tendencies of our times, and without this, 
many efforts to put things right are doomed to founder. Raise the 
minimum wage? Then young people will find it even harder to 
get a job. Run a food bank? Then the forces of competition will 
allow poor people to accept lower wages or pay higher rents, all 
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at the expense of the charitable donors. Government make work 
projects? They encourage political boondoggles, and statistics 
show they can actually deter initiative and cause unfair compe-
tition with established enterprises. Forgive Third World debt? 
Then banks would no longer be able to balance their books, and 
we would all be faced with economic collapse.

So what I would like to do is to take a sober look at the mone-
tary factors behind this growth both of extreme riches and 
extreme poverty. Unless we diagnose the problem, the reme-
dies we propose are not going to make things better, and may 
well make them worse. 

In the spirit of our tour of your Forensic Laboratory yester-
day, I suggest that we need to look at clues, and that the first clue 
to what is going wrong around us lies in looking at the actual 
budgets of the rich and poor.

Whoever we are, we need to buy in order to live. Whatever we 
buy has a cost. The cost is broken down into a number of factors. 

• One is the Wages of Labour
• Second is the Overhead of Capital used in production 
• Third is the Rent of Resources 
• Fourth is Taxes paid for Government Services 
• Fifth is the Interest Cost of Financing the business 

enterprise. 

Each of these costs involves payments that give a stream of 
income. Incomes do not only come from wages. They come from 
interest or dividends on investment. They come from rents and 
royalties on resources. They come from wages in government 
employment, and pensions and other government assistance 
programs. An income of wealth also comes from ownership of 
property: what we own, we do not have to rent from someone 
else, so our standard of living can be just as high even when our 
income of money is smaller. 
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Look now at the budget of the typical family in poverty. Rent 
is an enormous part of it, unless the homeless sleep in cars, with 
friends, in shelters, or on the street. Interest is another—the cost 
of buying ‘on time’ rather than outright, reflected in the additional 
cost of finance charges. Taxes are likely less of a burden, although 
even the poorest contribute to the cost of government in sales 
taxes which put up the price of what they buy. Wages and Busi-
ness Overhead go into the prices of all the products they buy. To 
balance all these costs, the poor have only one major stream of 
income, their wages, possibly helped in cases of real destitution 
by some sort of welfare payment from Government. 

Contrast that with those in the upper brackets. The rich own 
their homes: no rent to pay. Indeed, they may well have invested 
in real estate or natural resource development, and so receive 
rents from others. The rich do not borrow to survive. Rather 
they have ‘money in the bank’ and investments, and can live 
on ‘unearned income’ whether or not they have a job as well. 
The rich do indeed pay taxes, and perhaps receive less in value 
from government than they pay (though they are likely to receive 
substantial government help in the cost of their children’s higher 
education): current trends in politics, however, (which are very 
much influenced by ‘big money’) are to reduce this contribution 
by the wealthiest, and push it further down the income scale.

To sum up. The poor have one and one half streams of income—
wages and government help—and five streams of outflow: rent, 
interest, and taxes, as well as the wage and overhead costs in the 
products they buy.

The rich have four streams of income—wages, rents, busi-
ness profits and interest—and three streams of outflow: wages, 
overhead and taxes. Further, their budgets do not include the 
elements of rent and debt payments that consume so much 
of the budgets of the poor. The real difference lies in the areas 
of unearned income—rents and royalties (from ownership of 
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resources), capital (from ownership of productive assets through 
investment), and interest on the money they have in the bank.

What is alarming is that this situation is so rapidly worsen-
ing. It is harder and harder to get a job without a high level of 
education (itself a form of investment), and the jobs of those who 
do not complete high school are unstable and poorly paid. But 
when the world’s chess champion can be defeated by a computer 
program, even Mensans should tremble at the challenge that the 
computer makes to their skills and hardly acquired knowledge. 
Even Mensans tire of solving complex problems twenty four 
hours a day. The computer never wearies!

Moreover, employment itself is changing. We do not nowa-
days have armies of farm workers in the fields, or women stitch-
ing shirts or rolling cigarettes. Today’s appliances and automo-
biles are ever more complex, and are assembled more and more 
on robotic production lines. Mass employment today no longer 
comes from making products. It comes from making the tools 
that make the products, after which the labour force is largely 
unneeded.

If we build a power station to generate electricity, for instance, 
thousands of workers will be employed at the time of build-
ing, to put it together before any electricity is generated. I have 
calculated that one of our local power stations, designed to last 
for thirty years of life, spent 56% of its total cost for that 30 year 
period, before a single unit of electricity was generated. Thou-
sands of people were needed to build it—just a dozen at a time 
are needed to run it.

Once in production, a dozen people can run it: the thousands 
are laid off so have no incomes to purchase the electricity, unless 
they can find another project to work on. Other areas have a simi-
lar economic situation. If we want to raise pigs, the only way we 
can meet the market in price is by starting an operation with a 
minimum of 5,000 animals, and an investment of $2.5 million in 
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an automated plant to do it. The number of old fashioned ‘family 
farms’ is declining swiftly, and many are in a perilous financial 
position. So are the rural communities to which they belong.

What we have is an economy where the only way many people 
can earn money today, is by investing more and more in proj-
ects that promise us wealth tomorrow. If we don’t, the whole 
spiral collapses into an economic depression. Yet the resources 
of the world are finite. Some time in the future, a crunch point 
is going to come.

The problem of the poor centers around the fact that they 
don’t have ownership of much in the way of resources. And that 
brings me to the key to the problem—the ‘unearned income’ 
and the cost of interest and rent, that have made the difference 
between being rich and poor in the modern world. 

Firstly, that question of rent. Primitive societies share the 
land. It is provided by nature, and it is owned by the community 
at large. Over time, though, people improve it with houses, roads 
and farms. They ‘enclose’ common lands, or take them for home-
steads. Land becomes private property and is bought and sold. 
Those who used to have common rights—whether they are the 
aboriginals of this continent, or the displaced, “sturdy beggars” of 
the sixteenth century, Scottish crofters, or the Irish who crossed 
the Atlantic in potato famine days—all have been squeezed out 
by those who have taken their common land from them.

If we live on land we do not own, we have to pay rent. If we 
buy it, we will likely finance it with a mortgage. In either case, 
what we are prepared to pay per month will be the difference 
between what it costs us in time and expense in travelling to 

‘marginal land’ which costs less, but uses more of our resources 
to get to work. So young couples have the choice—live down-
town close to work, and pay a high rent or buy at a high price, or 
move out to the suburbs and spend a great deal of time, trouble 
and money in a daily commute. Either way, it’s a bite out of our 
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standard of living.
I’m sure all of you have at some time played the game of 

“Monopoly”—the game where properties are bought and sold, 
and rents charged, until in the end one player owns the whole 
world and the rest are bankrupt. The idea of Monopoly was 
derived from an earlier game, “The Landlord Game”, devised as 
a teaching tool to popularize the ideas of the American econo-
mist, Henry George. I guess much of my own interest in econom-
ics started with the furious games I used to play at school before 
I reached my teens. Yet I wonder how many of us have enjoyed 
the fierce cut-throat competition of this game: buying proper-
ties, building houses and hotels, charging rents, squeezing the 
other players to the wall, without realizing that this is a picture of 
the world we actually live in. The vast majority of players in our 
economy are heading towards bankruptcy. Just one player (Bill 
Gates, perhaps) in the end will be the owner of the world. None 
of us here is likely to be the lucky winner!

George’s remedy for this situation was to impose a tax on 
‘site values’, for the benefit of the community at large. Privately 
owned sites receive their value from the presence of the commu-
nity: the community should therefore be the one to profit from 
their private exploitation. In several towns and cities, George’s 
ideas have been used as the basis of a tax system which imposes 
the heaviest property tax on the site, not the improvements of 
buildings and so on. Cities like these don’t have vast areas of 
their downtown in empty parking lots, where buildings have 
been torn down to avoid owners having to pay taxes on improve-
ments. This type of taxation gives an economic incentive to use 
every square foot of property to maximum advantage. Equally 
the same system can be used to obtain royalties on the exploita-
tion of natural resources. In Alberta, we don’t have too many 
oil millionaires, but the Province itself has been rescued from 
bankruptcy and set on the path of prosperity and low taxation by 
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royalty revenues being paid to the Provincial government. This 
Alberta idea has been carried even further in Alaska, where oil 
revenues have been channelled into a fund that pays a regular 
dividend to every Alaska citizen.

Monopoly, though, is played with a very naive sort of banker. 
Have you ever tried playing the game with a bank run the way 
commercial banks are run today? I have played the game that 
way only once. It was one of the most depressing evenings of 
my life. A bank is an institution that accepts deposits of legal 
tender money—gold, silver, notes of the state or central bank—
and gives out its own promises to pay in exchange. As long as 
you don’t ask for the actual legal tender money back, banks can 
create and issue their ‘promises to pay’ (their deposits) almost 
without limit. So the bank can make loans that enable particu-
lar players to buy property (subject to their mortgage, of course), 
favouring some and rejecting others, in the same way as most 
house purchase are financed today.

The bank makes profit by charging interest and making charges, 
but my experience was that the Bank’s real profit and power came 
from expanding the money supply, creating a boom with rising 
prices and property values, and then bringing prices crashing 
down with a credit squeeze. By creating such a cycle of boom and 
depression, all property starts to be owned by the bank, buying 
low and selling high. In the end, property is sold for far less than 
its nominal cost, everyone is in debt, and the game grinds to an 
unpleasant halt with only the Banker in charge.

The essence of banking is that the bank can create credit—it 
does so every time you use your credit card, and your signature 
on the sales slip is exchanged for a credit to the supplier on the 
books of the bank. However, to balance the bank’s books, every 
credit must be matched by a debt, what you owe on your charge 
statement, for instance, so that if depositors cause a ‘run on the 
bank’ by wanting ready cash, those debts can be called in. The 
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biggest borrower in real life is usually the Government, often 
having borrowed for purposes of war, or social relief programs 
in times of depression. As a consequence, an enormous part of 
government taxation goes to pay interest on that debt. The Welfare 
State is designed to take from the rich to give to the poor—but the 
catch is, that the interest on the debts it causes generally come 
from the poor and middle classes, to give wealth to the rich.

Nervous politicians protest that we have to repay the National 
Debt. If they do, one of two things will happen. One possibility 
is that the economy will come to a standstill, as money loaned 
to the government is taxed from the people, paid back to the 
banks, and so cancelled. The second is that the people them-
selves will balance the repayment with much higher personal 
debts of their own. Some of this will be home mortgages, some 
of it financing purchases of cars and major appliances on time, 
some just charge card credit, not balanced by any tangible assets, 
and some will finance leveraged speculation in commodities or 
on the stock market.

Personal debt on inferior quality of credit is rising rapidly in 
the United States and Canada at the present time. In the U.S., the 
National Debt is far, far above the trillion dollars that was a worry 
in Ronald Regan’s time, and there is a major increase in the over-
seas trade deficit, all of which contributes to the high exchange 
rate of the U.S. dollar, and the rush of imports from low wage 
countries. It seems certain that at some time soon, the whole 
inflated balloon of bank credit, which has to be puffed up more 
and more year by year, is going to explode, when the poor of this 
world, at home and in impoverished Third World countries, can 
no longer pay their debts and their taxes, and the whole system 
dissolves in bankruptcy.

Another economist, Irving Fisher, from this city of Chicago, 
wrote a book in the thirties called 100% Money, in which he 
explained how unnecessary this debt system was. His proposal 
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was that all money be issued by a government authority, so that 
the profit from money creation would flow to the community 
which gives money its value, not to the banking interests, who 
simply create the money tokens. The wonderful result would be 
that, instead of the Government regularly going to financiers to 
find out how much it has to pay month by month and year by 
year in interest on the National Debt, the Bankers would regu-
larly come to the government, to find out what interest rate they 
would have to pay for the privilege of creating money. Just think 
what that could do for your tax rates. They could be cut by at least 
a third—and why not?

Such a system was used by the Bank of Venice in the Middle 
Ages, an institution that lasted for six hundred years and financed 
the richest and most successful trading city of its time. It was 
used in the American Colonies before the War of Independence, 
by Abraham Lincoln with the ‘Greenbacks’ he introduced at the 
time of the Civil War, in Alberta’s Treasury Branch system, in the 
Treasury Notes of Great Britain when its banks ran out of gold 
at the start of World War I, by the island of Guernsey; all these 
are successful examples of this approach. There’s no reason why 
improvements to municipal infrastructure, roads, bridges and 
so on, could not be financed this same way. That is the essence 
of the ‘Sovereignty’ campaign, both here and in other countries, 
aiming to give help to municipalities facing financial problems. 
But the rich have a great deal of influence in politics, and the 
suggestion has so far fallen on deaf ears.

So there we are. The community gives value to land, resources 
and dollars, but we have developed a system where these values 
are monopolized to an ever increasing degree by those in a posi-
tion to exploit them. The rich get richer, the poor get poorer, the 
environment gets placed under ever increasing pressure, debt 
piles up, famine faces the poor here and in the poorer countries 
of the world, and most of us live so much with the daily challenge 
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of paying our mortgage or our rent, and keeping up with our bills, 
that we have no time to think of how to do things differently. 

There are better ways to go. Mensans are supposed to be the 
ones who have enough brains to find them. Will we do so?



Myths We Can Do Without
2006

Sing a song of plenty, a planet full of fools, 
Everybody starving by sound financial rules; 
The shops were full of good things, 
    the factories likewise – 
The Banker shut his books and said  
   ‘We must economize.’

That little ditty from the days of the Great Depression seems to 
sum up the grim prognostications that fill the Business world 
today. It’s all so unnecessary!

One of the remarkable things about hypnosis is the way in 
which, as a result of suggestion, people individually, and whole 
masses of people on occasion, can completely misperceive the 
world around them, so as to act in ways that are self-defeating 
and absurd.

Listening to economists, financiers, business executives and 
politicians—let alone taxpayers, debtors, and those in danger of 
losing their homes or their jobs—wailing about the state of the 
world’s economies, makes me think that we need a dose of real-
ism to dispel the myths that make today’s situation so discour-
aging and incomprehensible. So here goes:

(1) That the economy is collapsing. WRONG. We are just as able 
to grow food, build houses and automobiles, as we were twelve 
months ago. What is collapsing is not our ability to produce, but 
the system of payments by which that production is made avail-
able to people who want to enjoy it.

(2) That there is something mysterious and incomprehensi-
ble about the way our money system behaves. WRONG. Money 
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obeys all the normal rules of arithmetic. The amount of our 
Gross National Product is directly connected to the quantity of 
dollars in circulation at any time. If the quantity is reduced, say 
by a shortage of credit, then the amount of production will also 
shrink, and bankruptcies and unnecessary poverty result. 

(3) That Government deficits are a Bad Thing. WRONG. If 
they are needed to give citizens the dollars they need to receive 
a standard of living that is physically possible and desirable, they 
are essential. The important question concerns the way in which 
they should be financed.

(4) That deficits can only be covered by borrowing money 
created by the banking system. WRONG. The federal government 
controls both the Mint and the Bank of Canada, both sources of 
dollars which are legal tender. It does not have to go into debt to 
the banking system to do this. Of course, it will have to control 
the private creation of credit by the banking system if it does so, 
but perhaps that’s not a bad thing.

(5) That Canada’s banks are stable and sound. WRONG. The 
reserves of legal money held by banks to cover their obligations to 
customers are a minute fraction of the amounts they owe. Banking 
is a confidence game that can break down at any time—remem-
ber the Canadian Commercial Bank, the Northland Bank, and 
near banks such as the Principal Group, and the Credit Unions 
that had to be bailed out by the Province of Alberta only twenty 
five years ago—let alone some of the enormous failures taking 
place in the U.S.A. and elsewhere at the present time. Banking 
operates by making the same dollar appear to be in several places 
at once. It only takes a few bad debts for the whole card house 
to start tumbling down. That’s what is going on at the moment.

(6) That we have to give everybody jobs before they can get 
incomes. WRONG. The really rich in the world get most of their 
incomes not from the jobs they do, but from the property and 
investments they own. Society’s unearned income, who gets it 



The Fifth Column Economics

94

and why, is quite as important to a sound and prosperous econ-
omy as what comes in a pay packet. Ordinary folks should get 
on that gravy train too.

(7) That creating money involves creating debt. WRONG. It 
does if the money is created by a bank, because a bank needs 
to hold a promise to pay to balance its own promise to repay its 
depositors on demand. But our coinage simply comes into exis-
tence by stamping an image on pieces of metal. No debt at all. 
When you think how much of your taxes are going to pay inter-
est on borrowed money that the Government could have created 
for itself, one wonders why there isn’t a taxpayer’s revolution.

(8) That governments printing money is a sure guarantee of 
inflation. WRONG. Money is like the transmission fluid in a car—
it doesn’t create any energy itself, but it transmits the energy of 
the motor to the wheels that do the driving in a way that makes 
movement possible. Too little fluid, and the vehicle will go in 
stops and starts, just like our present economy. Too much, and its 
power is diluted. Dollars are dollars no matter where they come 
from, and as long as there is proper control of the overall amount 
in circulation, inflation and deflation need not be problems.

(9) That the present situation will work itself out in a short 
period of time. WRONG. History shows that the one effective 
way of getting out of a depression is by the incredibly unpleas-
ant, dangerous and wasteful route of rearmament and war, when 
normal rules of ‘prudent finance’ are suspended. Do we really 
want that? When we find ourselves in a hole, as we are today, the 
first thing to do is to stop digging. The next, is to find a way out.

(10) That the ‘iron laws of economics’ have nothing to do with 
morality. WRONG. Economic systems have been created by man, 
and they should serve public welfare rather than private greed. 
Today’s ‘competitive free enterprise system’, so favoured by orga-
nizations such as Stephen Harper’s National Citizens’ Coalition, 
is nothing but a blueprint to establish the Kingdom of Hell on 
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earth. We can do better.
So let’s take the blinkers from off our eyes, and see the situa-

tion as it really is—not nearly as bad as the financial experts and 
bankers would have you believe. As William Aberhart used to 
say in the days of the depression of the Thirties—“If you haven’t 
suffered enough, it’s your God given right to suffer some more!”



Having Enough
November 2011

The rich rules over the poor, and the borrower is the 
slave of the lender... Owe no man anything ...

I reflected on these words of Solomon and Saint Paul, while toss-
ing into my recycling bin the tenth solicitation I have received this 
year to subscribe for yet one more generous and (temporarily) 
low cost line of credit. Indeed, I was somewhat miffed that this 
last one only offered me a credit limit of $7,500. Most of them 
value me at a good $10,000—though this one did also tempt 
me with a reward of 5,000 free Air Miles, in case I needed them!

Why should we think that more money brings more happi-
ness? Very few lottery winners have found that to be true. In their 
excellent book on money management, Your Money or Your 
Life, Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin quote a survey that shows 
how, when people evaluated their happiness level on a scale of 
one (uncomfortable, tired, frustrated, insecure) to five (joyous, 
enthusiastic, fruitful, making a difference), happiness for those 
earning zero to $1,000 per month was only slightly less than that 
of those earning $3,000 to $4,000, and was actually higher than 
those earning more than that amount.

Why is this? A number of reasons. More income requires 
more effort and more responsibility—more time and energy 
expended in earning the higher amount. It involves an increase 
in social status, and the costs in clothing, child care, eating out, 
second cars, cottage at the lake, club memberships, and other 
status symbols that those with lower incomes do without. And 
of course, more badgering from those, charitable or otherwise, 
who would like us to share a modicum of our wealth with them.
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Dominguez points out that there is a point, which we can call 
‘enough’, where we can achieve the maximum of satisfaction for 
the amount of our life energy we are prepared to spend acquiring 
money. In his case, it is as low as $6,000 per year. He suggests a 
number of ways in which we can learn to live a ‘frugal’ life (‘frugal’ 
from the Latin ‘fruor’: I enjoy). We can record our spending by 
categories, and assess whether each category gives us as much 
satisfaction as it costs us in time and energy to acquire. We can 
learn to shop cheaply and not on impulse, but also to get the 
best rewards for the employment we undertake. We can save and 
invest, so that not only do we bring our debts under control: in 
the end we come to a point where our earnings from our savings 
are sufficient to free us from the need ever again to work in the 
nine-to-five rat race. We can throw up our jobs, and volunteer to 
spend all our time at our own expense on the things that really 
matter to us in life.

How difficult is all of this? Chiefly, it seems to be a matter of 
discipline—having the courage to see where our monies—and 
therefore the limited hours of our lives—are actually being spent. 
Then evaluating and acting on what we find, permitting us to 
get a life that really reflects the direction in which we want to go. 

It means the ‘tuning out’ of the million conscious and subcon-
scious messages that swamp us every day, from advertisers and 
salespersons who would like us to do anything rather than live 
a lifestyle that does not involve buying their product.

And if too many people adopt Dominguez’s recipe, it means 
that we will wreck the western world’s consumption-based, full 
employment economy—but likely also make it possible for the 
world’s ecology to have a sporting chance to survive.

After all, if having ‘more’ makes us more unhappy, why should 
we not make the experiment of learning how to get satisfaction 
from having ‘enough’?



IV
CRIMINALITY & LAW



Martin’s Criminal Code
February 1987

THE LEGAL SYSTEM

Society today is locked in a confused moral puzzle about the 
direction and purpose of the criminal law. Should abortions be 
prohibited by the State? Should the death penalty be reintro-
duced? Is the welfare state conferring ‘rights’ on people who 
don’t deserve them, and whose morals are being corrupted by 
a government that buys votes by giving something for nothing? 
What about the Charter of Rights—Canada’s largest unexploded 
time bomb? Are our judges too soft? Too hard? There is plenty of 
debate, there are plenty of fervent opinions. No sign of a national 
consensus is anywhere in sight.

All of this is, of course, the result of a complete misappre-
hension on the part of the public of the purpose of the Criminal 
Law, and the way in which it operates, and is designed to operate.

“If all of us were to receive our just deserts, who would ‘scape 
whipping?” asks Hamlet. Since we are none of us perfect, and 
most of us don’t want to be whipped, the basic starting points 
of the criminal law are the indisputable facts that:

1. Certain types of behaviour (murder, theft, assault, perjury, 
for example) are socially disruptive.

2. Persons who indulge in them tend to make the victims, 
as well as right thinking members of society (who, but for 
their social conscience, might well have wanted to do the 
same), very mad at them indeed.

3. Victims, and right thinking members of society, are there-
fore likely to take punitive measures against persons whom 
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they think have been guilty of these actions, unless they 
can be persuaded not to.

4. In the course of so doing, victims and right thinking 
members of society are likely to cause a great deal of 
harm by:

a. Excessively injuring the wrongdoer, so that he be-
comes thereafter useless as a contributing member 
of society;

b. Punishing innocent persons wrongly suspected of 
crime;

c. Punishing the relatives and family of the wrongdoer, 
who again may be entirely innocent.

A major purpose of the criminal law, therefore, is to deter these 
self-righteous victims and other right thinking members of soci-
ety from tearing society to pieces in their excessive zeal to stamp 
out crime.

Doing so imposes a difficult task on the political authority. 
It cannot, of course, appear to be on the side of the criminal. Its 
technique, therefore, is to limit the power of private revenge, by 
giving the appearance of creating an even more efficient system 
of revenge on the part of Her Majesty. The criminal law can, from 
this point of view, in fact be regarded as an elaborate system to 
prevent unnecessary punishment from taking place.

Some parts of the process are reasonably simple. Once it 
is known that the Law intends to punish the criminal, and the 
criminal alone, the idea of a vendetta against the relatives and 
family of the wrongdoer begins to lose its appeal with the public. 
Similarly, once the public is made aware of the extreme need to 
prevent innocent persons from punishment, they well may be 
able to be persuaded that only those persons who can be proved 
to have committed a defined offence to the satisfaction beyond 
reasonable doubt of a jury of fellow citizens selected without 
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bias, should be punished. “It is better that ten guilty men should 
go free rather than one innocent person should be punished”—
and they certainly do, time and time again. How else do lawyers 
earn their fees?

However, once the criminal has been proved to an indepen-
dent judge and jury to have committed the offence, the residue 
remains, and something has to be done, visibly and obviously, to 
satisfy the victims of violence that the state is doing a better job 
of punishment then they could. Hence our present, and peren-
nial, debate on capital punishment—the answer to which is, that 
if it is needed to convince criminals that the law is not toothless, 
and to convince the public that the law carries sufficient teeth 
to make it unnecessary to organize vigilante squads, we’ll have 
to have it again, hopefully in highly restricted conditions. Other-
wise, we’ll see a breakdown of law and order—created, not just 
by the ‘bad guys’, but also by the good ones!

The important thing to remember is that punishment by the 
state is the alternative to far more drastic punishment by the lynch 
mob. Our modern prison system was not derived from the idea 
of making it unpleasant for people to ‘be inside’, but from the 
‘cities of refuge’ of Biblical times, and the sanctuary afforded by 
pagan temples. Here, the person with blood on his or her hands, 
whether shed innocently or otherwise, could stay in safety with 
religious protection against the victim or his relatives, at least 
until guilt was clearly established. The perpetrator stayed until 
tempers had cooled, compensation had possibly been paid, and 
the heat was off, after which he would be able to go back home.

In setting criminal punishment today, this concept of answer-
ing the question ‘how angry is the public?’ is a much more key 
element than is generally acknowledged. So the public is frequently 
hoodwinked by the apparent fierceness of sentences, which are 
mitigated, often unbeknownst to the public (whose memory is 
pretty short, anyhow), by mandatory remission, parole, day visits, 
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rehabilitation programs, and so on. Again, this is not necessarily 
wrong—these activities are in fact probably the best things that can 
be done in order to restore the offender to become more useful in 
society in the future—but the public has a feeling of being cheated 
if what is happening becomes too obvious. Its rightly incurred 
wrath is not appeased when some offender is seen apparently 
to ‘get away with it’ from an ‘over soft legal system.’

What about capital punishment? In my opinion, it may have 
to be reinstated, not because of the murderers, but because of the 
public, inflamed, often enough, by unrealistic crime fiction on T.V. 
The difficulty is that the most dangerous variety of murderer is 
often enough on the borderline of insanity, and so actually more 
likely than his fellows not to be punishable under the present 
law (another loophole that the law has created!). The more typi-
cal murderer is someone who loses control as a result of drink, 
drugs, or an intolerable family situation, often coupled with an 
abusive upbringing. He may well have been convicted because 
he had a second rate lawyer working on his case, legal aid funds 
were insufficient to provide a first rate defence, a key witness 
could not be found, or expert evidence afforded. It is quite possi-
ble that he either does not remember now what happened, or is 
very sorry that it did.

What about some other offences—the abortion controversy, 
for instance? It seems to me that here, we have the same prob-
lem that we have with Sunday opening laws, gambling, prostitu-
tion, prohibition—and perhaps also the non-smokers’ lobby. We 
have passed laws to suit our hypocrisies rather than our actual 
convictions. We have banned things that everyone else should 
not do, but we sometimes wouldn’t mind doing ourselves. Moral-
ity, though, and legality are two quite different things. The State 
should only make those things illegal which are quite obviously 
ruinous to the social fabric. Churches can quite correctly point 
out to their members that the world will be a much nicer place if 
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they observed much higher standards—the man with two coats 
giving one to the person with none, for instance—but making this 
compulsory is not the job of the state. Christianity, if it includes 
giving one’s shirt away to a person who has already taken one’s 
coat, is completely unjust. To make it the law of the land is there-
fore to enshrine injustice in the law. We have far too much of this 
already in our modern welfare state.

The purpose of the criminal law is to use force to compel the 
necessary behaviour patterns in all citizens that enable society 
to exist. Today, we use it to control a hundred and one irrelevant 
matters, and to shake money out of the pockets of the taxpayers 
for every worthy and unworthy cause a vote-buying government 
can dream up. Some people evidently imagine that by enforcing 
a perfect code of laws, Canada can be transformed into Paradise. 
Forget it! I respect the do-gooders of the world, when they do good 
at their own sacrifice and expense. But I would respect our Prime 
Minister a hundred times more if he took ten dollars out of his 
own pocket for Rick Hansen, than when he hands over a million 
of taxpayers’ money, that costs him nothing. Law today is being 
grossly abused, and consequently made to look asinine. People 
who would impose higher standards on themselves, and lower 
ones on the rest of the community, would make an immense 
contribution to a happier society!



Legislating Morality
2003

So, Catholic Bishops want Catholic politicians to conform to 
Vatican directives when voting on moral issues—and Catholic 
politicians are refusing to listen to them!

I’m on the side of the politicians.
We have to understand what the issue is about.
Government is all about imposing law, order and justice. Force 

is used with the consent of the community, to insist on behaviours 
that keep society together by stopping people from doing injury 
to each other, and taking action when they do. Civil and criminal 
laws set out the parameters of what is allowed and what is not, 
so that we can all live together in a peaceable and prosperous 
society. Justice requires that there be a precise balance between 
damage done by people and penalties imposed on them—‘an eye 
for an eye’, and so on—and between taxes paid to government 
and value received from government. Democratic government, 
for all its faults, has been devised to achieve this result.

Such is the basis of our Common Law, and the religion of 
the Old Testament.

Christianity is not the same. Jesus’s inspiration was to tell his 
followers that they could bring peace and healing to a world that 
had fallen short of keeping the Law, by asking them voluntarily 
to forgo what justice would have given them: to forgive injustices, 
to go the second mile, to bless those who persecute them, and 
so on. Now this is a wonderful way of living, and it makes for a 
friendly, forgiving, generous society—but the catch is that, if this 
behaviour is imposed by the force of government, it is unjust.

We see this injustice when we marvel at Muslim countries 
imposing death sentences for persons dealing in alcohol, or 
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stoning victims of rape because they have been guilty of adul-
tery. What we may not notice is the degree to which Christian-
ity has also been incorporated into law in our own society. Lord 
Atkin, for instance, established the ‘foreseeability of injury’ test 
which is the foundation of the modern law of negligence, and so 
of our whole motor vehicle insurance industry, by a reference 
to the parable of the Good Samaritan. Equally, our own laws on 
marriage and divorce are based on Christ’s “counsel of perfec-
tion” on sexual relations—monogamy, permanence, hetero-
sexuality and fidelity, which goes way beyond what leading Old 
Testament figures—Abraham, Jacob, Moses, David or Solomon, 
for instance—ever achieved, or Old Testament law demanded.

During the past few years, we have seen a gradual abandon-
ment in Canada of laws that were essentially legalizing Christian 
morality—things like banning divorce, or Sunday shopping restric-
tions. The current political debate is about the legal recognition 
of homosexual unions. The lawyer in me queries the legality of 
the federal government widening the definition of ‘marriage’, to 
embrace a matter that was clearly one of provincial ‘property 
and civil rights’ by the law at the time of Confederation, but that 
is another matter altogether. The question remains.

In the Old Testament, we read that David and Jonathan had a 
love ‘passing the love of women.’ Ruth’s dedication to her mother 
in law Naomi is an equal example of loyal commitment on the 
feminine side. Homosexuality and bestiality are condemned in 
Leviticus, along with other matters that today we would disre-
gard as trivial. Adultery is prohibited in the Ten Commandments, 
but has never been made an offence under our criminal law. The 
condemnation of homosexuality in the New Testament comes 
principally from a few passages of Saint Paul, though in the pagan 
world to which he wrote, it was certainly not a crime. 

It is such a temptation—and ultimately a disaster—for churches, 
who can well expect their members willingly to embrace partic-
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ular styles of conduct, to attempt to make such conduct part of 
the law of the land. Surely, the decline of church attendance 
particularly in Quebec, and disregard for Catholic teachings on 
contraception and sex out of wedlock by those who still count 
themselves among the faithful, is closely connected with resent-
ment at the enormous involvement of the Catholic church there 
in provincial and federal politics in the years before and during 
World War II. Politicians elected to represent the views of their 
constituents have a duty to represent those constituents, not 
their spiritual advisors.

Churches can certainly tell their members and the world that 
they have the key to successful living, happiness, eternal bliss 
and a healthy society for those who adopt their way of life, and 
that is quite possibly true. They can certainly tell the world that 
it is going to hell in a handbasket unless people respect certain 
rules of behaviour. That is very different from using the power of 
government, rather than that of the Holy Spirit, to bring it about.



A Clergyman Looks at the Law
April 1997

I belong to a rather unusual fellowship that meets at a member’s 
home once a month. It is a support group connected with the 
Caveat organization, for a number of people who have lost chil-
dren, siblings or spouses to violent crime. 

If there is one theme that is common to the discussions we 
have, it is a sharing of the anger we have at the workings of the 
criminal justice system. Why does it always seem to be on the side 
of the criminal? Why does an obviously guilty person get bail? 
Why do we have to go through the harrowing procedures of the 
criminal trial? Why, at the end of it all, are the victims no better 
off than at the start? Why, years after it all ends, do we have to 
go back and relive the horrors we have been through, when the 
offender applies for early parole? Although, as a lawyer, I can often 
understand and explain what a judge is doing, the fact remains 
that the criminal justice system as we have it today is for the most 
part a re-infliction of the pain of the crime on the family of the 
innocent victim, rather than anything to bring them comfort.

Why do we have the justice system we have? A lot of it comes 
from history. Two basic legal systems exist in the world. One is 
the ‘top down’ system of Roman Law, prevalent in the countries 
of Southern Europe that once were part of the Roman Empire, 
reaching Canada through France in the Quebec Civil Code. The 
other is the democratic, ‘bottom up’ Common Law, received in 
the English speaking nations from the Saxon tribes that spread 
across Northern Europe from the Caucasus area during the 
period of the Roman Empire. If we believe the book of Esdras, 
they originated when the people of Israel, taken captive by the 
Assyrians in 722 B.C., moved across the Caucasus mountains, 
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bringing their customs with them, based on the laws of Moses, 
that ‘government should be of laws, not men’.

Saxon criminal law was far less punitive than our criminal 
law of today. When a crime had been committed, the families of 
the criminal and victim would meet together and decide on an 
amount of ‘bote’—compensation to be paid by one to the other 
to make up for the damage done—without the Crown necessar-
ily being involved.

With the conquest of England by the Normans in 1066, came 
the importation from the Roman system of two elements that didn’t 
square with Saxon tradition. First was the seizure of all land by the 
Crown under the feudal system—under which Barons held their 
estates in exchange for services to the Crown, and commoners 
held land from the Barons, in exchange for forty days of annual 
compulsory service by them. Hence the origin of the ‘fee simple’ 
of our modern Land Titles system. 

Second was the treatment of criminal law as a matter of an 
offence against the Crown—‘against the King’s Peace’—as an 
act of rebellion against the conqueror, rather than an act requir-
ing compensation to the victim. And there our criminal law has 
stayed ever since, even though, as in the O.J. Simpson case, in 
theory civil remedies are available for victim compensation, after 
punishment has first taken place. Not many criminals are worth 
that amount of trouble!

A third importation from Roman law came later: the mercan-
tile law of the bankers and the traders of the Continent. In each 
of these cases, the elaborate mechanisms of the law of Moses, 
to provide all with a stake in the land, to give compensation to 
victims of crime, and to avoid the accumulation of debts, have 
been sidestepped—with the results we see in our Western world 
of homelessness, accumulating debts, and dissatisfied victims 
of crime.

It is interesting and encouraging to see that there is now a 
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move on in the administration of the criminal law, to minimize 
the role of the State, and give more emphasis to compensation 
of the victim, rehabilitation of the offender, and victim/offender 
reconciliation. This involves programs of diversion of offenders 
out of the criminal justice system, community mediation, intro-
duction of victim impact statements, victim/offender reconcili-
ations programs, and so on.

Crime destroys the unity of the community. There is a defi-
nite course to be followed in restoring that unity—from retribu-
tion by Society, to restitution to the victim, to rehabilitation of 
the offender, to reconciliation between offender and victim: from 
punishment, to compensation, to reform, to forgiveness. Not all 
criminals travel the whole way back. Not all victims will be will-
ing to restore relationships with the offender. It is encouraging, 
however, to see these beginnings being made. The need is there.



The Criminal Mind
October 1987

CRIMINALS & CRIME

It is not really fair for our Editor, in a casual and (I am sure) space 
filling column, to ask a battery of questions about the Criminal 
Mind that even a qualified Mensan would find it hard to answer. 
Namely:

1. What is the criminal mind?
2.  What is a crime?
3.  Who are criminals?
4.  How should Society behave towards criminals?

All of us, of course, start our lives with a criminal mind. The 
essence of such a mind is two things. First, an entire devotion to 
the satisfaction of our own wants, without regard to the conve-
nience of others, and Second, (sometimes very attractive and 
personable) closeness to other people, for the attainment of 
objective number one.

Watch babies at work. Watch them when they want some-
thing from their parents—every tool in the manipulative book is 
at work to break down the resistance of the unsuspecting parent. 
What confident trickster could do more? Or watch a baby mad—
and tremble. Few grown-ups can equal the entire, overpower-
ing, outpouring of a baby’s temper tantrum. Only the fact that 
they are so small—and so endearing—makes us ignore the sheer 
blatant criminality of a baby’s behaviour. If that baby weighed 
two hundred pounds instead of twenty, what murders would it 
commit! Theologians, of course, describe the characteristic as 
Original Sin. Parents endure it as a phase that (hopefully) passes.
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As a child grows up, parents begin to ‘lay down the law’. 
Children have to learn that others have rights and feelings. The 
child may be as selfish as ever inside, but has to say ‘no’ to self-
ish or hurtful acts to others. Otherwise, by some form of exter-
nal compulsion, the child will either be made to suffer pain, or 
else put in a position of inability to do harm. Young children are 
spanked or put in a corner or sent to their rooms. Those who do 
not learn from their parents may well go to Juvenile Detention 
Centres, and later on, to adult prisons.

Hopefully, by adolescence, the child is ready to take a further 
step—the internalization of the external law. Obeying the law has 
positive rewards. By behaving ourselves, it is possible to have 
friends, and belong in a group—a gang or a society. Distance 
remains—the loyalty to the group is matched by a suspicion or 
hostility to outsiders. It is the age of the ‘gang’, which may be of 
positive or negative social value, of patriotism—‘my country, 
right or wrong’—of xenophobia—‘the Russians (or Jews, or Capi-
talists, or Socialists, or the criminal classes) are out to get you!’ 
The appeal, and also the emotional age, of Ollie North. Selfish-
ness has been replaced by a limited kind of unselfishness, but 
distance, and hostility, except to the immediate group, remains.

By maturity, we have travelled almost full circle. We see the 
world as a whole. We are supportive of others rather than selfish. 
We establish close relationships even with those who are differ-
ent from ourselves—as your editor does, when she refuses to 
accept criminals and society as THEM and US. “Tout compren-
dre, c’est tout pardonner.” We are, hopefully, people who are 
livable with, and contributors to, rather than abstractors from, 
the good of society.

Unfortunately, not all have travelled the whole road, though 
the age distribution of those in trouble with the law—mostly 15 
to 30—would indicate that much criminality is a phase of grow-
ing up. There is more to it, however, than that. The phases of our 
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character that develop over time do not disappear as we grow 
older. The same person is capable of reacting to a situation as a 
baby, as a child, as an adolescent, or as an adult, and will act differ-
ently according to the ‘mood’ he or she is in. That angry baby is 
never entirely eliminated! Claude Steiner, in Scripts People Live 
divides even a simple character into ten different parts—the Child 
(divided into positive and negative, and internal and external). 
The Parent, divided in the same manner, and the Adult, divided 
into positive and negative only.

The ‘positive Adult’ is the frame of mind that solves problems 
rationally, and works out rational answers to them. Negatively, 
the Adult uses thinking in an inappropriate way, to go on ‘mind 
trips’ rather than reach conclusions—the frame of mind of the 
‘pettifogging attorney’. The positive Parent (external) is the force 
that takes charge in an emergency, gives orders, organizes, and 
gets people to get things done. Internally, it is the force that gives 
discipline to one’s own life, commands the doing of unpleas-
ant tasks, and gives one what is recognized from the outside as 
conscience, or ‘a backbone’. Negatively, the external Parent is a 
petty tyrant, a nagger, a slave driver and a nuisance. Internally, 
it is the force that leads to neurotic compulsions, and an internal 
form of slavery that can be very dangerous, because it encour-
ages other elements of the character from time to time to break 
out in rebellion.

The ‘positive child’ is the most delightful part of a person’s 
character. Externally, it loves games and play, exploration and 
novelty, loves and trusts the outside world. Internally, it provides 
a positive, trusting, optimistic emotional base for the whole char-
acter. The negative child is another matter. Towards the outside 
world, it may exhibit mischief, destructiveness, hatred, aggres-
sion and a ‘chip on the shoulder’. Internally, it may show up in 
inferiority feelings, addiction, depression, acts of self-punish-
ment. Abuse or neglect in infancy, of course, will develop such 
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an attitude, from the very earliest age.
Over it all, some writers also perceive ‘the Watcher’—an 

aspect of character that has awareness of the state of mind being 
pursued and an ability to select what suits the occasion: the part 
of the ‘lucid dreamer’, who can interact with the characters in 
his dreaming and draw the event to a profitable and illuminat-
ing conclusion.

Every part of a character is needed for the functioning of the 
whole person. The positive is the engine—the negative is the 
brakes. We need the one to get us going, and the other to stop 
us going too far too fast. Equally, we need the different attitudes 
of mind—child, parent and adult—to cover life’s responsibilities 
in appropriate ways. It is like a ten speed bicycle—with the right 
gear for the right conditions, the world slips by with the maximum 
result for the least effort. Without the right gearing, we stall or wear 
ourselves out. The more primitive reactions are appropriate for 
matters requiring a quick response: the more sophisticated, for 
matters requiring thought and planning. Intelligence, after all, 
is essentially the progressively greater inhibition of what would 
otherwise be a more automatic, knee-jerk response.

In the Gospel story, we hear of a man who was obviously a 
local menace, living in the cemetery, noisy and unclothed, too 
strong to be locked up—a man who terrorized the neighbour-
hood. When asked his name, he said “my name is Legion, for 
we are many.” A psychologist today would call him, I suppose, 
a ‘fragmented personality’. Bits of his character were pulling 
every which way. This happens. In fact, it is the ‘putting it all 
together’ that is really the miracle. Childhood abuse, spoiling, 
misinformation, neglect—all can lead to a character prone to 
destructive behaviour. Anne Landers published a letter a while 
back from an admitted rapist, a college student who presumably 
kept his identity secret from the world. He blamed his outbreaks 
against the female sex on one word—“M-O-T-H-E-R”. His hatred 
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of his mother, who had presumably abused him in some way in 
infancy, led to wild outbreaks of anti-social behaviour from a 
person who had learned to preserve a perfect ‘front’. One thinks 
of the Yorkshire Ripper, of a client who murdered his wife in a fit 
of drunken fury, of a judge who a while back quietly disappeared 
from his job after being caught shoplifting, of priests, Sunday 
School teachers and Scoutmasters who have sexual adventures 
with the children under their care. The inhibitions are too inef-
fective, and out comes the crime. One part of the personality gets 
the person in trouble—and the whole person is condemned to 
undergo punishment. It really is a cruel world, for the criminal 
quite as much as for the victim!

That’s the human framework within which we work. But we 
have yet to define what are crimes, and why we are guilty of them. 
Are all crimes bad? All criminals evil? That will have to await 
another occasion. My diskette’s getting full.



The Nature of Crime
November 1987

My thoughts turn this month to the nature of Crime. In this 
connection, a couple of articles I have run across this past month 
are well worth quoting.

One was a very restrained article on the subject of torture in 
the current issue of the ‘Candle’, magazine of Amnesty Interna-
tional. The last paragraph reads:

It took thousands of years to bring private violence 
against defenceless individuals under control, and 
the control will never be total: murder, rape and 
robbery are still daily phenomena in every society. 
But they have been greatly constrained by law and 
public opinion.

We have embarked on an attempt to constrain state 
violence too, and it will be a very long campaign. 
Rather than deplore the failure to create instant and 
perfect solutions, we should celebrate every small 
step forward. The UN convention against torture 
is one such step.

The second item comes from the newsletter of the Edmonton 
Social Planning Council. It is an analysis of the question of ‘Why 
Human Organizations Fail’. Why do we get corrections systems 
that breed crime, schools that product stupidity, theological 
colleges that generate unbelief, a civil service that is neither 
civil nor a service, post offices that can’t move mail, etc.? Why 
should the ad hoc citizen’s organization of Mrs. Airth provide 
enough and to spare for the needs of tornado victims, while Mr. 
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Getty, on the spot with great promises in front of the TV cameras 
the day after, still has not come through with his quota several 
months further on?

John McKnight, of Northwestern University, in a recent address 
to the Canadian Mental Health Association, points out that in 
society there are two types of social structure for getting things 
done. One of these is the institution:

By institutions, we mean large structures such as 
corporations, universities and government mental 
health systems. These structures organize a large 
group of people so that a few of them will be able 
to control the rest of them. In this structure there 
is ultimately room for one leader. It is a structure 
initially created to produce goods such as steel and 
automobiles.

However, as well as the institution, and often quicker, more 
resourceful and more efficient, is the community:

It is obvious, upon the briefest reflection, that the 
typical social policy map is inaccurate because it 
excludes a major social domain—the community. 
By community, we mean the social place used by 
family, friends, neighbours, neighbourhood associ-
ations, clubs, civic groups, local government, and 
local media...

These associations of community represent unique 
social tools that are unlike the social tool represented 
by the managed institution. For example, the struc-
ture of institutions is a design established to create 
control of people. On the other hand, the structure 
of associations is the result of people acting through 
consent. It is critical that we distinguish between 
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these two motive forces, because there are many goals 
that can only be fulfilled through consent, and these 
are often goals that will be impossible to achieve 
through a production system designed to control.

McKnight points out that institutions are structured so that things 
will be done ‘right’. People of (alleged) ability therefore domi-
nate, and there is no place for the fallible. Community structures, 
however, “tend to proliferate until they create a place for every-
one, no matter how fallible.”

Associations produce many leaders—organizations only a 
few. Associations respond quickly, yet do not imprison those 
receiving aid in permanent ‘systems’. Associations breed creativ-
ity. Organizations require ‘channels’. Associations are personal, 
organizations impersonal. Associations provide care to persons 
who consent. Organizations provide ‘a service’ to persons regard-
less of their wishes. Associations are training grounds for citizen-
ship. Institutions, being run from above, by definition cannot act 
in this manner.

There is a mistaken notion that our society has a 
problem in terms of effective human services. Our 
essential problem is weak communities. While we 
have reached the limits of institutional problem 
solving, we are only at the beginning of exploring 
the possibility of a new vision for community. It is 
a vision of re-associating the exiled. It is a vision of 
freeing ourselves from service and advocacy. It is a 
vision of centering our lives in community.

Crime, you see, is essentially doing something that is prohibited 
by the biggest organization of all, Government. This may well be 
something morally reprehensible by the standards of the commu-
nity—theft, murder, rape, slander—the sort of thing that govern-
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ments were set up to prevent. It also includes things that are not 
in themselves morally wrong, but are needed for the safety and 
convenience of the community—wearing seat belts, driving on 
the right side of the road, shovelling snow on the sidewalk, paying 
taxes. It may very well involve actions that the community as a 
whole may well support—one thinks of Gandhi’s refusal to pay 
the salt tax, or the storming of the Bastille: some people would 
add, practicing Law without being a member of the Law Society. 
Crime also includes the prohibition of certain acts considered 
innocuous by many people—bootlegging, gambling, speeding, 
drugs, communicating with prostitutes, stock market fraud, for 
example—and does not prohibit certain acts, such as adultery 
and prostitution, that the community may not like at all. When 
we come to the UN convention against torture, we are meet-
ing something that looks very like a crime actually committed 
by government. Does that mean that governments are subject 
to a ‘higher law’? If so, from where? Amnesty would say ‘from 
the moral standards of the community’—and encourage you to 
write letters to those abusing their positions of political power 
to encourage them to stop it.

Truly, a strange mixture. Crime, says my favourite Crown Pros-
ecutor, is anything done by the people the Government doesn’t 
like. And government, as we have seen, can be the community’s 
hidden enemy.

More next month.



Who Are Criminals?
December 1987

After the question of ‘What is a Crime?’ the logical next step is to 
ask, ‘Who are Criminals?’

It would be so easy and convenient at this point to seek out 
some class of depraved persons, whose thought processes were 
entirely different from our own, against whom we could project 
all our hostilities, and end up by hanging them or locking them 
all up and throwing away the key, so ridding the world of crime. 
It’s not that easy.

(1) Some people are obviously criminals from the very high-
est of motives. One thinks of Gandhi, deliberately defying the 
tax on salt, the thin end of a wedge that would finally destroy the 
foreign domination of his country. People such as Galileo who 
have been punished, because their dedication to truth counted 
for more than the threats and the power of the civil authority. 
They are the people who ‘march to the beat of a different drum’—
in Bernard Shaw’s words, ‘the unreasonable people who change 
the world.’ The unemployed man who shoplifts to support his 
family—the ‘underground railroad’ that makes it possible for 
refugees to avoid immigration restrictions. Crime can in some 
cases have noble motives!

(2) Others defy the law because they find the law a nuisance. 
They place their private convenience ahead of the rules—partic-
ularly the kind of rules that a benevolent government sets up to 
save us all from our lower natures. All sorts of parking and traf-
fic offences, speeding, technical things like driving without a 
seatbelt or without insurance. Liquor infractions, tax evasion, 
pornography, bootlegging, gambling, prostitution: it’s quite a 
long list. Nobody is particularly hurt in these ‘victimless’ crimes, 
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so a whole class of people who think of themselves as good citi-
zens still indulge from time to time in going on the wrong side 
of the law. If you’ve ever crossed a street against a red light, you 
belong to this class: not many people don’t.

(3) Finally, there are those whose actions actually cause 
unjustified harm to others—murder, theft, fraud, assault, rape, 
incest, extortion and other crimes of violence. These differ from 
the last class because they create an obvious victim. The mental 
element may well be the same as the previous set—a self-cen-
tered disregard for the social consequences of an act. It may be 
feeble-mindedness, drunkenness or mental unbalance. A little 
time in a typical Provincial Court certainly does not give one a 
high opinion of the I.Q. of the average person in trouble with the 
law. Often enough, it is the result of ‘uncontrollable impulses’, 
particularly in the case of assaults, shoplifting and repeat sexual 
offenders. I suspect that abuse in childhood, especially in the 
years before a child learns to speak, creates problems of person-
ality in this direction that are immensely difficult to eradicate. It 
may be showing off, or looking for the thrill of playing ‘cops and 
robbers’. It could be bloody mindedness, and general hostility 
against the human race. It may be the result of depression and 
self-hate, leading to a desire to be caught and punished. We are 
not by any means dealing with a uniform class and motivation.

Disregarding classes (1) and (2) for the moment, where the 
motive for the criminal action is often highly rational, there is a 
common element in the criminal behaviour of class (3), and that 
is a lack of rational and socially purposeful behaviour.

In his book The Unconscious God, Viktor Frankl takes issue with 
Freud on the subject of human motivation. Rather than following 
Freud in regarding this as essentially the result of sexual or other 
impulses, Frankl introduces the concept of human behaviour 
motivated by a perception by the individual that he has a place 
to fit in to the ongoing development of the world. Mozart and 
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Beethoven, for example, have a genius for musical composi-
tion, and this drives them to deliver their offerings to the world 
whether or not they are starving for not having chosen a more 
lucrative career. Madame Curie pursues the discovery of radium, 
poets starve in garrets, Gandhi goes to prison, Frankl himself 
survives in a concentration camp, all because in the end they 
have a sense of a vocation—a gift or a potential that they have 
to fulfill in the world, a meaning that they must express through 
the way they live their lives. By contrast, the psychological tests 
run on the criminal population give a high degree of aimlessness. 

‘Criminality and purpose in life are inversely related’—and this 
goes for depression and addictions also.

Let’s leave it to next time to think about what should be done 
with criminals in the light of the above.



From Saul to Paul
September 1993

I feel a sermon coming on, but I don’t think I have the courage to 
deliver it from the pulpit. It has to do with the criminal background 
and psychology of that greatest of Christian pioneers, St. Paul.

It all started when I read an article by Peter Worthington in 
“Saturday Night”, outlining interviews he had had in Kingston 
penitentiary with mass murderer Clifford Olson, and another, 
earlier, profile of Victoria’s Darren Hunenmann, murderer of his 
mother and grandmother.

Olson appeared much as I expected him: a nauseatingly 
self-satisfied criminal, provided by a grateful government with the 
services of the prison staff as the reward for his series of horrible 
crimes. Somehow, even the loneliness of his solitary confinement 
had been mitigated by a cellular phone that he had smuggled 
into his cell, tolls charged to the prison number.

Olson talked quite dispassionately about the feature of his 
character that has attracted most public interest—the horrible 
murders he had committed. One casual remark, however, caught 
my eye. It appears that around the age of four, he had been sexu-
ally molested by an uncle. Far from appearing angry or resentful 
at this instance of child abuse, Olson seemed to make light of it all 
as a triviality—“these things happen in households all the time.”

Hunenmann was the tightly controlled son of a well off mother, 
whose funds came from a grandmother who had, by business 
ability, economy, and hard work, built herself into a millionaire 
from severe poverty. Knowing that he was the beneficiary of the 
family fortunes when these two persons died, he arranged for 
schoolfriends to kill them with a crowbar while he was at a safe 
distance, alibi provided by his girlfriend.
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It’s easy enough to follow up the psychology. The adult, in the 
child’s eye, is bigger and stronger and understands right from 
wrong. The child’s inner sense of what he likes and dislikes is 
suppressed, and replaced by a new ‘law’ based on adult behaviour. 
The child’s personality is split into two parts: one part is the child 
who has been forced to disown his natural feelings, which yet, 
when he is away from adult control, spill out in re-enactment of 
the original trauma—either suicidally against himself, or homi-
cidally against others. The other is the correct, agreeable, manip-
ulative and civilized ‘front’ that the psychopath has learned to 
assume, which he may well think to be his true character, as a 
macho ‘man of the world’. As former prison doctor Guy Rich-
mond says: “It seems as if the psychopath has chopped himself 
into sections, which are then glued together, but insulated one 
from the other ...”

How then does St. Paul, a.k.a. Saul the murderer, fit in? The 
fragments of his life as we gather them from his letters and the 
book of Acts gives an interesting picture. The privileged politi-
cal status of Roman citizenship. Upper middle class background. 
An extremely strict religious upbringing, including circumcision, 
right from the cradle. University theological education from the 
most qualified professors. Excellent academic record. Racially, a 
genuine Jew, immersed in Jewish culture while living in the terri-
tory of the despised Goyim. As good as a conformist to what he 
had been taught was politically correct as was Adolf Eichmann. 
Well furnished with suppressed and probably unconscious rage 
at what he had been compelled to put up with as a child, as so 
many mass murderers are, he systematically went into the execu-
tion business.

Perhaps we ignore too much the degree to which religious 
zeal is associated with murder. Sometimes, as in the case of the 

‘Satanic Verses’ persecution, Hitler’s Holocaust, or the Inquisition, 
it is sanctioned by the State in collusion with religious authorities. 
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At other times, for instance, as when Jack the Ripper hunted down 
prostitutes, or Muslim fundamentalists and German terrorists or 
animal rights activists use explosives and kidnapping to destroy 
evil and bring in their version of the New Jerusalem, it is carried 
out contrary to the will of the governing authorities. Either way, 
there’s a lot of blood on the floor. It’s not hard to imagine how 
the strictly conformist Saul, scandalized by the attacks made by 
an uneducated carpenter from Nazareth on all he held sacred—
the temple, the law, the priesthood—(but also, like many mass 
murderers, anxious to make headlines and curry favour with 
his superiors) launched into such a violent crusade to extirpate 
Jesus’s blaspheming followers.

Fortunately, the process halted and reversed itself when a 
blinding light struck him on the Damascus road. Internal or 
external? Who knows? But certainly, hearing voices and seeing 
visions are commonplace in the world of the psychologically 
disturbed. What did emerge from all of this was a man now as 
willing to suffer and forgive as he formerly was to persecute, and 
some of the most penetrating insights into the psychology of 
successful living and the theology of the Christian message that 
the world has ever seen.

Apart from an immense sense of gratitude to a God who was 
prepared to forgive him and let him start again, the most remark-
able aspect of Paul’s message—and prescription for success—was 
his condemnation of the Law. Telling people “Thou shalt not” is 
effectively a recipe giving people a post-hypnotic suggestion to 
do the very thing that is forbidden. That’s why ‘New year’s reso-
lutions’ practically never succeed. That’s why the super-religious, 
ever so perfect guys who put themselves on a pedestal so often 
explode into orgies of hidden misbehaviour. That’s why Paul 
himself says “I do not understand my own actions... I do the 
very thing I hate.” Instead, says Paul, “Walk in the spirit”. Go back 
to being a child. If the Law, the priests and the politicians were 
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together stupid enough to put Jesus Christ to death, then some-
thing is wrong with the Law, the priests and the politicians, not 
with Jesus Christ. Go with the spirit of loving God, yourself and 
your neighbour, and forget about the whole raft of petty rituals.

As I look around the church scene today, with laws, rules and 
self-righteousness and condemnation of non-conformists spring-
ing out both from the Left and from the Right, I begin to wonder 
if anyone there has really ‘got the message’. The simple message 
that trying or pretending to be perfect gets you nowhere—and 
using violence to try and make others perfect, your own children 
included, is a major ingredient in the senseless criminality and 
violence of the present day social and economic scene.

Of course, this isn’t a popular message with those whose 
living depends on persuading unsophisticated people that they 
are all at sea, to induce them to pay the freight on their particu-
lar political or denominational road to heaven. But there really 
is this ‘more excellent way’—and I think this is what the whole 
Gospel message was about in the first place. 

One day perhaps even Olson will understand....



On Killing
November 1999

What, Death again? Well, after all, it’s the Halloween season.
This time it’s a book that’s crossed my path, by a professor of 

‘Killology’. Title: On Killing.
Frankly, a couple of weeks ago, I didn’t even know what 

‘Killology’ was. I’m still not sure that it’s a valid part of the English 
language. However, David Grossman, retired Lieutenant Colonel 
in the U.S. Army, is a professor of this subject at Arkansas State 
University, Jonesboro, U.S.A.

‘Killology’ is the study of the psychology of killing, a matter 
of obvious interest to those responsible for the armed forces. A 
little known fact, of much concern to generals, is that without 
special training, the typical soldier, who may well be willing to 
sacrifice his life for his country in battle, is generally revolted 
by the idea of killing a fellow human being. In the heat of battle, 
only perhaps 15% of the infantry will actually fire their weapons, 
and many shots will be deliberately aimed to miss. As Grossman 
points out, having soldiers who perform the act of killing so very 
poorly is like having a literacy rate of 15% among librarians.

Studies of combat in World War II began to reveal this terri-
ble truth, and the Army started developing psychological tech-
niques to deal with this. One technique was to make the act of 
aiming to kill so instinctive that the shot is fired as an automatic 
reaction to stimulus. So instead of lying prone and shooting at a 

‘bull’s eye’ target, soldiers learned to fire standing in full battle 
gear in foxholes, shooting at man-shaped targets which popped 
up in front of them, and fell down when hit, with rewards for the 
fastest and most successful marksman.

Another technique is to make the act of killing more remote 
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and mechanical. Killing one’s adversary with knife or bayonet, 
and watching him in his death throes, is a highly traumatic matter. 
Shooting through a telescopic lens or night vision goggles is much 
easier. Killing with artillery, or by dropping bombs from a height, 
is so remote from the target that one can forget that real human 
beings are being blasted, burned and dismembered as a result of 
our actions. Result—much more killing with much less psycho-
logical stress and reluctance.

A third technique is to create psychological distance—to dehu-
manize the enemy in our thinking, treating him as a non-person, 
as Germans treated Jews as non-persons in the Second World 
War. Alternatively, to paint a picture of the enemy as a pariah 
and a fiend, to create a sense of moral justification for the lethal 
force we use against him.

A fourth, is the setting up of a ‘macho’ role model for the 
impressionable young soldier to follow—the tough and brutal 
drill sergeant, who breaks down the soldier’s civilized scruples, 
replacing them with a James Bond ideal of a superman, above 
the usual rules of morality, ‘licensed to kill’ those whom we have 
identified as ‘bad guys’, without remorse or compunction.

By the time the Vietnam War was in progress, such techniques 
had raised the firepower of the infantry up to 95% of potential—
most everyone was pulling the trigger when ordered. So we had 
massacres of men, women and children by the hundred, often 
completely contrary to the Geneva Convention, as happened at 
My Lai. Worse than that, though—once the war had ended, the 
number of veterans of the Vietnam war hounded by psycho-
logical problems and post-traumatic stress disorder, resulting 
in crime, depression, violence, broken marriages and suicide, 
rose to unheard of heights. It’s likely a much bigger factor in 
the incredible crime and imprisonment rate in the States than 
people are willing to admit.

What is more alarming, though, is that any person who watches 
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TV, or plays a violent computer game, is subject to the same kind 
of conditioning. The ‘macho’ image is everywhere. The remote-
ness of the computer screen makes emotional detachment from 
human suffering not only possible, but routine. Moreover, killing, 
when our reluctance to hurt others is overcome, does produce 
an emotional ‘high’—followed, for most people by depression 
and guilt—that easily translates into an addictive urge for more 
of the same. So develops the market for pornographic and ‘snuff’ 
films, and fantasies of violence and domination against the weak, 
that can easily translate into real life actions. Instead of preaching 
compassion, reason and responsibility, people of all ages, and 
the young in particular, are tube-fed a steady diet of what Walter 
Wink calls the “myth of redemptive violence”—that concept 
that, by using force to stamp out evil, the world can be made a 
non-violent paradise. The theory that Stalin followed, to create 
the ‘New Soviet Man’ by purges and labour camps. The theory 
that armies follow, to transform caring and sensitive individuals 
into killing machines.

This is not idle fancy. Study after study has shown that the 
introduction of television to a community, with the violence and 
anti-social behaviours it promotes in its role models, is followed 
by dramatic rises in the rates of murder and violent crime.

Living in Jonesboro, Grossman was ideally placed to give expert 
commentary on the school massacres that took place there, and 
was interviewed many times for TV to account for the strange 
psychology that would lead a child to run wild in gunning down 
his schoolmates. What he said was never broadcast—because it 
brought into question the whole damaging effect of television, 
and TV programming, on children’s and society’s behaviour.

It’s not only the tobacco industry that has dirty secrets that it 
doesn’t want the public to know. But the media are better placed 
than most to keep their secrets to themselves.



Visiting the Jail
October 1991

The Edmonton Institution is that rather modern, dark brick group 
of buildings surrounded by yellow lights and barbed wire situ-
ated on the Manning freeway on the north side of the road out to 
Fort Saskatchewan. It is easy enough to pass it by on the highway 
without noticing it at all—on the other hand, for some people, 
it is their involuntary home for twenty five years of their lives.

It was something over three years ago that I first had an oppor-
tunity to go inside, as part of the Prison Fellowship group that 
visits for a couple of hours the first and third Saturday nights of 
the month. To be allowed in at all, with the idea of being allowed 
out the same evening, involves a fair amount of form filling and 
screening: once on the ‘approved’ list, there is still the matter 
of providing identification, signing in, depositing all personal 
belongings in a locker, passing through a metal detector and no 
less than four remotely controlled doors, before ending up in 
the prison chapel.

When all this has been gone through, it is almost a letdown to 
meet the very normal looking human beings that compose the 
inmate population. The inmates who attend the chapel services 
are not monsters—for one reason or another, they tend to be 
life’s losers, often with a history of alcohol and drug abuse. They 
behave much as any group of men might be expected to behave, 
condemned to live in quarters not of their own choosing, with 
neighbours composed of the worse criminal elements of the 
population, very limited chances for contact with the opposite 
sex, even of one’s own family, and a land lord whose best inten-
tions are plagued by multitudes of rules and bureaucracy, and 
public attitudes that generally would like them to be locked up 
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for ever, and throw away the key.
The services—and they are only one of many from different 

groups that visit—are simple enough. Typically, a dozen visitors 
and perhaps a few more inmates (out of a total jail population 
of around 200). Gather round for coffee and chat: settle down 
for half an hour of vigorous gospel singing, hymns chosen from 
the floor, and a certain predilection for numbers with a theme of 
escape—“I’ll fly away” springs to mind. Then a presentation—a 
talk, a testimony, frequently a visiting musical group, sometimes 
a TV video. Half an hour more to circulate, mix, talk and have 
coffee. Gather round in a circle for a final ten minutes of prayer 
holding hands together. A lot of hugging and goodbyes, and 
time to go home. Visitors, with a feeling of relief, to the outside 
air. Remainder—off to the cell area.

“I was in prison, and you visited me.” I doubt if many inmates 
recognize Christ living in them, yet repeatedly, I leave that chapel 
knowing that I have been with Jesus, and Jesus was in the people 
that I had met. Is it perhaps that in the pain, danger and shame of 
prison life, just as in the pressure of poverty, or the stress of sick-
ness, our condition brings us much closer in spirit to the ‘man of 
sorrows’, than when we comfortably roll over in bed on a Sunday 
morning, and wonder whether we can make it to church or not?



The Martyr as Criminal 
The Criminal as Martyr

August 1999

I would like to thank the Mennonite Church in Edmonton for 
bringing this Exhibition to our city. The subject of martyrdom 
is an uncomfortable one—martyr’s deaths, for reasons I will 
talk about later, tend to be messy and uncomfortable ones, and 
perhaps we prefer not to think about them. I also appreciate the 
date for which this invitation has been given. For me, as an Angli-
can, this is a significant date on which to be speaking: August 3rd 
nowadays is the date on which we celebrate the first Christian 
martyr, St. Stephen.

It is also the anniversary of the tragic death of my daughter, 
Catherine Greeve, on August 3rd, 1988.

So I speak to you as a victim. We live in a world that is becom-
ing very sensitive to the hurts and the rights of victims: victims 
of crime, victims of harassment, victims of persecution, of war, 
and so on. A lot of us claim to be victims of one sort or another—
and ask for compensation for our status. But although a martyr 
is indeed a victim, a victim is not the same as a martyr. Let’s look 
at some of the differences.

Victims certainly are people who suffer. A martyr, however, 
is someone who has chosen to suffer—or at the very least, has 
chosen actions that make suffering extremely probable. He, or 
she, has chosen to ‘march to the beat of a different drum.’ Martyrs, 
rightly or wrongly, have chosen to follow an authority which they 
consider to be higher than that which seeks to impose its will 
on them, and pay whatever penalty comes as the result of that 
choice. It is the martyr who says “Some things are worth dying for.”

Secondly, and almost universally, the martyr has been given an 
opportunity to recant. In the Old Testament, whether it is Joseph 
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resisting the blandishments of Potiphar’s wife, or Daniel refusing 
to bow down to the image of Nebuchadnezzar, or Eleazar refus-
ing to soil his mouth with pork, there was an easy way out, that 
the persecuting authority would have been quite happy to allow, 
and which the martyr refused—refused because it would mean 
submitting to the authority’s way of doing things.

Thirdly, martyrdom is something imposed by authority. Gener-
ally, but not always, that authority is the State. The martyr’s atti-
tude is regarded as treason—as undermining the authority of 
the Emperor. The final argument of the Jews to persuade Pilate 
to crucify Jesus was “If you let this man go, you are not Caesar’s 
friend.” So in the time of the Emperor Trajan, Pliny the Younger, 
governor of Bithynia, was ready to put Christians to death if they 
would not burn incense to the Emperor, and abjure Christ, not 
as a matter of religious persecution, but on grounds of disloy-
alty to the Civil power. And not only in this century, but in many 
centuries in many lands, thousands have been the martyrs who 
have given their lives rather than accept the belief structure that 
the State sought to impose on them, particularly when some 
form of religion was ‘established’. Catholics, Protestants, Puri-
tans, Aboriginals, Jews and Muslims alike—all, because of their 
religion, have from time to time suffered martyrdom as disobe-
dient to the State. And from the time of Joshua to the days of 
our residential schools for aboriginals, in many countries and 
circumstances, the ‘moral majority’ have been guilty of impos-
ing persecution, if not martyrdom, on others who have refused 
to accept their beliefs.

Fourthly, a martyr’s death is cruel and ferocious. Ordinary 
criminals may be hanged—those guilty of Treason are hanged, 
drawn and quartered. Heretics are burned to death at the stake. 
Racks and thumbscrews are used to persuade the heretic to 
change his or her beliefs. Daniel’s furnace is heated “seven times 
hotter” than usual. The persecution of the Jews throughout history, 
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whether by Antiochus Epiphanes or Adolf Hitler, has been of 
quite exceptional cruelty. The farmer who deliberately defies the 
monopoly of the Canadian Wheat Board is treated with unusual 
severity. The list goes on.

What is it, then, about the martyr’s behaviour that arouses 
this degree of cruelty and hate? I suggest that the answer lies on 
one single word—fear.

The more comfortable any of us are in this world—whether in 
power, prestige, or money and the creature comforts it brings—
the more we have to lose, and therefore the greater our hostility 
to any person who would threaten our position. Yet this comfort 
can only come to us from some established order of society: 
worship, or at least respect, for the Emperor, respect for one’s 
position in the religious or social hierarchy, respect for a person’s 
knowledge and wisdom, respect for our person and our wealth.

Those who are comfortable also have a singular way of taking 
something more than their fair share of the nation’s wealth and 
power by perpetuating various myths about the world—how it 
works and how it has to be run. So the Emperors of this world 
develop their power by exaggerating the hostile intent of neigh-
bouring nations, seeing ‘spies under every bed’, and using this 
myth to develop huge armies, deny political freedoms, aggran-
dizing their political and economic power through an arms race. 
The priests of this world, certainly in times when the Church has 
political power, talk about Hell fire and Purgatory, and create 
a fear of the hereafter to maintain their importance and their 
incomes in the here and now. The Bankers of this world make a 
great mystery out of the process of creating money so as to justify 
the enormous rewards they receive out of the processing of Debt. 
The police, media, and justice system have a vested interest in 
making the problem of crime appear as desperate as it can be. 
Bureaucracies have the strangest way of insisting that only they 
can solve the social and administrative problems of society. The 
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learned of this world—lawyers, doctors and academics in partic-
ular—make mysteries out of matters that are inherently simple, 
so as to create a market in which they can earn the rewards 
that come from a monopoly of a knowledge that only they can 
dispense. And so on.

All these people are well off and respected as long as their 
myths are preserved. But what happens when some child points 
out that “The Emperor has no clothes!”? Poverty, disgrace and 
disobedience stare them in the face. And it is the fear of this 
poverty, disgrace and loss of control that leads to the furious 
backlash against all who challenge the myths that provide the 
comfort and security of ‘the establishment’—ending, if they 
can achieve it while still preserving their ‘good guy’ image, in 
the martyrdom of the whistleblower. For an illustration, look no 
further than the sad history surrounding the story of Canada’s 
Somalia Inquiry: the difficulty of the investigation, the efforts of 
the administration to protect its position and its reputation and 
destroy that of its critics, all adding up to a monstrous attempt 
to preserve credibility and territory—at the expense of the whis-
tleblowers and the victims.

One way to maintain the status quo is to make the offending 
conduct a Crime. Crime, after all, is something we have been 
taught to hate, fear and detest. Crime, ostensibly, is the State’s 
way of punishing the moral sins set out in the Ten Command-
ments. There is therefore something semi-sacred in causing evil 
to those who have broken the Law. And Judges and Lawyers, just 
like Doctors, Royalty and academics, have a funny way of dressing 
up in robes like Priests in order to emphasize the unquestionable 
mystery of all that they are doing in this direction.

But let’s look at Crime—honestly. If we think it is connected 
with the Ten Commandments, there’s a surprise coming. “Thou 
shalt have no other Gods”? A religion decreed by the State is 
passé—though a sop is given to churches in certain tax advan-
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tages to clergy, church properties, and charitable donors. “Graven 
Images”? Idolatry is not currently a crime. “Taking the Lord’s name 
in vain”? Nor is Blasphemy. “Keep holy the Sabbath”? Sabbath 
observance has gone by the board in Canadian law. “Honour thy 
Father and thy Mother”. Providing for parents has been replaced 
by Old Age Pensions, the Canada Pension Plan, and the Welfare 
State. Prohibition of Murder remains—indeed, has been vastly 
extended by many, many offences involving injury, or even the 
threat of causing injury or discomfort to others. Theft likewise, 
with another vast array of laws that affect and protect rights of 
property in a thousand different ways. Adultery, however, and 
some other forms of sexual misbehaviour are not crimes. Perjury 
is rarely punished, and Defamation is almost universally dealt 
with as a Civil, not a Criminal matter. Coveting is not only not 
criminalized—it forms the basis of an entire advertising indus-
try, let alone that of gambling and lotteries.

The myth then, is that the Law is based on morality, and exists 
to protect the poor and downtrodden. The fact, however, is that 
the Law is more often used to keep the poor and the downtrod-
den from challenging the comfort of the rich. “The Law, in its 
infinite wisdom, prohibits rich and poor alike from sleeping under 
bridges.” The fight throughout history, to bring the creation of Law 
out of the hands of a privileged elite and to make it genuinely 
responsible to the will of the people, has been a long and often 
a bloody one, and it is by no means over—indeed, in Alberta, I 
wonder if in some ways at the present time we are going back-
wards. When we look at the strange processes of politics, the 
strange privileges given by Government to strange people and 
groups of people, the enormous amount of the national wealth 
that is taken by Law from those who have earned it, to be spent on 
the processes of Government and in buying popular support for 
it, or how reasoned enquiries on public policy such as those on 
Aboriginal Rights, Armed Forces administration, Poverty and the 
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like are so regularly shelved and forgotten—one can sympathize 
a little with Timothy McVeigh or the I.R.A. for trying to rattle the 
established order with explosives, even as we recognize that their 
way of righting the world’s wrongs is only making matters worse.

The Criminal, then, is a person who has chosen, because of 
his allegiance to an authority other than that of the Establish-
ment, to defy the Establishment’s dictates. A Martyr is that type 
of criminal who has conducted this defiance for reasons that he—
or we—would consider noble and justified, either because of the 
worthiness of his or her cause, or the venality of the Establishment, 
or both. And the distinction between Martyr and Criminal is one 
that is not easy to make, and one where we are likely to meet the 
most vehement differences of opinion. To George III, I am sure, 
George Washington was a treasonous upstart. To a true Ameri-
can, however, he was the hero who brought liberty and democ-
racy to his people. One distinction that can be made, though, is 
that the Martyr receives the punishment for his beliefs, not for 
conduct that injures his neighbours. Crime is alleged to involve 
such conduct—though when Gandhi is sentenced to six years 
in prison for refusing to pay the salt tax, the difference between 
Crime and Martyrdom becomes a very narrow one indeed! What 
about our Grim Reapers? Or all the current hullabaloo concern-
ing Marilyn Manson?

How, then, do we treat our Martyrs and our Criminals? There 
are four main processes that society undertakes to deal with them. 
One is Retaliation. Another is Restitution. Another is Reforma-
tion. A final one can be Reconciliation.

Retaliation, or Retribution, is simply the use of force to cause 
pain to the offender—generally with the idea that, if enough pain 
is inflicted, the offender will not think his course of conduct worth-
while to repeat it in the future. This is the idea of the use of corpo-
ral punishment in the bringing up of children. When the death 
penalty is inflicted, it is supposed not only to prevent a criminal 
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from repeating the crime, but also deter others who might commit 
it from going ahead. This presumes, of course, the middle class 
assumption that life is worth the living. For those on skid row, 
at the bottom of the social scale, where drink and drugs can be 
all that can make life tolerable, this may well not be the case. In 
such cases, the deterrence factor means very little. In fact, in the 
case of Martyrs, history has repeatedly shown that the punish-
ment approach has had a reverse effect. Far from exterminating 
the behaviour or the belief, the ‘blood of the martyr’ becomes 
the ‘seed of the church’—something illustrated even today, for 
instance, by the strength of the Christian church in Communist 
or ex-Communist countries in spite of many years of persecution.

A second approach is that of the Civil Law—ordering Resti-
tution—to compensate the victim rather than to establish the 
authority of the State. Those who cheat on their taxes, for instance, 
or defraud their employers, are forced to pay compensation to 
make good the damage they have caused. The ecological martyrs 
who render timber dangerous to harvest by driving spikes into 
trees, or hold up the Alaska ferry system, may be ordered to pay 
damages to those whose property they have injured. Those who 
try and slow down the progress of Business by unsuccessful liti-
gation will be faced with counterclaims and costs. No matter how 
pure their motives, those who interfere with the lawful operation 
of an abortion clinic by obstruction and protests may well have 
to pay for the damage and disruption that they cause. And so on.

A third approach by society to the Criminal and/or Martyr 
is that of Reformation. Chinese governments in particular are 
fond of it—using force to persuade dissenters of the error of their 
ways. With us, the mildest form of this treatment is Probation, or 
Conditional Discharge. If the offence is serious enough to justify 
‘Federal time’, the imprisoned offender will find himself subject 
to a barrage of psychological testing, training courses of all kinds, 
Correction Plans, evaluations and finally Parole, as long as he 
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will toe the line in accordance with the dictates of the Authori-
ties. It’s the “Clockwork Orange” approach. Those who refuse to 
cooperate and reject all of this, are imprisoned longer, and may 
even be kept indefinitely as ‘dangerous offenders’, because they 
refuse to have their minds tampered with. Particularly this is the 
case with those who maintain (occasionally correctly) that they 
have been wrongly convicted. The typical martyr, of course, will 
be the very last person to cooperate with any form of Reforma-
tion at the hands of the authorities. In their eyes, he is an ‘incor-
rigible offender’.

Finally, there is the prospect of Reconciliation—something 
that goes on in families all the time, but is quite alien to the offi-
cial justice system. It involves the actual meeting of Victim and 
Offender, the understanding by each of the situation of the other, 
and the acceptance by each of some mode of understanding 
that will enable each to live peacefully in the same world as the 
other from this point on. The past is treated as the past. A most 
marvelous example of this in recent days is the amnesty given 
by the Truth and Justice Committee in South Africa—to at once 
recognize the immorality of the ‘dirty tricks’ used to preserve 
white supremacy, while making it possible for the two nations 
in the future to live side by side without civil war.

The State cannot force reconciliation on either victim or 
offender—the best it might do is to make mediation facilities 
available, so that the position of understanding can be arrived 
at. And in doing this, the State is forced to acknowledge its own 
powerlessness: reconciliation has to be the voluntary act of the 
two parties involved.

What we are left with is this—the tendency of the Establish-
ment to want to preserve its privileges, and the need of the Martyr 
to point out where those privileges are undeserved, and to lay 
his life on the line for the sake of his understanding of Truth and 
Justice. It is when the public at large senses that the sufferings of 
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the martyrs are out of all proportion to the evils they have done to 
their fellow men, that the Establishment is ultimately dislodged, 
and a new policy of tolerance to the Martyr’s creed is adopted. So 
the Roman historian Tacitus recorded how the people of Rome 
were revolted by the sufferings of the Christian martyrs in the 
time of Nero—and in the end, Christianity moved from being a 
persecuted religion to being the official religion of the Roman 
Empire after the time of the Emperor Constantine. The martyr’s 
suffering is an essential element in this change of attitude.

Society also should be glad of its martyrs, because it is only 
through them that the fossilization of institutions can be prevented, 
and individual freedom of choice be allowed to replace the 
dead hand of tradition. It is a continual process, essential to the 
development of a free and responsible society. But it cannot be 
achieved without dedication and pain.

How, then, as a civilized society, do we deal with those who 
disagree with our prevailing culture? Complete tolerance means 
complete anarchy—every person doing whatever seems best 
to himself, regardless of its effect on others. The four methods I 
have described above can be easily categorized into two classes.

With retribution and reformation, we have the response of 
a closed mind. Retribution says “You will do it my way, or else 
you will suffer.” Reformation, in a slightly more gentle way, says 

“I will show you how to do it my way, so that you can do it my way, 
or else ...” But in neither case is there any input from the accused 
to explain his needs, his beliefs, or his conduct.

With restitution and reconciliation, however, there is at least 
some input so that each side can start to explain itself to the 
other. With restitution, the damage is evaluated, and a degree 
of compensation ordered to be paid. With reconciliation, the 
human cost of the disagreement is approached. Both give a 
chance for mutual understanding, and finding a way towards a 
settlement of differences.
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These two attitudes come strongly to the fore in the political 
debate at this time taking place on society’s attitude to crime. 
On the one hand there is the Reform Party position, shared by 
our current Provincial administration, of harshness and deter-
rence. On the same side, there is the program of intensive re-ed-
ucation in a more relaxed atmosphere symbolized by Correc-
tions Canada—particularly in the debacle attending the recent 
opening of the Edmonton Women’s Prison. One aspect of both 
of these approaches is the lack of input from either accused or 
victim—something that in particular leaves victims extremely 
angry and unsatisfied.

On the other hand, there is the move currently on to cut 
back on bureaucracy and its intrusive inspections and legalis-
tic approach: to leave enforcement of standards as a civil matter, 
and to divert less serious offences into community mediation 
programs. Not martyrdom, but understanding and solutions.

So we are left with the question. Will we listen to our martyrs, 
some of whom we choose to call criminals, or ignore their message 
and blindly continue to punish? Many of them, for sure, may be 
misguided, and we cannot change the culture of a nation to suit 
everyone’s whim—but on the other hand, the culture that never 
changes becomes in the end oppressive, out of touch, and unable 
to deal with the needs of the times.

A culture need to listen to its martyrs—and its criminals. Let’s 
remember the words of Oliver Cromwell to the Scottish Cove-
nanters, whose zeal for righteousness needed to be brought 
under control: “I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, have the 
humility to consider that you may be mistaken.”

It is a plea for such humility, on the part of those who are 
drunk on the elixir of power, that is the message of the martyr—
and the criminal also.



Involving Victims
2001

VICTIMS

Three times already this year, I have spent time at conferences 
sponsored by the Correctional Service of Canada, designed to 
put together a policy that gives better treatment to the victims 
of crime, in the workings of the justice system.

The members of my homicide support group are likely to feel 
that it’s not a moment too soon.

The difficulty, though, is that our whole system of criminal 
justice is designed, not to accommodate victims, but to shut them 
completely out of the process. Under such a system, reconcilia-
tion between victim and offender is impossible.

In a recent series of talks on the CBC, the Dutch professor of 
criminology, Herman Bianchi, mentioned how, in the days of 
the Roman Empire, there were two levels of dealing with crime. 
Among citizens, criminal offences were dealt with by way of nego-
tiation between offender and the victim, or the victim’s family, 
to be settled by payment of damages. Beating or imprisonment 
were out of the picture: execution (by beheading) was only for 
political crimes against the Emperor. Hence the frequent times in 
the Acts of the Apostles when Saint Paul claimed the privileges of 
Roman citizenship, and the authorities were forced to apologize 
to him when he had been beaten or imprisoned.

Slaves, however, were in a different position. They could be 
beaten, tortured, imprisoned, even crucified, at the command 
of their owner or the magistrates.

So whereas in Aboriginal societies, and in Saxon England 
before the Norman conquest, crimes were settled by a process of 
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compensation between offender and victim, it was the process of 
punishment first adapted for slaves and introduced by the Norman 
conquest which is the basis of the criminal law and procedures 
we have in Canada today. Crime is treated as rebellion against 
the Crown. The feelings and fate of the victim of crime goes by 
the wayside.

We are really dealing with two views of society. In one, citizens 
sit at a ‘round table’, and work out problems together in a spirit 
of problem solving and equality. Slaves, though, are those at the 
bottom of a pyramid, and above them are taskmasters, nobles, 
and ultimately the Pharaoh, the Monarch, or the Emperor himself. 
So the criminal law system we enjoy in Canada is one of punish-
ment, slavery and control, not citizenship and mutual respect.

Jesus never wanted his disciples to “lord it over” the members 
of his church—even though the church itself has frequently not 
reflected this attitude in its structure and actions. So here’s hoping 
that the current experiments in diversion, sentencing circles and 
the like in criminal law, particularly in the case of young offend-
ers and the first nations, prove themselves of value in bringing 
us to a more humane society.



Victim Impact Statements
March 2009

A recent article in the Edmonton Journal claimed that Alberta 
Judges paid little attention to the impact statements prepared by 
victims of crime. This provoked a lively discussion at a recent meet-
ing of our Victims of Homicide Support Group, where members 
began to talk about the experiences they had had in preparing 
and presenting such statements in Court proceedings following 
the murder of their loved one.

Those who had prepared impact statements made no bones 
about what a difficult task it was to put such a statement together—
the piles of discarded drafts crumpled up and thrown on the floor, 
the tears shed, and the slow progress made in preparing what 
they wanted to say. Also, their feelings of success and comple-
tion when their statement was finished, and then either read, or 
handed in to the court for others to read.

Oddly enough, though, and no matter what the Journal said, 
in most cases what the Judge did with the statement did not 
seem to be of critical importance, The victim’s feeling of achieve-
ment and closure came from having put into words the events 
that had taken place, and experiencing once again the intense 
feelings these had caused to the writer. That whole process was 
therapeutic. What the judge did with such a statement was not 
the victim’s business.

Annette Stanwick, a nurse and administrator at the Gimbel 
Eye Centre in Calgary, had a brother, a long distance truck driver, 
whom she lost to a murder taking place in Richmond, Virginia, 
thousands of miles away from his home. He had been sleeping 
in his rig overnight when it was broken into and he was shot as 
part of a robbery attempt.
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In her book Forgiveness she describes the turmoil of feelings 
that boiled up in her as a result of this crime, feelings primarily of 
numbness, anger and fear. She points out, however, that it is only 
when people squarely face what has happened and mourn their 
loss that they will be ready to move on with their lives, sadder 
but wiser. Those who fail to do this are condemned to an endless 
revolving of the hurt in their minds and bodies. Avoiding the full 
realization of the loss, no matter how painful that is, can result in 
serious and long lasting mental and physical problems.

Annette goes on to describe what can follow this acceptance 
and grief. Accepting what has happened will lead to an interest 
in the perpetrators, their background and the motivation that 
led them to this crime. It leads further to recognizing that we all 
have made mistakes. Offering forgiveness rather than seeking 
revenge is a sure path to healing for all concerned. As she puts it:

Despite my fears, God’s healing mercy has moved me 
from a role of victim to a role of victor... My weak-
ness, depression and grief were replaced with new 
strength, courage and energy. I began focusing on 
others instead of ‘poor me’. I went from weeping at 
the hideousness life had handed me to feeling a pure 
sense of joy at the vision God had created for my life.

So her book ends with the moving impact statement she presented 
to the Court, describing in detail the mental suffering the crime 
had caused her, yet finally containing an offer of forgiveness to 
the two persons guilty of the murder. So what could so easily have 
become a festering sore has been transformed by her actions and 
by God’s grace into a source of reconciliation, fulfillment and 
peace. And her story of forgiveness has had its impact on many 
who have heard it. The hand of God has been at work!

After all, in Jesus’s teachings, “loving one’s enemies,” recon-
ciliation and forgiveness are what it’s all about. It’s good to hear, 
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though, from one who has ‘been there’, the important truth that 
there is a proper path to follow in coming to the stage where 
such behaviour is possible. Forgiveness can only be sincerely 
practiced after we have faced to the depths and have grieved 
the agony of our loss.



Rescuing the Victim
May 1995

It happens so often—the triangle of Persecutor, Victim, and Rescuer.
The police know it well. Boyfriend (Persecutor) beats up 

Girlfriend (Victim) who dials 911 for the Police (Rescuer). No 
sooner do the cops arrive, than the characters change. Police-
man becomes Persecutor. Boyfriend becomes Victim. Girlfriend 
attacks the Policeman, in her new capacity of Rescuer. In which 
case the Girl friend becomes Persecutor, Policeman becomes 
Victim, Boyfriend (possibly) calls her off in his new capacity of 
Rescuer . . .

And so on, round and round—and round.
It strikes me that this scenario has some bearing on the debate 

now going on about euthanasia, mercy killing, or whatever you 
want to call it. Mr. Latimer has a disabled child (Victim), suffering 
from a crippling disease (Persecutor), and decides to act as her 
Rescuer. So he arranges to kill her (Persecutor), before Society 
drops in with a murder charge, so making him into the Victim.

In her very penetrating book (Talking To Yourself), Pamela 
Butler takes up a theme that first appears in the Transactional 
Analysis books of Eric Berne. ‘Rescuing’ other people seems such 
a valuable thing to do—whole professions, and the welfare state 
itself, depend on the concept. But the truth is, that ‘rescuing’ is in 
fact positively harmful. It is taking people who should be learning 
to deal with life’s problems and pains in an adult manner, and 
compelling them to be children. In doing so, under the pretence 
of assistance, it deprives the Victim of the power of choice. 

‘Rescuing’ encourages toxic situations to continue. As soon as 
he promises (for the hundredth time) “never to do it again”, the 
battered woman who knows she can call the police then feels it 
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safe to stay with her boyfriend, in spite of his abusive behaviour. 
Without that support, she might much sooner decide to get right 
out of the situation, which would certainly encourage boyfriend 
to clean up his act. Engraved on my mind is one horrendous situ-
ation I was involved in as a lawyer, where a woman’s apartment 
was invaded by her estranged boyfriend, who assaulted her and 
left her with a broken neck. After being given a Legal Aid certif-
icate (more Rescuing!), I obtained a Restraining Order—only to 
find that within a couple of weeks, the pair of them were back 
living together again. Anyone familiar with the protection and 
cover-ups that even the worst alcoholics get from their nearest 
and dearest knows that in that kind of situation, the ‘rescuing’ 
process can become habitual—and the addict never ‘hits bottom’ 
enough to make his or her own mind up to deal with the problem.

Don’t confuse ‘Rescuing’, says Pamela, with what people really 
need in such a situation—Loyalty, Love and Support. ‘Support’ 
is not the same as ‘Rescue’. It leaves the Victim still in control, to 
work out his or her problems in the way that the Victim, and not 
the Rescuer, decides. It is the parent, seeing a child struggling with 
his homework, who sees that the child has the right tools, but 
doesn’t do the work for him. It is the person who lends an ear to 
another in trouble, without taking up the obligation to be a ‘fixer’.

And if he had been a ‘supporter’ rather than a ‘fixer’, perhaps 
Mr. Latimer would never have been sentenced to ten years in jail, 
and his daughter might well still be alive.



Injury Insurance
July 2003

N stands for Ned, Maria’s younger brother, 
Who going one way, chose to look another. 
In Blandford Square, a crowded part of town, 
Two people on a tandem knocked him down; 
Whereat a motor car, with warning shout 
Ran over him, and turned him inside out. 
The damages that he obtained from these 
Maintained him all his life in Cultured Ease.

MORAL: 
The Law protects you. Go your gentle way. 
The Other Man has always got to pay.”

So Hilaire Belloc, in his “Cautionary Alphabet”. But “‘twas not ever 
thus.” Sometime in the nineteenth century, a lawsuit was brought 
by a gentleman severely injured by a runaway horse. His case 
was dismissed, on the grounds that “people making use of the 
public highway must accept the risks of accident there, includ-
ing that of injury from runaway horses.”

It was in 1932 that the seminal case of McAllister (Donaghue) 
v Stevenson) was decided. A lady alleged that she had been trau-
matized by finding a snail in a bottle of ginger beer. The princi-
ple was established that mere carelessness, where it was fore-
seeable that such carelessness could cause loss or damage to 
another, would lead to liability for the payment of damages. So 
the case has become the foundation of the whole modern law 
of negligence (even though when it came to trial, Plaintiff failed 
to prove that the snail actually was there).
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From this seed has grown today’s enormous industry of insur-
ers, adjusters, expert witnesses, courts, victims and highly adver-
tised personal injury lawyers, as well as insurance premiums cost-
ing young people as much as the car they drive, cancellation of 
such things as school field trips where any sort of danger could 
be involved, companies bankrupted by product liability claims, 
and a general sense that, before long, no one in society who is 
not already a deadbeat will ever dare doing anything involving a 
risk that might affect other people, for fear of being sued.

Of course, it is realistic that those affected, say, by a motor 
vehicle accident, get compensation from somewhere. And when 
one adds up the cost of lost income and nursing care required 
through life by, for instance, someone paralyzed by a spinal 
cord injury, the cost is quite rightly assessed as coming into the 
millions. Compensation has to come from somewhere.

So what about going back to our Victorian judgment? If we go 
out on the highway, we accept that this cannot be done without 
risk. So abolish the right to sue for damages resulting from any 
type of accident there. If we want to be compensated for injuries 
that we suffer on the highway, we place insurance on ourselves 
and our property, in whatever amounts we think are sufficient to 
cover death, disability, or property destruction. Careless drivers 
will face demerit points and the other punishments of the crimi-
nal law, of course, but the only insurance they will have to obtain 
is what they need to cover themselves.

Under such an arrangement, the insurance industry would 
switch from protecting people against liability, to providing for 
their disability. The court system would miraculously become 
unclogged. Our telephone books and radio waves would not be 
burdened with the smiling faces and pleading advertisements 
of ambulance chasing lawyers. Victims would get to keep the 
compensation they deserve, and receive it a great deal more 
promptly than at present, and in full.
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Victims also would not need to exaggerate or continually 
rehash their sufferings, but would have an incentive to undergo 
the sort of rehabilitation already now provided by the Workers 
Compensation Board, and recover in the shortest time possible.

So, if you think you’re so goddarn valuable, you would pay 
for your own insurance yourself!

It’s time for a change—why not this one?



Reforming Violent Offenders
October 2002

ALTERNATIVES TO VIOLENCE

Edward W. Hoppe, chief psychologist at Deuel Vocational Insti-
tute in California, U.S.A., describes the typical violent criminal. 
He is a victim of child abuse before age 5. He has not learned the 
social skills most of us take for granted. As a result, he is impul-
sive, has poor judgment, often abuses drugs and alcohol, has 
low tolerance for frustration, and lacks honesty and integrity. He 
seeks to get what makes him feel good without having to buy it 
or earn it. He aims to solve all his problems with the least possi-
ble effort, and with a complete disregard for the consequences 
of his actions on himself or on others.

Punishment and prison do nothing to reform him. In Califor-
nia, the number of people in prison is around 160,000, of which 
75,000 are identified as violent. Equal numbers of such persons 
are already in the community on parole. That means that roughly 
one person in every hundred is under the supervision of the justice 
system there, and half of that number are violent criminals. The 
social consequences of this problem are immense.

That’s the bad news.
The good news, though, is his study of a program that reduced 

the violent attitudes of 64 such inmates selected at random, to 
a level comparable to that of a non-violent control group (made 
up of 30 recovering alcoholics) within a period of three days. 
The program was based on the manual of the Quaker-devised 
Alternatives to Violence Project—the same course that over the 
past eight years has led me over and over again into half a dozen 
different prisons in Alberta and British Columbia, out of the sheer 
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joy of seeing the transformation it works in those who take it.
Hoppe pins the secret of this success on something he calls 

“dissonance”. All of us create a picture within ourselves of what 
we and the world around us are like, and interpret events as they 
affect us in the light of the picture we have. Because of his back-
ground, the violent offender has within himself a picture of the 
world that is one of violence, “dog eat dog”, self-defence, and 
law of the jungle.

If we have experiences happen to us that cannot be recon-
ciled with our interior picture, we have “dissonance”—the picture 
doesn’t square with our experience. Dissonance forces us to 
re-draw our internal picture of what we and the world are like. 
Like Saul on the road to Damascus, or Job in the Old Testament 
book of that name, we become ‘converted’.

So in the Alternatives to Violence Project, exercises are gone 
through that create this dissonance. Deliberately, and under 
very controlled conditions, participants experience frustration, 
through puzzles, games and exercises that take some effort and 
some degree of cooperation with others to work out. Partici-
pants, however, are also given methods to work through these 
problems to a successful conclusion, and try these out in ‘role 
plays’. So they gain the experience that people can be trusted, 
can work together, can solve problems without violence, and 
that life is much more fun when they learn how to do it that way. 
Hence, they are “transformed by the renewing of their minds.” 
(Romans 12:2).

It’s wonderful to see the Gospel message worked out, not in 
theory but in real life in this way. Not only in the jails, but in our 
churches and community, there are many folks who need to be 
freed from this grip of violence, and from their compulsion to 
control others rather than work out solutions with them.

We have a small band of facilitators in the Edmonton area 
ready to provide courses, perhaps for your church or your youth 
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group. We could do with graduates from these courses to meet 
the demand for facilitators for the future, that we cannot provide 
at the present time.

Does anyone out there feel the call? If so, please get in touch 
with me!



Alternatives to Violence Project
February 2005

One of the most valuable experiences I have gained from my 
exposure to the Canadian corrections system is to have been put 
in touch with AVP—the Alternatives to Violence Project.

In 1975, after a riot at Greenhaven Prison in New York, a group 
of inmates approached Quakers who had been involved with 
Martin Luther King’s non-violent struggle for civil rights, asking 
them to teach inmates how to deal with conflict in a non-violent 
manner. The result is this weekend course, run by volunteers and 
taught at both a basic and advanced level, now spread to Canada 
and some forty countries of the world.

AVP is an experiential program, so that long lectures about 
why we do what we do are likely out of place. Just the same, the 
following account of the way in which the Basic course is shaped 
is a convenient way to explain what it’s all about.

(6) There are six basic human reactions to any situation. Three 
of these are based on fear and consequent violence: Fighting, 
Fleeing and Submission. Three of them are based on trust and 
mutual help: Nurturing, Being Nurtured, and Cooperation for 
the common good. 

The aim of AVP is to move from the attitude of fear to one of 
trust, from the law of the jungle to the law of love and harmony. 
So people who would otherwise be fighting, running away (often 
into alcohol or other drugs), or living in forced submission to the 
violence of another (think of the prison system), learn ways of 
creating trust around them, and with that trust come non-vio-
lent and helpful patterns of behavior.

(5) In order to move from a climate of fear to one of trust, we 
lay down certain rules. No one, for the duration of the course, 
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may create fear in another. So we set these five ground rules:

• Confidentiality is to be respected.
• No Put-downs, of self or of others.
• Everyone has the right to speak without being interrupted.
• People are to volunteer themselves only for any task.
• Everyone has the ‘right to pass’ if an exercise disturbs them.

(4) With the ground rules laid, we commence a fourfold process:

• Affirmation – asserting the inherent worth of others and self.
• Communication – learning both how to speak and how 

to listen.
• Cooperation – learning how to work with others for a 

common end.
• Conflict resolution – learning how to settle differences 

in peace.

(3) In learning how to resolve conflict, we have three rules:

• Think before reacting (Faith). A person’s automatic response 
in any new situation generally comes from fear. Count 
to ten, plan what you’re going to do, then do something 
more constructive.

• Expect the Best (Hope). Things don’t usually work out quite 
as badly as we fear. Don’t behave as if they will.

• Work for the Win-Win solution (Charity). Don’t play ‘Win/
Lose’. Seek out the solution that both sides can live with.

(2) Dealing with other people, there are two rules to remember:

• Respect Yourself – you don’t have to be a doormat!
• Care about Others – don’t treat others as doormats!

(1) At the center of yourself, those you deal with, and the Universe 
itself, is an intelligent and loving energy that works for good—
if only we will allow it to operate. AVP calls it “Transforming 
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Power”. Rely on it.
Personally, I find this “6-5-4-3-2-1” approach a rather useful 

way of dealing with the problems of life. Certainly, it has been 
known to transform the lives and attitudes of the inmates taking 
the course, and bring laughter and fellowship to a location where 
these are generally all too rare. 

What is so odd, though, is that folks like you and I on the 
‘outside’, who have likely not experienced the trauma of having their 
violent conduct identified and punished, generally have little or 
no idea of how much their own lives are filled with violence, and 
how far this takes them from the kingdom of the “Prince of Peace”.

The dedicated band of volunteers in the Edmonton area 
who facilitate this course are quite prepared to arrange for you 
to attend a course in one of our local jails, or to put on Commu-
nity Workshops outside for groups or individuals who would like 
to experience the transformation the course can bring about. 



The Law and the Spirit
July 1993

THE LAW AND THE SPIRIT

You perhaps recall, in the early part of this year, a rather sad 
tale about a young man called Steve Fonyo. Fonyo suffers from 
cancer, and has gone to great lengths to raise funds for cancer 
research. However, he has also a problem with alcohol, which 
has repeatedly got him in trouble with the law. After many court 
appearances where he was treated with leniency, he was even-
tually sentenced to six months in jail, and the Edmonton Journal 
carried a series of articles that he wrote about his experiences. 

After some time in the Remand Centre, he was sent on an 
alcohol treatment course, and learned as strongly as the Govern-
ment could teach him what a foolish and dangerous course he 
was on. His articles showed how deeply he was committed to 
a new and drink-free life. He completed his course, and was 
released on parole. 

The next thing that we heard was that, within forty eight hours 
of getting out of jail, Fonyo had started drinking again, had got 
into a fight, had broken a window at a local restaurant, and was 
back ‘inside’ to finish the rest of his sentence, with parole revoked. 

It’s a sad story. It reminds me of another case reported by 
psychologist Viktor Frankl: a most eloquent letter from a drug 
addict telling of all the dangers of drugs, and vowing to swear 
off these for ever. Forty minutes later, the writer was dead—of 
a drug overdose. 

Perhaps we think that this sort of behaviour does not happen 

A sermon preached at St. Timothy’s Anglican Church, Edmonton, July 25, 1993.
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in the Christian community. If so, we should read again that 
passage from Romans 7 that was our reading three weeks ago. 
What sort of things is St. Paul saying?

“I do not understand my own actions.”

“I do not do the thing I want, but I do the very thing 
I hate.”

“I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. I do 
not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want 
is what I do.”

“Wretched man that I am, who will rescue me from 
this body of death?”

A real conflict was going on. On the one side, Paul’s intellect, 
coupled with his ‘Inmost self ’ which delighted in God’s law. 
On the other, the Law and the Flesh, which so often gained the 
victory. I am sure that Steve Fonyo would recognize the feeling 
of powerlessness that Paul is talking about. Perhaps many of us 
have had the same feelings, too. 

Remember, though, that the person speaking is not just some-
one off the street. He is one of the most highly respected saints of 
the Christian church. What courage it must have taken for him 
to reveal this weaker side of his nature! And, of course, the story 
does not end with Paul’s defeat, so graphically described above, 
but with the secret he shares with us on how to achieve victory. 

Paul’s letter to the Romans is the classic outline of the Good 
News of Jesus Christ. It starts by telling of man’s failure to live 
up to his potential—the Jew has failed to keep God’s law: the 
non-Jew has not lived up to his own standards of morality, what-
ever those may be. “All have sinned, and fall short of the glory of 
God.” (Romans 3:23)

The answer God gives is threefold. The first step is forgiveness 
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through Christ’s cross—God’s love is strong enough to forgive all 
man’s sins. “God proves his love for us in that while we still were 
sinners, Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8) 

The second step is being ‘born again’ into a new, spiritual life, 
with our past sinful nature behind us, through the resurrection 
of Christ. Through that new life, we are “dead unto sin, and alive 
unto God in Christ Jesus.” (Romans 6:11) 

Far too many people stop at this point, thinking that this 
being ‘born again’ to a new life makes them bulletproof against 
sin, the flesh and the devil from that point onwards. They have 
not realized that there is a third step to be taken before we live 
the victorious life. That is, to live by the Spirit, and not by the Law. 

The problem we run into is one that was best described to 
me some years ago by a psychologist that I had dealings with in 
connection with a very difficult matrimonial dispute. What she 
said to me was this: “The unconscious mind (which thinks in 
images, not words) cannot visualize the word ‘no’.” So, for instance, 
when we decide in our conscious mind that we will never touch 
another drink, a picture is registered in our unconscious mind—
“Touch another drink”. If we say to ourselves “No more cigarettes,” 
our unconscious mind pictures “More cigarettes”. If we say to 
ourselves “No more glazed doughnuts from the refrigerator,” 
that part of our mind sets up a powerful picture of “More glazed 
doughnuts from the refrigerator.” Then the moment our conscious 
mind relaxes, we find ourselves hypnotized into carrying out an 
unconscious command we never intended, and ‘doing the very 
things we hate.’ The more we set laws for ourselves that say ‘no’ 
to ourselves, the more we set ourselves up for an uncontrollable 
outburst of the very conduct we have forbidden. 

Of course, there is nothing wrong with the Law. It tells us to 
do a great many right things. But the way it tells us—through a 
series of “Thou shalt not’s”—is a psychological disaster. 

If you read the Gospel story, you will see that Jesus solves this 
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problem by going beyond the letter of the Law to the spirit behind 
the Law. Consider how he deals with the question of the Sabbath. 
This is a law that “on the Seventh day thou shalt do no manner 
of work.” It was designed to give man rest and recreation for the 
health of his body and spirit. Obviously, to heal a person on the 
Sabbath is to implement the whole intent of the Sabbath. Yet the 
Pharisees accused Jesus of breaking the Sabbath by his healing 
miracles, and tried to stop him. It reminds one of the joke about 
hospitals—that they are places where they wake you up in the 
middle of the night to give you a sleeping pill. Understand the 
Spirit of the Law, and we can go beyond the Law and fulfill its 
Maker’s intentions. Stay with the Law as a bunch of “Thou shalt 
not’s”, and the Law is made into an ass, and we into asses with it! 

When Jesus is approached by a young man wanting to know 
the secret of eternal life, he first almost teases him, by reciting a 
whole series of “Thou shalt not’s” from the Ten Commandments. 
Both parties know that that is not enough. Only after that reali-
zation does Jesus give the positive command to the young man, 
to sell what he has, to give to the poor, and to follow him. Simi-
larly, when Jesus is asked what is the greatest commandment 
of the Law, he does not go to the “Thou shalt not’s” of the Ten 
Commandments, but phrases God’s will in a positive way—to 
love God, love one’s neighbour, love one’s self. Our inner conflict 
comes to an end. 

In the same way, we will find our struggles to control our 
drinking, our smoking or our eating much more successful, if we 
tell ourselves that we love having a clear head, or that we love 
the feel of fresh air in our lungs and a fresh taste in our mouth, or 
the feeling of health that comes with a sensible diet. Our uncon-
scious minds can visualize such things, and obediently enjoy 
making them a reality. 

So Paul’s last secret is to be governed, not by the Law, but by 
God’s spirit behind the Law—a positive force for good in our lives 
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that is more than just a formula. Do this, and we will find that the 
Holy Spirit is a power and a person who, as we see in our read-
ing today, takes a deep, prayerful and personal interest in each 
one of us. The spirit calls us, justifies us, glorifies us, and makes 
us into the image of Christ himself, so that Christ may be “the 
firstborn within a large family” (Romans 8:26-30). It is a future 
so marvellous for us that we can hardly believe it. 

For some of you, what I have said may be covering old ground, 
and not very important. For others, it can be a secret you never 
knew before, and the most important thing I have spoken about 
in the nine months I have been with you. Augustine summed up 
the message in the words “Love, and do what you will.” I do hope 
that at some time, that message gets through to the Fonyos of this 
world, agonizing in their self-imposed prisons. I hope, too, that 
it will be of help to any of you who may be struggling with the 
same kind of imprisonment.



V
RELIGION & SPIRITUALITY



The Worker Priest
March 1992

THE CHURCH

It was in October 1974 that I was ordained a priest “in secular 
employment” by our former Bishop, Gerald Burch.

It was a bold experiment at that time. A number of interested 
lay people, competent in their own fields of employment, but 
without full theological training, were ordained to work (without 
pay), as ‘honorary assistants’ to the Rectors of their parishes. The 
particular concern at that time was a shortage of candidates for 
ordination, and the perennial financial problems of the church, 
and this was a way of tackling both problems at once.

Seventeen years on, how has it all worked out? Perhaps I can 
pass on my thoughts and my experiences.

Firstly, it seems to me that an honorary assistant can be of 
immense help to the regular clergy, simply by being available 
to help with services, cover in sickness and holidays, and be a 
useful sounding board to the Rector as to what is going on within 
the Parish.

Secondly, without the training that the regular clergy have, 
particularly in pastoral and administrative matters, and without 
much available time during the working week, it seems to me 
important that honorary assistants work under supervision. If not, 
then there will be the danger of the assistant giving an appear-
ance of doing a job that in actual fact is not getting done—and 
the temptation is for parishes to allow this to happen, because 
honorary assistants come cheap.

Thirdly, It is very difficult for the priest in secular employment 
to participate in clergy days and regular clergy activities—every 
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hour out of regular work carries a price, and indeed, may not be 
available because of the demands of employment, let alone that 
fact that the day by day activities of the ‘worker priest’ are differ-
ent from those of the parish clergy. All the more reason that those 
who supervise his ministry keep him informed on trends and 
policies in the Diocese. They have to be his eyes and ears from 
the point of view of the Diocesan administration.

Fourthly, the honorary assistant has an important place in 
the working world. Rightly or wrongly, there is a status given by 
ordination in the eyes of the working world that the regular lay 
person, regardless of training, does not have. The “priest in secular 
employment” has a chance to minister to the needs of the world 
as a Deacon in a way that the average parish clergyman does not 
have. His ‘parish’ is quite often with the needs of his contacts in 
the workplace—a different kind of ‘parish’ that is a most useful 
bridge between the church and the everyday world.

It’s a different ministry: cheap, a little bit amateurish, but 
also, in its own way, very effective, because it operates out where 
the world is, and not within the fortifications of the consecrated 
building.  It is also incredibly rewarding to the minister himself.

I am impressed, in the Anglican cycle of prayer, at the number 
of Dioceses where the comments show non-stipendiary clergy 
to be at work. If the evangelization of the world is our target in 
the next few years, it’s a technique of ministry that should not 
be neglected.



The Purpose of the Church
June 2011

The Feast of the Ascension marks the half-time point in the Church 
year. Starting in Advent, we have followed the human career of 
Jesus, Son of God, from Prophecy to Actuality in his birth, from 
his Baptism, the coming of the Spirit, through temptations and 
a ministry of healing, teaching and service, to betrayal, crucifix-
ion, and resurrection. Now He is gone and the continuation of 
His work is left with His followers, the infant church. Waiting to 
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit for themselves, His followers 
set out to empower a dispirited group that might otherwise have 
dispersed unnoticed, into a force that still changes lives and the 
course of world history, 2,000 years later.

But what is the church, and what is it meant to be doing? 
Personally, I find guidance in the familiar words of the Lord’s 
Prayer—that prayer that Jesus provided at the request of his disci-
ples as direction for their lives. It follows the form of Moses’ Ten 
Commandments, starting with the acknowledgement of God 
as Father, recognizing that He lives in a spiritual, not a material 
world. The prayer asks that He be revered, and that the world 
conform to the community of peace, love and justice already 
established in the heavens. We pray for satisfaction of our imme-
diate physical needs. Rather than being condemned for our sins, 
we ask for forgiveness, since we also forgive the shortcomings of 
others. Finally, in a section corresponding to the final command-
ment “Thou shalt not covet”, we have a request variously trans-
lated “Lead us not into temptation” or “Save us from the time of 
trial”, followed by a plea that is most accurately translated, not 

“Deliver us from evil” but “Deliver us from the Evil One”, recall-
ing the temptations of material satisfaction, political power, and 



The Fifth Column The Church

170

abuse of spiritual abilities that were offered him by Satan in his 
40 days of temptation in the wilderness.

This view is fortified by the explanatory note added at the end 
of the prayer by Matthew’s Gospel (6:13): “For Thine is the King-
dom, the Power and the Glory forever and ever. Amen.” Kingdom, 
power and glory are precisely what the Tempter asked the man 
Jesus to take for himself, rather than reserving them for God the 
Father, to whom they belong.

Jesus has been described as “The man for others”—a life 
lived exclusively for the glory of God and the welfare of his fellow 
members of the human race. Nowhere did he use his superhuman 
gifts for his own convenience. Indeed, it seems that on several 
occasions, obedience to the Father’s will actually clashed with his 
desires as a human. He wept at the tomb of Lazarus after being 
forced to wait two days that might have saved Lazarus from death. 
He earnestly prayed to be spared his crucifixion, yet refused to 
ask the Father to intervene by the agency of “twelve legions of 
angels.” More profoundly, why did the Godhead ever put a snake 
in the Garden of Eden in the first place to tempt mankind into sin?

My personal answer (others may disagree) is that this reflects 
the Godhead’s enormous love and ambition for mankind. In this 
particular corner of the universe, and over vast stretches of time, 
a race has been created and empowered, with the mental and 
moral power not only to know right from wrong, but to receive 
God’s spirit. Our race has the ability to freely choose to follow 
the will and nature of its Creator, caring for God and neighbours, 
friends and enemies alike, even to death and beyond.

A challenging assignment indeed—one that takes us into a 
life of fellowship, forgiveness, teaching, healing and, quite likely, 
betrayal and suffering. We strive to implement the purpose for 
which the human race has been brought into being—to estab-
lish the Kingdom of God “On earth as it is in Heaven.”



Living in Weakness
1998

The more I think about it, the more I marvel at the way Jesus sent 
his disciples out on their missionary work.

Traditional Christian outreach has usually involved dedicated 
societies raising funds: language and theological training for those 
sent out into ‘the field’, and many years of effort in communicat-
ing, not only religious teaching, but also the customs, language 
and government structure of the missionary nation.

The result has not always been one of joy and success. We see 
this in the reactions we find from Canada’s aboriginals to their 
experience of residential schools. As one was heard to say: “The 
missionaries brought us Jesus, and he seemed to be a really nice 
guy. But then you brought us your Church and your government, 
and we said ‘Hey, wait a bit.’”

What a difference when Jesus sent out his disciples! No funds. 
No place to live. Not even a spare change of clothes. All had to be 
received from the compassion and generosity of those to whom 
they were sent to minister.

There’s a strange logic in what Jesus was doing. The essence 
of the Gospel is that we behave towards those in need with the 
kindness of the Good Samaritan. By approaching strangers in a 
state of need, the disciples were asking strangers to behave to 
them in just such a manner. To such people as responded with 
kindness, the Kingdom of Heaven came very near very quickly. 
This was not a matter of theology, but of human compassion. In a 
very little time, we had joy, belief, healing, friendship and success.

Paul describes how he came to preach in Corinth with “weak-
ness and fear and much trembling” (I Corinthians 2:3). Yet that 
was one of his most successful ministries. He appears to have 
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been suffering severe eye trouble when first he visited the Gala-
tians (Galatians 4:15). I’m sure there’s an example here that we 
would do well to follow, whether it is in evangelistic work, youth 
work, or even the ordinary outreach of a Parish. Weakness can 
be strength.

I wonder if sometimes the Church doesn’t have this courage 
to be helpless?



True Religion: Job & James
September 1988

I am very happy to be with you at your worship this morning at St. 
Augustine’s while Canon Wilde is absent on church business in 
Toronto. My name is Martin Hattersley, I am the honorary assis-
tant priest at St. Peter’s church. I am also the father of Catherine 
Greeve, who died tragically at the beginning of August this year.

Which brings me to our lessons for today, of which mention 
the story of Job—that rich man who suffered the loss of family, 
health, wealth and reputation as the result of what seems, at first, 
like a strange and heartless bargain between God and the Devil. 
Job’s story is one of a faith put to the test, as is the faith of anyone 
who sustains a tragedy such as he did: it is a story with a happy 
ending of restoration, but not until Job had gone through much 
suffering and pain.

Religion is our way of understanding the Universe in which we 
live. We need it so that we can live with purpose. If the universe 
has a purpose and a destination, then we can understand not only 
the universe, but also ourselves as part of the Eternal Plan. Thus, 
we find direction and marching orders for our lives by fitting into 
the place that God seems to have assigned for us.

What we do not always realize however, is that the ‘religion’ 
we say we believe in is not a simple thing. Rather, it is a pilgrim-
age towards the development of our character, and the trials and 
testing that we go through are important stages of the develop-
ment of the finished product.

Religion as we find it in the Bible is a bargain—a ‘covenant’, 
or a series of deals, made between each of us and God. We make 

A sermon preached at St. Augustine’s Anglican Church, Edmonton, Sept. 18, 1988.
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these bargains as we go through life. Once we find that a rela-
tionship to God through prayer is possible, the simplest and most 
elemental deal is one where we say to God—“God, I’ll follow you 
if you make it worth my while.” It is the theme of many evange-
lists who promise healing, wealth, peace of mind and the like, for 
those who ‘accept Christ’.

A good example in the Old Testament is the religion of Jacob. 
Jacob, dishonest fellow that he was, was on the run from his brother 
Esau, from whom he had stolen his father’s birthright and bless-
ing. At Bethel, he had a vision from God of a ladder with angels 
ascending and descending on it into heaven. Impressed by the 
presence of God, he struck a bargain which must take the prize 
for economic self-centeredness:

If God will be with me, and will keep me in this way 
that I go, and will give me bread to eat, and raiment 
to put on, so that I come again to my father’s house 
in peace, then shall the Lord be my God…

When all is said and done, of course, there is no sense at all in 
coming to God unless, as human beings, we think it is all going to 
be worthwhile. “He who comes to God,” says the writer of Hebrews, 

“must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of them that 
seek Him.” So a faith such as that belongs at the beginning—in 
the babyhood of our religion. It is the attraction that first inter-
ests us in the things of God. God, however, needs us to go from 
babyhood to maturity. So the honeymoon period of this simple 
faith does not always last. Trials such as those faced by Job will 
certainly test so simple a faith to the limit!

Jacob, for the sake of finding bread in a time of famine, led 
his children down into Egypt. The long term result of this was 
a nation in slavery. That is in fact the end product of Religion 
Number One. We find ourselves forced to go further, if we are 
not going to abandon religion entirely.



The Fifth Column The Church

175

So we go on to Religion Number Two, if I may call it that, which 
is the religion of the Law. We restrain our natural greed, which 
otherwise will lead to a society of dictators and serfs, by rules as 
to the way in which we treat our neighbours, and they treat us. If 
we all follow the Law, we won’t get into fights, and we will have 
a peaceful, law abiding nation, blessed with social justice and 
economic prosperity. Moses, the Lawgiver, is the deliverer of 
the children of Israel from oppression. He established the legal 
framework of peace, godliness and justice in the Ten Command-
ments. It is the religion of childhood. In St. Paul’s words, ‘the Law 
is our schoolmaster.’

The covenant here between God and man is that if man keeps 
God’s laws, man will receive blessings. If man fails to do so, then 
the later chapters of Deuteronomy give us an ample list of the 
troubles that will befall. This is just what Job’s friends insisted 
was the case. “You must have done something wrong, Job, for 
God to punish you like this. So confess it, and God will make 
everything all right again.” But the facts of the case don’t fit. Job 
has not only not done anything wrong—he has been super righ-
teous, and still he suffers calamity. So also, in the history of Israel, 
experience showed that the law, enforced under the Judges, was 
not enough to bring peace to Israel. It could not deal with the 
problem of external enemies, whose iron chariots and organized 
armies sometimes reduced the Israelite people to a condition of 
near slavery, no matter how righteous they were. In spite of the 
brave face put on the situation by many prophets, the truth is 
that, in the short term, those who broke the Law did better than 
those who didn’t, and the good guys very often finished last! We 
have to go further.

Religion Number Three is the next step—political religion. 
Under this religion, the people are led by a king, ruling in God’s 
name, and the objective is not so much faithfulness to the Law, 
as loyalty to the established religion organization. Those who 
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throw down the altars of the false God Baal are good kings, and 
the people prosper. Those who re-establish the worship of Baal 
are evil kings, and the kingdom goes to ruin. So, if it happens that 
the kingdom is conquered, it must be the result of immense and 
secret disloyalty on the part of Israel’s religious leaders. (Ezekiel 8).

This is the space occupied by Job at the outset of the book, 
and it is the reason of his continued wish to argue with God. 
Because of his preconception of what God is like, and his knowl-
edge of his own determination to do the right thing, he cannot 
understand the horrible things that have happened to him. God’s 
answer comes in the passage you have heard as our first reading. 
It comes in the form of a question—“Will you condemn Me, that 
you may be justified?” Stop complaining that God is not what 
you thought He was. There is more to God, in fact, than Religion 
Number Three tells us. We have to go still further.

Religion Number Three is commonest, and perhaps is the most 
dangerous form of religion to be found in the world. It is the reli-
gion of triumphalism, of victorious armies, of nations converted 
at the edge of the sword. One sees it in the Islamic fundamental-
ists. One sees it in the fights between Catholic and Protestant in 
Northern Ireland. One sees it in the Inquisition, as well as in the 
Marxist persecutions of religion. One sees it whenever denom-
inations, sects or cults demand unquestioned obedience from 
their members, and can see no good in others whether or not 
they call themselves ‘Christian’. It is an adolescent religion—the 
religion of the gang and of the peer group. It is a dangerous reli-
gion of bloodshed, of murder—all from the best religious motives.

The classic example of such a believer is Saul—the future St. 
Paul—before his conversion. Well-schooled in the Law and in 
party spirit, and ‘filled with threatenings and slaughter’, he was 
the persecutor of the infant church in his zeal for the Law of God. 
Jesus warned his followers that “The time will come when whoever 
kills you shall think that he is doing God service.” (John 16:2) 
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Saul, filled with ‘zeal, but not with knowledge’, a loyal member 
of his church, had made a box that God had to fit into—and if 
God’s new religion did not fit, then its followers had to be put to 
death for blasphemy.

The lesson of the Book of Job, therefore, is that there is yet a 
further step to be taken—Religion Number Four—and that it is 
somehow connected with the mystery of the design of Creation, 
and with the patient and faithful bearing of undeserved suffer-
ing. That is as far as the Old Testament can take us. We only see 
Religion Number Four fully revealed in Jesus Christ.

The great news of the New Testament is the news of the New 
Covenant. By it, man accepts the complete forgiveness of God 
for all his sins, expressed in the love that took Jesus Christ to the 
cross at the hands of sinful men. The only price is God’s demand 
that man treat his fellow man in the same way. Jesus puts this new 
covenant very simply in the Sermon on the Mount, when after 
teaching his disciples the Lord’s Prayer, he says “If you forgive 
men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you: 
but if you forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father 
forgive your trespasses.”

Paul, of course, once he realized and repented of the terrible 
sin he had been guilty of through Religion Number Three, became 
the apostle who preached Religion Number Four throughout the 
then known world. Yet it was not all clear sailing. We can see from 
some of his letters, and even more from the letters of other church 
leaders of his time, that some of his hearers took the Good News 
in quite the wrong way. “God is so loving that we don’t have to do 
anything” was their theme. If God’s free grace is such a wonderful 
thing, then “Let us sin, that Grace may abound!” In Thessalonica, 
lazy Christians sponged off their hard working fellows, waiting 
with religious fervour for the second coming of Christ, until Paul 
had to say “If a man will not work, neither shall he eat!”

Just because we have a head of knowledge of something even 
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more wonderful than we have had before, does not mean that all 
we have learned to date has to go out of the window! The problem 
of preaching to the Gentile church was just that the foundations 
of commitment, law and loyalty had not always been laid—so 
the superstructure of the Gospel lacked the support essential to 
its true understanding.

It was to correct this irresponsibility that we have the letter 
of James. Possibly the ‘lesser James’ of the twelve apostles, he 
obviously knew his Sermon on the Mount. For him, religion is 
not just belief, it is action. “Faith without works is dead!” We must 
give up the pursuit of riches and worldly goals. We must treat 
the poor with human consideration, in the church and outside 
it. We must curb our tongues, avoiding swearing and gossip. 
We must bear our misfortunes with the same patience that was 
showed by Job. True religion is to visit widows and orphans in 
their affliction, and keep ourselves unspotted from the sins and 
ambitions of the world.

James put his finger on what can be the greatest barrier to 
our faith—the eighteen inches that can be such an enormous 
distance between our head and our heart, and the thirty six inches 
that can be an even greater distance between our hearts and our 
hands. If our religion is genuine, it has to go ‘all the way’. Belief is 
not enough—“the devils believe, and tremble.” By contrast, Job’s 
action and his sufferings permeated his whole body. So their 
arguments are seen as empty words. Job’s story and his suffer-
ings come close to the story and sufferings of Christ.

The explanation of it all is simple: suffering is the process by 
which Christian character is developed. The trial of our faith works 
patience, and well developed patience makes us perfect, want-
ing nothing. So James tells us to rejoice when the time of testing 
comes upon us. It came too, upon Jesus Christ, who “though he 
was a Son, yet learned obedience from the things that he suffered.” 
We should “rejoice in that we share Christ’s sufferings,” for it is 
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the character that we develop that we will bear triumphantly into 
eternal life in heaven.

I hope that our study of Job and James will make us pause and 
examine ourselves. How far have we come in the pilgrimage of 
our religion? Have we made any covenant with God at all? Is it 
simply step one—following our self-will? Or step two—following 
the rules? Step three—following the organization? Or step four—
following Christ, to the Cross if need be? How far is our religion 
no more than that of our head? Does it reach our hearts? Does it 
reach our hands? “By their fruits ye shall know them,” said Jesus. 
What fruits do we show: in our tongues, what they say; in our feet, 
where they travel; in our hands, what they do?

“Count it all joy when you fall into temptations” says James. 
He is right. For suffering begets patience. And with patience, the 
bitter bud of suffering develops into the ripe fruit of character. 
Truly, in the perfection of the fruit is found the whole purpose of 
the life of the plant. From the patient bearing of the sufferings of 
our lives, comes the wholesome fruit of character that one day 
we will triumphantly bear into life eternal.



Ecumenism
December 2011

It seems strange to me that two very different stories should 
appear in a single issue of the Edmonton Journal.

The first, appearing in the October 28th issue, concerned the 
publicly announced intention of the Rev. Terry Jones—an evan-
gelical pastor who has aroused great resentment in Muslim circles 
by deliberately and publicly burning a copy of the Koran—to run 
for President of the United States.

The second was of a remarkable and possibly revolutionary 
conference of religious leaders convened by Pope Benedict XVI. 
Catholics and Christians of other denominations, joined reli-
gious leaders of many faiths from all over the world—including 
Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, Sikhs, a Baha’i, a Zoro-
astrian, Taoists, Confucians and traditional religions from Africa 
and America—to dialogue for several days at Assisi, Italy. Aiming 
to identify some common ground among all these diverse beliefs, 
the Pope condemned “fanaticism carried out in the name of reli-
gion”. He pleaded for “no more violence, no more war, no more 
terrorism! Never again! In the name of God that, every religion 
bring justice and peace, forgiveness and life and love to the world”.

What are the implications of such a position? First, surely, 
that Jesus’s words “No one comes to the Father but me” (John 
14:6) are not to be interpreted that all who do not sign on some 
Christian dotted line are condemned to ‘hell fire’. Rather, that 
religious paths inclining their followers towards love, forgive-
ness and non-violence for the sake of the Creator, have already 
brought some believers of other faiths “not far from the Kingdom 
of Heaven” (Mark 12.34). Not that we cannot all go further. Not 
that Christians do not have apologies to make for the insensi-
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tive and triumphal approach they have often shown in the past 
(and often still do in the present) towards other faiths, but that 
other sincere faiths need not be dismissed as worthless and their 
values and practices disparaged.

In truth, human conduct as we observe it and indulge in it in 
this world, divides very simply into three parts. One is to sacri-
fice others for the good of oneself. Another is to sacrifice oneself 
for the good of others, as Jesus did, and asks us to do. Religions 
(counting materialism and many “isms” as forms of religion) can 
go either way. A third, common to many religions, combines the 
two, so that sacrifices are made, but only in favour of one’s fellow 
religionists—the Pharisee approach. The great advance made by 
Jesus, illustrated by the parable of the Good Samaritan, is that 
this sacrificial behaviour can extend beyond one’s family, friends 
and acquaintances to all of God’s creatures in need. (Luke 10:25-
37). Not all religions have reached this point, and many secular 

“isms” certainly have not.
It is very easy, viewing the state of the church and ‘our 

unhappy divisions’, to think that people not of our denomina-
tion, or at least not of Christian belief, are lost in heathenism. 
What we ignore is that when it comes to Christ-like behaviour, 
there are other religions both in Canada and the world, which 
also acknowledge the supremacy of a Creator, by whatever name 
known, and a moral obligation to help and live in peace with 
one’s fellow humans. For many of these, the seriousness with 
which they address their religion, including such practices as 
regular worship, prayer, fasting, almsgiving and service to their 
community, is as devoted as in the typical Anglican congregation, 
and possibly more so. Often the “glorious liberty of the Children 
of God” is missing from many such—but I suspect it is missing 
from the lives of many so-called Christians also. It is good for 
our humility to recognize that others not of our faith subscribe, 
at least in part, to values we would recognize as Christian. We 
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are all pilgrims on the road to the Heavenly City, and most of us 
still have quite a distance still to go.

Congratulations then to Pope Benedict for having had the 
courage to open up a dialogue on a very important subject. One 
hopes it will be more fruitful than the approach of Pastor Jones!



Babel
April 1999

Some things I never notice until someone points them out to me.
In this case, it’s the story of the Fall—or rather, the Falls—in 

the first chapters of the Bible.
We’re all familiar with the tale of how Adam and Eve ate the 

forbidden fruit, and were expelled from the Garden of Eden. What 
hadn’t come home to me is the fact that this is only one of three 
tales of sin and punishment in the first eleven chapters of Genesis.

First, of course, there is this familiar story of Adam and Eve 
and the serpent—how humans lost Paradise through their disobe-
dience. But the second is how the “sons of God” took wives of 
the children of men, in the time before the Flood, incurring two 
punishments—one that man’s lifespan was restricted, the other, 
that the world, filled with violence, would be destroyed by a flood. 
The third is the story of the Tower of Babel. Men, striving to reach 
heaven by their own efforts, were scattered and confused in their 
language with their great work unfinished—a confusion, indeed, 
that lasts to the present day.

Adam and Eve are the symbols of personal failure and disobe-
dience in the face of temptation. The “sons of God” would seem to 
be angelic powers inferior to God, who chose to defy their Creator 
by leading humankind astray. We meet them again in Psalm 82, 
where God (not Satan, as John Milton might have thought), “takes 
his place in the Divine council”, calls these powers to account for 
the world’s injustices, and sentences them to “die like any mortal”. 
The Tower of Babel is more familiar to us—man, doing his best 
to reach God through works rather than grace, ends up in utter 
confusion with the work unfinished.

Probably many sermons could be drawn from this beginning. 
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What interests me is how these different stories connect with 
the different types of churches we meet in the modern world. It 
reminds me of the tale of the blind men who grasped different 
parts of the elephant, and each one thought he was talking about 
a completely different animal.

We have evangelicals in this world whose religion is concen-
trated on personal sin and its consequences, the problem of Adam 
and Eve, and often have little patience for the ‘social gospel’ and 

‘holy roller’ types of Christian.
We have mainline churches, like the Anglican, with a rich 

heritage of interest in good government, social issues, correct 
worship, sound theology, disciplined church organization, and 
moral behaviour. They strive to avoid the problems of the Tower 
of Babel, but are often critical of what they see as ‘fundamental-
ism’ and ‘enthusiasm’.

Then we have the Pentecostals, mystics, charismatics and 
faith healers, afire with a direct experience of the Christ’s ability 
to conquer the evil powers of the spiritual world. Compared with 
such “signs and wonders”, they tend to see mainline and evan-
gelical churches as stodgy, rule bound, and ‘dead’.

Relationships between churches might improve a lot if we all 
realized that a complete religion needs every one of the above 
elements to be taken into account. For, as the poet concludes in 
the poem about the wise men and the elephant:

Each was partly in the right 
And all were in the wrong!



The Role of the Choir
September 1991

The reading set for today in the Eucharistic Lectionary comes 
from the book Ecclesiastes. This is a book attributed to Israel’s 
great king, Solomon. Solomon in his day was one of the most 
powerful rulers on earth—the most powerful king that Israel 
had ever had had, or would have. He was noted for his wisdom, 
and wrote books on natural history, and collections of proverbs 
and wise sayings. He was famous for his riches, coming from 
gold mines in the Horn of Africa, in quantities that even the 
Minister of Finance of a modern country would envy. He had a 
harem of a thousand of the world’s most beautiful women. Few 
men have had so much to boast about by way of achievement 
in life. Yet at the end of it all, he sees that he will be laid to rest 
in the grave, as will the meanest of his subjects. What do all of 
his achievements and luxuries mean? “Vanity” he says: “It’s all 
vanity and emptiness”.

Our passage encourages us to enjoy life while we can—while 
we are still young, and while we still have power to enjoy it—
before blindness and deafness take away our faculties, and our 
bodies become too frail to function. But we are to know that the 
day will come when all of our earthly joys and successes will be 
taken away from us.

Solomon belongs to the Old Testament, and in the light of 
the Resurrection of Christ, we who are followers of Christ can 
take a more optimistic view of the value of all that we do on earth. 
Nevertheless, in an age where we are surrounded by materialism, 

A sermon preached at St. John the Evangelist Anglican Church, Edmonton, 
September 29, 1991.
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it is not a bad thing for us to be reminded so forcefully that the 
rewards that this world offers are transient and valueless to us as 
in the end we all become subject to old age, sickness and death.

Some things, however, can be accumulated on earth which 
can be treasures for us in heaven. There are the ultimate spiritual 
treasures of truth, beauty and goodness, that belong not only in 
this world, but in the next. And among these, there is no doubt 
from the Scripture record that the Kingdom of Heaven is a place 
for music—music which on the one hand is so strictly a mathe-
matical demonstration of relationships of harmony or dissonance 
between numbers, and on the other, a force which can stir our 
very deepest emotions. A church choir should be a very real link 
to the congregation between earth and heaven.

A choir is, in fact, a very lovely demonstration of what a Chris-
tian society is. There are a number of points about this that are 
worth thinking about.

One is that it is made up of very ordinary people, identified 
not so much by who they are, but by the task they take on them-
selves to do. Christianity, too, is a matter of commitment, not birth!

Secondly, there is that wonderful thing called the ‘choir effect’. 
When a number of people sing together, even if their voices are 
not first rate and they are not singing exactly on pitch, the mech-
anism of our hearing tends (within limits!) to translate this rather 
into a greater richness of sound. So the ordinary voice, by taking 
its place in the group, becomes extraordinary.

Thirdly, the talents we share make a result far greater than 
any of us could achieve alone. Some of us sing Soprano, some 
Alto, some Tenor, some Bass. Few of us sing particularly well off 
our usual line—none of us can sing more than one line at a time. 
So the sound that comes from a choir is fuller than any one of us 
can perform alone, yet it needs the contribution of each one of 
us to achieve its effect, blending into the whole. Heaven, too, it 
seems to me, is a place of harmony, not unison. It is our diverse 
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gifts, coordinated to serve a common purpose, that makes the 
harmonious whole.

Lastly, there is that wonderful spirit, a kind of communion, 
that exists between members as each one of us fulfills his or her 
part in showing forth some great truth, like a jewel, in a ‘setting’ 
of musical beauty. There is something in that, and I imagine most 
of us have experienced it at some time or another, that speaks 
of heaven itself.

So far, however, I have only dwelt on the musical aspect of the 
choir. Before I finish, I would like you to think also a little about 
the other role you fulfill—sitting and standing at the front of the 
church as very visible leaders in worship.

The Sanctuary of a church, particularly a church with rather 
theatrical architecture as this one is, is a stage upon which the 
drama of the Lord’s Supper is acted out—repeatedly. The priest 
takes the part of Christ: the servers, choir and other helpers 
represent the angels and the heavenly host. The congregation 
are the disciples.

In the Holy Communion, through our worship, we are adding 
an extra dimension to people’s lives. We take the ‘things’ of our 
ordinary life, and add a time dimension to them, so that we see 
life dynamically, in terms of development, rather than statically, 
as a collection of material objects. That bread is not just some-
thing that we have picked up on a bakery shelf. We understand 
that it was once cast into the ground as a seed, was blessed by 
sun and rain and grew into an ear of wheat. At the proper time, 
its growth was stopped as it was cut and harvested, combined 
with other ears as it was milled into flour and baked. Now, it has 
sacrificed its identity and its future, to give life to mankind. Take—
bless—break—give: the elements of the Communion service.

As we go on with the service, we see this same process, the 
process of life itself, reflected in the life and sacrifice of Jesus, and 
his resurrection and future coming, all of which we bring to mind.
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Finally, we ourselves take part in the process. We extend our 
hands over the altar rail—symbolically reaching into the King-
dom of Heaven—and take back the ordinary bread and wine of 
ordinary life, transformed now into an image of the body and 
blood of Christ, to be our life and strength as we go back to live 
His life in the world.

All of us have a part to play in bringing this new life to the 
church. The priest plays the part of Christ, but the choir, too, in 
the setting of the sanctuary, is there to be a reminder of the fellow-
ship of the Saints that lies for us in the world to come. Hence your 
robes, and the anthems that you sing. You are part of this process 
of lifting the congregation from earth to heaven.

To get back to Ecclesiastes—yes, we’re getting older and 
some of us feel that we’re beginning to lose it: yes, the glories 
and achievements of this world are vanity and emptiness. But 
there is that something more, the life beyond for which this life 
is no more than a beginning. And to convey that as beautifully 
as it can to the church, both to eyes and ears, is the responsibil-
ity of the choir.



The Religious Right
1997

RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISTS

It concerns me very much that I repeatedly run into people who 
assume their views are ‘Christian’ because they can find verses 
to support them in the Bible.

On subjects like the discipline of children, capital punish-
ment for criminals, ostracism of adulterers and homosexuals, for 
instance, these people have developed a punitive and bloodthirsty 
religion based on the Old Testament, which they call ‘Christian-
ity’ as if it had come from the lips of Jesus himself.

What came from Jesus’s lips, of course, was something very 
different. On bringing up children, for instance, he said: “Suffer 
little children to come unto me ... for of such is the Kingdom of 
God.” On crime and punishment “I say unto you, that you resist 
not evil, but to him that taketh thy coat, give thy cloak also ... 
Love your enemies ... Pray for them that despitefully use you.” 
On sexual sins, his words to the offender in John 8 were: “Neither 
do I condemn you: go and sin no more.”

The Old Testament is, of course, the foundation on which 
Christ based his teachings. But that does not mean that the Old 
Testament is the same thing as Christianity—else we would all 
be in danger of ‘hell fire’ if we failed to eat Kosher food, or wore 
blended cotton and polyester in our clothing.

My particular concern is the attitude many so called ‘Chris-
tians’ (I call them the “Alberta Report” variety) have towards 
those in prison, which basically seems to be to try and make life 
as unpleasant for them as possible. Crowded living quarters, 
no funds for toiletries, take away their colour TV, cut down on 
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their chance of parole, and so their opportunity to re-enter the 
community with guidance to keep out of trouble in the future ... 
The list goes on.

Don’t pretend that Christ ever ordered this behaviour towards 
sinners... But He did have some very harsh words to say to the 
‘religious right’ of his own day—the Scribes and the Pharisees.

Makes you think, doesn’t it!



Begotten Again
2008

Now that I have retired from the practice of Law, I have less chance 
to meet those who used to be my daily acquaintances. So it was 
a real pleasure the other day to run into my former associate, 
Dennis Edney, as both of us were shopping for groceries in the 
aisles of Sobey’s, Hawkestone.

Dennis, who deserves a medal for his devotion to the princi-
ples of justice and fair play, was recently back from Guantanamo 
Bay, where he had had a chance, long denied, to meet with his 
client, Omar Khadr. Omar, as a child soldier, had been arrested 
and imprisoned several years ago, after allegedly throwing a 
grenade at a U.S. soldier who was storming his compound, caus-
ing the latter’s death.

Since then, he had been kept for years in solitary confinement 
at Guantanamo, subject to repeated questioning, and humiliat-
ing abuse that fell very little short of torture. All this attempted to 
be justified by a military tribunal which appeared to ignore the 
Geneva Convention, the convention on the treatment of child 
soldiers, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, as well 
as the regular procedures of the Common Law.

What appalled Edney in particular was that these abuses were 
perpetrated by clean cut American servicemen, all of whom (like 
60% of the American population) claiming to be ‘born again’ 
Christians.

As a clergyman, this business of being ‘born again’ really 
worries me. It seems to give license to anyone who has followed 
a particular religious formula to live, thereafter, any way he or she 
pleases, filled with a sense of self-righteousness and superiority 
over the ‘unsaved’ populations of the rest of the world.
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It was over Easter that I began to see where the problem lay. 
The Greek word (‘gennao’) sometimes translated as ‘born’ can 
also be translated as ‘begotten’ as it is, for instance, in the first 
chapter of Matthew’s Gospel. Being born comes from a differ-
ent but related root (‘geno’), from which we derive such words 
as ‘genesis’, ‘gene’, ‘genealogy’, and ‘genetics’. ‘Begetting’ happens 
when a father impregnates a mother. Birth, though, takes time. 
There’s nine months to wait while cells divide and a new body 
is put together in the womb before it can take place. During that 
time, the unborn child assembles organs of sight, of digestion, 
lungs to breathe with, arms and legs to move with, all of which 
are needed for life after birth, but have no practical use until then.

Spiritual development to me seems to be analogous. The seed 
of faith is sown in the human mind, and gradually a spiritual body 
takes shape. Abilities develop within us which really are of little 
personal use to us for our life on earth—prayer, worship, charity, 
spiritual insight, and so on. That is why people ‘whose portion 
of life is in this world’ usually have little place in their lives for 
church or religion, or if they do, have this only for its social aspect. 
But after our threescore years and ten or whatever other length 
of life is allocated to us on earth, we are going to be born into 
another, spiritual, world, and these various attributes become 
essential. That then is the time when our ‘new birth’ takes place. 

St. Paul reproved the Corinthians for their self-satisfaction 
in their highly dysfunctional church. He prayed for the Ephe-
sians that they might be “filled with all the fullness of God.” So 
he tells the Philippians “I have not yet reached perfection, but I 
press on, hoping to take hold of that for which Christ once took 
hold of me... Forgetting what is behind me, and reaching out for 
that which lies ahead, I press towards the goal, to win the prize 
which is God’s call to the life above, in Christ Jesus.”

Not a bad thought for any of us!



Afflicting the Comfortable
November 2004

John Wesley described his task as a preacher as “To comfort the 
afflicted, and to afflict the comfortable.”

We are certainly familiar with the Gospel of comfort for the 
afflicted—the forgiveness of sins, the healing of the sick, lives 
transformed by the message of the Good News of God’s love. St. 
Peter, leader of the early church, was deeply conscious of how 
he had utterly failed and denied his master, in spite of all his 
boasting, yet Jesus had still trusted him to ‘feed his sheep’, and 
he is only one of many failures to whom God has given a second 
chance to become leaders in his Kingdom.

But ‘afflict the comfortable’—what is the idea of this? How 
do we square this with the idea of a loving God?

There is no doubt as to who the ‘comfortable’ were in Jesus’s 
day—they were the religious leaders, the Pharisees. We are told 
they were “lovers of money,” “whited sepulchres”—looking good 
on the outside, but on the inside, “full of dead men’s bones.” They 
were hypocrites, “for a pretence making long prayers.” They loved 

“salutations in the marketplaces” and ostentatious religious dress. 
They were “of their father, the devil,” and from very early on in 
Jesus’s ministry, sought to have his followers excommunicated, 
and Jesus himself killed. They were people who sought the best 
of both worlds—to be God’s favourites, while at the same time 
enjoying wealth, power and glory in the world. What a contrast 
with the Son of Man, who “made himself of no reputation” and 

“had nowhere to lay his head.”
The problem of the Pharisee is that his religion is one of a 

bargain with God. He ‘fasts twice a week’ and ‘gives tithes of all 
he possesses.’ For all this trouble and sacrifice, he expects God 
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to do him favours in return—health, wealth and reputation. He 
has no place for those who have failed—the tax collectors and 
other sinners. His self-satisfaction knows no bounds.

Jesus deals with such people by setting the standards of his 
Kingdom so high that even they will fall short. “Except your righ-
teousness exceeds the righteousness of the Scribes and Pharisees, 
you will not enter the Kingdom of Heaven.” A lustful glance in 
the wrong direction means that one should pluck out one’s eye. 
A harsh word to one’s brother makes one liable to judgment. To 
neglect the poor at your gate leads to the fires of Hell. The young 
ruler who claimed to have kept the Ten Commandments is told 
to “sell all you have, and give to the poor, and come, follow me.” 
He goes away sorrowing—Jesus’s price is too high.

But this is Jesus’s precise point. The Pharisee, as much as the 
publican, is one who “has sinned and fallen short of the glory 
of God.” He, too, is in need of God’s forgiveness. In contrast to 
the woman of the streets, who bathed his feet with her tears, he 
is forgiven little, and loves little. It is the fact that his investment 
in ‘being good’ gives no return in Jesus’s estimation that makes 
him hate Jesus to the point of death. 

St. Paul on the road to the Damascus, was a Pharisee who 
‘saw the light.’ More than once in his epistles, Paul lists the qual-
ifications he had to be a super righteous Pharisee, and pointed 
out that to him this was so much garbage, for the surpassing 
worth of knowing Jesus as the Christ. But Pharisees of this kind 
are indeed rare.

Jesus warned his disciples to “beware the leaven of the Phari-
sees”—this ‘holier than thou’ attitude that can creep into a church, 
turning it from a fellowship of redeemed sinners into a selective 
club that keeps out the very outcasts that Christ came to save. As 
we face the issues of morality that are so troubling to the church, 
we must ensure that while removing the speck in our brother’s 
eye we don’t miss the log that is in our own!



The New Testament in Greek
2006

THE SPIRITUAL REALM

An advantage of having had a classical education is that I have 
the chance to read my New Testament in the original Greek. At 
times, I must admit, I find it useful to have a good English version 
at my side to help with the more difficult words and passages. On 
the other hand, I find that there are many times when the use of 
particular Greek words or phrases sheds new light, or suggests 
a new translation, that gives new illumination to the message.

In John’s Gospel Chapter 21, for instance, most translations 
(J.B.Phillips being an honorable exception) give Jesus asking 
Peter three times “Do you love me?”, and Peter replying “Yes 
Lord, you know that I love you.” The catch is that for the first two 
times, Jesus uses the verb ‘agapao’, (“Do you care about me?”), 
and Peter replies with the verb ‘phileo’ (“You know that I am your 
friend”). No wonder that Peter becomes distressed, when Jesus’s 
third question is “Am I your friend?”

Another instance is the use of the little word ‘the’. That’s a 
word that does not appear at all in Latin, but is used in Greek 
much as it is in English. In English, ‘the’ is the definite article. 
It is related to the word for the second person singular ‘Thee’, in 
familiar use by Quakers and by the Authorized Version of the 
Bible. It points out an object that if necessary can be addressed 
on an I-Thou basis. If we say “The cat sat on the mat,” we mean 
that there is a definite cat sitting on a definite mat that we can 
address. If we said “A cat sat on a mat,” that gives us only a vague 
and not particularly interesting piece of information.

One instance of this is in our usual translation of the Lord’s 
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Prayer, the words “Deliver us from evil.” St. Matthew’s Gospel 
quite definitely sets out “Deliver us from the Evil One”—reminder 
that “we wrestle not with flesh and blood, but with principali-
ties and powers, and spiritual wickedness in high places.” We 
miss this in the accepted translation. But things also can work 
the other way. The angel, speaking to Mary, said “Holy Spirit will 
come upon you,” without any ‘the’. Going back to John’s Gospel, 
in Chapter 20 we read how Jesus breathed on his disciples, and 
said “Receive the Holy Spirit.” Only, he didn’t say that. He said 
“Receive Holy Spirit”—generic, not particular. Similarly, in the 
account of Pentecost in Acts, the Greek says that “holy spirit”, 
rather than “The Holy Spirit” fell on the apostles, even though 
both ‘holy spirit’ and ‘the Holy Spirit’ had been promised to the 
disciples at the time of Jesus’s ascension. Paul’s question to some 
disciples of John that he found in Ephesus (Acts 19) was “Did you 
receive Holy Spirit when you became believers?”, not “the Holy 
Spirit” as it is generally translated.

Perhaps all of this is nit picking, but I rather think not so. When 
it comes to the spiritual world, I like Swedenborg’s concept that 
spirits are unlimited by time and space, but have no conscious-
ness of whom they are affecting, until the affected person makes 
contact with them in some way. Rather as a writer or broadcaster 
has no way of knowing who is receiving his or her message, 
until someone writes or phones in to establish communication. 
But when such communication has been established, we can 
be ‘possessed’ by one or more spirits, good or evil—in fact, the 
Gospel story is full of occasions when Jesus cast out specified evil 
spirits, and in one parable he insisted that after such spirits had 
been thrown out, a new spirit must be installed, or the old ones 
will return in sevenfold force.

Following this idea up, it would seem that Holy Spirit is flowing 
at all times throughout the whole universe, bringing a message 
to those who will receive it. But it is when we hear, respond, and 
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dialogue with this voice, when we say:

Come down, O love divine 
Seek thou this soul of mine 
And visit it with thine own ardour glowing

That ‘holy spirit’ becomes for us The Holy Spirit—our friend and 
guide, that can indeed possess us if we are willing, and can over-
come the power of the other evil spirits that beset us.

At any rate, I would like it if translators would make this 
distinction in their work. It might just be significant.



Halloween
Date Unknown

It’s true that the origins of Halloween come from a dark, Celtic 
pagan festival called Samhain. The Celts believed there was a 
night every fall where the veil between the living and the dead 
became very thin and indeed, the souls of the dead could cross 
over to the land of the living.  This was frightening as it meant 
that besides the souls of departed loved ones, the souls of one’s 
enemies might also come by with evil intent. To ward off the 
malevolent ones, the Celts would cut up gourds into frighten-
ing faces, and themselves would dress in costumes so as to be 
unrecognizable to the restless, roaming spirits. It was a long and 
frightening night to be endured.

According to legend, things changed when St. Patrick came 
to Ireland. He was aware of and saddened by the annual terror 
the Celts had to endure and so started to teach that as Christians, 
not only are we not afraid of the dead, but we celebrate the saints 
who have gone before; those who, still alive in Christ, are always 
near and dear to us. Patrick started the practice of going out on 
Samhain with a bag full of sweet cakes and knocking on doors, 
cheerfully giving them to his cowering friends and neighbors.

Somewhere in there, and I’m not sure of the dates, the prac-
tice of cheerfully going out in generous neighborliness, instead 
of cowering in caged fear, became attached to the church’s cele-
bration of All Saint’s Day. And Halloween, All Hallowed Evening, 
came to be celebrated on the night before the Church celebrates 
all the saints who, though invisible to us, continue to pray for 
and root for those of us who have not yet completed our journey.

Personally, it makes me sad that the Church (in part) seems 
to have retreated into the very fear-based isolation St. Patrick’s 
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lively faith contradicted. So sadly ironic. And we have done this 
in so many areas of common life.  It seems to me that we could be 
out participating in the wider culture; joyfully, cheerfully, confi-
dently handing out ‘sweets’ in the various cultural arenas: poli-
tics, arts, education, science, festivals etc. We need not do this 
in the defensive, combative spirit we’ve become famous for, but 
with a caring neighborliness befitting the character of the Christ 
whom we worship. And we need not be concerned that we will 
be tainted in our efforts. For we do not draw from a shallow well, 
but the inexhaustible Christ who gave himself entirely so that all 
would know that the organizing and redeeming principle of the 
cosmos is not self-securing fear, but self-donating love.



The Supernatural
December 2010

My studies at Thorneloe College have now taken me to an eerie 
but fascinating area, that of the supernatural or ‘Paranormal’.

From one point of view all Bible history is a chronicle of para-
normal experiences. They can be interpreted as the intervention 
of God in human history since the beginning of time, in establish-
ing “the Kingdom of Heaven upon Earth.” Over and over again, 
the process has been interrupted by humans abusing the freewill 
given them, with consequences of war, injustice and suffering for 
innocent and guilty alike, but it has always continued.

Paranormal phenomena, however, have not been confined 
to the Jewish nation or to the Christian church. Viewed from 
one angle, the whole of the animal creation, with the remark-
able sophistication of instincts and abilities of even very primi-
tive creatures, appears supernatural. Aboriginals have a highly 
developed sense of the sacredness of the earth and of sacred 
spaces. Shamans exhibit remarkable powers of communication 
and of healing. Yogis, Tibetan Lamas, Indian Fakirs and Chinese 
Acupuncturists, even English Kings and Roman Emperors, have 
records of unusual healings, often connected with ecstasy, hypno-
sis and faith. And so on.

Within the Christian tradition, the Gospel writers give us 
a picture of Jesus attracting immense crowds wherever he 
went because of his powers of healing. He promised that his 
own followers would be able to perform even “greater works”, 

“because I go to the Father”. St. Peter, who briefly walked on water 
at Jesus’s invitation during Gospel times, had healing power and 
twice escaped from jail under most mysterious conditions after 
Pentecost. St. Paul is recorded as being an instrument of mirac-
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ulous healing. Shrines such as that at Lourdes or the tomb of the 
Jansenist Abbe Paris became centres of healing and remarkable 
and well authenticated spiritual phenomena. In modern times, 
Edgar Cayce conducted a remarkable ministry of healing with 
the help of a spirit guide. Gary Craig’s Emotional Freedom proce-
dure has proved an effective treatment for post-traumatic stress 
disorder, curing within days conditions that had defied conven-
tional treatment for years.

This being the case, it seems a great pity that, ever since the 
Reformation and the Enlightenment of the seventeenth century, 
mainline churches have become shy in displaying the powers 
that the Gospels promised would be theirs. Such a religion so 
easily degenerates into a cosy social organization of rituals and 
rules, without the spiritual powers, particularly those of healing, 
exhibited in other times and places. St. Paul calls this “Having 
the form of godliness, but denying the power thereof.”

William Tiller, a professor of engineering at Stanford University 
in California, has spent many years outside his regular academic 
duties researching the ability of humans to influence physical 
processes through the deliberate exercise of intention—in reli-
gious terms, exploring the power of prayer. More than that, he 
has made ‘Intention imprinted electric devices’ through which 
this intention can be stored for continued use. With these he has 
been able either to increase or to decrease the alkalinity of water, 
to increase the speed of development of enzymes and fruit flies, 
to communicate from one experimental device to another, and 
over time, to develop increasing sensitivity in particular persons 
and places to the power of intention, thus paralleling the Chris-
tian experience of sacred spaces of unusual power, and the secu-
lar world’s experience of locations said to be haunted by ghosts.

His theory behind these phenomena is that our physical 
universe of time and three dimensions of space is limited by a 

‘speed of light’ barrier, rather similar to the sound barrier that once 
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limited the speed at which aircraft could fly. However, beyond 
the speed of light, a second universe exists that is indirectly 
connected with the physical universe we know, and is accessi-
ble and moldable by human consciousness.

Tiller’s books—Science and Human Transformation, and 
Conscious Acts of Creation outline his approach and findings in 
extreme detail. One hopes that in his writings, the groundwork 
has been laid for a study acceptable to the scientific community 
of phenomena that religious people have experienced over many, 
many years—and that the religious community will be itself rein-
forced in its faith that indeed there is a world that lies beyond the 
material one in which we are currently imprisoned, and we all 
have a power and a place to enter it through intentional prayer.



Swedenborg
2007

I always find it a bit of a surprise that Christians, who one presumes 
are persons anxious to get into the Kingdom of Heaven, are so often 
very vague about what it’s going to be like when they get there.

It’s for this reason that I have been happy that, fairly early 
on in my life, I ran into the writings of Emmanuel Swedenborg.

Swedenborg was born in Sweden in 1688, the son of a Lutheran 
bishop. After graduating from the University of Uppsala, he spent 
further years in Europe and England, including study under Sir 
Isaac Newton, and the astronomer Halley, of Halley’s Comet fame. 
He returned to Sweden to take a senior position as a civil servant, 
engaged in the development of that country’s mineral resources.

From early years, he appears to have had psychic gifts, but 
it was in the last fourteen years before his death in 1772 that he 
found himself admitted as a privileged visitor into the spiritual 
world. This resulted in a flow of volumes, originally written in Latin, 
that form a comprehensive and incredibly detailed account of 
the World Beyond, written with a precision and objectivity that 
only a civil servant could muster.

His Heaven and its Wonders and Hell gives a picture of what 
the soul may expect after leaving this body. It is a world where 
appearances are not so different from the earth we live in, but 
the laws under which life goes on are not the same. Time does 
not exist. Space and distance are determined by degrees of love 
rather than kilometers. Souls become angels, and live rather 
like individual cells in different organs of one great body, their 
place being fixed according to their degrees of spiritual matu-
rity and interests.

Settling one’s place to live in the spiritual world depends 
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largely on the loves we have developed in this universe below. 
Those whose love has been of God and of one’s neighbour find 
for themselves a compatible spot and companionship in the 
heavenly realm, where God’s love and wisdom pour out on them 
like the heat and light of this world’s sun. Those whose love has 
been of self and material things turn their backs on the intense 
love of God, which is perceived as intolerable heat, and live in a 
Hellish world of distorted values and perceptions, gnashing of 
teeth and wailing.

No, I can’t tell you if any of this bears any relationship to real-
ity—the best I can say is that in the victims group I attend, I have 
been surprised how many have been the cases of parents or rela-
tives who have lost children to violent death, including myself, at 
some point receiving some kind of dream or symbolic message 
from the deceased, indicating that they are all right. 

What does strike me, however, is the way in which our much 
vaunted capitalist system, making as it does a virtue of selfish-
ness, greed, materialism and often false advertising, as well as war 
and the exploitation of the physically or economically powerless, 
let alone the ecology of Mother Earth, seems destined to fill the 
Kingdom of Hell with plenty of its devotees.

Perhaps those fundamentalist Muslims who are striving to 
repel the forces of “the Great Satan” by sacrificing their lives with 
explosives in the hope of Paradise, are really on to something. 

Who knows?



The Trinity
December 2000

THE NATURE OF GOD

One e-mail group that I belong to has been having a good deal 
of discussion lately about whether the Holy Spirit is God. This, of 
course. leads directly into the question of what we mean when we 
speak of Father, Son and Holy Spirit as the “Holy Trinity”, “Three 
persons and one God.”

Seeing that we are now in that part of the Church Year which 
focuses either on the Holy Spirit (Pentecost), or the Trinity itself, 
it seems important to come to some conclusions on the subject, 
or else admit that a substantial portion of the church year is being 
wasted in idle talk.

Perhaps the first thing to remember is that the concepts of 
Holy Spirit and of the Trinity are not things that were thought 
up by theologians who had nothing better to do with their time. 
Rather, they reflect and seek to explain the actual experiences of 
members of the church.

The visible world needs an explanation for why it exists at 
all, let alone in the size, detail and complexity that scientists in 
so many different specialties observe. So we come up with the 
idea of a Creator. In the man Jesus, we see love, wisdom, forgive-
ness and spiritual power in a degree never experienced before 
in humankind, and we believe Him to be divine, and to express 
the nature of God in so far as human form can do so. In the Holy 
Spirit, we find those same qualities residing in and among the 
members of the church. We believe this power also to be divine.

Though many ideas and concepts were tried and discarded 
in trying to understand what the church had experienced, the 
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explanation that emerged as most satisfactory and was adopted 
as orthodoxy, was that of three ‘persons’, but ‘one God’. (On this, 
see the “Creed of Saint Athanasius” in the Book of Common 
Prayer, page 695.)

That word ‘persons’ is really the key. Drama, and partic-
ularly meditation on the sometimes horrific history of their 
forefathers, was an integral part of the religious festivals of the 
ancient Greeks. In their theatre, though, the number of players 
was limited. A single player would play more than one part in the 
drama by speaking through different masks that he put in front 
of his face, each mask depicting a different character. The word 
‘person’ described the mask through which the voice travelled, 
‘per’ meaning ‘through’, and ‘sono’ having the same root as our 
word ‘sound’. A single actor would therefore speak in different 
characters, even though it was the same individual behind the 
various appearances. 

So with the Trinity—one God revealing Himself to mankind 
in three different guises, or ‘persons’. Not three Gods, but one.

And behind these ‘persons’? Simply, as Moses was told by 
the voice in his encounter with the burning bush in the wilder-
ness: ‘I am what I am.’ 



Seeing the Father in the Son
2005

If the trumpet sounds an uncertain sound, who will 
prepare themselves for battle?

I once used this quotation from St. Paul to encourage my choir 
give a proper lead to the congregation. The verse came back to 
me at a recent Synod. 

The discussion was on our recent ‘Decade of Evangelism’. 
On the African continent, it had been the signal for outstanding 
growth. In the Western nations, it had more or less gone nowhere.

In our Western churches, people seem to have doubts as to 
what the Gospel is, and why we should need it. Perhaps in other 
countries, where paganism and its effects are more obvious, the 
need and value is more obvious also. 

The Gospel, above everything else, is ‘Good News’. And the 
‘Good News’ we are talking about is the story of the birth, minis-
try, teachings, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, as 
recorded in the ‘Gospels’ according to Matthew, Mark, Luke 
and John, and his ascension and the coming of the Holy Spirit 
as recorded in the book of Acts. That good news has shown us 
what a perfect life is like. 

The Gospel story tells us what Jesus was like—compassion-
ate, loving, humble, wise, forgiving, but also a man of prayer and 
of power, in close contact with, and obedient to God the Father, 
able to heal teach and lead, and willing, through his poverty and 
his sufferings, to make others rich. 

“These things are written”, says St. John, “that you may believe 
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you 
may have life in his name.”



The Fifth Column The Nature of God

208

Often enough, our thinking makes us make a difference 
between Jesus and the Father—the idea, for instance, that Jesus 
is a sacrificial lamb placating the wrath of an angry Father. Yet 

‘Son’ means a belief that Jesus is the Christ, God’s anointed, and 
has a common nature with the God who created the heavens 
and the earth and is present in this world through the Holy Spirit. 

“He who has seen me, has seen the Father.”
So if we believe Jesus to be the Son of God, it means that we 

now know also what God, the Creator of the universe, is really like. 
God is not a powerless ‘blind watchmaker’ who set the universe 
up in the beginning and has done nothing ever since. He is not 
the sadistic ‘president of the immortals’ of Thomas Hardy’s novel. 
He is not the angry looser of thunderbolts, like the Jupiter or 
Zeus of ancient mythology. He is not contained in man-made 
idols, as the Babylonians believed, even if those idols take the 
form of sex, power, money or attention, idols worshipped by 
many today. He does not encourage people to blow themselves 
up along with innocent civilians for the promise of paradise, or 
take revenge on those who do them harm. He is ever patient, 
ever willing to forgive those who turn to him, ever seeking the 
lost. Jesus “emptied himself, taking the form of a servant.” God 
the Father ‘emptied himself’ also, making a universe in which 
others had free will to disobey him, sacrificing his obedient Son 
in order to bring them back from their disobedience.

The meaning of it all? I love a verse in Paul’s letter to the 
Ephesians: “That through the church, the manifold wisdom of 
God should be shown to the principalities and powers in heav-
enly places.” This humble and despised church, to which we are 
called to belong, by following the way of Christ, is called to be the 
instrument to prove to the spiritual world that this way of love, 
forgiveness, suffering and humility, is in the end victorious over 
all other powers in the universe.

Do we want God’s kingdom to come on earth as it is in heaven? 
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I think we’d prefer this to the murders, warfare, persecutions and 
other disasters that fill our newspapers day by day. It is when we 
believe that Jesus is the Son of God, and follow his way of life, and 
pass this idea on to others, that we are doing our job as a church.



Shouting at God
June 2002

The last chapters of the Book of Genesis tell the story of Joseph.
Joseph was that self-important young man who so annoyed 

his brothers with tales of his future importance, that they sold 
him into slavery in Egypt and pretended to his father that he had 
been killed by wild animals. In Egypt, by another mischance, he 
was imprisoned for years on a false accusation of sexual assault.

Freed when a former fellow prisoner recalled his ability to 
interpret dreams, Joseph became Pharaoh’s right hand man—
in the end being used to save his family from perishing in the 
famine that prevailed in the Middle East at that time.

At the end of it all, Joseph explains to his brothers “Do not be 
distressed or angry with yourselves because you sold me here; 
for God sent me before you to preserve life... It was not you who 
sent me here, but God.”

All of us have some degree of disappointment in our lives. 
For some of us, the trauma of our disasters leaves us with mental 
breakdowns, loss of faith, or, less seriously, a ‘chip on our shoul-
der’ that makes our lives a continual burden, both to ourselves 
and those who have to live with us.

Others, though, like Joseph, take all that happens to them 
as the act, not of other people, but of a God who is ever rolling 
out his great plan for the Universe—a symphony that is going to 
have its discords and its passages in minor keys, before coming 
to a triumphant and harmonious climax.

For these others, the Book of Psalms is an endless resource 
(and by this, I mean the full book with all its angry outbursts, as 
in the Bible or the Book of Alternative Services, not the pruned 
version of the 1962 Book of Common Prayer). In addition to 
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praise and thanksgiving, those who receive everything at God’s 
hand have the right also to question God, to complain, to plead, 
to feel angry, disappointed, depressed, oppressed or betrayed, 
as the Psalmist shows so clearly throughout the many different 
moods of his text.

“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”; “Rouse thyself, 
why sleepest thou, O God?”; “Save me O God, for the waters have 
come up to my neck”; “When wilt thou comfort me?” and so on. 
Yet these outpourings of emotion almost always work themselves 
through, ending in a state of trust, that the God who has saved 
Israel in the past, will yet come through and save the believer in 
the future. Our anxieties, our sufferings and our anger turn in 
the end to acceptance and praise.

Christians believe in a God who has His own mind and His 
own way of doing things—a personal God, a God who can be 
argued with, challenged, criticized, pleaded with, questioned and 
sometimes persuaded. We are not dealing with an impersonal 
system, a kind of slot machine that delivers us the right product if 
only we insert the right coins and push the right buttons, as some 
theologies would suggest. We are dealing with a God whom we 
trust will come through in the end, as part of a plan that involves a 
process for our lives much greater than just securing our comfort.

When we learn to receive both the good and bad things of 
life at God’s hand, it is surprising how often we find that what at 
one time seemed to be a disaster, from another has become for 
us an enormous source of direction and growth.

For which may we be truly thankful. Joseph has shown us 
the way.



What Sort of God?
Date Unknown

“Our Father” – that is the picture we have been taught about God.
It’s an image that makes us think of support and protection. 

And where is all of that, when someone we love has been done 
away with?

It’s worth meditating, though, on how ‘father’ actually appears 
to us as we go through the process of growing up.

When we are very young, parents are our universal providers, 
who can do no wrong. In the earliest days of our spiritual lives, 
we look at God like that—and get mad just as two year olds do, 
when Father says ‘No’ to what we ask for.

As we grow up into childhood, Father becomes the one who 
teaches us the difference between right and wrong, the way we 
ought to live. He becomes the Lawgiver and Enforcer. That, too, 
is a way in which many people see God. In such a case, we expect 
that, if we keep the rules, we will get the rewards. Only ‘bad people’ 
who break the rules should get into trouble. There’s a lot of that 
thinking in the Old Testament.

As we pass from childhood into adolescence, our attitudes 
change. We challenge what we have been taught, to experiment 
with life for ourselves. We may try smoking, drinking, drugs, sex, 
or crime, to experiment with the ‘highs’ that these give us. It’s a 
dangerous period of life. ‘Father’, with all his cautions and restric-
tions, seems utterly out of touch with the fast paced world we 
want to live in. And at that time, often enough he looks more like 
a policeman—someone we don’t want to see when we’re sailing 
too close to the wind, but yet whom we welcome to bail us out 
when we’re in really deep trouble. There’s a lot of that attitude 
to God in the immature, materialistic world we live in, often in 
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people old enough to know a great deal better.
But there is a fourth state—the stage of adulthood and parent-

hood. That is when we have to take on the responsibility of being a 
parent to others—to provide for them, teach and discipline them, 
help them with their sometimes dangerous steps towards inde-
pendence, and ultimately, let loose the apron strings and allow 
them to live their lives in the way they choose.

When disaster strikes us, our views of God as Provider, Lawgiver 
or Policeman are all going to disappoint us. God has failed to 
Provide. His laws have been broken and innocent people have 
suffered unjustly. A load of guilt may have landed on us, because 
we (or our friends) think that God the Policeman would not be 
so hard on us if we hadn’t been doing something wrong.

Our own tragedy will be unresolved until we go one step 
further—to find God as the suffering Father.

Several times in my career, I have had a strange sight in my 
law office. Shamefaced Father comes in with his teenaged child 
in trouble with the law—shoplifting, perhaps, or drunken driv-
ing—and asking me to do what I can, at his expense, to fix things. 
Father has done no wrong, but the child is in trouble, and out of 
a sense of love and responsibility, father is doing his part to bear 
the shame and pay the cost of his child’s errors.

I doubt if many parents at that stage think of themselves as 
reflecting the nature of the Divine, but that is indeed what is 
going on.

There are a number of places in the Old Testament where this 
concept of God as Benefactor, Lawgiver or Policeman is chal-
lenged—most notably in the book of Job and the later chapters 
of Isaiah. But it is in the New Testament teachings of Jesus that 
the idea of the suffering Father is developed to the full. Jesus 
portrays a God who “sends his rain on the just and the unjust” 
and is “kind to the unthankful and the evil.” We have pictures of 
rich men who are robbed by unfaithful stewards and yet forgive 
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them; of employers who pay the same wage to those who deserve 
it and those who do not; of a son who comes home after wasting 
half the family fortune, and is received by his father with cele-
bration and joy.

It is in this last story that we see the other side of the coin. A 
God of infinite love, who is equally kind to saints and criminals 
alike, inspires jealousy among all those who think that God owes 
them something extra because they have kept His laws. The elder 
brother was not happy with his sibling’s return, and all the joy 
it caused. He is the prototype of all those ‘religious’ types who 
insist that their particular formula, and not God’s loving nature, 
is their key to entry into the Kingdom of Heaven. Yet “there is 
more joy in the Kingdom of Heaven over one sinner who repents, 
than over ninety nine just persons who need no repentance.” “My 
ways are not your ways,” says the Lord!

In my own case, there was one occasion where I was shocked 
to the core of my being, at finding within myself a depth of hatred 
for a God who gave no respect at all to all the good things that I 
and my daughter Catherine had done in his name over the years, 
and who granted absolution to this criminal who had taken her 
life. I would have nailed Jesus to the cross once again, if it had 
not been done already.

Like Job, it seems so unfair, first to lose a child, then to be 
forced to acknowledge that God is entitled to do what He wills, 
and to confess that, though He may love us, He owes us nothing, 
no matter what happens to us or those we love.

Strangely enough, though, that is what infinite love is like—
and it can be our privilege, being people who have suffered a very 
severe loss, to understand what ‘following Jesus’ really means—
and costs—and how close to His own wounded body our own 
sufferings can bring us.



The Meaning of the Cross
April 1996

A prayer of St. Francis:

Lord, make us instruments of your peace. Where 
there is hatred, let us sow love; where there is injury, 
pardon; where there is discord, union; where there 
is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where 
there is darkness, light; where there is sadness, joy. 
Grant that we may not so much seek to be consoled 
as to console; to be understood as to understand; to 
be loved as to love. For it is in giving that we receive; 
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; and it is in 
dying that we are born to eternal life.

“In dying, we are born to eternal life.” Today, Good Friday, gives 
us a chance to meditate on the meaning of the Cross—the central 
mystery of the whole Christian faith.

It is so easy, in our modern, scientific world, to avoid the whole 
idea of meaning. We can say that the likely date of the Crucifixion 
was April 7th, 30 AD. Pontius Pilate would have likely referred to 
it as six days before the Nones of April, in the year 792 from the 
founding of the city of Rome. The Jews would have marked it as 
the thirteenth day of the first month, the day before the feast of 
the Passover. On that day a rabble rousing religious teacher was 
put to a painful and shameful death, to prevent a riot against the 
power of Rome, and to satisfy the jealousies, or the fears, of the 
religious authorities of his time. But that is a bit like taking the 
works of Shakespeare, and describing them as a book, so many 

A sermon preached at St. Peter’s Anglican Church, Edmonton, April 5, 1996.
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inches long, wide and deep, weighing so much, with so many 
thousands of the letter ‘e’, and proportionately less of other letters. 
We have much information, and we have been told nothing.

To find meaning, we have to travel to another world—a world 
that science cannot measure and so often forgets—a world of qual-
ities rather than quantities. It is there that we can find meaning. 
And because that meaning belongs to a world beyond quantities 
such as time and space, it means that the Cross is not simply an 
unpleasant event of long, long ago, but a constant force that is 
as significant now as at any time in the history of the Universe.

St. Paul, talking of Jesus Christ, tells how “Though he was rich, 
yet for your sakes he became poor, that you through his poverty 
might become rich.” If there is one constant in the character of 
Jesus that we can see through all his life, this surely is it. 

He came down to Earth from Heaven 
Who is God and Lord of all; 
And His shelter was a stable 
And His cradle was a stall: 
With the poor, and mean, and lowly 
Lived on earth our Saviour holy.

Whether it is in his birth, his healing miracles, his teachings, or 
now in his death on the Cross, we see the same Jesus—‘man for 
others’—ever giving of himself, that others may have life more 
abundantly. There is no end to the reflections that we can have 
over the meaning of this life, and this death, but I would like to 
use this background to think of seven aspects of the Cross that 
we can think on and perhaps take away with ourselves today, to 
understand the meaning of it all.

First – Obedience. Christ, “though he was a son, yet learned he 
obedience from what he suffered.” As he said, “I have a baptism to 
be baptized with, and how am I constrained until it was accom-
plished.” There were ways in which Jesus could have avoided the 
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Cross. We know that the Thursday night, he thought of calling 
legions of angels to his aid, or encouraging his disciples to take 
swords and fight. In the end, though, after hours spent wrestling 
in prayer, Jesus’s mind was composed to accept the horrible fate 
that lay ahead of him. “How else might the Scriptures be fulfilled?” 
It was his decision to walk on through this ‘Dark night of the Soul’ 
in blind obedience to what he knew was the will of the Father, 
knowing well the suffering, shame and humiliation that would 
be his. It is a lesson to ourselves that it is not what feels good, but 
what in reality is good, that is the path that we follow if we are to 
be true followers of Christ.

Secondly – Victory. It is hard to think of anything that looks 
less of a site of triumph than the hill of Calvary—yet that is what 
the Church claims to be the case, so much so that ever since 
that day the Cross, a symbol of shameful death, has become the 
proud symbol of the Christian church. The victory was firstly that 
of Jesus himself over the temptations of the easy path—some-
thing he had faced in the desert at the outset of his ministry. The 
temptation of wealth and comfort. The temptation to prestige 
by becoming a religious idol. The temptation to use the powers 
of this world to become the controller of this world. All these he 
had rejected at the very outset of his ministry. This conquest of 
the world’s temptations within himself was the preliminary to 

‘making a public example’ of this world’s powers—the money that 
lured Judas, the political power that Pilate wanted to protect, the 
religious authority that the High Priest made use of to sacrifice 
one innocent person, “rather than that the whole nation should 
perish.” The sum total of the achievements of the powers of this 
world had been the slaughter of an innocent man under the 
pretext of profit, religious orthodoxy, and democracy. These idols 
cannot demand our respect any further. The Cross has shown 
up their emptiness.

Thirdly – Sacrifice. Christ calls himself “The good shepherd” 
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who “lays down his life for the sheep”—yet Christ is also portrayed 
as the “Lamb of God”. Shepherd and sheep share the same fate—
each lays down his life for the other. Should the shepherd not 
lay down his life for the sheep, the wolves will devour the flock. 
Should the sheep not lay down their lives for the shepherd, the 
shepherd would starve. Each gains his life from the sacrifice of 
the other. It is through the death of each that the whole process of 
life is enabled to continue. The paradox is, that if we cling beyond 
measure to our lives, we in fact embrace death!

The night before his death, Jesus compared himself to a grain 
of wheat, being thrown into the ground so that in due course it 
would bear “much fruit”. In the same way, he made bread and 
wine—wheat that had been harvested, milled and baked: grapes 
that had been plucked, crushed, fermented and made into wine—
the symbols of his own body, sacrificed for the good of mankind, 
a sacrament that we receive daily in our eating and drinking, and 
most specifically in the sacrament of the Eucharist.

Perhaps, as we look out on the world God has made, we 
assume too easily that ‘Nature, red in tooth and claw’ represents 
a ‘dog eat dog’ world, where all are reluctant to become food 
for others. Yet the Psalmist gives a picture of valleys full of corn 
laughing and singing, ready to be reaped in the harvest through 
which the grain can fulfill its destiny of providing sustenance for 
the human race, and seed for the coming year. Is it not possible 
that all nature willingly fits into its place in the ‘food chain’, and 
only mankind resists the way of nature by trying to avoid the 
inevitable path of sacrifice, that Jesus was willing to embrace?

Fourthly – Reconciliation. “The Lord has laid on him the 
iniquity of us all, and by his stripes, we are healed.” “God was 
in Christ Jesus reconciling the world to himself.” God’s love has 
proved stronger than the hatred of man. “God commendeth his 
love towards us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for 
us.” The Old Testament story tells how Joseph was set upon and 
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sold into slavery by his jealous brothers. Later, he has become 
ruler of Egypt, and his brothers have come to him needing food. 
Joseph’s message about their behaviour is “You meant it for evil, 
but God meant it for good.” God, who gave free will to mankind, 
has covered with his own love and suffering the damage that 
man has done by the abuse of that free will. The Cross brings 
to sinful mankind the lesson of man’s forgiveness through the 
love of Christ.

Fifthly – Repentance. How easy it is for all of us to go through 
life, without any idea of how much damage we have done to others 
by the way we have lived our lives. Seeing the damage caused to 
an innocent person, as we do when we see Jesus on the Cross, 
can be the key for us to realize the enormity of our misdeeds. So 
the penitent thief recognizes that he deserves his punishment. 
Judas confesses that he has betrayed innocent blood. The soldier 
at the foot of the cross acknowledges that Jesus was a righteous 
man. The suffering of the good brings us to recognize and confess 
the sin that has lain behind it. Both good and evil are shown in 
their true colours when contrasted with each other. Good shows 
up evil. Evil shows up good.

Sixthly – Redemption. “In him we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins.” In Jesus’s day, slaves who had earned suffi-
cient money could redeem themselves—buy their freedom from 
their masters. We, however, do not and cannot buy ourselves out 
from under the debt we owe our Creator for the evil we have done. 
That debt has already been satisfied by the sacrifice of Christ. The 
price of our freedom has been paid.

Seventhly, and finally – Promise. Jesus, “for the joy that was set 
before him, endured the Cross.” Jesus is already looking beyond 
this Good Friday. “I go to prepare a place for you, that where I 
am, you may be also.” To the penitent thief he says: “Today you 
will be with me in Paradise.” Perhaps at this time we do not know 
what form the happy ending will take—but we know in our hearts 
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that the Cross is not an end, but a beginning.
But before I end, there is one more character to be intro-

duced on this Good Friday stage who is often forgotten. I refer to 
God the Father. It is easy enough to have a picture from the Old 
Testament of God as an ‘Angry old man up in the sky’—forget-
ting that Jesus has said “I and the Father are one,” and “He that 
has seen me, has seen the Father.” How right it is for our conse-
cration prayer in the Eucharist to begin by saying “Blessing and 
glory and thanksgiving be unto thee, almighty Father, who of thy 
tender mercy didst give thine only son, Jesus Christ ... to suffer 
death upon the Cross for our redemption.” Now we can realize 
that the same journey from riches to poverty that others might 
become rich, characteristic of Jesus’s life, is a reflection of the 
self-giving of the Father in our creation, preservation, and all the 
blessings of this life. ‘Going to the Father’, in the spiritual universe 
I have mentioned, is not physical travel, but rather becoming 
utterly the same in nature as the Father, as we might tune in on 
a radio station, to be on the same frequency—hence, too, Jesus’s 
remark that “I am the way, the truth and the life: no one comes 
to the Father, but by me.”

The Cross, then, that spells hope for us, spells also challenge. 
It reveals Jesus Christ truly as the Son of God, sharing God’s 
nature, and in doing so, reveals God the Father himself as our 
most generous friend. It shows us Obedience bringing Victory: 
Sacrifice being the key to Repentance and Redemption, and 
Reconciliation bringing us the Promise of Paradise to come. To 
quote the Communion service again, it challenges us to “present 
our bodies as a living sacrifice” to God. For the Cross shows us 
that it is indeed in dying that we are born into eternal life, and it 
is through the Cross of Christ that we are ourselves enabled to 
come to the Father.



Taking Blessing Breaking Giving
2005

LIVING WITH FAITH

The Gospel of John records three feasts of the Passover in the 
time of Jesus’s ministry. 

The first would have been very shortly after Jesus was baptized, 
likely in 28 AD. That was when Jesus visited the Temple in Jeru-
salem and made enemies of the Pharisees by overturning the 
tables of the money changers.

The second was around the time of the miracle of the feeding 
of the five thousand. It was accompanied by some serious teach-
ing about Jesus’ body and blood becoming food for his disciples 
that caused many of his followers to leave.

The third was the Passover, likely in 30 AD, when the cruci-
fixion took place.

What has interested me of late is the way in which Jesus’s 
teaching changes between these Passovers. In the early part of his 
ministry, his parables are about growth—seed planted in differ-
ent soils; yeast in a lump of flour; a mustard seed growing into a 
great tree; bad seed spoiling the harvest of the good, and so on. 

The later parables are more demanding. They deal with wealth, 
man’s parsimony towards his neighbor, dishonesty, waste, being 
unprepared. Although these may also stress God’s concern to “seek 
and save those who are lost,” they have terrible condemnation 
for the rich of the world who neglect the poor, and for the spiri-
tually blessed who have cornered the entrance to the Kingdom 
of Heaven, keeping others out, and never entering themselves.

Christ’s life—and the Eucharist—are modelled on a simple 
formula which we too are asked to follow: taking, blessing, break-
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ing and giving. Perhaps this explains the pattern of teaching. The 
taking and the blessing correspond with the sowing of seed, and 
its growth to maturity. This is the production of fruit that Jesus 
continually expects from his disciples.

Fruit, however, is not an end in itself. It has to be the source 
of seed for another harvest. It also exists to provide food for 
mankind. The fruit that does not find one or other of these uses 
will be wasted and spoil.

Isn’t this the blockage that we find so often in the ministry 
of the church? God has blessed us in our country and in our 
churches with wonderful resources, whether of wealth or educa-
tion or worship, and the fruit grows well. Where, though, is the 
breaking and the giving? Are we like the stewards who have been 
given the resources for growth, but are not willing to account to 
their landlord and employer for the harvest?

Income tax time will soon be with us. If we are like many of 
our fellow citizens, we will be moaning and complaining about 
waste and the burden our different governments place on us, and 
trying to make our contribution to the public coffers as small as 
we can. How different it would be if we made our taxes a thank 
offering—for the public safety we enjoy through armed forces, 
police and fire departments. For our health services. Our pensions. 
Our public facilities. Our justice system. Our social safety net. Our 
right to free speech and free elections. How different if we made 
our giving to the church a thank offering also, rather than a duty, 
for “our creation, preservation, and all the blessings of this life, 
but above all, for God’s inestimable love in the redemption of 
the world through our Lord Jesus Christ, for the means of grace 
and for the hope of glory.”

The breaking and the giving belong in the Christian life 
as much as the taking and blessing, and it is by them that the 
Church lives and continues from generation to generation. Yet, 
as St. John records, after thousands have received miraculous 
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food at Jesus’s hands: “Many of his followers heard this and said 
‘This teaching is too hard. Who can listen to it?’... So he asked the 
twelve disciples, ‘And you—would you also like to leave?’ Simon 
Peter answered him ‘Lord, to whom would we go? You have the 
words that give eternal life.’”

That just about sums it up.



Freedom from Fear
October 2001

A lesson I have been learning over the past few years has to do with 
crime, sin and the connection of these with the emotion of fear. 

Even in the Bible, and certainly among the public, even 
churchgoers, there seem to be two very different views about 
sin and what has to be done about it. 

One is the predominantly Old Testament idea of a world 
divided between the Just and the Unjust, with ‘bad guys’ who 
are and always will be, sinners (often because of their ethnic 
background), and ‘good guys’, a chosen people whose conduct, 
if not perfect, is good enough to keep them out of jail and wean 
them into God’s good graces. Like the Pharisee who said “Lord, 
I thank thee that I am not as other men are ...” 

The other view is the double barreled message that Jesus brings 
us in the Gospel. First, that the bar of being without sin and so fit 
for the Kingdom of Heaven is so high that no human other than 
himself can attain it—not just no murder, but no anger; not just 
no adultery, but no lust; not just no theft, but no covetousness; 
not just no false witness, but “swear not at all.” Pluck out your eye, 
cut off your hand, if these make you stumble. Secondly, though, 
that those—even Gentiles—who admit and repent of their sins, 
can enter the Kingdom through trust in the free and unmerited 
forgiveness of God. 

To me this Gospel message has the greatest significance 
when dealing with crime and criminals. It is fear that leads to 
our crimes and our sins—fears often experienced from traumas 
received when we were too young to even put them into words, 
and which subconsciously stay with us for the rest of our lives. 
Fear of being abused, leading to anger, violence and murder. 
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Fear of poverty, leading to gluttony, materialism and theft. Fear 
of being unloved, leading to lust and sexual crimes. 

The difficulty is that the ‘moral majority’, priding itself in stay-
ing away from these crimes, still succumbs to other sins in facing 
these fears. From fear of abuse, we become prideful perfection-
ists, or slothful non-performers. From fear of poverty, we give 
ourselves to avarice, or succumb to cowardice, sacrificing our 
talents and initiative in submitting to the demands of the daily 

‘rat race’. From fear of being unloved, we break out in envy, or 
pretend phoney friendship with hypocrisy. 

If only we could be freed from fear, we would be a long way 
towards being freed from crime and sin—and much ill health as 
well. One cannot go far into the Bible without seeing how much 
people’s conduct has been affected by fear. Adam and Eve hide 
from God in Eden after eating the forbidden fruit. The shepherds 
at Jesus’s birth are “sore afraid”, but the angel says “Fear not”. Jesus 
talks about a man who confesses “I was afraid, and hid thy talent”. 
He talks about the end times, when “men’s hearts” are “fainting 
with fear”. Faced with Jairus’s plea for his deceased daughter, he 
says “Fear not: only believe”. Over and over again he says to those 
whom he has healed: “Your faith has saved you”, sometimes also 
adding the assurance that “your sins are forgiven”. 

One of the joys I have had working in the jails with the Alter-
natives to Violence Project is to see people becoming transformed 
into open, caring men and women, as a setting is established 
where all are free from any fear of being ‘put down’, and they 
learn how a community will come into being around them that 
is supportive rather than hostile, when they use the tools of hope, 
faith and charity, care for others and respect for themselves, to 
harness the innate energy within them constructively, that once 
was wrongly used in violence towards the world outside.

In his time of temptation in the wilderness, Jesus gives us the 
answer to our fears. We are to be willing to embrace poverty, to 
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be willing to work without recognition, and to renounce earthly 
power and be “obedient unto death”. In that way we, with Jesus, 
will be able to say that the “Prince of this world has come, and 
he has no part in me.”

The picture the Gospel gives us is not of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
people being sorted out by Saint Peter at the pearly gates. It is 
of the tragedy of a whole world in the grip of lack of faith, and 
so plunged into crime and sin. It is of faithless humankind in all 
its different ways, trying to create an earthly Paradise for itself 
without God’s help. 

But the Gospel also gives us the hope of a world that will be 
redeemed by those who confess their sins, place their trust in 
God’s mercy, and dedicate their lives to following as best they 
can in the footsteps of Jesus. 

Jesus said “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. No one comes 
to the Father but by me.” That’s true for “the vilest offender who 
truly believes.” It’s true also for us.



Meditation
October 1990

Besides completely revising my views on the nature and purpose 
of anger, one of the most interesting things I learned in taking 
the “Free to Live, Free to Love” course last spring was the value 
and importance of meditation.

Describing the process of meditation is easy. You sit comfort-
ably in a straight backed chair, hands clasped in your lap, pref-
erably in subdued lighting and with your eyes closed. For a 
minimum of 20, but preferably 25 or 30 minutes (best timed by 
an alarm clock), you sit completely still. You occupy your mind 
by mentally repeating a single phrase (your ‘mantra’) over and 
over again. Fr. John Man, in his “Moment of Christ” suggests the 
Aramaic word “maranatha” (I Corinthians 16:22) – or you could 
use its English translation, “Come, Lord Jesus.”

Absolutely nothing else. If your thoughts wander, discard them, 
and go back to your mantra. Imagine nothing. Desire nothing. 
Expect nothing. Be aware of everything but pay attention to noth-
ing. Don’t go to sleep. Practice morning and evening. Continue 
daily for months at a time.

To a twentieth century western mind, of course, this whole 
thing sounds like a ridiculous waste of time. The difficulty about 
meditation, in fact, is not at all about what has to be done. I have 
already told you what needs doing. It is in persuading a person to 
start, let alone to persist. Yet mediation is one of religion’s most 
revered and widespread practices. The great religions of the East 
all hold it in honour. Christ’s hours of communion with his Father 

“rising up a great while before day” surely involved mediation, as 
do the practices of contemplative monastic orders today, who 
can trace their ancestry back to apostolic times. Perhaps the 
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twentieth century mind has missed something!
Indeed, that is the truth. After following the meditative path 

for a while, we begin to understand. The only real world we can 
live in is in the world of “now”. The everyday perception we think 
we have of the world is in fact a sham. It is a collection of memo-
ries and emotions relating to past experiences—in person, in 
school, from newspapers, TV, friends and other sources—from 
which we have constructed a mental and emotional picture of 
the world outside us that is certain in many points to be preju-
diced, obsolete and erroneous. Worse than that, we derive from 
this erroneous vision of the past, not only a biased interpreta-
tion of the present—a kind of hypnotism that means we do not 
see things as they are, but as we have programmed ourselves to 
expect to see them—but also a picture of the future which will 
be one either of negligent optimism, or unrealistic apprehension 
about what will happen. The blunt truth of the matter is that the 
future is a subject we know nothing about at all. We simply do 
not know what any day is going to bring forth. Our best forecasts 
amount to nothing but guesswork.

The effect of meditation, and the use of a repetitive ‘mantra’, 
is to confine our attention entirely to the ‘now’. Like a movie 
camera focused on a single subject, frame after frame conveys 
the same message: our attention cannot escape. Our prejudices, 
emotional scars, and other baggage from the past become inac-
cessible. So do our apprehensions and fears about the future—
those ‘phobias’ that paralyze us if we allow them to run away 
with our imaginations. And by leaving our inaccurate, fearful, 
imaginary mental world behind, we find ourselves, perhaps for 
the first time, increasingly aware of the one world we really live 
in, the world of ‘now’—and of a Presence in the world, a loving 
presence that we can sense, but will never fully comprehend.

The process may seem tedious—but the journey is worth the 
effort. Try it!



Easter Life
April 1995

If you have been following the news on TV or in the papers this 
past week or two, there have been a number of stories to make us 
doubt the joy of the Easter season. Explosions at Charlottetown 
and in Oklahoma City. Poison gas in the Tokyo subway. Racial 
warfare and extermination in Rwanda. And the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the end of World War II, when it was routine for thousands 
of bombs of the size that blew up an office building in Oklahoma, 
to be dropped night after night on different European cities.

Where is the God of Love in all of this? It’s much easier to 
think of the God of the writer of Ecclesiastes in the Old Testa-
ment—“Vanity of vanities—all is vanity.” The rich, the powerful, 
the famous—all come to the very same end as the poorest sinner. 
So what’s the use of life? What’s the use of anything?

Perhaps to our surprise, the New Testament message doesn’t 
help us very much. Jesus talks about the rich man who had 
everything in this world—and he ended up in hell fire. He talks 
about a tragedy of his day—eighteen people killed in a building 
collapse in Jerusalem—and all he comments is that “except you 
repent, you will all likewise perish.” He talks about people saving 
their lives, and losing them—and losing their lives and finding 
them. He himself lays down his life on the Cross—indeed, he 
so confronts the leaders of his time in such a way as to make it 
almost impossible for them not to kill him. St. Paul recounts all 
the religious advantages he has had in his life, and then says that 
he counts them all as so much garbage.

So, in our confusion, perhaps it is good to turn to the passage 

A sermon preached at St. Peter’s Anglican Church, Edmonton, April 23, 1995.
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from the Book of Revelation that we had as our second lesson. 
Revelation dates from a very difficult time in the history of the 
early church. Christians were looked on as subversives: they 
would not burn incense to the Emperor, and claimed that Jesus 
was their King. Many of those to whom John was writing would 
have lost friends to persecution, and perhaps faced death them-
selves. The promised return of Jesus Christ hadn’t occurred. And, 
as so often happens in the church, it was just in such a time of 
discouragement, when the hardships of the present life were at 
their worst, that a great mystic writer appeared to show the real-
ity of the life beyond.

As we heard last week—“If in this life only we have hope in 
Christ, we are of all men most to be pitied.” If our idea of what 
life is, is just to be born, to grow old, and to die, then indeed it 
is all ‘vanity’ and emptiness. But there’s more to life than that.

Indeed it is true that in this life, we start to die the moment 
we are born, and none of us are going to escape from the death 
of our bodies. But that’s not the whole story. A tree grows, and 
a tree dies—but during its lifetime, a tree also bears fruit. That 
fruit nourishes others, and gives life to them. More than that, that 
fruit also contains seeds—even a few of which, if planted, will 
continue the life of that tree for another generation. Life, in fact, 
is not a one shot deal. It is a cycle between seed and organism, 
from organism to seed, generation after generation.

Moreover, when we look at the teachings of Jesus, he may 
well take a limited view of our bodily lives—but when it comes 
to fruit, the story is entirely different. Fruit is important. “I am 
the vine, you are the branches” he says. “If you fail to bear fruit, 
you will be burned. Even if you bear fruit, you are going to be 
pruned so that you may bear even more.” As with the fruit, so 
with the seed. The seed of the “word of God” is what the Sower 
sows, and the way that it comes up is of immense importance 
to the spread of the Kingdom of God. Yes, our earthly bodies are 



The Fifth Column Living with Faith

231

subject to death, are wasting away—and as we get older, we all 
begin to feel it. But if we bear fruit and seed during our lives—

‘fruit’ of good works, ‘seed’ of Christian character and example, 
then the cycle is continued, and our lives have not been wasted.

This is not just the maintenance of physical life in the world 
over the generations—though this is true, as we have families, 
and bear and bring up children “in the knowledge and fear of the 
Lord.” It is that the character we develop in this world, as we learn 
(regardless of pain and suffering) to value the good and resist the 
evil, is the seed that will ripen into a new and spiritual life in an 
age to come. Oscar Wilde said that “a chicken is an egg’s way of 
creating another egg.” Is it too much to say that “the Universe is 
Christ’s way of creating brothers and sisters who will share his 
nature”—where in the life of the world to come, we will have the 
character that will enable us to share with Him the responsibility 
of the government of a new heaven and a new earth.

So, in our reading from Revelation today, John talks of Jesus 
as being the king of the world, and we church people being 

“kings and priests.” Not priests in the New Testament sense of the 
‘presbyters’ or elders of the church, but priests in the Old Testa-
ment sense, of those who made sacrifices to God on behalf of the 
people—and particularly, Christ himself, who made the perfect 
sacrifice of himself on behalf of mankind. It is by adopting the 
way of Christ by the sacrifice of ourselves that we, too, whether 
ordained or lay, follow in his Priesthood.

I hope that this will give you courage to look on life from a 
new perspective—the perspective of Easter. From that perspec-
tive, all we strive for in this world is temporary and will not last. 
What is all important is the fruit we bear, and the seed we sow of 
character for our lives in the world to come. “It is sown an earthly 
body. It will be raised a heavenly body.”
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The Easter hymn says it very well:

My flesh in hope shall rest 
And for a season slumber 
Till trump from East to West 
Shall wake the dead in number. 
Had Christ that once was slain 
Ne’er burst his three day prison 
Our faith had been in vain 
But now has Christ arisen, arisen, arisen.

Or, as in the funeral service:

Weeping o’er the grave, we make our song 
Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia.

May this be the song in our hearts, as we face—and conquer—
the troubles of this world this Eastertide.



Pain
March 1991

An incident recorded in St. Matthew’s gospel set me thinking 
recently. Before being nailed to the Cross, Jesus was offered 

“vinegar to drink mingled with gall”—presumably to dull his 
pain—and “when he had tasted thereof, he would not drink it.”

What a contrast to the modern wold, where the smallest head-
ache is the signal for TV commercials promising faster and more 
effective pain relief than the world has ever known, as our just 
reward for the stressful lives we lead!

What concerns me is that pain is not without a purpose in 
nature, nor is it necessarily an evil. Pain is the signal from the 
body to the mind that all is not well: a warning light that some 
part of the body is being mistreated. Sometimes the mistreatment 
comes from outside ourselves, as when we put our hand onto 
a hot stove. In such a case, pain warns us to remove ourselves 
from the source of the injury, and our body is preserved. Some-
times, however, the mistreatment comes from the inside. We may 
fill ourselves with worry, overwork and stress, with suppressed 
hate, resentment and the like and end up with painful physical 
symptoms. At this point, pain in our body can be telling us to 
clean the garbage either out of our minds or out of our lifestyles, 
because it is causing us injury. To suppress such pain with alco-
hol, aspirins or tranquilizers, rather than dealing with its cause, 
is the modern version of ‘shooting the bearer of bad news’, and 
the very height of unwisdom.

I wonder if we are reluctant to feel pain, because anger natu-
rally follows pain, and it has become almost a commonplace of 
Christian thinking that anger is sinful. However, the Sermon on 
the Mount only renders us liable to judgement if we are angry 
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with our brother “without cause”. Ephesians tells us to “be angry, 
but sin not”. If God is to be our example on this subject, literally 
hundreds of Bible references refer to the “anger” or the “wrath” 
of God. In some cases we are told that this anger is “slow”—but 
in many, many of them, no doubt is left at all that it is “fierce”.

Perhaps the lesson from this is that God feels and reacts to 
the pain caused by the sins of humankind very acutely. To feel 
anger, understand it and express it makes it possible to face a 
problem, to reconcile and forgive. Read the Psalms, and one 
sees how often the Psalmist’s relationship to God is established 
after a phase of anger. And to take the question further—is it not 
possible that that loud desolate cry of Jesus from the Cross “My 
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” was a cry, not just of 
pain, but of anger: the anger of Isaac, of Job, of all those saints of 
God who have been tested to the limits of their obedience, by a 
God who seems not to care: a God who originated the downfall 
of humankind by placing a snake in the Garden of Eden?

Of course, the Passion story does not end there. It ends in 
resurrection, redemption, reconciliation. But these treasures of 
the Easter message may perhaps never be ours to enjoy, if we 
do not first go through the experiences of pain—and of anger.



Satan
2006

A sermon I had to give recently on the Book of Job gave me cause 
to think again about the role of Satan in God’s universe. Satan, 
after all, was the angel who by asking God “Does Job serve God 
for nothing?” set in progress God’s permission for the horrible 
disasters with which Job and his family became afflicted.

Satan’s name when translated is “the Adversary.” He is some-
times referred to as the Tempter or the Devil—“one who leads 
astray”, to entice mankind into sin or “missing the mark.” In the 
New Testament letters of Jude and Revelation, he is described as 
a rebellious angel, determined to create mayhem among mortals, 
and destined to eternal punishment at the end of the age. The 
Puritan John Milton, writing in the seventeenth century, devel-
ops this concept in great detail in his great poem: “Paradise Lost.”

Throughout the Bible, we find stories of how its leading 
figures were in one way or another tested. Adam and Eve were 
led astray by the snake in the Garden of Eden. Abraham was 
tested (by God) to offer his son Isaac in sacrifice. Joseph was 
tested by slavery and imprisonment. David was tempted on a 
number of occasions, and sometimes fell. Job was put to the test, 
and Zechariah reports Joshua the High Priest being opposed by 
Satan. In the New Testament, Jesus himself is tempted by Satan, 
as is St. Peter, and the disability of many whom Jesus healed was 
attributed to Satan’s work.

Yet in the Book of Job, the picture is different. Satan is not so 
much God’s enemy, as he is God’s Quality Control Manager. The 
conversation between God and Satan is quite cordial. In this way, 
Job’s sufferings have nothing to do with punishment, and every-
thing to do with testing his loyalty and his faith in God’s ultimate 



The Fifth Column Living with Faith

236

goodness. After all, in the world we know, we have teachers who 
are continually testing their students, to make sure that they 
have understood their lessons. Often these tests are ‘multiple 
choice’—a correct answer is mixed in with a number of plausi-
ble but incorrect alternatives. Sometimes also they are ‘surprise 
tests’—as we often find in the incidents of life. We have Qual-
ity Control Managers in the automobile industry, who deliber-
ately take a perfectly good car off the production line, and run it 
at speed into a concrete wall. This is not because of any hatred 
of cars, or wish to undermine their manufacturer. The aim is to 
ensure that the car, besides being able to take people from A to 
B, will do this in safety, so that if there is an accident the driver 
and passengers will have maximum protection, from seat belts 
and airbags, as well as from energy absorbing design, to keep 
them from injury and harm. In the case of Job, then, Satan is 
God’s obedient servant, bent on ensuring the quality and loyalty 
of those whom God calls into his service.

Needless to say, these two views of the place of temptation 
in this world create two very different views of what Christianity 
is, and how Christians should live.

On the one hand is a religion of doom and gloom, based on 
the threat of hell fire and punishment, where God is by no means 
Almighty, and mankind is brought in to save the situation by fight-
ing valiantly against the evil in the world—not so much the evil 
within oneself, as the perceived evils of others who drink, smoke, 
gamble, fornicate or use drugs, fail to attend church, belong to 
the wrong religion, or fail to observe the Sabbath. A great amount 
of this view came over to North America with the Pilgrim Fathers, 
and colours the views of the ‘religious right’ today.

We find the other view in the letter of James. “My brethren, 
count it all joy when ye fall into manifold temptations; knowing 
this, that the trying of your faith worketh patience ... that ye may 
be perfect and entire, lacking nothing.” God is at work even in 
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our trials. As Joseph told his brothers who sold him into slavery 
“You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good...  I was sent 
before you to preserve life.” 

If they are rightly understood, therefore, we can ‘ace’ life’s 
trials with the same satisfaction as a student enjoys when he 
is able to ‘ace’ a difficult test, and after that enjoy the teacher’s 
commendation of ‘Well done.’ Satan sets the tests. Our joy, with 
the help of the Holy Spirit, is to pass them with flying colours.



The Ten Commandments 
& The Lord’s Prayer

March 2006

I’d like to start by congratulating all you who have braved the 
snow to be here this morning, and especially those responsible 
for clearing the parking lot. Twenty centimeters of snow is not 
to be sneezed at!

Our first lesson today gave us the text of the Ten Command-
ments—the very essence of the Jewish law of the Old Testament, 
delivered by Moses to the people of Israel in the wilderness of 
Sinai after their flight out of Egypt. It raises the question that we 
all in the church have to face—how far do these commandments 
of the Jewish Law bind us in the Christian church, three and a 
half thousand years later?

It’s an important question, because some of the command-
ments of that Law seem out of place in the modern world. If we 
listen to all the Laws of Moses, we cannot wear clothes of two 
different types of cloth. There are many foods we are not allowed 
to eat—including pork, blood and animal fat. There are elabo-
rate rules about inheritance, marriage and sexual relationships, 
debt forgiveness and slavery, as well as a slew of religious cere-
monies and sacrifices that seem completely out of date in this 
modern world.

Matters are made more difficult for us by those who thump the 
Bible and say that every word therein is indeed a commandment 
that we have to obey, particularly when it comes to sex. Fortu-
nately, if you look in our Book of Common Prayer, you will find 
towards the end of it the Thirty Nine Articles, which deal with 
questions of faith from an Anglican point of view. In Article VII, 

A sermon preached at St. Matthais’ Anglican Church, Edmonton, March 19, 2006.
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dealing with the Old Testament, we do have a rational answer.
This Article divides the Old Testament Law into three categories: 
First is that of sacrifices, rites and ceremonies. Following the 

teaching of the Letter to the Hebrews, it is held that these sacri-
fices of the Old Testament were only “shadows of things to come”, 
and have been replaced by the perfect self-sacrifice of Jesus on 
the Cross. They are of historical and symbolic interest only.

A second is that of political organization and civil law. Inher-
itance, marriage, landholding, debt forgiveness, Sabbath obser-
vance, criminal law, employment, civil remedies, sanitation, 
public health, food safety and a whole lot of other things—these 
are all matters that any government has to deal with. We can look 
to these for guidance, but in our own society, we do not slavishly 
have to follow the organizational pattern of a different culture 
and civilization.

Thirdly, though, there are ‘those commandments called 
moral’—covering the way we behave towards God, our fami-
lies and our neighbours, summed up most clearly in these Ten 
Commandments, and particularly the last five of them. Those, 
we are expected to observe.

It reminds me a little of the rules we have for playing games. 
When our children were little, we could pass the time with a game 
of Tic-Tac-Toe. A crosshatch pattern was drawn on paper, and 
each player placed X’s and O’s alternately in the nine spaces so 
created, until one player won by placing three of his symbols in 
a line. At first, a child doesn’t find it important where the X’s and 
O’s are placed, but it doesn’t take long to realize that if you start 
in the middle of an outside row, you may well be beaten: if you 
start in the middle, the player who then goes into a corner can 
force you to a draw, while if you start in a corner, and the other 
player doesn’t go to the middle square, you can probably win. 
What seems like a great choice of options, in fact, very quickly 
turns into a very limited one if we wish to have any chance of 
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success. “Broad is the road that leads to destruction ... narrow 
is the road that leads to life.”

It’s a bit the same in a game like hockey. All sorts of matters 
are set out in the rules of the game set down by the NHL—size of 
rink, size of goal, numbers of players on the ice, length of periods, 
size of goals and goal pads, offences like roughness, high stick-
ing, boarding, fighting and so on, and the penalties for each. The 
NHL even provides referees and linesmen to see that all these 
rules are observed. But your poor hockey player is not finished 
yet. He has also to listen to his coach, who teaches him not so 
much the rules of the game, as the strategies he needs to win it. 
How to do a two on one, or a three on two. How to defend the 
net. How to play different lines at different times.

Now we don’t necessarily all play hockey, or Tic-Tac-Toe. But 
we are all playing the game of life. A lot of the setup, such as physi-
cal laws and laws of government, is pretty well completely beyond 
our control—that’s a given. So we need those Ten Command-
ments, because they give us the strategy by which we are able to 
win that game, no matter what the cultural ground rules may be.

Jesus adopts these Ten Commandments, but he does so in a 
most interesting way. He puts them in the form of a prayer.

The first commandment says “No other Gods but me”. Jesus 
tells us to pray “Our father”.

The second tells us not to make images of God, or worship 
any created thing. Jesus reminds us that the God we pray is in 
the spiritual world: “who art in heaven”.

The third commandment tells us not to despise God’s “name”—
God’s loving and merciful character. Jesus says “Hallowed be 
thy name”.

The fourth commandment deals with our lifestyle. Not 24 
hour full employment seven days a week, but including a day of 
rest with time for God in worship—the Sabbath. Similarly, Jesus 
teaches us to pray “Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done on earth, 
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as it is in heaven.”
Next, we are told to honour our parents “that thy days may 

be long in the land the Lord thy God giveth thee.” Children must 
care for their parents, especially as these require care and feed-
ing when they are no longer able to work. So that when those 
children grow old, their own children will be there to look after 
them. Jesus tells us to ask God to “Give us this day our daily bread.”

Commandments six to nine are those that we can call ‘moral,’ 
and are very brief. They prohibit murder, adultery, theft and false 
witness. Jesus here introduces a difference which gives us a key 
to the difference between Old and New Testaments. On the one 
hand, his Sermon on the Mount sets a standard of conduct that 
we sinful humans cannot expect to achieve—not just no murder, 
but not even to swear at our siblings. Not just no adultery, but no 
lecherous eyeing of the opposite sex. Not just no false witness, 
but “swear not at all.”  

Secondly, we are told to ask God to “forgive us our trespasses, 
as we forgive those who trespass against us,” and Jesus reinforces 
this instruction by commenting at the end of the prayer that our 
forgiveness from God depends on our forgiveness of those who 
sin against us—a new style of life that replaces punishment with 
forgiveness, making peace and healing a possibility in a world 
where nobody other than Christ has obtained one hundred 
percent sinlessness.

The final command is “Thou shalt not covet.” Not to desire 
things that don’t belong to us. We often say “Deliver us from 
evil,” but Jesus’s actual words are “Deliver us from the evil one.” 
That reminds us that in this game of life, we have an Adversary.

The Evil One—who goes by many names, ‘the Devil,’ ‘the 
Tempter,’ ‘Satan,’ ‘Lucifer,’ ‘the Ruler of this world,’ ‘an Evil Spirit’—
has at his heart a commitment to oppose God by making us worship 
the things of this world: to “worship the creature” in whatever 
material form this may be made attractive to us, and ignore the 
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Creator, whose love brought all of this into being. It is the story 
of Faust, the man who sold his soul to the Devil for the sake of 
earthly pleasures, and came to an unpleasant end. And Satan’s 
technique is to offer to us things that belong only to God—King-
dom, Power and Glory—as if he were their owner. Jesus faced 
this in his Lenten fast. The way the Evil One works is to foster the 
very behaviour forbidden in the Commandments—promoting 
the godlessness, the violence, the immorality, the greed and the 
lies that we see all around us in the world today, and are sold to 
us all the time by politicians, the gutter press and the advertis-
ing industry as the keys to pleasure, self-fulfillment and success. 

Whether we realize it or not, our souls are a battleground 
wherein is fought this war between the Spirit of this world, and 
the Holy Spirit—God’s presence that is always on call to help us.

So let me sum up.
The commandments still have their value. Some, dealing 

with ritual and ceremonial, may not be relevant today, but they 
give us some sense of the importance of sacrifice, and of Christ’s 
sacrifice of himself for mankind.

Others, dealing with the rules for the administration of the 
Israelite people, give valuable insight into the elements that any 
community has to look after, and the principles of law that are 
needed to provide all of the community with peace, order, good 
government and a resulting prosperity in which all can take part.

The moral commandments, however, are for us, and cannot 
be ignored or done away with, and in the Christian way of life, 
they are supplemented by a command to forgive “up to seventy 
times seven” times those who do us wrong. 

Twice now, and maybe more, since I lost my daughter to a 
homicide, I have been asked if this terrible event had destroyed 
my faith in God. My answer has been that it has not so much 
destroyed it, as changed it and deepened it. It is very easy to drift 
in one’s religion, thinking that all we have to do is to keep the 
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commandments to the best of our ability—God will surely over-
look a few errors here or there—and gain a seat for ourselves in 
heaven, because we’re surely better than a great number of other 
people we know. That is the religion of the Pharisee.

Two stories from the Old Testament on which I had to preach 
at the time of that loss took me out of that attitude. One was that 
of Absalom—David’s vain son who thought that his aging father 
had passed his best before date (as we might think of some politi-
cians today), and so staged a rebellion to push him off the throne. 
David fled for his life and gathered his army to restore law and 
order. But he gave strict instructions that Absalom’s life should 
be spared. Nonetheless, Absalom’s life was taken by David’s 
general, Joab, and David was heartbroken—“Absalom, my son, 
my son, Would I had died for you, Absalom my son.” David’s grief 
over a son who had tried to depose and kill him was to me an 
eye-opener on the degree to which God loves even his enemies 
who rebel against him. The other was the well-known story of 
Job—a man who was incredibly attentive to all the duties of reli-
gion, and enjoyed great riches and blessings from God. But the 
question arose—is Job a faithful supporter just for what he gets 
out of it? In a very New Testament way, he was made to realize 
that God was not obliged to give Job prosperity just because he 
was so religious. And when Job came to the point of confessing 
that God’s ways were more wonderful that this kind of coin-in-
the-slot religion, God and Job were reconciled, and prosperity 
could return again.

Our Gospel today talks about Jesus cleansing the Temple from 
moneychangers, folks who had turned religion into a commercial 
enterprise. It also talks about the Temple, the place of worship 
established under the Old Covenant, being replaced by Christ’s 
body, raised up in three days rather than forty six years. St. Peter 
and St. Paul both tell us that our bodies are intended also to be 

“Temples of the Holy Spirit.” Can we be so filled with that Spirit 
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that for us also, the desire for wealth and the good things of this 
life take second place to our love of the God who has forgiven 
us, and of his commandments? Can we be so thankful for God’s 
forgiveness and goodness towards us (as Peter was, who led 
the early church even after he had betrayed his Master, or Paul, 
the dedicated evangelist who before his conversion had been a 
persecutor of the church) that we feel the call to spread this good 
news to others, through our speech, our own forgiveness, and 
through our service to others? That is the way in which the war 
against evil can be won.



Unconditional Love
September 2010

There is a fascinating scene towards the end of St. John’s Gospel. 
Jesus meets his disciples by the Sea of Galilee, and serves them 
breakfast after guiding them to an enormous catch of fish. After 
breakfast, he calls out Peter, the disciple who had denied him 
three times in the court of the High Priest the evening of Maun-
day Thursday. He poses a question to him (John 21:15): “Simon, 
son of Jonah, do you love me?” To which Peter replies: “Yes, Lord. 
You know that I love you.” The identical words are repeated for a 
second time by both parties. Finally, Jesus asks the question once 
again, and Peter, exasperated by this time, says “Lord, you know 
everything. You know that I love you,” and is told once again to 

“Take care of my sheep.”
What does not appear in most English translations of this 

story is that there is a subtle and meaningful change in the 
words that Jesus uses, and this could well be what caused Peter 
to become so upset.

What is translated into ‘Love’ in English can be one of four 
different words in the original Greek. Almost always, when Divine 
and Christian love is referred to, the word used is ‘agape’, which 
is most closely rendered as ‘caring’, involving not simply a feel-
ing, but rather a behaviour. That is the word with which Jesus 
addresses Peter. Peter, however, replies using the word ‘philia’, 
which could be rendered ‘You are my friend’. So when Jesus, the 
third time, instead of ‘Do you care?’ asks ‘Are you my friend?’ we 
can understand why Peter gets upset!

God’s love, Divine love, is Covenant love. It is caring that will 
continue regardless of whether we respond to it or not, even 
though in the latter case, the caring may involve the same type 
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of discipline that a caring father gives to a disobedient child. 
Human love is at a lower level. Contract love (philia) is for our 
advantage as much as that of another—“You be nice to me, and 
I will be nice to you, but if you will not, then our relationship is at 
an end,” or as a lawyer would define it, “Termination of Contract 
by Breach.” How many marriages in our modern world are fail-
ing, because what should have been a Covenant has been treated 
as a Contract!

In St. Luke’s Gospel (6:32-35), Jesus is perfectly clear: “If you 
love only the people who love you, why should you receive a 
blessing? Even sinners love those who love them! ... No! Love 
your enemies and do good to them; lend and expect nothing 
back. You will then have a great reward, and be sons of the Most 
High God...”

On the human level, that is a very tall order, and all of us 
likely fall short at times. But that is precisely what this season 
of Pentecost is all about. God’s gift of the Holy Spirit, “to those 
who ask him” (Luke 11:13) is the key by which we are empow-
ered to follow this higher and harder way, the door to the King-
dom of Heaven is opened for us, our life with God and our life 
with our neighbours moves from Contract to Covenant, and the 
Kingdom of Heaven, as a result of God’s faithfulness, becomes 
His precious gift to us.



VI
THE IMPACT OF A MURDER



The Spirits in Prison
August 6, 1988

It’s me, it’s me, it’s me, O Lord, 
Standing in the need of prayer.

I had to make a decision as to whether I should be with you or 
not tonight. I do assure you, it would have been very easy to ring 
up Bud and say I couldn’t be there—and I am sure Bud would 
have understood. But at the back of my mind, I could not get over 
the fact that there couldn’t be such a coincidence in timing in 
this whole matter without the hand of the Lord being somehow 
involved—and if the Lord is saying to me ‘go’ then I’d better go.

Besides, there is something right about my being here with you 
tonight. Perhaps just because of your background you can under-
stand a little bit of what I am talking about. I, and some of you 
also, know firsthand just what murder is. So many people do not.

Only when you have been through something like this do you 
know what it is to lose a child in this way. First there is the awful 
mystery. Cathy has not been at work since lunch; hasn’t picked 
up the children at the day care center. Her husband Tony answers 
the Centre’s phone call and goes around and picks them up.

We phone our friends. No sign of her. We phone the police, 
but they are not interested in missing person until they have been 
gone for 24 hours. They suggest we try the emergency wards of 
the hospitals. We phone them. No success.

Then a rumour reaches us that an unidentified woman’s 
body was found in the Rapid Transit station early in the after-

A sermon preached by Martin Hattersley to the Prison Fellowship Group at the 
Edmonton Institution, shortly after the death of his daughter Catherine Greeve.
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noon. Tony finds Cathy’s car parked downtown. More phone calls. 
We go to pick the car up. It is cold, and looks as if it hasn’t been 
touched all day. We take it to Tony’s home, and find ourselves 
suddenly in the company of police who are already there. Ques-
tions, questions, questions, about our movements, our family, 
about Cathy, the boys.

Finally the news is broken. The body in the L.R.T. station is 
that of our daughter.

After a time to pull ourselves together from the shock of the 
news, it is down to the police station, through corridors and into 
areas we have never seen before: statements, questions, and above 
all, waiting, waiting, waiting—not knowing for what.

Then to the Medical Examiner’s office. There, behind a glass 
panel, to see the Catherine I knew. The same, but not quite the 
same. The left side of her face blackened and bruised. A strange 
expression of pain coupled with surprise on her face. Beneath 
her chin, an unusual redness. But more than anything else, not 
moving, not laughing as we always knew her, not even breathing 
as we knew her when asleep, but still—utterly still.

It is three in the morning before we get to bed, but certainly 
no to sleep. The following day, phone calls, TV cameras outside 
the door, the Press, statements, rumours, pressure, pressure, 
pressure—and infinite sadness.

Earlier this year, I attended a course on healing put on a by 
a husband and wife team of counsellors from the States, John 
and Paula Sandford. They went into some detail into what makes 
people behave as they do: particularly, why so many of us are 
cursed that, even when we want to do right, violence and evil 
are all that come out of us.

God has made man to love, and has made parents to teach 
children what love is. A child when born needs love—needs it in 
the form of attention to its needs for food and warmth, to change 
its diapers, to give it cuddling and affection. Parents are called on 
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to give their children this love, and whatever a child at that early 
age receives from its parents, it interprets as love.

This is fine, if the child indeed receives the love and the care 
it expects to have. But what if it doesn’t? What if it is neglected, 
unfed, unwashed. If it cries, what if its parents beat and abuse 
it to shut it up, rather than deal with its needs? What if the child 
is sexually abused?

The answer is, that this child will interpret whatever it receives 
as love, even if what it receives is really abuse. And having received 
hatred or neglect in infancy, and believed that this is what love is, 
its every effort to express love when it is older will be in actions 
of cruelty and abuse. So a culture of abuse and hatred can spring 
up in one generation, and be passed on from parent to child from 
generation to generation, if nothing happens to stop it. As Jesus 
said: “If the light that is in you is darkness, how great is that dark-
ness!” How great indeed!

All of what I have given you so far is the bad news. The good 
news I have to give you is that God has given to man a way out of 
this mess, and I would like to talk to you about that also.

The first step in this way back is simply the nature of God. God 
is love. One of the hobbies I used to pursue in my basement at 
one time was a model railroad. I guess people like model rail-
roads as a hobby just because it gives them a chance to play 
God. We can create our own world, and make things happen in 
it. Quickly, however, we find that all does not go exactly accord-
ing to plan. Trains derail, switches don’t always work; I used to 
have the greatest trouble with my speed controllers, which ever 
so often would go up in smoke. Whatever it was, however, what 
I noticed was that what gave the most trouble also got the most 
attention. The whole railroad had to work. If some part of the 
track, some engine, some rolling stock, was giving trouble, the 
whole railroad would come to a standstill, as I left everything to 
put right whatever was not working.
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God is like that. He has created the world. He has his idea of 
how it ought to work. Things don’t always work out as well as 
they should in His universe, because most of us aren’t as perfect 
as we ought to be, but there He is, the eternal engineer, ready 
always to fix us up, clean us, straighten us, mend us, rewire us, 
so that at the last we will fit into His universe the way He always 
wanted us to be. There is no limit to His patience. His concern 
applies to the worst of us—who get more attention than those 
who don’t cause problems. This we can count on: it is the first 
stage of the solution.

The second stage is, that God has given us the Law. Through 
the Bible and the leaders of ancient times, He has told us the 
way of life we can follow in order to be able to live at peace with 
Him and our fellow men. The basic code is the Ten Command-
ments—which tell us not to steal or murder, to be faithful to our 
wives, to tell the truth, to honour our parents, and not to covet 
things that belong to other people. These commandments tell us 
also how to relate to him—to worship no other God, to honour 
His name, to respect His times of rest, and to put Him first in 
our lives. People who do this don’t get in trouble. A nation that 
lives by these rules is strong and peaceful—a good place to live.

This is great in theory, but the trouble about the Law is that 
it is a bit too perfect—and we are not perfect. The Law is great if 
we keep it, but if we don’t, the same Law that says we won’t have 
trouble if we keep it, also says that we will have trouble if we break 
it. And most of us do break the Law, and most of us make trou-
ble not just for ourselves, but also for others, by doing this, and 
trouble means suffering—not just for us, but also for innocent 
people, if you and I are as sinful as most of the rest of the world, 
the Law is no comfort to us. All it does is tell us we’re in trouble.

God has to give us something better, and in the third stage, 
He does. The Law is sometimes called the Old Covenant—the 
old arrangement between God and Man, in which God prom-
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ises that if we will be good to Him, He will be good to us. We need 
an arrangement that will help people who have broken his law—
people who are sinners. To deal with our sin, God has given us, 
through His son Jesus Christ, a new arrangement—a new cove-
nant—a new deal.

The terms of the new arrangement are quite clear. God will 
no longer worry about our sins. He proves it by allowing His son 
to be put to death on a cross even though He was innocent. He 
just wants one thing from us. Just as we have been forgiven by 
God through the death of Jesus, so we are expected to forgive 
others the sins they do in a place like this. It’s something differ-
ent—even dangerous. It’s following a Christ who lost His life for 
the sake of what He believed in. It’s something that can cost you 
your life, too.

I am told that a number of you today were baptized. This is a 
great day for you, because in this Baptism is shown exactly what 
all this new covenant is all about. Through the symbol of water, 
we allow God to put to death the person that we once were. We 
allow God to give us a new nature, the character of Christ himself.

I gather that one of the problems you have in a jail like this is 
of people getting depressed and wanting to kill themselves. So 
many people, also, go half way there by attacking their bodies 
and their minds with alcohol and with drugs. The strange thing 
is, they’re not completely wrong. The sort of person we are does 
have to die. The good news of the Christian life is that there is a 
way of dying that can leave us more alive than ever. My fourth 
piece of good news is that not only does God love us, tell us how 
to live, and forgive us when we go wrong—He gives us a way of 
ending our old lives and putting on something entirely new.

Jesus died on the Cross. Imagine yourself, also, along with Him, 
dying, and being laid in a grave. Imagine yourself lying from Friday 
evening, cold and in the dark, through Saturday—the Sabbath, 
the day of rest. Then, as the dawn breaks on the Sunday, new life 
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comes to you. The stone is rolled away from the dark prison of 
the grave. Life is yours—but it is a new life. You can consider that 
your old body, your old way of life, is dead. The life you now live 
is the life of Jesus Christ, risen from the dead, living inside you. 
Living a life that will never end, even with earthly death, because 
it is already the life of heaven.

This is what your Baptism means. That is why we need not 
despair, even in the presence of death. May God be with you as 
you go forward as new men into the Christian life ahead of you. 
It may not be easy—but it will be Life—LIFE with a capital ‘L’!



Would I Had Died For Thee
August 14, 1988

The passage which forms our Old Testament reading today 
is from a part of the Bible late in the Second Book of Samuel, 
called ‘The Court History of David’. Essentially, it treats the part 
of David’s career when, after the death of Saul, he at last becomes 
the unchallenged King of Israel, and develops his power and 
prestige, and extends the boundaries of his Kingdom, up to the 
time of his death.

One would have expected this to be a period of sweetness and 
light in David’s life, with well-deserved rest, appreciation and 
recognition after years of unjustified persecution. Alas, it didn’t 
work out that way. The ‘Throne of David’ was a difficult throne 
to sit on! David’s enemies, from this point on, came from within 
his family, not from outside, but nevertheless were just as deadly.

The great value of this account of David’s history is that, read-
ing between the lines of this section of the Old Testament, we 
can see in David a picture of God—the Bible calls him “a man 
after God’s own heart”. The picture that we see here of the nature 
of God, expressed in the actions of this King, is both profound 
and provocative.

The background to today’s passage dealing with Absalom’s 
death is an involved and not very pleasant story. David was a 
great lover, and sometimes, like Hamlet, he loved ‘not wisely but 
too well.’ Besides his proverbial love for Saul’s son Jonathan, he 
had a number of wives, and by them a number of children. Their 
upbringing and behaviour left a great deal to be desired. One of 
the comments, for instance, that the Scripture makes on one son, 
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Adonijah (who tried to make himself King in David’s declining 
years) was that “never in his life had his father corrected him, or 
asked why he behaved as he did.”

Other brothers were guilty of equally unsavoury actions. One 
of these, named Ammon, had developed a crush on his half-sister 
Tamar, and securing her presence in the privacy of his bedroom 
by a trick, first raped her, and then abused and rejected her. The 
story became known, but David did nothing to punish Ammon. 
Another, elder, son Absalom, upset by what had happened, took 
time to plan his revenge. Two years later, he threw a banquet, 
invited Ammon as a guest, and had him murdered. Thereafter, 
Absalom set himself up in open rebellion against King David.

David therefore had to flee from his life from Jerusalem. Cross-
ing the brook Kidron, he climbed Eastwards up the Mount of 
Olives, and out to the desert—a historic route that Jesus would 
himself follow on his own journey to the garden of Gethsemane. 
Absalom lacked the courage to capture David and secure a quick 
victory. David’s forces gradually rallied to him, and a pitched 
battle took place east of the river Jordan, in the forest of Ephraim.

Before the battle, David had given his troops strict orders to 
take Absalom alive. In the course of the battle, Absalom’s long hair 
caught in the branches of a tree in the forest, his mule moved on, 
and Absalom was left, a sitting target, hanging in mid-air by his 
long and beautiful hair. The first soldiers to come on the scene 
refrained, as ordered, from taking Absalom’s life. David’s general, 
Joab, however, quickly saw to it that Absalom was speared to 
death. Our lesson opened today as the news reached King David, 
and we see David racked by uncontrollable grief at the death of 
his son Absalom—this treacherous rebel—even to the point of 
making the Israelites ashamed of winning the victory and restor-
ing David to his throne. “Absalom, my son, my son,” weeps David, 

“would I had died for thee, Absalom my son!”
Joab rebuked David, and insisted that he show his loyal troops 
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more gratitude. Nevertheless, the absolute, unfeigned grief of 
David over the death of this vain, treacherous and conceited 
rebel moves our hearts now as much as it must have the hearts 
of the people of Israel three thousand years ago.

If David in this story symbolizes God the Father, what does this 
all mean? We can understand the love of a father for his children, 
and grief at their death—but when the boy was such a wastrel, 
when the King himself had nearly lost his life and his Kingdom, 
and his wives had been defiled by the actions of his child, one 
would have expected love to have been tempered with a little 
common sense. Certainly General Joab thought so. Moreover, if 
only David had exercised just a little bit of discipline towards all 
his boys as they grew up, wouldn’t the whole family have been a lot 
better for it? The writer of the story obviously thought David was 
a lot too lenient to be much good as a father! Is God the same? In 
fact, is God a bad father—too soft and loving for our own good?

I wonder if, by human standards, the answer is ‘Yes’. We, 
humankind, children of God, have been utterly spoiled, as Absa-
lom was. We have been given an incredibly marvellous universe 
to inhabit, and we ourselves are part of it. We know, from God’s 
revelations to man, what we need to do to preserve this world, 
develop it, and carry out His purposes of harmony and reconcil-
iation. Sinners that we are, we ignore his laws, raise ourselves up 
in rebellion and revenge every bit as bitter as Absalom, drive our 
Father from the seat of authority, and kill his son. Yet God still 
loves us. In the middle of all this hate, pride, vainglory and rebel-
lion, He does not glory if we get our just deserts—He is mortified. 
He weeps “Would I had died for thee, Absalom, my son, my son.”

One truth that has come deeply home to me in recent weeks 
is the concept of the depth of God’s love—not just in creating the 
world for us, but in leaving us so utterly free either to wreck it, or 
to try to build it and redeem and restore it. God’s incredible love 
goes way beyond the mere rewarding of good deeds with thanks 
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and benefits. It is a deep, deep love to death for the most unworthy, 
dangerous and rebellious of sinners. God himself would rather 
die than suffer the death of even the worst of sinners.

O love, how deep, how broad, how high 
It fills the heart with ecstasy!

As we come to the Lord’s table, remembering this story of Absa-
lom, how it reminds us of Christ, who indeed aid down his life in 
the same spirit for sinners. It is indeed a true saying, and worthy 
of all men to be received, that Christ Jesus came into the world 
to save sinners. And this was not just some exercise in spinning 
words. It was because he had such an estimate of the worth of 
even the vilest of humankind, that Christ would die rather than 
see them perish.

Is God a bad father? He has certainly raised a bunch of spoiled 
brats among his children on earth, and those who keep his laws 
spend much of their time cleaning up the mess, binding up 
wounds, suffering the consequences of the sins of others, and 
trying to stop this planet’s entire ruination. Like the armies of 
Israel, they are expected to save the day, starve, fight and sweat, 
and at the end of it all, be treated as lepers by their King who 
is bawling his head off because some poor sinner, contrary to 
orders, is given his just deserts.

If we are among the ninety and nine just people who need 
no repentance, God is very unfair in his demands on us, just as 
General Joab says. But if we are that one lost sinner, whose pride, 
rebellion and vanity have in the end led him to the brink of destruc-
tion—O thank God for such love. Thank God for a Jesus who out 
of his love for even the worst of sinners, died to be our Saviour!

Most of us in a typical Sunday church congregation are like 
the ninety nine sheep who have put up with less than perfect care, 
because their shepherd is out looking for the last, lost member 
of the flock straying on the mountains. We are in the position 
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the elder brother of the prodigal son, who stayed with his father 
keeping the farm going, while his younger brother was spending 
the family fortune—and then was expected to be happy when 
this wastrel came home. We are like the members of Israel’s 
army, who after fighting their best, are rebuked for not saving 
the life of their greatest enemy. We all face the real temptation of 
losing our patience with God, of being unsatisfied with our pay, 
because those hired later generously received the same wages 
as we do. Yet it is precisely this accepting this unfair load with 
cheerfulness that marks us as ‘children of our father in heaven’. 
It is by bearing such burdens that we become “conformed to the 
image of his Son”!

It is a hard lesson for good, right thinking and right acting 
religious folk to learn, that God is who He is, not what we think 
He ought to be. Yet the truth is, that the greatest saints, by God’s 
mercy, are often people who once were the greatest of sinners. 
Where would the church be, if Ananias had not ministered to his 
greatest enemy, Saul, persecutor of the church, later to be known 
as Saint Paul? If Saint Monica had not prayed for the conversion 
of her dissolute son, the later Saint Augustine? If Jesus had not 
welcomed back Peter into the number of the disciples, after being 
denied three times? What would the history of Israel have been, if 
Absalom had survived and repented, and gone on to be the next 
King of Israel, greater perhaps than Solomon, and more faithful, 
because he had gone to the limits of rebellion and sin, and real-
ized that he must turn back from them? God’s way to sainthood, 
in fact, perhaps comes not from avoiding evil, but from follow-
ing it to the limit, until the perpetrator himself is disgusted. Then 
come repentance, and that deep sorrow and hatred for all that 
is evil that can be the mainspring of a saintly life. The greatest 
persecutors of the church, by this reasoning, are not simply to be 
tolerated or forgiven: we are to see in them the potential leaders 
of our church, and pray and work for their conversion.
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Joab was wrong, and David, in his grief, truly reflects God’s 
sorrow at our lack of love for the sinful. May we, in our churches, 
learn to reflect this terribly costly love that God gives to us, but 
also demands of us, in caring for those who go astray.



Suffering
August 21, 1988

It’s good to be back with you in St. Peter’s. Last week, I was help-
ing out with services at St. Matthias—the old Saint Barnabas. I 
like visiting other churches, because each one of them has some 
special little thing that makes it unique. At St. Matthias, I noticed 
that children are admitted to Communion at a very early age, 
and it was a wonderful thing to give the bread into the hands of 
children of two or three years old, a visible sign that they, too, are 
full members of the church family.

This was not always allowed. At the first General Synod I ever 
attended, I remember a discussion on the subject of admitting 
children to communion—at that time, too daring a thing even to 
think about. One of the speakers, no doubt with tongue in cheek, 
described what when on in his church. “We have all the children 
in the church for the first part of the service,” he said, “and we 
finish that part of the service with some children’s hymn, perhaps:

When mothers of Salem their children brought to 
Jesus 
The stern disciples drove them back, and bade 
them depart …

After that, the children go out to Sunday School, and we go on 
to Communion without them!”

I don’t know whether it was that speech that persuaded the 
House of Bishops shortly afterwards to issue their ‘guidelines’, 
clearly establishing the right of children, under proper supervision, 
to take Communion before confirmation. At any rate, we have, 
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in past years, seen children come to Communion at an earlier 
and earlier age. Some people wonder if they should, since they 
perhaps do not have a full intellectual appreciation of the mean-
ing of the Holy Communion. (I wonder who does!) My own justi-
fication for allowing this comes from an incident at our supper 
table, several years ago now, at which our youngest, Janet, then 
aged 3, learned for the first time that the meat she was eating had 
once been a living animal. Her face dropped, she pushed away 
her place, and said very quietly “I don’t think I want any meat!”

It is this same revulsion from the enormity of what Jesus was 
saying in our gospel passage today, that caused many in the 
crowds to fall away from Him. It is from passages like this, after 
all, that Christians in the early Roman Empire were accused of 
cannibalism at their Eucharists. It would be much nicer if we 
could stay at arm’s length from Jesus, have an ice cream cone 
together, perhaps, but nothing so close and personal: nothing 
that involved such suffering to Our Saviour, as for us to eat His 
body so that it would become part of our body. After all, we are 
what we eat! Too much eating Jesus, and we might start turning 
into people who do the same thing for others, and it’s obviously 
a painful thing to do!

You will recall that I was speaking to you three Sundays ago—
and what an eternity it seems!—on the subject of suffering. I 
spoke about the suffering that we bring upon ourselves through 
our sins. I also spoke of the suffering that we bring to other inno-
cent people through our sins, in the story of David, and the first 
child of his illicit union with Bathsheba. But because it was not 
the main topic of my sermon, I skipped a part of my notes, and 
only indirectly alluded to a third category of suffering, the cate-
gory of Job or St. Paul, which I classified simply as ‘none of the 
above’. It is to this third category that I want to turn today.

A little further on from today’s reading in John’s gospel, in 
Chapter 9, we see Jesus being asked a question about a man 
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born blind:

Master, who did sin, this man or his parents, that 
he was born blind?

Jesus answered,

Neither hath this man sinned, nor his parents, but 
that the works of God should be made manifest in him.

From this short interchange, we can see quite clearly that, in 
Jesus’s mind, here is a category of suffering that is quite removed 
from sin. We might perhaps call it “suffering to reveal the glory 
of God.” We see it in this blind man, now delivered by Jesus from 
his darkness. We see it in the Old Testament story of Job, where 
unmerited suffering led him in the end to a fuller, deeper percep-
tion and acceptance of God. We see it in St. Paul, who fervently 
prayed that some bodily ailment—‘a thorn in the flesh’—would 
depart from him. God’s reply was brief and to the point,

My grace is sufficient for you, for my strength is made 
perfect in weakness.

Again, the glory of God is revealed in human weakness—a 
theme that St. Paul comes back to again and again in his letters. 
Jesus himself prayed fervently in Gethsemane to be spared his 
hour of trial: the end of it all was not deliverance, but accep-
tance of the suffering of the Cross. The same petition—“lead us 
not into temptation,” or in the modern version “save us from the 
time of trial”—is prayed by millions every day in obedience to 
Our Lord’s command—yet millions every day still suffer their 
times of trial and testing.

Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteous-
ness’ sake, says Jesus, for theirs is the Kingdom of 
Heaven. Blessed are you, when men shall revile you, 
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and persecute you, and say all manner of evil against 
you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice, and be exceedingly 
glad, for great is your reward in heaven, for so perse-
cuted they the prophets which were before you.

As we look at these cases, and indeed at the world outside, 
where disease and natural disasters can cause suffering quite 
the equal of any caused by human sin and cruelty, we are forced 
to recognize that trials and suffering, at least in some cases, are 
part of God’s training of our characters. It applies to ourselves, 
just as it applied to Jesus Christ, who, according to the writer of 
the letter to the Hebrews,

...though he were a Son, yet learned the obedience 
by the things which he suffered, and being made 
perfect, he became the author of eternal salvation 
to all them that obey him.

The character of Jesus, apparently, was not complete until he 
had passed through the test of suffering. We, who aim to become 

‘children of our Father who is in heaven,’ have to accept this disci-
pline of obedience also.

This suffering is necessary, in the end, because it is the only 
way in which we can be taught what the character of God really 
is. Of course, from the earliest days of the Church, we have 
acknowledged that character to have been displayed in Jesus 
Christ: the suffering servant, the Master who washed his disci-
ples’ feet. We often enough accept this in a kind of grudging 
faith. What we find almost impossible to accept, and especially 
so since the time when Constantine made Christianity an ‘offi-
cial’ religion, is that this Jesus, suffering on the Cross and raised 
from the dead, is indeed the image of God the Father also. The 
church would much prefer to think of God the Father as a kind of 
glorified Roman emperor, ruling by His whim, and casting some 
souls into heaven, and some into hell, giving pain to some, and 
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an easy passage to his special favourites. This might be nice, if it 
were true, but it is not. Look at Jesus on the Cross. The roughest 
treatment of all was reserved for God’s only son!

The picture of God much nearer the truth is one that Jesus 
gives over and over again in his parables: the ruler betrayed by 
an unfaithful steward; the father agonizing over the rebellion of 
his son; David, deposed from the throne by his son Absalom, yet 
still praying that Absalom’s life be spared, and inconsolable in his 
grief on learning of his death. The secret of the character of God 
that this kind of suffering teaches, is that our heavenly Father is 
a sufferer too. It is through God’s self-giving that Creation exists 
at all. Such is God’s love that mankind has been given the unfet-
tered privilege of ruining it all if he so desires. It is man’s compas-
sion for the suffering of others that this would cause that is the 
chief motive that prevents mankind from doing just that. It is 
to those who are specially devoted to Him that He reveals this 
final secret of His character. They are given the strange privilege 
of sharing in some way in these sufferings—which are the birth 
pangs of His new creation. They are privileged to share the fierce 
joy of paying the price of suffering, as the cost of participating 
in the redemption of the world. They are the ones privileged to 
share at the marriage feast thrown by the King of Heaven—and 
the menu at that banquet is lamb.

“As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, 
so he who eats me shall live because of me.” So says Jesus, explain-
ing the source of the life giving power that welled up from within 
him. It would not be right for me to leave this topic, however, with-
out one last word of explanation. We are used to physical food 
that comes from animals that have been killed: the animal dies, 
we live, and that is all. Christ’s food is the spiritual food of Love, 
and the more that kind of food is consumed, the more there is:

Love is nothing till you give it away… 
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And you end up having more

as the popular song says. To experience the love of Christ, we 
must draw on it deeply, for the more we receive, the more there 
is to receive. And the same love within us must be passed on, to 
humanize a grasping and sinful world, by our giving and forgiving 
our fellow human beings. No matter what the cost to ourselves 
in the suffering we may be called on to bear—all is as nothing for 
the surpassing worth of knowing God through Jesus Christ, who, 
for the joy that was set before Him, gave His life for mankind in 
suffering on the Cross.



The Armour of God
August 28, 1988

For the past few weeks, our Epistles have been taken from Paul’s 
letter to the Ephesians. Today, we reach both the climax and the 
ending of the letter—the wonderful and well known passage tell-
ing us to “put on the whole armour of God.”

Out of many wonderful letters that St. Paul wrote, this one to 
Ephesus is perhaps the most outstanding. In it, St. Paul is at his 
most ambitious. He lays out for us nothing less than his concept 
of the whole eternal purpose that lies behind God’s creation of 
the Universe, and the impact of this purpose on ourselves.

The latter has, therefore, a very definite structure. It starts 
with the eternal purpose of God, and works outwards, firstly to 
the spiritual powers of the heavenly places, then into the path 
of redemption and so into the daily life of the church and of the 
believer—a descent that takes us from the most sublime contem-
plation of things into which angels do not dare to look, down to 
such a practical advice that “Let him who stole, steal no more.” 
At the end of it all, comes this glorious passage describing the 
warfare in which we are engaged, and the armour we should be 
wearing to win it.

In its most general way, this eternal purpose is outlined in 
chapter 1 and verse 10 as follows:

That the Universe, all in heaven and on earth, might 
be brought to a unity in Christ.

As the instrumentality to achieve this unity, by which even spir-
itual powers opposed to God will eventually be brought into 
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subjection, we find the Church—this frail and very human, yet 
divine, institution to which we belong. In chapter 3, verse 10, we 
read of God’s purpose being hidden through ages:

In order that now, through the Church, the wisdom 
of God in all its varied forms might be made known 
to the rulers and authorities in the realms of heaven.

It is an incredible vision. It means that this church—this gathering 
of us sinful mortals Sunday by Sunday for the praise and honour 
of almighty God, with all our faults, jealousies and imperfections 
that we know only too well—has been catapulted into the front 
line of a cosmic conflict as a demonstration to the antagonistic 
powers of heaven of the superior power of love to all their appar-
ent strength. Truly, if we believe this, the foolishness of God must 
surpass the wisdom of men! But if we accept Paul’s argument, 
then, quite simply, it will be the manner in which the Church 
resists the temptations and strengths of the powers of this world 
that will demonstrate the invincibility of God’s law of love, and 
bring the whole Universe into harmony under the leadership of 
Christ. God’s whole reputation—the success of His enterprise 
in creating this world—hangs on the faithfulness, morale, and 
will to win of this army in which we enlisted as soldiers at our 
Baptism, that is, his Church.

In this war in which we are engaged, who is our enemy? Who 
are these spiritual powers, endeavouring to control the world 
that God intended should be united under Christ?

One of these powers is the Economic power: the power of 
money, of the business world, of physical things needed to satisfy 
physical needs. The power that asked Jesus in the wilderness to 
satisfy his hunger by turning stones into bread. The power that 
persuaded Judas to sell his Master for thirty pieces of silver. The 
power that through the fear of poverty drives so many to avarice, 
exploitation of man and environment, cruelty, inhumanity, slav-
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ery. The power of Mammon, which has money for armaments, 
but not for food, and which even now, decrees suffering, poverty 
and starvation to large parts of the world, through mysterious 
and ill-explained economic ‘laws’.

Another power is the Political power: the power of soldiers, 
police and the State, coercing men into doing deeds that harm 
their fellow men, through the fear of punishments, or the fear 
that our fellow men, unless repressed, will break out and do us 
injury. The power that promised Jesus in the wilderness the rule 
of all the kingdoms of the world, if only he would bow down and 
worship it. The power that seduced Nebuchadnezzar, Alexander, 
Julius Caesar, Tamerlane, Genghis Khan, Napoleon, Hitler, and a 
host of other, lesser, would-be world conquerors to their doom. 
The power that even today imprisons so many of mankind under 
dictatorships and totalitarian governments of many different hues.

A third power is that of Tradition. The power of apparently 
immutable laws that were once of great value, and now have 
become hindrances to progress. The power of an enforced belief—
the scientifically proved ‘god’ who has demonstrated Himself by 
a miracle of throwing Himself safely down from the Temple—
the concept of God that the Chief Priests were so sure of, that 
they crucify the Son of God for blasphemy when He failed to fit 
into their mould. The power that cannot allow God Himself to 
enjoy free will, but insists that He walk within their narrow little 
bounds, for the sake of the consistency of their theological laws.

These are powers that, day after day in dozens of different 
ways, influence and control our lives. They are necessary for the 
orderly functioning of the world—but as servants under God, not 
taking God’s place and claiming to be worshipped themselves. 
Each is capable in some way or another, of placing a false God 
in the place of the true Creator of the world. They claim that 
honours and reverence are due to riches, to wisdom, to politi-
cal power. Yet all of them, as Paul points out in his letter to the 
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Colossians, “have been made a public example of,” because they 
are the powers that, individually and together, were responsi-
ble for the crucifixion of the Son of God. What reverence can 
we give to money, if money sold Jesus for the price of a slave? 
What reverence can we give to military power, if a timid Pilate 
sacrificed his conscience and Jesus’s life, because he feared his 
soldiers could not control a riot? What reverence can we give 
to our traditions, our laws, and our culture, if by those laws, the 
Son of God must die?

Christ has led the way, and in his train, year by year and 
century by century, the saints and martyrs of the church have 
fallen into line, and themselves defied poverty, defied popes, 
defied emperors, sacrificing their lives if need be, rather than give 
way to “spiritual wickedness in high places.” We too, are called 
to participate in this battle, and we must do so recognizing that 
this is not play acting. It is war to the death, in which the pain 
and the casualties are real. We are not going to escape without 
our bruises, heartaches and scars. It has been the blood of the 
martyrs that has been the seed of the church. It is our lives, our 
wealth and our comfort that have to be laid down, if we truly 
follow Christ’s path to “overcome evil with good.”

To fight this war, we are given six weapons, besides the weapon 
of prayer. Five of them are defensive, and only one, the Word of 
God, is offensive.

The first weapon of our defence is Truth. The powers of this 
world depend on lies to stir up our fears and secure our compli-
ance. The world is full of Emperors parading without their clothes 
on—but it is a bold child who will, as in the Hans Anderson story, 
point the fact out. And we are to be properly clothed with the 
truth ourselves.

Secondly, the breastplate of Righteousness—one transla-
tion says ‘integrity’. What kind of witness does the Church give 
to the world if its own conduct does not pass examination? I am 
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reminded of the old lady who made it a point of wearing clean 
underclothing at all times—just in case she fell under a bus and 
was taken to hospital, so she would not be ashamed. Something 
of that spirit of being ready to be examined, to be audited, any 
time no matter what time, is another weapon of our defense.

We have also to wear the helmet of Salvation—our assurance 
of being loved by God which saves us from going on ‘mind trips’ 
of doubt, which lead us to faithlessness and failure. How many 
dizzying blows to the head we can receive—often enough from 
modern, skeptical theology—if we will not rest in the assurance 
given us by the Gospel record of the incredible, eternal, sacri-
ficial love of God to humankind, all of us, revealed to us by the 
cross of Jesus Christ?

Our feet are to be shod with the preparation of the Gospel of 
Peace. Some people interpret this as being guided in our jour-
neyings by the needs of the Gospel. I rather think of a different 
picture—of hard, hand to hand combat in which the enemy has 
fallen to the ground, and I only need to put my boots to his face 
to put him out of action for ever. But I hold my action and extend 
mercy, not sacrifice. It reminds one of the mildness of the arch-
angel Michael reported in the letter of Jude, who, when disputing 
with the devil over the body of Moses, used words no stronger 
than “the Lord rebuke you.”

Fifthly, Faith is our shield. The enemy is throwing fiery darts 
at us—Greek fire in those days, napalm in ours. Faith, actively 
wielded against the attack, keeps our bodies from being singed 
and burnt away in these attacks.

Our offensive weapon is a single one—the sword of the Spirit, 
the Word of God. That Word of God is Christ, and it is in demon-
strating the nature and power of Christ’s love in our lives and in 
our conduct to others that we go on the offensive: our generos-
ity and kindness ultimately makes the other powers wither away, 
because in a world where all are impelled by Love, there is no 
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need for them.
Beyond this, lies prayer—the communications system between 

an army and its General that makes His strategy prevail. Prayer 
is how we call up the reinforcements we need. Prayer is how we 
ourselves receive our orders in order to fight effectively in this war.

So we are equipped as individual soldiers, and with these 
weapons we need not fear to go into battle. But I would like to 
make one last point.

Soldiers do not fight alone. This passage is addressed not just 
to them, but to the Army as a whole—the whole organized church. 
It is not a pretty picture in church history how often this army 
has been close to capture by the forces of the enemy—forces of 
greed, of stagnation, of political ambition. How many leaders of 
the organized church, over history, thought they were leading 
their church to success by using their temporal power to further 
their organization? There have been times when it seems as if 
the whole church has been ambushed and spiritually routed 
as a result of such bad generalship. It is a problem as serious in 
the Church today as ever in the past: the Church must never be 
deflected from its path of witness to God’s love, by fear of poverty, 
by fear of persecution, or by fear of breaking with tradition.

The war is fierce, and the combat hand-to-hand. At stake is 
the proof in the spiritual world of the wisdom of God’s way of 
love. God is relying on His church to believe, to be faithful and 
to stand its ground. We have promised to do this, each one of us, 
in our baptism. What is at stake is monumental in its importance. 
God depends on us, the Church, to fight for Him, and to win.

Are you ready for the battle?



Bereavement
September 1988

One of the strange results of a bereavement is the effect it has 
on relationships.

What once was accepted, familiar, even taken for granted, 
has suddenly been put in question. Familiar places are suspect: 
they may contain dangers we had never before thought about. 
Familiar people are perhaps not the same as before. We feel guilty 
that we may have hurt them through the sorrow of our own trag-
edy. Our everyday bearings in a world which used to move so 
smoothly have been disturbed. Familiar worries and ambitions 
are out of place—they have become so ridiculously unimport-
ant in the face of graver matters. Our compass no longer points 
to the magnetic pole we knew, and we have to reset it.

So part of the process of recovering from a bereavement is 
precisely this one of recapturing lost territory. To go downtown 
has never before been anything very difficult. To go downtown to 
the location where a murder has been committed is something 
else. To go to a public washroom to relieve oneself is nothing 
spectacular. To go to the particular washroom in the Churchill 
L.R.T. station where one’s daughter was killed is an act of cour-
age, even of defiance.

So with people. In our minds, the crime of one person puts the 
fidelity of the whole human race in doubt. How easy to become a 
recluse, to trust nobody, to hide behind a cloak of mourning and 
self-pity. How easy to hate, to give way to stress, to fail to allow for 
the stress that others are under as well. Person by person, like an 
electrical system after a power failure, our relationships have to 
be checked out and rendered operative once again. Until then, 
an invisible barrier exists between us and our fellows, which can 
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so easily over time harden into stone.
The good news of bereavement is, however, of the incredible 

compassion and sympathy of ordinary people, impotent, often 
enough, to do anything more than express their grief in a letter 
or card, and add their prayers to the thousands already being 
offered. Sympathy expressed in cards, in letters, in flowers, in food, 
in kind deeds beyond the call of duty, in a visit, a handshake, a 
prayer, a tear or a hug—how much these mean! The shock and 
horror that others share with us is a step back for us to normalcy. 
Our grief at something so horrific and unexpected is shown to 
us to be normal, when we witness the same reaction in others.

The most remarkable experience is to find oneself quietly made 
a member of an invisible club—a club with many more members 
than one would ever realize—the fellowship of those who have 
suffered. The owner of a pizza store, whose brother was shot ten 
years ago by a sniper in Lebanon. The elderly lady whose sister 
was the victim of a yet unsolved break-in and murder. The widow 
whose husband never came back from the war. Parents whose 
children have disappeared or who have died. For a moment the 
scars and the suffering, normally borne in silence, are displayed 
as a kind of secret badge of membership. Then they are put away 
again, so that the world as a whole will be spared the anguish of 
another’s private grief. But the bond has been established, and 
will always be there.

There is no way of joining this club except by a path that no 
member would wish even on his worst enemy. Yet, the entrance 
fee once paid, few indeed are those who would go back to the 
days before their sorrow struck them. Members of this commu-
nity have been forced by events to dig very deeply within them-
selves. Strangely enough, it is from these depths that they have 
recovered a hidden treasure of peace and joy in the midst of 
sorrow, of more value to them than anything the world can offer.



Fatherhood, Faith, and Freewill
November 10, 1989

Thank you so much for asking me to share my story with you 
tonight. I am happy to see so many of you here, and extra tables 
being brought in. I do want to apologize to your President, Alan 
Brager, because I hesitated for some time after receiving his invi-
tation to speak to you tonight, without saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’, before 
saying that I would come. That is always an awkward thing for 
speakers to do to people running meetings of this kind.

My reason for hesitating was this. November 10th is my birth-
day. It is a birthday that I share with my daughter Cathy Greeve, 
who was murdered in a subway station on the Edmonton L.R.T. 
just over a year ago. So today is a rather special day, and it carries 
some bitter-sweet memories. Forgive me, then, if what I say 
tonight is a little bit personal.

Let me start by giving you some background about my own 
spiritual life. I was born in England in 1932, and brought up 
in a good religious home as a regular attender at the Anglican 
church. I went to a boarding school where religious instruction 
was a regular part of the curriculum, and daily Chapel was the 
routine. I did well in my studies, and ended up with a Scholar-
ship to Cambridge University. In those days, shortly after World 
War II, all young men reaching 18 were drafted for two years of 
military service, so after completing school I was drafted as a 
rather reluctant soldier, along with a good number of other rather 
reluctant soldiers, into the Royal Artillery.

In the stress and loneliness of Army life, I found myself disap-

This lecture was given in response to an invitation from the Camrose Full Gospel 
Businessmen’s Association, at a dinner about fifteen months after Cathy’s murder.



The Fifth Column The Impact of a Murder

277

pointed that the religion I had been brought up with didn’t really 
seem very helpful. However, I do remember from that period that 
we had two young Bombardiers with us, unashamed members 
of the Salvation Army. They stood out in our rather demoralized 
regiment as stable, cheerful and reliable soldiers, no matter what 
was asked of them: glowing with a sort of inner glow that I wished 
I had had myself. It was a very powerful testimony.

When I went up to University with my full time service 
completed, one of the first people to greet me was a friend from 
my old school. In my room that evening he asked me a question 
that puzzled and rather insulted me—“Are you a Christian?” I said 
I thought I was. He went on to ask: “But do you have a personal 
relationship with Jesus Christ?” That was something new to me, 
and I didn’t really know what he meant. So he went on to talk 
about talking to Jesus, confessing my sins, accepting his forgive-
ness, and asking him to take charge of my life. So that is what I did.

From that day on, I was very surprised to find a number of 
things changing. Verses in the Bible started to jump off the page 
and talk to me as if they had been printed in three dimensions. I 
started sleeping very well at night. I started a habit of ‘quiet time’ 
with God each day which I have maintained ever since, and which 
has done more than anything else in my life to keep me sane. I 
began to realize that for years, while I thought I had been look-
ing for God, I had been deliberately turning my back on him so 
that I wouldn’t see him. Finding God was not a matter of search-
ing any farther. It just meant turning around and starting to talk 
face to face with Jesus as a person. He’s been there all the time!

Since then, I have been busy around the church in many ways. 
I directed church choirs for many years—that was where I met 
my wife after coming to Canada in 1956. I was a lay reader and 
a delegate to the General Synod of the Anglican Church—which 
was where I met a group involved in the Baptism of the Spirit. In 
1972 I was asked by the Bishop of Edmonton to allow myself to be 
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ordained as a Priest “in secular employment.” I have had a very 
fulfilling ministry acting as an assistant priest in various ways 
ever since that time. In the secular world, as many of my friends 
here will know, I have earned my living as a lawyer, and worked 
hard also in the political field in the Social Credit party, without, 
I am afraid, having too much to show for it all.

Florence and I were married in September 1956. We had three 
children, all daughters. Catherine was born on my birthday in 
1958: Nancy when I was working for Social Credit leader Robert 
Thompson in Ottawa in 1963, and Janet after we returned to 
Edmonton, in 1966. All three of them are graduates of the Baptist 
Leadership Training School in Calgary, where they went after 
finishing Grade 12. Both Cathy and Nancy were Valedictorians. 
Cathy was married, with two young boys, Jonathan and Rowan. 
She and her husband Tony were people who loved the Lord, 
and had a real music ministry, singing at weddings in particu-
lar: many of the songs on the sheet we have used tonight carry 
the sort of message she loved to sing about. She was a person 
who bore many of the problems of life—including not the least 
a shortage of money, with a happy laugh. She was very much 
appreciated and valued in the positions she held in the work 
place. And she it was, who was very suddenly taken away from 
us by this murder on August 3rd, 1988.

It is almost impossible for me to describe to you just what a 
blow a sudden loss like this is to a family. Some of you, I am sure, 
have experienced losses in your own lives, and you will know 
what I mean. None of us can tell ahead of time when such a loss 
will happen. What I’d like to do in the time I have with you is to 
share some of the spaces I have been and the thoughts I have had 
since then, trying to reconcile this loss with my faith in a loving 
God whose will in the end controls the Universe.

I would like to think of this under three headings: Firstly, the 
Fatherhood of God, Secondly, the Free Will that God has given 
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us, and finally, the effect of all this on our Faith.

The Fatherhood of God
Jesus teaches us that God is our Father. When we are little chil-
dren, we have a very different idea of fatherhood from when we 
are grown up. To a three year old child, fathers are very big, very 
strong, sometimes very frightening. There is nothing a father 
cannot do. If we ask father for anything, he can provide it. If he 
doesn’t do it, it’s not because he’s got other things to do, but 
because he can’t hear us or he doesn’t like us. That’s the child’s 
view. Many people share this rather childish view of what God 
the Father is like. If things go wrong, then, it isn’t because God 
has other plans and considerations that are more important than 
our bodily comfort. We think it’s because Father either doesn’t 
care, has no power, or has deliberately let us down.

As we get older, get married, have children, we realize that 
being a father is not quite that easy. There’s bills to pay, income to 
be earned, a job to be found, a boss to be kept happy, demands on 
our time in filling the needs of others: working hours and condi-
tions that sometimes place limits on our family life. There’s train-
ing and responsibility in bringing children up—teaching them to 
wait, to share, to study, to help around the home. There’s times 
when our children disappoint us, fail, need discipline, or need 
encouragement. Being a father is not an easy task!

The Father Jesus talks about is much more the way that adults 
know Fathers really are. Jesus speaks of fathers who are worried, 
or who are betrayed. There is the father who had a son who was 
asked to do some work: his son said he would, and never did it. 
There is the father whose son took half the family fortune, wasted 
it all, and then came back home and asked for a job. That father 
had another son who broke his father’s heart because he would 
not forgive his wastrel brother for what he had done. There are 
kings who entrust great riches to servants who betray them. 
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One king, in particular, is a father who rents out his vineyards to 
tenants and sends his servants to collect the rent, and they are 
mistreated and driven away. In the end, he sends his only son, 
thinking that they would reverence him—and they kill him, want-
ing the vineyard all to themselves. That is the picture Jesus gives 
us of God the father, and of the way people, and often religious 
people, have behaved towards him.

It’s a thing I see in my own law practice—respectable middle 
aged clients, who would never in their lives get in trouble with the 
law, shamefacedly coming into my office, needing the services 
of a lawyer, because their young children have wrecked the car, 
got impaired, been caught shoplifting, or something similar 
that brings the whole family into disrepute.  They are ready to 
pay the price to have the problem put right. God is that kind of 
a father, too. Jesus says that “He who has seen me, has seen the 
Father.” God isn’t some kind of Roman Emperor, allowing his 
son to die while sitting unmoved on his throne. He is as broken 
hearted father, having given everything for the good of his chil-
dren, and received so little by way of love, obedience and thanks 
from them in return. When, on the evening of August 3rd, in the 
basement of the house where Tony and Cathy had been living, 
the police broke the news to us that Catherine was dead, Tony 
had his pastor come over. Thank God that he spoke to us then 
about the Cross. That way, God becomes to us not an unfeeling 
tyrant, whose commands have taken away someone very dear to 
us. He is one who has himself lived through the loss of His son. 
He shares our broken heartedness at the wickedness of mankind. 
We share his sufferings and his loss.

Freewill
Why, then, does God our Father allow such terrible things to 
happen to us? The answer comes, surprisingly enough, in the 
depth of his love. God loves mankind so much that he won’t say 
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‘no’ to us. He has given us Free Will. The world didn’t stop in the 
days following Cathy’s death. In my duties as a minister, I was 
called on a number of times to take Sunday services, and I found 
myself very much helped in working through my own grief and 
perplexities by having to preach on the Bible passages set for the 
week. One of these, soon after death, was the story of David and 
Absalom. You probably know it well. King David had a number of 
wives, and a number of children. Most of these children grew up 
as spoiled brats, and the record of II Samuel indicates that their 
father had never denied them anything in their lives. One of them, 
Absalom, in particular, saw his father growing old, and thought 
he could do a better job as King, and so organized a revolution. 
King David was forced to flee from Jerusalem, by a route to be 
followed later by Jesus himself—across the brook Kidron, up the 
Mount of Olives, and then into the wilderness across the Jordan.

David’s army rallied to him to fight Absalom, and he gave 
them strict instructions to spare Absalom’s life. Absalom lost 
the battle, and as he rode away through the forest, his long hair 
got caught in a tree, his mule moved on, and he was left, a sitting 
target, hanging between heaven and earth. Some of the soldiers 
there remembered their orders, and left him. However David’s 
general, Joab, took a spear, ran him through, and killed him. When 
David heard the news, he was heartbroken. No matter that he 
had won the battle. All that he could think of was the son he had 
lost—“Would I had died for thee, Absalom my son!”

David’s conduct here is a picture of the love of God for every 
lost sinner who has ever rebelled against him. If I were God, I 
am sure that I wouldn’t have that capacity to love those who sin 
and those who rebel. But thank God that I’m not God. That love 
of God for man, shown in a picture for us by David for his rebel-
lious son Absalom, is the grounds upon which we can come back 
to our Father, even when we have sinned against him, and ask 
for his forgiveness and receive it. That same love cost the life of 
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Jesus. That same love, if we are truly to be “children of our Father 
in heaven”, makes it necessary for us ‘good guys’ to pay the price 
of sin in this world, in our own undeserved losses and suffer-
ings. It is the price we believers pay so that those who are now 
straying from the commands of God will be able one day to be 
reconciled to their Father.

Faith
How then has my Faith stood up to all this battering? I think a 
number of us secretly wonder at the way we might react, if at 
some time things really went wrong in our lives. Religion can be 
fine when the skies are sunny and the days are warm: what when 
the clouds darken and the storms come and the days grow cold? 
Can God still be trusted then?

The good news I can give you is that where God gives the 
problem, God also gives the strength. I started keeping a list 
around this time of all the strange coincidences and happenings 
that seemed to indicate to me that a hidden hand was at work. 
It came to about thirty items in just a few weeks. The enormous 
sense we had of Cathy’s presence in the days following her death, 
guiding us in the funeral arrangements. The insurance policies 
that had been placed on her life, one by her Credit Union only 
the night before her death. The thunder and brief rainstorm that 
took place during the funeral service, and the great square cloud 
with a roll of thunder, but no rain, that came up during the inter-
ment of her ashes. The finding of a house for Tony and the chil-
dren, bought with insurance money, in the area where we live, 
at a reasonable price, with the sale contract signed within twelve 
hours of commencing our search. My association with the Prison 
Fellowship, which had led to my first visit to the Edmonton Insti-
tution only a month before, and where I was due to speak just 
three days after the murder took place. The ministry of preaching 
I was given in the weeks following the loss. I could not get away 
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from the feeling that God was writing the script for a story I could 
not yet fully understand, and my part was to follow him, without 
always knowing the way, or how things would end.

There was also a very positive side to this disaster, and it was in 
the torrent of love and sympathy that swept over us from friends 
in all directions, but particularly from the church. Our living 
room was filled with flowers, and I recall Florence pointing out 
to one visiting clergyman that every single arrangement came 
from someone we knew who had also lost a loved one. There was 
food that arrived from all quarters, including two roast chickens 
with potatoes and vegetables that some people from Nancy’s 
church brought around just when we felt we could never face 
cold meat and cheese again. There was the efficiency and tact of 
the funeral director, of the police, and the concern of so many of 
my fellow clergy. There was prayer—prayers from all directions 
and all parts of the country, that continue and uphold us even 
now. It is true that there was one deranged murderer at large in 
the city responsible for this death—but the other side of the story 
the press never got around to telling was the incredible kindness 
and concern of thousands of people, who remembered us with 
prayers, letters, flowers, food and helpful services, and we can 
never thank them enough. It was an experience of Christian love 
that I am never going to forget.

One thing I learned and I pass on to you was the value of one’s 
regular spiritual life. A loss like this comes on you like a surprise 
test at school. You have to rely at such a time on the resources you 
have piled up in the routine of worship and daily study over the 
years, no matter how dry these seemed to be at the time. I think 
that the pastors here will know what I mean when I say that one 
of the most tragic situations a minister ever has to deal with is 
to have to console a family that has lost a loved one to sudden 
death, when they have no religious roots, no grounding in the 
familiar psalms, hymns and scriptures that can bring comfort to 
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the bereaved. Cathy wasn’t like that. She was a person who loved 
her Lord and let the world know it—it was something of a family 
joke that she and Tony were always waiting to be ‘raptured’. So 
the funeral preparations were not all sadness. They were rather a 
chance to speak and sing out her faith, as she surely would have 
liked us to do, and the service itself was a very uplifting experi-
ence—as a funeral service really ought to be.

These experiences have certainly also changed me. I was 
recently reading a book called Roses in December, a lovely study of 
loss by a woman who herself has lost three children in her family 
at different stages in their lives. One question she had been asked 
was “Wouldn’t you like it if all this hadn’t happened, and you 
could have your children back?” Her answer goes very deep. She 
says: “Of course I would like to have my children back. However, 
I would not like to go back to being the person I was before I lost 
them.” I find that our family has quietly joined a secret club that I 
never before knew existed: the society of those who have suffered 
loss, many of those losses even more tragic than our own. But I 
also find that those wounds provide us with the compassion and 
the power we need to help and heal others in their troubles. This 
has become a new and wonderful factor in my life.

One particular aspect of this is that I have started looking at 
sin and sinners in rather a different way. It’s so easy to classify the 
world into ‘good guys’ (who aren’t in jail) and ‘bad guys’ (who 
are). It’s even easier of people to go on from there and think that 
because they aren’t in jail, they must be good. That flies against 
Paul’s text that, “all have sinned and come short of the glory of 
God.” Rather, I see sin now as a spiritual force attacking all of us, 
and gaining control of some, and our mission to those under 
its control is one to deliver, not to punish. One clear result of all 
this trouble has been a very strong call to involve myself in the 
prison ministry.

The final element relating to my faith comes in relation to 
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two classes of people whose conduct very much disturbed me. 
What had happened had hurt them, and they wanted as little to 
do with us as possible. One class I had rather expected. It was 
those whose lives up to that point had been built on the rewards 
of this life—career, reputation, a good home, money in the bank. 
For them to know that all these things could be lost to them with-
out advance warning in the time it takes to visit a public wash-
room downtown was a horrible and unpleasant challenge, and 
some people couldn’t face it.

The second class of people surprised me. These were people 
who often were active in Christian work, but it had been on the 
basis that they did great things for God, and God was going to 
do great things (in the material world) for them. For a clean-liv-
ing Christian girl who loved her Saviour to be treated the way 
Cathy was appeared to them as a denial of the love of God and 
a denial of their faith.

There are two consecutive Psalms in the Bible, which many 
of you may know quite well. I understand that in the Hebrew, 
they go very closely together. One is Psalm 22, starting with the 
words Christ used on the Cross: “My God, my God, why hast thou 
forsaken me?” It continues with a terrible, graphic description of 
death by crucifixion—the parched mouth, the pierced feet, the 
bones out of joint. The next Psalm is the well-known Psalm 23: 

“He restoreth my soul”—“Yea, though I walk through the valley of 
the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.” At first sight, you would 
hardly think these two Psalms are talking about the same God.

If you look closely, though, you will note a subtle difference. 
The first Psalm is talking about the body. The second about the 
soul. The body perishes, the soul endures. God, it appears, is 
prepared to be absolutely brutal to our bodies, to prepare our 
souls for everlasting life. We have to learn to lose everything in 
this world, so as to be prepared for the life to come. This is the 
lesson that Job in the Old Testament had to learn. To begin with, 
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he did everything for God, and God did everything for him. Then 
the time came when God had to learn whether Job was faithful 
just for what he got from his religion—and Job had to learn that 
God’s love continued for him even when he was so down that 
he had nothing to offer. It is a lesson for us religious folk as well.

I had a friend who came here from Ethiopia as a university 
student. The first September he was here, he was absolutely 
appalled as the trees in our river valley changed into brilliant 
fall colours of yellow, orange and red, and later fell off entirely. 
In his native country, where the seasons do not change between 
summer and winter, the only reason that leaves turn colour and 
fall off the trees is that they are suffering from some dreadful 
disease. In his eyes, the whole tree population of Edmonton’s 
river valley was sick and dying.

Of course, we know he was wrong. The leaves fall from the 
tree in the fall, but we need not despair. Spring will come next 
year, and the trees will be clothed in a new set of leaves.

Are we like the Ethiopian when we think about death? Or do 
we know that our bodies, our possessions, are only the leaves 
of the tree? Winter will come and we will shed them. But the 
trunk of the tree is the soul, grounded in the root of God’s spirit. 
The leaves will turn colour and fall—yet do we know that when 
winter is over, springtime and a new covering awaits us, more 
glorious than the one we have left behind? That is part of the 
Gospel message.

Some of you here may be in one of those two groups. You may 
not yet have learned to look beyond the things of this world, and 
realize that these do not last. Or perhaps you are one of those 
whose faith has been shattered by the harsh knocks we some-
times receive in this world. I wonder if I can help you with a little 
exercise in your imagination.

Imagine we are back at Halloween—a time of year when we 
think of death, and I am told, it is when folk memory records 
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the tenth day of the second month, when Noah went into the 
ark, before the rest of a sinful world was overtaken by sudden 
death. Imagine you are at home, on Halloween night. Outside, 
it is cold, and the wind is blowing. Horrible creatures, ghosts 
and evil spirits are outside your front door, asking for treats from 
you with threats of tricks and mischief. You hardly dare open the 
door. (The name of that door, by the way, is Death.) Suddenly, 
however, you hear outside a friendly and familiar voice, asking 
to be let in. “Behold, I stand at the door and knock”, says Jesus, 

“if any man hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and 
sup with, and he with me.”

Cautiously, we open this door, and let our friend in. We apol-
ogize for the mess our house is in. We ask him to stay for supper. 
While we are getting things ready in the kitchen, we are surprised 
and pleased to see our dusty, messy house gradually become 
clean and tidy as he tidies and dusts a little bit here, and a little 
bit there. The house of our lives is transformed by his presence, 
becomes bright and shining inside, and we have a wonderful 
meal together.

If this is something you have never done, I invite you to do 
this now. Forget your fears, open the door, and say “Come into 
my life, Lord Jesus.” He will come in, just as he has promised.

But that’s not the end of the story. The dinner is over, and Jesus 
leans over and says to you: “It’s my turn now. Come over to my 
house. I go to prepare a place for you. Come to my wedding feast.”

It’s easy to be frightened again—frightened by the idea of 
witches and goblins and ghosts and all the paraphernalia of fear 
that we think lies on the other side of that door of death. But the 
Bible says that Jesus came “to set free all those who, through 
fear of death, spent all their lifetime in bondage.” (Hebrews 2:15) 
On the other side of that door is not fear and punishment, but 
the same Paradise that Jesus promised to the penitent thief on 
the Cross. The banquet is the King’s feast, that so many mortals 
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refuse to attend.
Those of you who claim to be Christians here—are you ready 

to follow Jesus through that door marked ‘Death’ when he calls 
you? Are you willing, even filled with joy, to allow those whom 
you love to hear his call and travel there, knowing that to be with 
Christ is ‘far better’? Or are you so scared by the hobgoblins of 
Halloween that you are still a prisoner?

Jesus has come to set us free from this prison. What is on the 
far side of the door is far more wonderful than the humble house 
here on earth in which we spend our lives. What I am asking all 
of you to say to Jesus, right now in your heart of hearts, both for 
yourselves and your loved ones, is this:

Thank you, Jesus, for this invitation to your banquet. 
I accept. When your call comes to me that it is time 
to go, I will be ready to pass through that door of 
death, and will be honoured and happy to join you. 
When that call comes to those whom I love, I will be 
willing to let them go, looking forward to the time 
when I too will be able to join them again with you 
in heaven. Amen.



The Foolishness of God
March 6, 1994

Our Epistle reading today was so short, that when I have taken 
my text out of it, there is very little left—yet it goes to the heart of 
the Gospel message. St. Paul’s proclamation is of “Christ cruci-
fied,” and he says:

Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but 
we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to 
Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who 
are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ, the power 
of God and the wisdom of God. For God’s foolishness 
is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness 
is stronger than human strength.

The Book of Acts gives us a picture of what St. Paul’s missionary 
journeys were like. Usually, he would come first to the Jewish 
synagogue in a new town, and be welcomed and asked to preach, 
an interesting new man with an intriguing message—that the 
long awaited Messiah who was to deliver the Jewish people 
from their oppression had now come to his people. His welcome 
changed to outrage, however, when the message was given that 
the Christ who came was not a conquering hero, set to right all 
the wrongs of the past with his sword, but a suffering servant, 
betrayed by his own people, dying out of love, not only for the 
Jews, but the Gentile world as well. The crucified Christ, to the 
Jews, was a stumbling block. He wasn’t the sort of deliverer that 
they wanted or expected.

Usually, after that, Paul went to the Gentiles—often to Greeks 
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who had become interested in the Jewish religion, but were not 
full members of the synagogue. He would teach in a secular build-
ing—a school or lecture hall. But, as we read in the history of a 
sermon he gave in Athens, he had his problems there. He could 
draw on the many similarities between Jewish teachings about 
God and Greek philosophy, but when he came to the idea of a 
God who had a purpose in history, who called people to service, 
and showed his power in miracles, and in particular in the raising 
of Jesus Christ from the dead, many dismissed him as a ‘quack’ 
and lost all interest. They had their own idea of what God could 
and could not do: the idea that events could happen outside such 
boundaries was unacceptable foolishness.

It reminds me of one of my favourite stories, of Thor Heyer-
dahl, the Norwegian explorer who shortly after World War II 
sailed on a primitive raft across the Pacific. In the middle of the 
night, while he was asleep, one of the other crew members on 
the watch hooked a coelacanth—a primitive fish from the Juras-
sic era, that scientists had believed extinct for sixty million years. 
He excitedly woke up Heyerdahl, to show him this incredible find. 
Heyerdahl opened up one eye, looked at the fish, and muttered 

“Impossible! Creatures like that don’t exist.”—and went to sleep 
again. In the same way, modern, ‘scientific’, man will so often 
tune the miraculous out of the Gospel story—we have panels of 
theologians marking Christ’s words in red, or pink or grey, doubt-
ing the resurrection, the miracles, the Virgin birth, or what have 
you. These things seem to them too strange to be believed, and 
so, Greek style, are dismissed as foolishness.

What, then, is left if we reject the limited picture of God 
enjoyed by Jew and Greek? It is St. Paul’s gospel of Christ cruci-
fied and risen again from the dead. It is of a Creator God with 
so intense a love for his creation that, in spite of all its failures 
and rebellion, he loves it to the point of death itself. It is of a God 
who quite literally is ‘madly in love’—the kind of zeal that we 
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see in the Gospel for today when we read of Christ’s concern for 
the purity and holiness of the Temple. It is of a Jesus, the Christ, 
who expressed this nature of God in his life of obedience, teach-
ing, caring and suffering. It is of a call to Christ’s followers both 
to accept this incredibly tolerant love, and to pass it on both to 
God and to the rest of God’s world.

The point is this: God’s nature is a matter of fact, even though 
there may be all sorts of theories about it. If our theories are wrong, 
then we are simply wasting our efforts and our breath on foolish-
ness. What God is like is as much a question of fact as what Mount 
Everest is like. To follow the analogy further, the Jew is like some-
one who sets out to climb the mountain, but half way up it gets 
so steep and threatening, that he stops there, and announces to 
the world that he has reached the top. The Greek is like a person 
who, finding the actual mountain too difficult and dangerous to 
climb, goes and climbs some different mountain altogether, and 
after climbing it, says he has reached the top of Mount Everest. 
The top of the true spiritual mountain, the concept of a God who 
in passionate love gives his all for the good of his world, is not 
reached in either case.

To illustrate what I mean, I have a story for you and a confes-
sion. For the past seven years, I have carried around a letter in 
my briefcase, unanswered. Only in the last two weeks have I 
summoned up the courage to answer it. The letter was from my 
daughter Catherine, now deceased, and was a very difficult one 
for a father to receive. Essentially, it was a reproach, in the form 
of a poem, to a father who was too busy with important proj-
ects to improve the world, that he never had time to share in 
his daughters’ lives, and simply be a father to them. It pointed 
out that the very highest title of God, our heavenly Father, was 

‘Abba’, or ‘Daddy’.
This whole matter came up recently in my discussions with 

a friend who was preparing some written material concerning 
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Cathy’s death. She asked if I could, perhaps even at this time, put 
in writing a response to this message. So I have put pen to paper, 
and this was my reply:

The ‘Perfect’ Daddy 
Gee, what a mess 
God has made of the Universe - 
And all because he cares 
For everyone ahead of his own family!

Busy, Busy, Busy - 
Out to Save the World - 
Letting humankind get away with murder 
Too soft to wipe them all out and start again.

Putting the last to the head of the line - 
Paying off workers in full, who come in late - 
Forgiving the stewards who plundered his estate - 
Feasting the wastrel boy who came home broke -

Worst of all, there was the way he treated his son 
 on the Cross 
in all the agony of rejection, shame and death: 
Son pleading to his Father “God, why have you  
 dumped me?” 
 Father giving him nothing for an answer.

It’s the price of caring for others 
That we have no time for our own 
The cobbler’s children have no shoes - 
A cruelty we hardly equate with love.
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Oh, my poor lamb! It hurts that I could never  
 answer your letter: 
Hurts that you felt so abandoned and lost: 
Hurts that you sensed such a distance between us - 
Hurts that our Father has forced us both to walk

 The way of the Cross.



Faith, Hope, Love
April 14, 1996

It is great to be back with you at St. Peter’s. I don’t remember all 
the sermons I have given here over the years—I hope you do!—
but an incident last week reminded me of one that ties in with 
the theme of this first Sunday after Easter—a time when we can 
reflect on the meaning of the great events of Holy Week, Good 
Friday, and Easter, and what they all mean for us.

The sermon was on the last Sunday of July in 1988. The subject 
was the death of the innocent child who was the result of King 
David’s sinful lust for Bathsheba, the wife of his general, Uriah. 
The message was how innocent people suffer as a result of the 
sins of others. I recall using the opening words that “Sometimes 
the stories in the Bible are more up-to-date than the headlines 
in tomorrow’s newspaper”—not knowing that before the end of 
the week, the newspaper headlines would be of the murder of 
my daughter, Catherine, by a person then unknown.

What brought this to my mind was a questionnaire that I 
received last week from a representative of a victim’s organization, 
who was preparing a Master’s thesis on the reaction of victims to 
crime, particularly in connection with how they were treated by 
the justice system. It was an enormous document, twenty fools-
cap pages long, with, I believe, seventy five different questions. 
One of them, however, stood out in my mind as being especially 
interesting: “Have your views on God or religion changed as a 
result of this tragedy. If so, how?”

It seemed to me that this question did not only apply to my 
own situation, but also to the church. It is so easy in the church 
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to take the Cross simply as a symbol, and forget the horror and 
the injustice of the betrayal and crucifixion of Jesus Christ, the 
man who had spent his life teaching, healing and caring for 
others. The goings on of Good Friday were indeed a tragedy, and 
we could well ask ourselves how they have affected our views on 
God and on religion.

The answers I gave to this question did not take me long, but 
they rather surprised me by how definite they were. The first part 
of my answer ran as follows:

“Yes – a really terrifying appreciation of the depth of the love 
of God for sinners who don’t deserve it.” Perhaps that needs 
some explanation. All of us in our lives are faced with tragedies 
of some sort or another—times where, if we really believe in a 
God who is “Maker of heaven and earth and of all things visible 
and invisible”—including human history—we think he hasn’t 
done a very good job. In our first lesson, Peter talks about Jesus 
as being, “This man, handed over to you according to the defi-
nite plan and foreknowledge of God,” and it is easy to wonder in 
such a case what God is up to. Perhaps he doesn’t care. Perhaps 
he’s simply powerless against evil. Perhaps he is hostile to his 
own people. Perhaps he simply doesn’t exist at all. All these are 
thoughts that can well run through a person’s mind when some 
disaster strikes us and we try to make sense of it.

One other explanation is possible, however. It is that God has 
such an incredible love for sinners, that he is prepared to put the 
life of his own Son on the line, in order to be reconciled to them. 
As St. Paul puts it (Romans 5:7):

Rarely will anyone die for a righteous person – 
though perhaps for a good person, someone might 
actually dare to die. But God proves his love for us 
in that while we still were sinners, Christ died for us.

It is hard to believe in such an incredible love. If this is the love 
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that God also expects us to show to the undeserving, it makes 
following in Christ’s footsteps a very painful thing. Which brings 
me to the second part of my answer:

“A really terrifying appreciation ... of my own hatred of God and 
Jesus Christ for having such an attitude.” There’s a story behind 
that reply. Some eighteen months after the murder I was talking 
about, I found myself depressed and restless, without knowing 
exactly why. I followed some advice from my second daughter, 
to connect depression with suppressed anger, and try expressing 
that anger in physical action and see what came into my mind. So 
I started shadow boxing, and before long, got taken up in a fury 
I had never known in my life before. But what surprised me the 
most was the object of that fury—it was not the perpetrator of the 
murder. It was Jesus Christ himself. If the soldiers who flogged 
him before the Crucifixion had not done their job well, I would 
gladly have taken over. I punched and I punched and I punched.

After a while, I calmed down and reflected what was going 
on. It was something that Jesus had himself talked about in the 
parables. In the parable of the Prodigal Son, it was the anger of 
the elder brother against the father who loved his wastrel son 
enough to take him back, when he had spent half the family 
fortune, and left the elder brother to do all the dirty work for a 
very long time. It was the anger of the vineyard workers who had 
received their wages for a day’s work in the hot sun, and then 
found those who had come at the last hour were being paid just 
as much as they were. It is so easy for us to pride ourselves on 
our religious observances, all the services we have attended, all 
the sacrifices we have made, and think we are entitled to some-
thing better from God than everyone else. But when we are deal-
ing with infinite Love, that doesn’t happen. As the Psalmist says, 

“His compassion is over all that he has made.” As the landowner 
said to his workers, “Is your eye evil because mine is good?” It 
is a very humbling thing to find that one has in one’s heart that 
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attitude of the Pharisee, that God owes us something for all our 
good works—and realize that not only is that concept completely 
false, but it puts us on the side of the enemies of Christ when we 
come to the events of Good Friday.

So let us examine these concepts in the light of our readings 
today. We hear about Thomas—the disciple who was convinced 
into belief by the risen Jesus. It’s worth noting that there is more 
than one lesson here. First, of course, that Jesus’s presence and 
his wounds convinced Thomas that Jesus had been raised from 
the dead. But secondly, in his words “My Lord and my God,” we 
know that he has recognized, in the Jesus he had come to know, 
the character of God himself. So, thirdly, there is a new view of 
God the Father, not as an angry old man casting thunderbolts on 
the earth from Mount Sinai, but as infinite love, sacrificing his 
only Son for the sake of the salvation of humankind.

This theme of faith continues in our Epistle from St. Peter. This 
letter was written to Christians ‘of the dispersion’—refugees from 
religious persecution who had set themselves up in the modern 
Turkey, perhaps having fled from Rome as a result of the ban on 
Jews living in Rome made by the Emperor Claudius. This was the 
situation of Aquila and Priscilla whom St. Paul had met in Corinth. 
(Acts 18) We hear that they are, “Protected by the power of God 
through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed at the last time.” 
That faith, knowing that Christ was the Son of God and had risen 
from the dead, would carry them in confidence through all the 
trials of persecution, even through death itself.

But faith is not all. In this passage we also meet hope. Peter’s 
readers have “A new birth into a living hope through the resur-
rection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” And thirdly, love. St. John 
says “We love, because He first loved us.” For the same reason, 
Peter says “Although you have not seen him [Christ], you love 
him.” God’s great love for us and for mankind, once we recog-
nize and understand it, is the fire that lights a flame of love for 
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God and our neighbour in our own hearts.
So as we go forward from the great events of Holy Week and 

Easter, can I put four questions to you?
First: Have your views on God and on religion changed as a 

result of this tragedy—and if so, how?
Secondly: Are you prepared with Thomas, to acknowledge in 

this risen Jesus “My Lord and my God?”
Thirdly: Are you jealous of the fact that God is “kind to the 

unthankful and the evil” just as much as to yourself, or do you 
celebrate this as an expression of the infinite depths of his love, 
and pass on this good news to those who could profit by it?

Fourthly: Do you, right now, enjoy that “living hope” of the 
resurrection into the “life of the world to come”?

In the Gospel story of the “Day of Questions” in Holy Week, 
we hear how the Sadducees tried to trip Jesus up, and prove that 
the resurrection idea was foolish, by a story of a woman who 
had seven husbands in succession—“In the resurrection, whose 
husband will she be?” Jesus points out their ignorance: points 
out that even in the Old Testament, God appears to Moses as the 

“God of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob” ... “He is not the God of 
the dead, but of the living, for all are alive to him.”

So may this resurrection Faith inspire us with Hope and fill 
us with Love for both God and neighbour, as we go with renewed 
courage into the world, filled with the joy and power of the good 
news of Easter.



Resilience
March 14, 2000

Introduction
My thanks to Grant MacEwan College for the opportunity to 
speak to you today on this very interesting subject. I guess that 
most of you here are gearing towards a career in one or other of 
the ‘helping professions’. You will be hoping to glean ideas that 
may help you to help others who in some way or another have 
been battered by the storms of life. I hope, though, that before 
we finish, you will realize that it is not only other people who 
have disasters in life—sometime or another, they may very well 
strike you as well.

None of us are going to get out of this world alive, and trou-
bles are things that can strike anyone, at any time. That includes 
both me and you. Furthermore, I hope that none of you think 
I have some sort of secret pill that will give instant relief, like a 
headache remedy on TV, when disaster strikes. There isn’t one. 
The upside of that is that, as you develop your own ability to 
cope with difficulties, you will also learn better and better how 
to relate to others who are having their own problems to handle, 
and that is what I would like to talk about today.

Background
My background, and qualifications to speak on this subject of resil-
ience, come from a few life experiences I have had, and would be 
happier not to have had. I was born in England in 1932, grew up 
in the years of the depression, was evacuated to live with relatives 
when war broke out in 1939, and my years from seven to fourteen 
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were spent with boarding school, sirens, bombs, air raids, gas 
masks, shortages, rationing, and the associated stresses of war. My 
parents emigrated to Edmonton in 1953, after the war: my father, 
a lawyer who for many years was interested in money reform 
and the Social Credit movement, was fascinated by the success 
that Alberta’s Social Credit government had had in getting the 
Province out of debt and restoring prosperity after it was elected 
in 1935, and wanted to write a book about it. However, he died 
suddenly of a heart attack when I had just passed my 21st birth-
day; my mother died of cancer about eight years later. I myself 
came out to Edmonton to join the family when I had finished my 
two years of military service and four years of University educa-
tion, in 1956. I married my wife Florence in 1957, and we had a 
family of three daughters.

Apart from a two year stint in Ottawa on the staff of the House 
of Commons, I have lived in Edmonton since 1956 and practised 
as a lawyer. Alongside my involvement in law and politics, I have 
also been involved in the Anglican church, first as a lay reader 
and choir director, and later as a ‘priest in secular employment’, 
an unpaid part-time helper in ministry.

My eldest daughter, Catherine Greeve, aged 29 and mother 
of two young boys, was found strangled in a washroom at the 
Churchill L.R.T. station early in the afternoon of August 3rd, 1988. 
Actually, this was the last of four deaths of children of members 
of our law firm that took place in only a five year period—one to 
sickness, one to accident, and two to criminal activity, of which 
she was one.

An event like this death is totally unexpected. It changes a 
person’s life so much that I think of the history of my life now in 
two phases—B.C. (standing for ‘Before Cathy’), and A.D. (mean-
ing ‘After Death’). And the consequences of something like this go 
on and on and on, never ending, and spreading out like ripples 
on a pond in most unexpected ways.
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The Effect of Homicide
What I can tell you about the effects of homicide comes simply 
from what I have seen myself, and in my family, and among the 
group of others affected by it whom I meet regularly in a support 
group that we have in Edmonton sponsored by the CAVEAT orga-
nization. People are different, circumstances are different, their 
reactions are different, but yet there are some factors common 
to us all.

• We have been taken by surprise. This earth shattering event 
has burst on us without any advance warning. Unlike, say, 
a death from sickness or cancer, we have had no time to 
prepare our minds in anticipation.

• We are not professionals. Unlike lawyers, the police, the 
courts and so on, we in general are ordinary folk who know 
very little about crime and the justice system, and most of 
this comes from detective stories and American shows on 
the television, which are very different from real life. We 
expect our justice system, perhaps a bit unrealistically, to 
somehow make things right for us, to help us and protect 
us. We are often very disappointed in this hope.

• We are angry. Anger is the natural human reaction when 
we, or anyone we care about, is treated with disdain. We 
cannot control it, even when we try. Our anger has a way 
of breaking out quite irrationally against anyone who we 
met in our way—family, police, media, criminals, even 
ourselves.

• We are confused. Emotions flood over us. No one has ever 
taught us how to deal with a situation like this. We are 
suddenly in the public eye. We have unexpected tasks to 
carry out. We have all sorts of practical problems created 
by a sudden loss. We need sympathy and practical help, 
and we don’t always know where to find it.



The Fifth Column The Impact of a Murder

302

• We have become hyper-vigilant. ‘Once bitten’, we are ‘twice 
shy’. We can become fusspots, worried about minor matters, 
seeing fearful things around each corner, under every bed. 
We tend to be suspicious of everything and everyone. We 
can become obsessed with health concerns, germs, tidi-
ness, fear of assault or other crimes, uncontrollably para-
noid. It’s ‘Post-traumatic stress syndrome’. Be patient. Just 
remember what we’ve been through.

• We are overwhelmed. The rest of the world goes on with 
its many interests: we have one subject filling our minds, 
going over the same ground over and over again—and we 
can’t stop it. Our attention may be so utterly caught up in 
our loss that we forget to cook, to feed or care for ourselves: 
we become absent minded, and often completely hope-
less at doing our daily work. This disorientation can last 
for a very long time.

• We have flashbacks. Memories and feelings from the past 
get joined with our present situation, and we may well 
slip back into childish emotions and behaviour, and relive 
unpleasant experiences from the past that we thought 
we had forgotten. Poor sleeping, reveries and dreams are 
common, some pleasant, many not so.

• We have been tainted by the crime. The social groups we have 
belonged to have a way of melting away. People connect 
us with the crime, and may want to put some distance 
between us and them, as if we had some sort of disease. 
When this happens within a family, unless we deliberately 
determine to stay and support each other, it can well lead 
us to divorce and marriage breakdown.

• We cannot ‘get over it’. It is impossible to get over a seri-
ous loss as if it had never happened, any more than it is 
possible to get over losing a limb. The best we can do is to 
learn how to carry on with life in our new circumstances, 
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‘sadder but wiser.’ You will have to learn to live with us in 
that frame of mind.

• Lastly, though, we are filled with energy and a new seri-
ousness. That anger I referred to earlier is an emotion that 
gives us the power to work to put things right. If turned 
inwards on ourselves, it will lead us into depression. But 
given an outlet, it will lead us to write letters to the papers, 
petition Parliament, organize groups to fight crime, and do 
a hundred and one other things that seem to us useful—
not all of them appropriate or sensible. But it’s import-
ant for us to make use of this energy: if we do not, we will 
burn up inside.

Getting Our Ducks in a Row
I laughed a while ago when I was told of the dinosaur that lived 
many millions of years ago, that was so huge that it had two brains, 
one in the head of its body and one in the tail. I should have kept 
quiet. While we usually think of humans as having just a single 
brain, the human nervous system actually consists of four distinct 
parts, and the conscious part of us that we call ‘I’ is only a small 
part of the whole—an enormous amount goes on in our brains 
that our conscious minds cannot directly control at all, which is 
what mental illness is all about. Neurologists refer to the Cerebral 
Cortex, the Limbic System, the Reptilian Brain, and the Sympa-
thetic and Para-sympathetic nervous systems. Ordinary laypeople 
and clergymen like myself refer to the mind, the body, the soul, 
and the spirit. One of the great faults of many schools of psychiatry 
is to think that some single new ‘magic pill’ or therapeutic tech-
nique can fix all these different areas with one approach. That’s 
as ridiculous as thinking that a car that has been badly damaged 
in an accident can be fixed simply by work, say, in the body shop 
without also checking the wheel alignment, the engine damage, 
the electrical faults, and so on. There are many different psychi-
atric techniques, and most are very effective in particular cases, 
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but the idea of ‘one size fits all’ doesn’t really wash.

Our Minds
Human beings have an ability that animals do not have, to ‘under-
stand’. That means that, particularly through the use of words, 
grammar and language, we can so arrange our memories, our 
experiences, and the experiences that other people have told us 
about, that when input comes into our brains from our senses, 
we can compare it with a picture of a world of space and time, 
and rules that this world follows, that we hold inside us, and by 
comparing it with what is there, ‘understand’ what is going on, 
explain it in words if necessary to others, and make decisions 
accordingly as to how we will act. That internal picture is what 
we ‘live by’—what we ‘believe’—our ‘faith’.

Everyone has a faith system of this kind, but their different 
systems can be very varied. They may have come from a particular 
church, culture or religion in which we have grown up. Our worl-
dview can come from a belief, or non-belief, in a God or gods of 
many different characteristics, or in the universality of scientific 
laws—or a life that the world has been made by a ‘blind watch-
maker’ who has left it to run down on its own as time goes by. It 
likely has some component in it of the idea that there is a basic 
justice in the world—that good guys get rewarded, and the bad 
ones meet with trouble. Conversely, that those who get in trou-
ble have some evil in their system that means they deserve what 
is happening to them. Some of these ideas may be true. Some 
false. All are likely to be incomplete.

It is likely to be an enormous challenge to us to make sense 
of what has happened. There’s a particular class of believers who 
have been sold on the idea that accepting a particular belief form 
is in some way a talisman that will keep them out of all future 
pain and trouble. My experience with them has been that their 
faith has been completely upset when a disastrous loss happens 
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in their life. Is there no God? Does God hate me? Have I been 
guilty of some sin that has led to this punishment? If so, what? 
Does God enjoy making people unhappy? Are we just His play-
things? Is God not all-powerful, so that the devil has to be satisfied 
too? Can we reconcile all of this with the idea of a God of love?

Don’t think that thoughts of this kind haven’t passed through 
my mind also. Life was made more complicated because at the 
time of this murder, I had quite a schedule of preaching assign-
ments on my roster, including one to the Prison Fellowship group 
at the Edmonton Institution three days after this crime, which 
included quite a number of ‘lifers’ doing time for murder. Three 
insights came to me over time that I found very helpful. One was 
that so many completely unusual things were happening at that 
time, that I could not believe that everything that was going on 
was a matter of coincidence and chance. Another, a dream in 
which I saw Cathy dancing with Jesus in heaven, to the tune that 
she often sang—‘Love is patient, Love is kind …’, gradually open-
ing the circle to include the whole human race in her dance—
and I realized the happiness of her present state. I also realized 
the depth of the sorrow in God’s heart towards the perpetrator, 
that his mind should be so mixed up that he would be capable 
of doing such a thing

The third was a realization of the depth of my own anger 
towards a God who would love criminals so much, that the ‘good 
folks’ who stay home and do all the right things get neglected, 
because the Good Shepherd is off travelling the hills and dales 
to look after his lost sheep.

Suddenly whole areas of the Bible and the New Testament 
stories came into a different focus for me—Job, the utterly good 
man who lost his health, his wealth and family to a tragedy, and 
then was pestered with three religious friends who wanted to 
blame him for all that had gone wrong. In the end, he learned 
that he had done nothing wrong, except that he didn’t under-
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stand the big picture, and wasn’t expected to. Ecclesiastes—the 
complaint of Solomon, the richest, wisest and most powerful 
man in the world of 1000 B.C., with a thousand wives to choose 
from. He was plunged into despair, because everything ended 
in death, where all are equal. The Psalms in particular, because 
there you find the cry of the human heart, waiting for God to make 
things right, often filled with hateful emotions that most of us 
dare not even speak about. The story of Absalom—the son who 
tried to take his father’s throne, and it broke his father David’s 
heart when his general, Joab, disobeyed orders and killed him. 
All sorts of stories told by Jesus about lost sheep begin searched 
for while the main flock was left; of people who couldn’t get work 
for a full day getting paid as if they had been in the fields all the 
time; of the young boy who spent half the family fortune and still 
was welcomed back with open arms. A God who goes into the 
dregs of society to hunt for the lost. A God of infinite love—love 
to the point of death—but this love included the bad guys just as 
much as the good, and the good guys aren’t always very happy 
with being given equal treatment like that.

Well, you may have your own idea of how the world is made, 
but certainly to me, one element in being able to bounce back 
from disaster is this concept that the Universe can still be 
explained in a positive and rational way. Viktor Frankl, the Jewish 
psychiatrist who survived the Auschwitz concentration camp in 
World War II, wrote a book Man’s Search for Meaning. Until we 
can give ourselves a mental framework by which we can under-
stand the world we live in in a positive manner, we will indeed 
be lost souls. It has certainly been one reason why I have kept 
in touch with the prison scene. The good news of the Gospel is 
well worth passing on, and it can ‘comfort the afflicted’ as well 
as ‘afflicting the comfortable’.
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Our Emotions
Just understanding the universe is not a cure-all. The mental part 
of our minds can record facts just as a computer does, without 
any emotion, but we have a second part of our brain, one we 
share with all mammals, that records emotions without attaching 
them always to particular events. This part has been put under 
enormous strain.

Depression, anxieties and obsessive thoughts and behaviour 
can be associated with excessive activity in different areas of the 
brain—which can to some extend be controlled by drugs tailored 
for that purpose. If we are unwise, there is also alcohol, and there 
are a number of non-prescription drugs that can be used to ‘dull 
the pain’, and we are in great danger because it is so tempting for 
us to become addicted to them.

One picture of this central area of the brain is of a series of units 
feeding into each other in a circle, so that the emotional effects of 
an unhappy experience go round and round and round, establish-
ing a mood that it is very hard to ‘snap out of’. To defuse all that 
energy which is churning around inside our heads, there are two 
exits. One is to express it by talking: bringing into consciousness 
feelings that would otherwise be buried. Drawing, singing, speak-
ing, writing—all these things help to make the pressure a little bit 
less. I have been very fortunate to have been in a place where I 
have had ample opportunity to speak and write, and in speaking 
in particular, to be able to unload the heavy emotions that are 
cooped up inside. The other outlet comes in bodily actions—the 
sexually abused child becoming a sexual predator himself, for 
instance, or the abused child becoming a bully. Bodily action is 
perhaps the only way the pain can be released when the abuse 
has been suffered so young that the mind is not able to put it into 
words. It is important to get such pressures expressed through 
our bodies in a safe and socially acceptable way.
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Bioenergetics
This leads me on to an area where I was very much helped by a 
course put on by two relatives, professional family counselors, 
who made a visit from Australia after this death with the primary 
purpose of helping members of our family. Part of it was based on 
the idea of ‘bioenergetics.’ This is the concept that memories are 
not just stored in the brain, but in the whole body. The burdens 
that we bear, indeed our whole outlook on life, can be shown in 
the way we carry our bodies: stooping, downcast and crushed, 
perhaps, or else radiant, upright, looking outwards and self-con-
fident. Tensions in our muscles, our faces, scalps and foreheads, 
between our shoulder blades, and so on, speak to the blows we 
have suffered and the tensions we carry as a matter of habit into 
our daily lives. One secret is, that by expressing feelings physically—
say by beating a mattress, lying on the floor throwing a tantrum, 
or, my favourite, shadow boxing—feelings we are unaware of 
can be called up so that they can be expressed and understood. 
They no longer remain inside us as our silent controllers. Several 
Eastern disciplines—Yoga, Tai-Chi, Karate, for instance—work to 
bring peace of mind from this kind of discipline of the body. In 
the Western culture, we have massage, music and dance. Exer-
cise such as swimming or walking that promotes physical fitness 
has a similar value. The body is toned, and the pressures on the 
mind are relieved. All part of this process of ‘bouncing back’.

The Heart
Lastly, the most fascinating area of our mind—the one that all 
other animate creatures share with us, our brainstem, or ‘reptil-
ian brain’. This is the very basic decision making mechanism of 
our nervous system that decides—often before our conscious 
mind knows what is happening—what in fact our body is going 
to do. In any situation, and in a fraction of a second, it makes 
one basic decision. Do I trust, or do I fear? Someone rings the 
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bell at our front door. Do we trust them? Are they well known 
friends, or long lost relatives? Are they masked bandits out for a 
home invasion? Is it a solicitor for a worthy or unworthy cause? 
Our lives can depend on it, and we often react in a way deter-
mined by prior programming before we even consciously think 
on the matter. We have a ‘gut reaction.’ To control such reactions, 
therefore, we have to prepare our ‘mind set’ well ahead of time.

When we react, we choose one of three ways in each case. If 
we trust, then we will either nurture (if it’s a person in need), or 
seek nurture (if it’s a person who can help us), or work cooper-
atively and creatively (if it is an equal and we have some proj-
ect in mind). On the other hand, if we fear, we do one of three 
other things. We may fight. We may submit. We may avoid. All 
in response to three main areas of threat—to our persons, to our 
property, to our relationships. A total of nine possible responses, 
all caused by fear—and it’s interesting that these nine responses to 
fear correspond closely with the Church’s traditional seven deadly 
sins, with the addition of two extra, Cowardice and Hypocrisy.

Through my interest in the prison system, I was introduced 
to a program that the Quakers devised for a prison in New York 
state some twenty five years ago, that has now spread across 
the North American continent, and into Latin America, Central 
America, Bosnia, Russia, and many other countries of the world, 
called the Alternatives to Violence Project. Although devised for 
criminals who want to learn how to master the impulses that get 
them in trouble, its aim is to do exactly what we victims of crime 
also need to do—to get away from an attitude of fear to one of 
trust, where our resulting conduct is helpful and acceptable.

After a brief introduction, the weekend basic course lays down 
ground rules that ensure that during the weekend, participants 
can be assured that they will be free to speak, free from being 
put down, free to pass on any part of the course that makes them 
feel uncomfortable, and confidentiality will be respected. This is 
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followed by various ‘hands on’ exercises that develop first affir-
mation of the worth of each other, then communication skills, 
then community building, and finally conflict resolution tech-
niques. It is quite amazing to see the changes that take place in 
a person, and a group, as these skills are learned.

In other words, to be freed from abuse, we have to work at a 
level that will enable us to live in an atmosphere of trust, not fear. 
And this may very well bring us right back to some of the basic 
things that Jesus demanded of his followers—not to cling on to 
their wealth, not to be men-pleasers, to be willing to get crucified 
as occasion requires, and to live in the sure knowledge that the 
more we pile up in this world, the more we’ll have to say good-
bye to when our end comes. Yes, someone had died, but do we 
honestly think we will all live for ever on this earth? There’s a place 
for quality in living, not just quantity. Remember the words of 
Kristen French facing her impending death at the hands of Paul 
Bernardo: “Some things are worth dying for.”

So there we have four important elements. Finding a positive 
worldview, obtaining release for our emotions, allowing expres-
sion through our bodies, and replacing fear with trust.

Conclusion
So where does this leave all of us? You wish to help others. You 
need to be ready yourself. A few suggestions:

1. Be ready yourself. The English poet and writer D.H. Lawrence 
wrote a wonderful poem, based on the custom that Viking 
warriors had when their chiefs died—to prepare a ‘ship of 
death’ with all the needs that the warrior would have in 
his journey to the world beyond, a ship that would then 
be set sailing towards the Western sea. He describes all the 
preparations, the rounding up of the necessary supplies, 
and then the voyage into the sunset and the darkness—
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until finally, a thread of light dawns in the Eastern sky. He 
ends his poem with these haunting words:

Have you built your ship of death? O build it, 
For the long voyage awaits you.

If we are to be of any help to those affected by death, we 
have to face our own mortality, head on—and I have already 
told you of some of the techniques and the requirements. 
Confront for yourself and work out your answers to the 
big questions of life. Develop your own pattern of spiri-
tual, mental, emotional and bodily discipline. Make sure 
you have people in your world who can give you support 
when you need it. Learn how to worship and pray. The 
time will come when you will be ever so grateful that you 
come to disasters—whether yours or those of another—
properly prepared.

2. Don’t make it worse. The first rule of medicine is “Primum, 
non nocere”—that is, “Firstly, don’t make it worse”. Be 
someone who lightens another’s load not adds to it. I find 
that far too many in the helping professions are there for 
reasons of avoidance—doctors who treat death as fail-
ure, rather than the natural end of human life. Psychi-
atrists who have studied their subject as a way of trying 
to solve their own personal problems. Counsellors who 
are more like Job’s comforters, and add to a client’s woes 
rather than relieving them, because they cannot stomach 
being unable to ‘fix’ the pain of the world. Don’t, please, 
be one of these.

3. Support, don’t fix. Why do you think we need fixing? The 
kinds of emotions we are suffering, the kind of bewilder-
ment and anger that we live through, are just the normal 
reactions of normal people to extraordinary circumstances. 
There’s nothing ‘wrong’ with us, that practical help and 
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sympathy cannot cure.
4. Develop empathy—genuinely. There are plenty of conven-

tional phrases that people use, such as ‘I know how you 
feel’, that are nothing but barefaced assumptions and 
lies. If you want to be close to us, spend some time in our 
imagination to assess just exactly where we are, and then 
ask us if you are right in the way you imagine our feelings. 
This will give us a chance to spill out what is churning 
around inside us.

5. Be patient. Listen to us, and lend us our ears again and 
again. It may bore you, but it’s an immense help to us.

6. Be practical. If you notice that we have overlooked some 
task of daily living, fill in the gap, without making a song 
and dance about it. We will be eternally grateful.

7. Make us feel safe. That way, we’ll behave less like a hen 
with its head cut off, and more like normal human beings.

8. Do your job. If you are a doctor or a nurse, do your job 
efficiently and with respect. If you are a policeman, show 
your interest in solving the crime. If a prosecutor or judge, 
show your interest in making the system work. If a cler-
gyman, console and pray with us. To us, it seems as if the 
systems of the world have in some way failed us, and we 
are very sensitive and suspicious. To see people who have 
the responsibility in society for doing these things carry 
out these responsibilities well, gives us faith in the work-
ings of society as a whole, and brings us back to a normal 
frame of mind more quickly than anything else. The reverse 
is also true. If police show disinterest, if doctors seem 
unsympathetic, if clergy, counsellors and social workers 
are not there when they are needed, we can be trauma-
tized more than a mere bystander would expect us to be.

9. Don’t give up on us. I talked earlier about how the basic 
structure of our character can be described as one of three 
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types of responses to fear—following a list of the seven 
deadly sins plus two. But when we overcome those fears, 
what was our weakness becomes a source of strength. We 
use these characteristics, not to protect ourselves against 
a hostile world, but as a source of usefulness to the whole 
community. So the angry bully becomes a leader; the 
slothful, passive aggressive type becomes an enabler; 
the prideful, perfectionist and addictive type becomes 
a wonderful craftsman. The self-seeking, gluttonous 
con-artist becomes a real visionary; the coward turns into 
a useful trouble shooter; the avaricious miser, an effec-
tive project manager. The lecherous predator contributes 
as an artist; the hypocrite, as a reconciler and statesman; 
the envious critic can become a real counsellor and care-
giver. The greatest sinners become the greatest saints. As 
the poem says:

By failure and defeat made wise 
We come to know at length 
What strength within our weakness lies 
What weakness in our strength.

So:

Build your ship of death, O build it, 
For the long voyage awaits you.



VII
THE INDIVIDUAL



Mazes
1998

LIVING WELL

One memory I have of my childhood is of the holidays our family 
used to have at the seaside. Sunshine, sand, and togetherness—a 
happy recollection that lasts for a lifetime.

One of my father’s ways of amusing his offspring was to take 
a spade, and draw a complicated maze in the smooth sand on 
the beach. The twists and turns we children followed, as we tried 
to discover the right path, kept us all out of mischief—and then 
we could spin the time out further by taking the spade up for 
ourselves, and devising other mazes of our own.

Mazes are strange things. The idea of solving a maze is to 
find the right path that will take one from beginning to end. 
Yet if the answer comes too easily, we feel cheated. Taking false 
paths, seeing our errors, backtracking and then trying something 
else—it’s all part of the thrill of the chase, until at last we find the 
right way to go. 

Life’s a bit like that maze. There are a lot of false paths we 
can take before we find “the way, the truth and the life”. And, as 
Omar Khayam points out, if God never wanted man to sin, He 
needs to be forgiven for all the opportunities for error that this 
world affords, starting with the snake in the Garden of Eden. Is 
it part of God’s plan that we should explore a few of the wrong 
ways of living, so at last we would learn from experience that the 
riddle of life only has one true solution? That would account for 
Jesus’s quite remarkable friendship for the sinners that he mixed 
with—but also for his insistence that, after meeting him, they “go 
and sin no more.”
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The Greek words we translate ‘sin’ and ‘repentance’ can most 
literally be translated as ‘taking the wrong path’ and ‘changing 
the way we think’. They don’t necessarily have the moral sense of 
‘good’ or ‘bad’ about them. So should we perhaps simply enjoy 
our Father’s wonderful world, listen to the good advice we get in 
the Scriptures, puzzle our way as best we can through the maze 
of the life path God has set for us, and enjoy the trip? – provided, 
of course, that we don’t ever give up trying to find the true path 
that leads us to the heavenly destination!



Feasting & Fasting
March 2000

One of my favourite stories is of the distinguished chef of a very 
distinguished restaurant in Paris, France. 

He was once asked what was the finest meal had ever eaten. 
This is the story he told: 

It was the day the U.S. Army liberated Paris, towards 
the end of World War II. I was a teenager at the time. 
We had had very little to eat for a long, long time. 
An American GI took pity on me, and shared his K 
rations with me, out in the street. It is still the most 
memorable meal of my life.

Perhaps there’s a lesson for us in this tale. How much we appre-
ciate the good things of life doesn’t always come from how luxu-
rious they are. It also depends on how ready we are to receive 
them. Sometimes, we never know how good a thing has been 
for us, until we lose it. 

Which brings up the subject of Lent and fasting. 
There are two basic ways of approaching life. One is to go first 

for the feast, and the next day have the hangover. It is the approach 
of ‘buy now, pay later’ that we see so often in the modern world, 
and which is constantly advertised to us on television. ‘If I see it, 
I’ve got to have it’—whether it’s cabbage patch dolls, ‘Tickle me 
Elmo’ or Pokemon for our children, or furniture with deferred 
payments, sex without marriage, rewards without achievement, 
million dollar lotteries and quiz shows for the older folk. For that 
style of life, the hangover is always waiting.

The second approach is to fast before we feast. It’s the message 
of the season of Lent, even of Holy Week, before we come to 
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resurrection and Easter. Indeed, without that prior discipline, the 
feast of Easter loses an enormous part of its impact. It’s when we 
come, faithful but sorrowing to the tomb, thinking that our Lord 
is no more, that our surprise and joy become full as we meet him. 

It’s not only in the ceremonies of the Christian year that we 
see this pattern. It applies to life as well. Saint Paul’s instruction 
is to “Owe no man anything, but to love one another”. It’s an 
attitude of giving before getting, of discipline before reward, of 
hunger before satisfaction. 

You’re never going to see such a way of life advertised on your 
television. Just the same, it might be a good idea to give it a try. 



Using our Talents
October 31, 1993

When I discussed the script of the Gospel story you have just seen 
with the cast, I wondered whether I was going to have a riot on 
my hands. Did tender, loving Jesus actually cast this servant into 
outer darkness? If God is just, how do we explain the monstrous 
injustice of this whole story? The script we use comes from St. 
Matthew’s gospel: in the comparable story in Luke, when we hear 
the menacing order to give the single talent of the unprofitable 
servant to the servant who had ten, we hear an anguished cry of 
protest from some person in the crowd—“Lord, he has ten talents 
already!” Obviously, the crowd found the story hard to digest.

And the parable does seem appallingly unjust. If the master 
who gives his capital to his servants represents God, then why is 
he unjust in giving five talents on one, only two to another, and 
only one to the third? Why does he give an equal reward of appre-
ciation when one servant brings back more than the other? Why 
the dreadful punishment of the last servant, who obviously went 
at least to the trouble of keeping his master’s money safe, so it 
would be there in full measure when he returned?

Whether it really is unjust, of course, depends on what we 
think is going on. So many people have a picture of heaven and 
hell as if it were some sort of celestial examination. Go through 
life and reach the Day of Judgment, meet St. Peter at the pearly 
gates, and if you have scored 65% or more in good deeds in life, 
you may enter the Kingdom of Heaven: get 64% and you may 
get a recount, and less than that, you are condemned to eternal 

A sermon preached at St. Timothy’s Anglican Church, October 31, 1993. It 
followed a dramatized presentation of the parable of the talents, Matt. 25, 14-30.
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torments in Hell.
Now, if God is perfectly just, and that were the way in which 

God operated, we would have to live in a very different world. If 
an examination is to be fair, then everyone has to have the same 
exam paper. Everyone has to have the same length of time to 
answer the questions. Everyone has to have the chance to an 
equal quality of teaching from the same curriculum. If any of 
these things are missed, then the exam is not fair.

But what we see in the world is anything but such a perfectly 
equal set up. Some babies perish even before they are born, and 
some live a hundred years or more. Some have great natural 
gifts. Others are born retarded. Some come from a background 
of education and culture—others have no schooling at all. Some 
have the opportunities that come from wealth. Others live in 
poverty. The more we think of the world as we see it as a basis 
for judgment or condemnation, the more unfair it all appears. 
So let’s try and find a different viewpoint.

Jesus did not come to earth to condemn the world, but to 
save it. His task was to bring life to the world—and to do this by 
founding a team, a body, a Kingdom of Heaven in which all of us 
are offered the chance to be living parts, just as the cells and the 
organs are parts of a body. And the key to life in a body is precisely 
that the parts are not the same. Rather, each part is different, and 
has its particular function. Bones are not the same as muscles—
but it is only because the bones and the muscles work together 
that the body as a whole is able to stand. There is a difference in 
the endowment of the component parts, but they cooperate in 
performance, and the result is a benefit to the body as a whole.

Did you notice something about the awards given to the 
servants in this production? At first blush, you might assume that 
each servant was allowed to keep the profit he or she had made—
but that was not the case. Rather, because they were slaves, all of 
the profit in each case was turned over to the master. The reward 
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to the servant was the master’s goodwill, and the chance of a 
promotion to higher and more responsible service in the future. 
The happiness of each of them, master and slave alike, lay in the 
success of the total enterprise, and pride in the achievements of 
those who had taken part in it.

Perhaps an illustration from our bodies may help. The gall 
bladder is a small and rather unimportant part of the digestive 
system. It receives bile created by the liver, and holds it until it 
is required for the digestion of fats. Occasionally, it refuses to do 
its job, and causes so much pain and nausea to the body that the 
only thing to do is to take it out by surgery. When that is done, 
the body gets by as best it can, with the liver having to do double 
duty. The gall bladder itself, cut out of the body, ends its life in 
the incinerator as ‘bio-medical waste’. Doesn’t that illustrate the 
story we have just seen?

There is a real challenge in this drama to ourselves, as we 
approach the Christian life. There is a risk in enterprise—in 
running a lemonade stand, or writing a book—the risk is the risk 
of failure, and it is a risk we are asked to take. It is something that 
can often enough give us the feeling of being very much alone, 
perhaps of being a little bit crazy. It may well be that defeat stares 
us very frankly in the face. What we will find, though, if we follow 
our calling and develop the gifts God has given us, is that ‘under-
neath’, there are indeed the ‘everlasting arms’, and that after ‘casting 
our bread upon the waters’, it does return to us ‘after many days’.

Everyone in God’s world has been given some talent, no matter 
how humble. I think of Brother Lawrence, whose life was spent in 
washing the pans in the kitchen of his monastery, and who wrote 
that wonderful book The Practice of the Presence of God—the art 
of being close to God in carrying out the most ordinary duties of 
life. The temptation is so strong for all of us to think that, because 
we cannot excel in everything, we are no use for anything. But 
team-play requires the gifts of everyone: God gave us those gifts; 
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we are accountable for how we use them.
And on the Day of Judgment, the question is not so much 

going to be “What have you achieved?” Rather, the question is 
whether you will be able to say “I was a member of Christ’s team.”



Wisdom
April 2009

As the years keep silently slipping by, I begin to realize that with 
three quarters of a century of life under my belt, I am beginning to 
qualify as an ‘elder’. For this reason I was interested to read about 
a project undertaken by one John Izzo, a psychologist, recorded 
in his book The Five Secrets you must Discover before you Die.

Izzo identified some thousand people over the age of sixty, 
who were named by those who knew them to be people who 
had achieved satisfaction and fulfillment in their lives. His aim 
was to see what common elements of attitude and philosophy 
they shared, and their feelings relating to their own mortality.

Having put together a list of a thousand prospects he pared 
this down into a short list of two hundred and fifty, of which fifty 
were then interviewed in detail. These came from a variety of 
backgrounds—Christian, Buddhist, Muslim, even atheist. He was 
able to boil down their philosophies of life into just five simple 
rules—all of which can be found in the Sermon on the Mount:

1. To thine own self be true. All of us are unique: only we 
ourselves know our inmost feelings. To live a life constrained 
by what another thinks is right for us is a recipe for frus-
tration and misery. 

2. Never let your life be controlled by fear. “Of all sad words 
of tongue or pen, the saddest is this—‘It might have been’.” 
Take that risk when your heart tells you that a new course 
is the right thing to do.

3. Love. Love is not a feeling, it is a decision as to how we 
behave towards ourselves, our fellows, and ultimately, 
the whole world that we live in. To miss love is to miss life.
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4. Live in the moment. Yesterday is past: it cannot be changed. 
Tomorrow is in the future, and cannot be controlled. Only 
the NOW is real. Savour it and live in it.

5. Give more than you take. Each of us has been put into 
this world to make a difference. Finding one’s talent and 
using it for the good of others is a source of joy beyond 
anything that comes from wealth, power or possessions.

Two reflections come from this train of investigation. The first, 
that those who fulfill these five requirements are not particularly 
worried about death. When it comes, they will know that “They 
have fulfilled the work that they were given to do.”

Secondly, that this attitude is not confined solely to those 
who profess some orthodox faith, but rather is shared by all 
who have, knowingly or not, followed these rules in the way they 
have chosen to live. God may surprise some devoted church 
attenders by saying to them “I never knew you.” Equally, others 
may be surprised to be welcomed into heaven, whose lives have 
reflected the Sermon on the Mount, even though they knew little 
or nothing about its author.

And as we continue to meet each month over a lunch initi-
ated by our late colleague Basil Barnes, I cannot help but feel 
that he was a person who knew these secrets, and followed them.



Imperfection
December 2004

A story I like to reflect on tells of a young boy—we could call him 
Peter—who had a real gift for mathematics. Week after week, in 
the various tests in class, he scored 100%. One day, however, he 
was just a little bit careless; he got the date of the test wrong, and 
was given a mark of only 99%. He burst into tears. Perfection had 
escaped him.

There is a story of another Peter—one to whom Jesus had 
promised good things, because he had “left all and followed 
him”—but who in the stress of Maundy Thursday evening had 
three times denied even knowing who Jesus was. “He went out, 
and wept bitterly.”

Perhaps all of us know the feeling. We try hard. Most of the 
time we do quite well. But we’re not perfect. Somewhere in the 
back of our memories is some hurtful event which we just wish 
we had handled differently. We have fallen below 100%, and noth-
ing we can do from now on can change that fact. What do we do?

One answer is to ignore what has happened: to pretend that 
we are still perfect. That is no way to solve the problem, and it 
doesn’t work. The truth keeps gnawing away at us.

Another answer is to redouble our religious efforts, to try and 
make up with 110% the less than 100% score that is causing our 
despair. But Jesus said that when we have done everything, we 
are no more than unprofitable servants. The moving finger has 
written. We cannot recall it. We have fallen short of perfection.

Another answer is to set God’s standards a little bit lower. We 
can’t hit 100%, but won’t 90% be good enough—just nine out of 
the Ten Commandments? Or if we can’t do 90%, maybe 85%? 
It’s hard to get peace of mind that way. Nowhere does the Bible 
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give any indication that any particular degree of goodness other 
than perfection will get us into heaven.

Finally, though, we might take the route of asking for forgive-
ness. Did not God, through the prophet Jeremiah, say that “I will 
forgive their transgressions, and remember their sins no more”?

Such an answer is true, but it comes with a catch. To take the 
route of forgiveness means abandoning the Old Covenant, of 
commands and punishment, and entering into the New Cove-
nant, of forgiveness. God, who has been hurt by our disobedi-
ence and sin, is yet willing to forgive. We, who are forgiven, are 
obliged to give the same forgiveness to others, our enemies and 
those who have hurt us included.

Teaching us the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus is very specific. We are 
to ask God to forgive us our debts “as we forgive everyone who is 
indebted to us”. If we do not forgive others their trespasses against 
us, our Heavenly Father will not forgive us our trespasses. And 
forgiveness is a very simple thing. It is something I do regularly 
in my business, when I decide to ‘write off’ debts that are on the 
books, but are not worth the trouble of trying to collect.

The price to us for our forgiveness from God is that we quit 
trying to remove splinters from our neighbour’s eyes, knowing 
that we have a 2x4 stuck in our own. We quit trying to collect what 
others owe to us, knowing that God has forgiven us far more. We 
quit trying to get to heaven by being perfect, knowing that we are 
human, capable of error, and ‘cannot always stand upright’. And 
then we may find that we have received the promised ‘new heart’. 
We have shed an enormous burden that perhaps we never knew 
we were carrying—the burden of trying to make other people 
behave like the sort of people we want them to be.

That’s a task we can leave to God!



Youth
October 2000

Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way? 
Even by ruling himself after thy word.

So says the Psalmist. So what words do we find in the Bible to give 
young people guidance as they set out to find their way in life? 

First of all, that God uses young people. Samuel received his 
call when he was only six years old. Joseph was still young when 
he was sold into slavery. David was “only a youth” when he over-
came Goliath. Jesus was impressing the doctors of the law in the 
Temple as he pursued “his father’s business” at the age of twelve—
and in fact, was hardly out of his twenties when he was baptized 
and started his ministry as the Son of God. St. Paul tells Timothy 

“Let no one despise your youth” as he puts him in charge of much 
older people in the church at Ephesus. 

Secondly, that the decisions taken in youth can last a lifetime. 
“Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he 
will not depart from it” says the Book of Proverbs. This means 
that parents have an enormous responsibility, to teach children 
the way to live. “These words which I command you this day shall 
be in thy heart: and thou shalt teach them diligently to thy chil-
dren, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thy house, and 
when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and 
when thou risest up.”

Thirdly, that children, in their innocence, are particular objects 
of God’s love, and are especially close to the heavenly kingdom. 

“Suffer little children to come unto me” says Jesus, “for of such are 
the Kingdom of God.” Terrible penalties are laid on those who 
cause them to stumble. They are not to be despised, “For I say 
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to you, that in heaven, their angels do always behold the face of 
my Father which is in heaven”.

But fourthly, that there are only too many temptations placed 
in the path of young people. Worldliness. Wastefulness. Self-in-
dulgence. Disrespect. Sexual temptations. Irreligion. Anger and 
violence. As we grow spiritually, we become more able to confront 
these. “I write to you, little children,” says St. John “because your 
sins are forgiven you for his name’s sake... I write to you, young 
men, because you are strong, and the word of God abides in you, 
and you have overcome the wicked one.”

What part of God’s word? Everyone will have their preferences, 
but for me, there is a marvellous store of practical advice in the 
Book of Proverbs, on staying away from crime, on listening to 
parents, on avoiding drunkenness, on “the way of a man with a 
maid”—none of which will lead anyone astray. 

And I recall also, when I was twelve years old, and World War 
II had not yet come to an end, that the first book of the Bible that 
really ‘spoke’ to me was, surprisingly enough, the Book of Job, 
about which my dear great aunt Ida had sent me some Bible 
Reading Fellowship notes. So much Sunday School religion is 
of a kind of pretty sanitized sort, with the idea that we’ll get to 
the tough stuff later on, and it didn’t cut much ice with me. Job 
dealt with the world as I saw it around me in the middle of a 
world war, with a lot of innocent people getting hurt, whether 
they deserved it or not. There was something in the magnificent 
language of Job that resonated—and still resonates—with me: an 
honest facing up to the undeserved trials we all face in life, and 
God’s inscrutable answer, which at once is and is not an answer, 
to the problems of suffering. 

A passage in John Irving’s book A Prayer for Owen Meany struck 
me when I read it. Describing Dan, a schoolteacher, Irving says: 
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He was not only a spirited, good teacher, but he 
believed that it was a hardship to be young, that it 
was more difficult to be a teenager than a grown-up—
an opinion not widely held among grown-ups.

I agree. Growing up is not easy, especially in those teen years when 
we are adult in size, but still have to learn and accept the rules, 
responsibilities and often the hypocrisies of the adult world. In 
the church, we adults do our best to point to the Way, the Truth 
and the Life—but it’s hard for us to do anything more than that. 
Every one of us, young and old, still is set the task of finding and 
adopting for ourselves the treasure of Jesus’s love, each in our 
own individual way.

God bless you on your journey! 



Puzzles
July 1996

I confess to being an addict—an addict of problems and puzzles.
When MC2 arrives each month, it doesn’t take me long before 

pencil and paper are out (and sometimes a few small computer 
programs as well), to attack the contributions on the puzzle 
page. The combination of strange human interest stories and 
weird mathematical coincidences for hypothetical protagonists 
whose names (fortunately) usually run in alphabetical order, is 
to me irresistible.

Worse than that, when Saturday’s “Edmonton Journal” arrives, 
my first port of call is a whole page of puzzles. The news and life-
style articles wait—sometimes indefinitely. I start with unscram-
bling a number of jumbled words, to reconstruct a phrase which 
becomes the solution. I pass on to Isaac Asimov’s “super quiz”—
not one of my greatest favourites, since it seems to test trivial 
recall more than brainpower, and sometimes I find I know it all, 
and in other areas—popular songs, movies, and movie stars—I 
find I know practically nothing. Next, I go on first to the simpler, 
ten minute, crossword, then to the larger one, and finally to the 

“diagramless”—which poses some of the neatest problems, since 
not only the words but also their location has to be discovered. 
Then there’s a number of Rebus type puzzles—some clever, some 
not so—before having a go at the Cryptograms. These always 
seem much more interesting as meaning gradually comes out 
from a process of intelligent guesswork and trial and error, than 
when I read the solutions a week later.

What’s the attraction—for attraction it certainly is? Just as 
the gambler seeks to find the perfect system, or the lover of 

“feghoots” is attracted by the improbable story made sense of by 
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an impossible pun, so it seems to me that the exploration of the 
recesses of our mind, as we seek old memories, possible answers 
to clues, or means to attack a problem in mathematics, is a great 
source of pleasure—culminating when it leads to an intellectu-
ally satisfying answer.

When asked about the source of his great humour, the master 
of comedy, Charlie Chaplin, gave an illustration that I treasure. 

“Many people think it’s funny when a man slips on a banana peel;” 
he said. “But that’s not funny. What is really funny is when a man 
sees a banana peel, steps around it to avoid slipping on it, and 
falls down a manhole.”

Isn’t that what it’s all about? A situation. A challenge. A clue. A 
search through all the recesses of our mind, wondering if one or 
other false trail is the right one, to bring the unfinished to final-
ity. Then at last, either we, with our own efforts, or the storyteller 
himself, divert us from what might possibly be the answer, to a 
finale that puts everything in its place. Falling down the manhole 
is not by itself funny. Nor is slipping on a banana peel. Somehow, 
it is the combination of the two, the substitution of one disas-
ter for another, that gives the enjoyment. The same puzzlement, 
false clues, and final denouement that also makes a good detec-
tive story. The same first subject, second subject, development 
through disharmony and minor keys, and recapitulation to a 
harmonious ending, that goes into the making of a symphony.

So the golfer, trying “to hit an undersized ball into an under-
sized hole with the most difficult instruments imaginable”. So the 
hockey player, trying to steer past the defenses of the opposing 
goaltender to put the puck into the net. The circumstances may 
be different—but the plot is always the same. Travelling hope-
fully is essential to the pleasure of arrival.



Relationships
May 13, 1984

FAMILIES & RELATIONSHIPS

There are so many things one can say on an occasion like this that 
it is hard to know where to begin. In preparing for my remarks 
today, I couldn’t help but think of the story of an Officer Cadet in 
the Army who was learning how to drill his troops, and had them 
marching up and down the barrack square, counter marching, 
doubling and so on, under the instruction of his Sergeant Major. 
On one side of the square was a very steep cliff. He wanted to 
shout the command to stop them, but the words wouldn’t come. 
As he helplessly tried to give the command to ‘halt’ and as the 
first ranks started to disappear over the edge, the Sergeant Major 
turned to him and said: “For heaven’s sake, Sir, say something, 
even if it’s only ‘Goodbye’!”

On an occasion like this, just to be here, and say “hullo” rather 
than “goodbye” would perhaps be enough—in these celebra-
tions, the real reward is in renewing your acquaintance with 
those whom life has taken elsewhere, and anything by way of a 
message is an extra. As I look around, I can see that some things 
have changed since I was with you twelve years ago, and some 
remain the same. The lovely building with its wonderful acous-
tics is still here—the carpet under the altar is blue now, and the 
choir has blue gowns instead of the surplices we wore. On your 
walls I see hangings I never knew, and across the ceiling a fearful 
array of electrical gadgets of all sorts. In the congregation, though, 
I see many familiar faces—above which, I am afraid, like myself, 

A sermon preached at St. Timothy’s Anglican Church, May 13, 1984.
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I see more grey hair than I used to remember. I, too, left you as a 
choir director and return now as a priest. Times change, but the 
underlying spirit and friendliness of this church is something 
that the years don’t change.

Still, I do have a message for you, and it’s connected to the day 
we are celebrating today—Mother’s Day. I want to take up the 
theme that a mother is someone special, not so much for what 
she is, but for the relationships she enjoys with the members of 
her family, and from this go on to talk a little about this whole 
question of relationships in our world today.

A mother cannot exist alone. By definition, she is the parent 
of a child. And if she has a child, it must be because some other 
person is a father. Just being a mother involves being at the point 
of tension between two different relationships, towards husband 
and towards child. No wonder that the Church also, with its same 
tension between obedience to God and the demands of her chil-
dren, is referred to as a ‘mother’. The tensions and the conflicts 
and the need to provide are really not so different.

A mother is a person involved in relationships—and this in 
a world where relationships seem daily to be becoming less and 
less essential in the scheme of things. It used to be that buying 
the groceries, filling the car up, calling the doctor—these every-
day activities of life—were all of them occasions involving human 
contact. Now they are passing progressively out of our lives. We 
pump our own gas, select our own groceries, and our visits to 
professionals are timed by the minute, because human contact 
is an expensive luxury in the grinding pressure of doing the most 
business at the least cost. Worse than that, though, we have 
become believers that this is all to the good—that being individ-
uals in a society where we all look after ourselves is good. This 
has left our families shattered and our world full of confused and 
lonely people. Modern travel means that many children grow up 
not knowing the relationship of aunts and uncles and grandpar-
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ents that was the ‘extended family’ of old. People feel lost, and in 
trying to ‘find themselves’ cut themselves even more adrift from 
these ties of relationship. I am thinking of a good friend, a very 
intelligent man, who faced with a mid-life crisis and the need to 
‘find himself’, has left his wife and two children, his job, and his 
acquaintances, to head off down East to start again and discover 
who he really is. My fear is that he will never find anything that 
way, and in fact, by leaving behind the relationships and respon-
sibilities of a lifetime, he is likely to do nothing so much as to end 
up on skid row. He is like the biologist who tried to find out the 
essential nature of an onion, by peeling off layer after layer to 
get to the core of things. When he had peeled all the layers away, 
there was nothing left—at which point, I guess, he decided that 
onions are a figment of the imagination that don’t ‘really’ exist at 
all. Something like the cosmonaut, who went up to outer space 
and was disappointed that he “didn’t find God up there.”

We live in a scientific world, and we love to find out how things 
work by taking them to pieces. That is fine, so long as we remem-
ber that the pieces are not the same as the whole we started from. 
A clock may be no more than a collection of springs, plates and 
cogwheels—but a collection of springs, plates and cogwheels 
does not tell the time—a clock does. So with the universe. We 
can take human society to pieces, and say it is just a mass of 
individual people. We can take the people to pieces and say they 
are just a collection of organs. We can take the organs to pieces 
and say they are just collections of living cells—cells are collec-
tions of macro-molecules, the molecules of atoms, the atoms 
of subatomic particles. We can show that the whole universe is 
composed of energy in curiously complicated forms of relation-
ship—nothing more.

All this is true enough, but then people go on to say that what 
they see around them in God’s world is ‘nothing but’ a collection 
of atoms: people are ‘nothing but’ a few dollars’ worth of chemi-
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cals, forgetting that it is precisely in their relationship of one level 
of organization to another that God as made His visible universe 
from the elements of the invisible world. God puts an atom of 
Sodium and an atom of Chlorine in a particular relationship, 
and we have something new that was never there before, namely 
salt. The atom of sodium is still there, the atom of chlorine is still 
there. But in the relationship between this very corrosive metal 
and chocking, poisonous gas, something new has come into the 
world—salt—that is essential to life on this planet.

The Christian message is that something new is created, with-
out destroying anything of the old, when relationships are estab-
lished in this way. Atoms become molecules, molecules become 
living cells, organs become bodies, when the parts are properly 
related to the whole. The transformation of character that takes 
place is not from a change of the smaller unit—it is from the new 
creation that comes from the manner in which the smaller units 
relate to each other. The atoms are unchanged. Mrs. Chlorine well 
may get up in front of the divorce court judge, and sob on His 
Lordship’s arm that “My husband is like an unstable, corrosive 
metal”—and her husband will have his say to tell the judge that 
“my wife is like a choking, poisonous gas”—and at the end of it 
all His Lordship is likely to say to them both “I find you two are 
quite incompatible: you should never have tried to live together: 
Decree granted.” But even in circumstances like these, the voice 
I hear is the voice of God, that says “Ye are the salt of the earth,” 
and “What God has joined together, let not man put asunder.”

The essence of relationships is that those who take part in 
them are unchanged—yet the result of their togetherness is some-
thing that none could have achieved alone. In my very happy 
days directing the choir here, I remember now many people I 
approached to see if they would be interested in singing and 
so may answered that their “voices just weren’t good enough”. 
Maybe I can tell you a secret. In the physics of musical appre-



The Fifth Column Families & Relationships

338

ciation, there is something known as the ‘choir effect’. If all the 
singers in a musical line are not exactly in tune—not too far off 
being in tune either, mind you—the effect to the ear will not be 
unpleasant—rather it will be a greater richness than a single, 
correct, solo voice. The relationship we have with the other sing-
ers makes our little contribution that much the better. And if I 
could make another comment on musical matters—I guess I can 
because I won’t be back for some time!—it is that I find the tenor 
line of the “Hallelujah Chorus” rather dull to sing. So much of it 
is pushing out a single rhythmic phrase on a high ‘G’ that, alone, 
is almost unpleasant. But add the other voices, the organ or the 
orchestra, and that chorus will be one that brings royalty to its 
feet, and opens Heaven itself to the vision, as Handel himself said 
when he wrote it. There ought to be a Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty to the Altos for the dullness of some of the parts they 
sing. Yet the beauty of the choir when the parts all sing together 
can bring tears to your eyes, and it is the monotonous, dull Alto 
line that binds all the harmony together. Mothers, please note!

So with other groups. If you have been glued to your TV 
watching the hockey finals these past days, you will know the 
spirit between the team members—when they play together 
and support each other—is what wins the game. The game is 
lost when the spirit cracks and the team ‘falls to pieces’. So in a 
church. So in a family. So in society.

The hymn says “Just as I am”—and that has to be the key to 
our relationships. Wives and Husbands—stop trying to change 
the person you are married to. The key to your relationship is 
your success in blending within the relationship of marriage the 
resources that you have. The Kingdom of Heaven is composed 
not of the righteous, but of sinners. In His wisdom, God has a way 
of making a whole that is magnificent out of component parts 
that leave much to be desired. Don’t argue with Him. Enjoy it.

Eliza Doolittle in “My Fair Lady” finds out that “the difference 
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between a Duchess and a flower girl is not who she is, but how 
she’s treated,” and that’s a thought worth pondering as we think 
of our Mothers today. If I could sum up what I am trying to say, it 
is in this ‘prose poem’ that was passed on to me by a great friend 
who lost his wife recently, after many years of marriage in which 
she had been a wonderful support both to her husband and her 
children: it’s headed “I Love You”:

I Love You 
Not only for what you are 
But for what I am 
When I am with you

I Love You 
Not only for what you 
Have made for yourself 
But for what you are making of me

I Love You 
For the part of me that you bring out

I Love You 
For putting your hand 
Into my heaped up heart 
And passing over all the foolish 
Weak things that you can’t help dimly 
Seeing there

And for drawing out into the light 
All the beautiful belongings 
That no one else had looked 
Quite so far to find
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I Love You 
Because you have done 
More than any creed to make me good 
And more than any fate could have done 
To make me happy

You have done it without a touch 
Without a word 
Without a sign 
You have done it 
By being Yourself



Getting the Love You Want
July 1992

After thirty five years in family law practice, I still keep finding that 
I haven’t yet heard everything. The latest was a book I picked up 
on sale at Classic Bookstore (thank you, James), by psychologist 
Harville Hendrix, called Getting the Love You Want.

Why do young couples fall madly in love with people who 
resemble their parents? Even when their parents are the last 
people they want anything to do with? Why do honeymoons end 
in acrimony? Whence comes that inner voice, by which people 
identify ‘Mr. (or Mrs.) Right’? Why do people fall in love at all? 
What can we do about it—if anything?

The answer, says Hendrix, lies in our brains. Not the upper, 
‘cognitive’ level of the brain, which we use for passing our Mensa 
test. People don’t fall in love that way. It’s the primitive, ‘reptil-
ian’ area of the brain—the brain stem, inherited in common 
with most of the animal world from before the age of the dino-
saurs, separated from the thinking part of the brain by the limbic 
system, seat of the emotions. The brain stem is the most primi-
tive and automatic part of our mental equipment. In an instant, 
being confronted with a new situation, it runs through a lifetime’s 
memories, and decides whether what it perceives is friend or foe. 
If it’s hostile, an instinctive decision is made on fight, flight, or 
submission. If unthreatening, the decision is whether to nurture, 
to be nurtured, or to make love.

This primitive brain simply records experiences, bad or good. 
It has no sense of time. Anything a child has grown up with in 
its nurture, whether bad or good, creative or destructive, feels 
right because it is familiar. Therefore, should a person of the 
opposite sex come into one’s life, and if that person resembles 
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a composite of the primary caregivers of one’s youth, there will 
be a strange sense of familiarity and rightness coming from the 
reptilian brain. Actually, the more unsuccessful the home envi-
ronment has been in the past, the more intense the desire for this 
other person—just because there is so much ‘unfinished business’ 
with the earlier caregiver, that the primitive brain hopes it can 
resolve with this new companion. By the evaluation of this prim-
itive section of our brain, Fairy Princess has met Prince Charm-
ing, and both plan to live happily ever after. What each of them 
is in love with, however, is not a real human being at all, but a 
mental image. After the honeymoon has ended, Fairy Princess 
and Prince Charming are found to be only human.

Hendrix gives us an account of the painful times he had as a 
counsellor, realizing that his patients had all made the terrible 
mistake of marrying people who reflected back to them all the 
failures and miseries in personal relationships that they had 
endured in childhood. Most of them, he found, were exhibiting 
exactly the same childish behaviour to each other that would 
have been appropriate for infants to use to their parents.

The outcome of his experience, however, was to conclude 
that instinct was perhaps right after all. Revisiting the hurts of the 
child’s environment through marriage gives each partner a chance 
to ‘do it right’ the second time around—to apply the resources 
of a mature brain to situations that had hurt the infant, who had 
not had at that time tools with which to cope with the situation. 
The early days of marriage are not a time to plan divorce, but to 
use unconditional, helpful, adult love to heal the hurts that the 
partner has inherited from childhood. It is in carrying out such 
healing that the childhood victim finds a way also to be healed 
of his or her own ancient emotional wounds.

So ‘love conquers everything’. It just has to be the love we 
give—not the love we expect to receive, and are disappointed 
when it doesn’t come.



Birth Order
2007

Where were you born?
No, I don’t mean the country or the city. My question relates 

to the place you held in the family in which you grew up.
Dr. Kevin Leman’s Birth Order Book (written by a youngest 

child) raises a fascinating theory of how important one’s place 
in the family is, in determining your character.

The basic attitudes of character that any of us show are devel-
oped in the first five years or so of life. If we are the firstborn, we 
do not have any brothers or sisters for a period of likely at least a 
couple of years. Our upbringing is therefore almost completely in 
the hands of adults. Bigger, wiser and stronger than we are, they 
impress on us both a sense of the need to excel, and a further 
sense of how far we fall short of their expectations, even when 
we try our best. Firstborns therefore tend to be leaders, fixed in 
their opinions, and very often frustrated and depressed at the 
way their lives are going, because they cannot be 100% perfect, 
even to the point of suicide.

If younger siblings come along, the eldest have plenty of 
scope to practice their leadership skills on them. If they stay as 
only children, then they can be even more fixed, authoritarian 
and depressed than when they become ‘one of a family’. Yet an 
amazing number of people in leadership positions in the work-
ing world—politicians, clergy, airline pilots, for instance—are 
found to be firstborns. 

The youngest child is quite different. By the time there are 
more children, the attention of parents is diluted, and the young-
est one is likely more influenced by elder siblings than by parents. 
So the youngest child is often spoiled, irresponsible, and highly 
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creative, always looking for attention—a monkey and a trouble 
maker, to the great annoyance of the eldest.

Other children, like myself, have been sandwiched between 
the oldest and the youngest. In order to survive, they learn to 
compromise and to negotiate and settle the differences between 
the older and the younger, and how to avoid making waves.

This is just an outline of Leman’s basic ideas, but there are 
endless variations. Some second children aggressively steal the 
leadership position of the eldest. Children born as youngest after 
a long interval, or who are adopted into a new family, may take 
on a leadership attitude—hence the difficulty of blending two 
families if there has been remarriage after a divorce. The atti-
tudes and expectations of parents towards the different sexes 
can also make a difference.

Success and failure in marriage can be affected by birth order. 
Two firstborns may well make their marriage a continual struggle 
for control. On the other hand, an eldest matched with a young-
est can be a very good pair—one steering the ship, and the other 
giving humour and creativity that would otherwise be lacking. 
Two last borns are in danger of dissolving into irresponsibility 
and chaos. Two middle borns may well lack creativity and/or a 
sense of direction.

Interesting things happen when family events, such as the 
death of a firstborn, move others into a position for which they 
had not been prepared—they may find themselves trying to play 
two roles at once.  And so on.

I’ll leave you, therefore, to take a look at your own personal 
history, and see if the good doctor makes sense—or is just play-
ing a last born joke on us. I’ll also leave you with a word of advice. 
Before you buy that ring, find out from your intended spouse just 
where in birth order the two of you fit. At the very least, it will 
enable you to understand what to expect from your partner. At 
best, it may help you avoid a catastrophe!



An Evolving Society
February 1996

I was discussing her work with a friend of mine who acts as an 
auditor for a Pension Fund. One of her major problems was to 
know the marital status of the employees that were covered by 
the benefits of the fund. Were they married, divorced, shacking 
up, cohabiting, living common-law, common-law but separated, 
equivalent to married for purposes of pensions but not for welfare 
or the Income Tax Act, cohabiting homosexuals, or what have you, 
and if so, what were the legal implications? I didn’t envy her task.

In truth, the modern permissive society has led to an incredi-
ble variety of domestic arrangements, and a legal morass when it 
comes to sorting them out in the event of death or breakdown of 
the relationship. A husband who has lived common law for twenty 
years and brought up a family gets run over on the highway—and 
his undivorced wife of twenty five years back appears from nowhere 
and scoops up his estate. A woman whose common law union 
has lasted for thirteen years is appalled that her husband is not 
even guilty of adultery when she finds him in bed with another. 
A faithful wife who works to assist in her husband’s career finds 
herself with no remedy when her husband divorces her, unless 
she takes advantage of the Matrimonial Property Act (which 
involves a limited time for taking action). And so on.

It strikes me that our classical model of marriage, with all the 
rights, ceremonies and responsibilities that the law provides, is 
failing to satisfy the needs of society. In the past year, no fewer 
than five couples have asked me to perform the wedding cere-
mony for them, but in all cases, the religious setting, symbolism 
and preparation is not what they want, so I have had to disap-
point them. The last three children I have been asked to baptize 
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all have had unmarried parents.
What we need is something much simpler and more compre-

hensive than the variety of arrangements that take place today. 
What I suggest is that, as an alternative or a supplement to marriage, 
we devise a Registered Cohabitation Agreement.

Any couple, regardless of the sex of any of the parties, would 
then be able to go to their local License Issuer, and provided 
they were not already registered as the cohabiting partner of 
some other person, could register their relationship. Without 
such registration, no legal rights or obligations of any kind would 
accrue to any party at all.

In registering the Agreement, there would be a checklist of 
rights each gives to the other. The Canada Pension Plan (and 
other private or employment pensions), The Divorce Act, the 
Dower Act, the Income Tax Act, the Insurance Act, the Matrimo-
nial Property Act, the Wills Act, the Workers’ Compensation Act. 
The question of custody and maintenance for children arising 
from the arrangements would be decided in advance, subject 
to statutory minimum requirements. I am sure the list could go 
much further.

Termination of such an agreement could be immediate by 
mutual consent, or on three months’ notice by either party to 
the other. No muss, no ill feeling, no lawyer’s costs. You didn’t 
ask for the fully protected and tied down status of matrimony, so 
don’t complain if you don’t get it.

The point is, that marriage is a relationship established by 
the promises of the couple involved, supported and sanctioned 
by society. Society needs the relationship to be publicly known 
and acknowledged, and has a responsibility to see that the care 
and support of children is looked after, but couples do not have 
to be blackmailed into traditional rites and ceremonies as the 
only means of entry into their state of wedded bliss. Nor do we 
need a complete uniformity of rights and obligations for every 
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couple who decide to cohabit. Nor do we have to put up with the 
confused and expensive situation that we have nowadays, when 
a relationship breaks down.

I recall our late Ombudsman, Randall Ivany, suggesting that 
it was time for a change in our marriage arrangements. Maybe 
it’s time that the Alberta Law Reform Institute took him up.



Religion and Sexuality
2002

Religions are never at their best when allied too closely to the 
political power.

The Christian church ought to have learned the lesson well, 
since its founder suffered a painful death when a Roman governor 
yielded to religious pressure and ordered his execution. In spite 
of that, established Christian churches have since had crusades, 
inquisitions, compulsory church attendance, and have imposed 
suspension of civil rights for ‘Jews, Papists and Dissenters’. In 
more recent years in Canada, the phenomenon was seen in a 
tragic endeavour by both Church and State to replace aborigi-
nal culture with compulsory Christianity, through the residen-
tial schools system.

Equally, though, the enforcement of Muslim law in differ-
ent parts of the globe has aroused concern with organizations 
devoted to promoting human rights, particularly the rights of 
women, who are alarmed by the cruel and unusual punishments 
imposed, particularly on those not of the true faith, by Muslim law.

An especial area where Church and State have (figuratively) 
been in bed together over a long period of time, has to do with 
the institution of marriage. On the one hand, sexual unions of 
all kinds have been taking place in the human and animal world 
since the dawn of time. Beyond the traditional lifelong marriage 
of one male, one female, the world has seen casual sex, prostitu-
tion, polyandry and polygamy, concubinage, ‘trial marriages’, and 
various kinds of homosexual couplings, all approved of or disap-
proved of by the prevailing culture, throughout recorded history.

The Christian church’s ideal has always been that marriage 
be a lifelong union of one man and one woman in a climate of 
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mutual love and support, to the exclusion of all others, an image 
of the Christian concept of God as a Holy Trinity. Overlaid on 
that, though it is a view branded as heretical by several New 
Testament writers, is the additional teaching that real perfection 
lies in celibacy. Various proof texts are also brought up, mainly 
from the Old Testament, that condemn bestiality, consanguin-
ity, fornication and homosexual relationships, as well as limiting 
divorce. Contraception and abortion have also been frowned on 
in certain religious circles—items that likely were not even on 
the radar screen in Biblical times. These requirements became, 
almost without thinking, the basis of matrimonial law in most 
European countries and in the Americas.

The church’s teaching may well be a counsel of perfection, 
but human nature is not perfect. As the influence of the church 
has declined, we have seen the state recognize marriages with-
out the participation of the church. We have seen limitations on 
availability of contraception thrown to the winds, and a corre-
sponding tolerance of abortion as a form of birth control. We 
have seen easier mechanisms for divorce. And now a rearguard 
action is being fought by the mainline churches over the recog-
nition by the State (and possibly even by their churches) of same 
sex cohabitation agreements.

One wonders whether the Church itself is not a little bit too 
hung up on this question of sex—the main rival to religion in 
this world in directing conduct and (allegedly) bringing love, joy, 
peace and happiness to humanity. The Bible certainly has excel-
lent examples within it of same sex pledges of loyalty—of David 
to Jonathan for the male sex, and Ruth to Naomi for the female—
and I was interested to note a passage in Ezekiel recently, that 
implied that the ‘sin of Sodom’ had nothing to do with homosex-
uality, but involved the abuse of the needy and the homeless, an 
entirely different matter, about which the prophets continually 
railed in their own time, and could very well continue to rail today.
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The teachings of Jesus on what is the ideal for marriage 
certainly have been proved by experience to be valid: a recent 
survey showed that couples who work through their difficult times 
rather than divorcing in the long run claim to be happier, and 
the connection of the AIDS epidemic with promiscuous sexual 
behaviour is well established. On the other hand, the church is 
a voluntary organization of those with specific beliefs, who are 
committed to certain types of conduct as a result of those beliefs. 
It is beyond the mandate of the church to insist that the behaviour 
that its beliefs dictate should be imposed on all. Conversely, all 
States have an obligation to prevent religious enthusiasms from 
resulting in unfair and destructive behaviour towards their citi-
zens by religious zealots.

The outcome? Likely that the State will start to allow civil rights 
to be given to contracting parties by virtue of their relationship, 
whether this is called ‘marriage’ or something else, based entirely 
on their wishes, and its own social policy. Churches will supple-
ment those contracts of which they approve, by their own cele-
brations of ‘Holy Matrimony’, using whatever ceremonies and 
imposing whatever obligations its members think it proper to 
adopt. The two systems of State and Church will proceed inde-
pendently.

And my guess is that, just as divorced people are now accepted 
fully as members of the church, and even as clergy, so also the 
day will come when same sex partners will ask for and receive 
some form of blessing from their church, even if such a blessing 
is not called ‘marriage’.



Celibacy
2007

When it comes to the question of celibacy, whether it is Jesus, Saint 
Paul, or the author of our Prayer Book, Thomas Cranmer, one 
conclusion is shared by all of them. Celibacy is not for everyone. 

Jesus talks of “Eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for 
the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven”, and expressly indicates that 

“not everyone can receive this teaching, but only those to whom it 
has been given” (Matthew 19:12). Paul, discussing marriage with 
his Corinthian converts, wishes that everyone would be unmar-
ried as he is, but recognizes that celibacy is a “particular gift from 
God”, and for those who do not have this gift, “it is better to marry 
than be aflame with passion.” (I Corinthians 7:7-9).

Cranmer’s prayer book pulls no punches either. Besides two 
reasons for marriage carried forward to our time—procreation 
of children and mutual support—there is a third one that nowa-
days that we are perhaps too bashful to talk about:

Secondly, It [marriage] was ordained as a remedy 
against sin, and to avoid fornication, that such 
persons as have not the gift of continency might 
marry, and keep themselves undefiled members 
of Christ’s body.

It seems to me that this acknowledgment of the strength of sexual 
passions has a place in the current discussions on same sex unions. 
Whether the reason is genetic, or the result of fetal development 
or early childhood experiences, it appears to be an established 
fact that some people are attracted to members of the same sex.

Until recently, both such persons have been expected by 
Society and the Church to remain celibate, and there have been 
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unpleasant scandals and punishments when they have been 
unwilling or unable to do so. Now the pressure is mounting both 
in Church and State to allow such persons to enter into some 
form of marital or quasi-marital union.

There’s a difference between irresponsible promiscuity, and a 
committed relationship between two persons. Going as far back 
as the story of Sodom’s destruction, the former has been every-
where condemned. The latter, however, whether it is the story 
of the faithful love of Ruth and Naomi or of David and Jonathan, 
are moving stories of faithfulness and mutual support, examples 
to be admired and followed.

General Synod has this question on its agenda when it meets 
later this year, and has spent many years in study without coming 
to unanimity. It is going to be an interesting challenge for it to 
decide just where the Church will stand on the issue.



Mary
October 1999

About a year ago, I drove twice to Manitoba. First, to pay a final 
visit to a sister in law, Mary, severely ill in a nursing home. Later, 
it was to attend her funeral.

Mary’s life was a difficult one. At the age of sixteen she had 
developed mental problems. A number of methods of treatment 
had been tried, none with great success. She had spent much of 
her life in sheltered employment at an institution. In her later 
years, she had been able to live independently in a residence, 
helped by a government day program that provided supervised 
activities, medication, and help with living problems to people 
with mental disorders. After the program was terminated for 
reasons of cost, she spent her last years in an (obviously more 
expensive!) nursing home. Eventually, the lithium she had been 
taking as a medication for much of her life affected her kidneys. 
Dialysis proved less and less effective, and ultimately she died.

A wasted life? Perhaps. But at her funeral, a different picture 
emerged. A picture of someone who gave what she could—cards 
and messages on family birthdays; attending family reunions 
at Christmas time with great good humour; singing carols with 
her very lovely voice. Above all, though, her very neediness had 
drawn out the best in so many other people who had helped her 
make her path through life.

There is a lesson here. We live in a world that is much tempted 
to abort the unwanted or defective unborn, and euthanize the 
incurably ill, thinking that such have no usefulness for the rest 
of us. Yet God sent His Son to earth, and Jesus sent his disciples 
out to evangelize, in a deliberately needy condition. The baby 
lay helpless in a manger: the disciples were told to go out with-
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out money, food or change of clothing. People responded with 
kindness to that neediness. So, even before a word was preached, 
such people experienced the Gospel truth that “It is more blessed 
to give than to receive”.

Perhaps we need the needy more than we think. Not for what 
they give us, but for the compassion and helpfulness they draw 
out of us. They make us better people.

Perhaps, too, there is a lesson here about evangelism. Evan-
gelism does not require bribery, great theological knowledge, or 
well financed crusades. It can succeed by asking those outside 
to show compassion for the very human suffering and needs 
of its ministers. It is the martyrs who are the seed of the church.

On the day of judgment, we are told, we will recognize that 
Christ was in the hungry, the naked, the poor, the sick, the captives.

How have we responded to His needs?



Sacrifice
January, 1991

DEATH

Two recent articles in a magazine I subscribe to have been highly 
critical of the Greenpeace organization, and in particular, its 
campaign against the gathering of furs by northern communi-
ties in Canada.

It was pointed out that the result of this campaigning has not 
only been to ruin the native fur-gathering economy, but also to 
give the result that the furs of seals killed for their meat, instead 
of being put to use in the form of clothing, are now completely 
wasted because of this boycott of natural furs. This, too, by people 
who quite possibly eat meat and wear leather shoes, and pollute 
the atmosphere with gasoline-powered automobiles, without a 
second thought about the hypocrisy of their position.

Is it perhaps that in the growing urbanization of our lives, we 
are beginning completely to lose touch with the cycle of birth 
and death in nature? If so, this has very serious implications 
for our religion. The essential theme of Christianity is not the 
avoidance of death. Rather, it is the creative use of sacrifice as 
the springboard to new life. The sacrifice of the vegetables, seeds 
and animals that go into our diet, is the price nature is asked to 
pay so that mankind can continue to live on the earth. In olden 
times, this sacrifice was made with religious reverence and a 
full appreciation of the blood and the suffering involved. Now, 
we can pick up a package of meat at Safeway, secretly killed in a 
packing plant, without a second thought that an animal gave its 
life that we might live. Our faith teaches us, however, and partic-
ularly teaches us through the Eucharist, that it is not wrong that 
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such a sacrifice should be demanded and made. Rather, it chal-
lenges us ourselves to follow Christ in presenting our bodies as 
a “living sacrifice”—taking part with all of nature in an endless 
pattern of death and renewal, a pattern upon which our total 
ecology depends.

Abolish death on this earth, and we condemn ourselves to 
an unreal and overpopulated world, where children become a 
burden, because their elders never come to the point of ‘pass-
ing on’, where the animal and insect worlds multiply to the point 
of covering the earth, because they do not give up a substan-
tial portion of their young to provide food for other species—in 
the end, to a point where an overburdened earth no longer can 
sustain all the demands made on it. Sacrifice gives the opportu-
nity of death with a purpose: life laid down so that others can live 
more abundantly. Captain Oates, Sidney Carson, an abundance 
of Christian martyrs, Christ himself—are we really so without 
understanding that we are unable to get the message?

This, of course, leads on to the fact that there is a Christian 
case in favour of birth control and abortion. But I think I’d better 
quit while I’m ahead!



Metamorphosis
June 2000

Spring is here, and with it gardening, lawn mowing, planting 
seeds and watching them grow, barbecues, mosquitoes—and 
caterpillars.

Caterpillars, a strange and squishy form of life, feeding in 
particular on leaves of trees and hedges. Travel through areas 
of poplar growth in the Province, and often enough at this time 
of year we will see acres of trees denuded of their leaves by tent 
caterpillars. Nasty, destructive things, whether in the garden or 
outside.

What is so strange about caterpillars, though, is that they live, 
literally, a double life. When their time of destructive feeding is 
over, they go dormant within a kind of shell that they manufac-
ture for themselves. Some time later, they emerge from the pupa 
stage as a (much more attractive) moth or butterfly.

Particularly interesting is the way this comes about. It’s not 
as if the caterpillar keeps its identity in making its transforma-
tion. Rather, it seems, the whole creature dissolves into a kind of 
mush, from which an entirely new creation develops, much as a 
chicken develops within the egg.

What a parallel with our own process of spiritual develop-
ment! “Be not conformed to this world,” says St. Paul, “but be 
transformed by the renewing of your minds.” In the first part of 
our lives, we establish ourselves at the expense of others. At some 
point, though, a new spirit has to take us over, dissolve our old 
nature, and refashion us in an entirely new manner. Whether in 
Baptism, conversion, or death, “It is sown a physical body: it is 
raised a spiritual body.” “He who loses his life, the same shall find it.”

To quote William Temple:
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Death becomes not a mere gateway to be passed 
through, not the mere casting away of a perishable 
body, but a loss which is turned into gain, a giving 
up of life which is made the means whereby that 
life is received back again renewed, transfigured 
and fulfilled.

The way, in fact, in which the caterpillar becomes a butterfly. 



Baptism as Suicide
May 1997

Jonestown—Waco—the Solar Temple—Heaven’s Gate. Just some 
examples in recent years of cults with strange ideas of ‘the other 
side’, and of followers led like lemmings to a murderous or suicidal 
fate because of this, by strangely unqualified leaders.

Somehow, all this resonates well with a remark that Kath-
leen Norris makes in her recent work “The Cloister Walk”—that 
there is real value in the dullness of conventional religion, and 
the repetitiveness of its ritual. Truth in theology may not be as 
dramatic as the fantasies of a ‘Star Wars’ imagination. Hopefully, 
though, ‘mainline’ religion, with its orthodox theology, its some-
times pedestrian sermons, its repetitive ritual, and the discipline 
of a daily ‘rule of life’ of piety and charity, can keep us free from 
the excesses of misguided belief. Having faith is all very well, but 
as St. James says, “the devils believe, and tremble.” These cult 
suicides teach us, alarmingly, that believing in error often has 
worse effects than no belief at all.

What is so particularly sad, it seems to me, is that these people 
who commit suicide are so close to the realizations that in ortho-
dox Christianity lead to conversion and Baptism. Yes, most of 
us find out after a time that the rewards of the material life are 
hollow. To pursue them is futile, since success only makes death 
a more sorrowful parting from all we have ever lived for. A life 
lived for oneself, once we fully realize that such a life is finite 
because our material bodies are finite, has no purpose at all. In 
Shakespeare’s words, “It is a tale, told by an idiot, full of sound 
and fury, signifying nothing.”

Perhaps we do not realize that Baptism is the answer of our 
‘mainline’ churches to this dilemma—because Baptism is, symbol-
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ically, suicide. It is “a death unto Sin”—but also a “new birth unto 
righteousness.” We don’t have to take an imaginary space ship 
to a distant galaxy in order to commence the spiritual life. It is 
something that can start, sacramentally, right here on earth. And, 
once we have come to this realization, the convenient cop-out 
of suicide is perhaps no more than a selfish, Disneyland way of 
wasting the remaining life God has given us on earth, rather than 

‘redeeming the time’ in Christian love and service.
It’s so easy to think of the faith we follow as a matter of personal 

convenience and preference. Surely, it is much more than that. 
In the confusing world we live in, it is our means of sanity and 
survival. It is also something we can and should be willing to 
share with our fellow humans—for the sake of their sanity and 
survival as well.



A Living Hope
March 30, 2008

As I am sure you know by now, the reason that I am here to speak 
to you is because of the arrival on Thursday morning of last week 
of Caleb, the much loved and anticipated son of Kevin and Brenda. 
So just at the moment, Kevin will be looking after family matters, 
and I will be here to take the service and preach.

This Second Sunday after Easter, we turn from the sheer excite-
ment of Our Lord’s rising from the dead, to answer two questions. 
First, ‘Did it really happen?’ And second, ‘What does it all mean?’

The story of Thomas is one of a doubter who became truly 
convinced that Jesus had returned from the grave, in so real a form 
that his wounds could be touched, and he could eat and drink 
with his disciples. Yet in a way, Jesus had become different. He 
was not like Lazarus, restored to life, but still the target of Phari-
sees who wanted to kill him. Jesus could appear out of nowhere 
into a locked room. He could perceive a person’s thoughts when 
not visibly present. He seemed able to disguise himself, so as not 
to be recognized until he wished to be. Yet he also had teaching 
still to do. The key message: “I go to prepare a place for you”. His 
attitude—one of triumph and happiness.

But what does it all mean? Saint Peter gives us a clue—we 
have been “begotten again” by this resurrection. Just as Jesus 
was “conceived by the Holy Spirit,” so we have been enabled to 
receive God’s Holy Spirit to start us on our path to eternal life, as 
the disciples found out at Pentecost a few weeks later.

‘Begotten’, though, is not the same as ‘born’, as Brenda might 
tell you. Begetting is the responsibility of the father, while bear-

A sermon preached at St. Matthias’ Anglican Church, March 30, 2008.
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ing the child is the much more prolonged and difficult duty of 
the mother. It is a pity that many Bible translations do not make 
this distinction, because there is an important message here.

During the past months, Caleb has been developing in the 
womb from a union of two tiny cells, which have divided and 
divided until this fetus has turned into a completely formed child, 
with lungs, eyes, arms and legs and mouth.

If we were to go back a month or two, I can imagine Caleb 
having a conversation with his mother that might go something 
like this: “Mum, I can’t move in here—why do I have to grow 
these arms and legs?” “Mum, I’m surrounded with water here, 
why do I need these lungs?” “Mum, It’s all dark in here. What’s 
the use of growing these eyes?” “Mum, I get all my nourishment 
through my umbilical cord. Do I really need a mouth?”

And Mum might very well reply: “Caleb, you’re not going to 
be here forever. Before long, you are going to end up in a new 
world, a word of movement, air, sunlight and food. What you are 
developing now is not for the life you are living today. Soon, you 
are going to be born into a new life, and these gifts, which seem 
so unnecessary today, are things you will not be able to do with-
out if you are going to live in the world you are going to enter.”

Well, all of us who are here have spent our necessary time 
in the womb, and have been now born into this world of light, 
movement, food and air. But we, too, are in a state where we have 
indeed been begotten through the Holy Spirit in Baptism, and 
our spiritual life has commenced, but so long as we live on earth, 
our journey is not finished, and we have not yet been born into 
the life to come. Nurturing us until that moment is the respon-
sibility of our spiritual mother, the Church.

So, like the impatient baby, we may well wonder why spiri-
tual traits are developing in us that don’t seem much use to us 
in the present world—prayer, worship, charity towards neigh-
bours, study of religion and of the Bible, fellowship with other 
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believers, and so on. Many people have no use for them, or this 
church would be much more full than it is today. Yet the truth 
is that these things will be our breath, our food, our actions and 
our light when the time comes for us to be born into the resur-
rection life to come.

The child has nine months of protection and growth within 
its mother, before, on some date that is never quite certain, the 
call comes for it to be born into another world. We now have our 
threescore years and ten (more or less) allocated to us on this 
earth, and again, the exact date when we pass from this world 
into the next is not precisely known. We know, though, that no 
matter how much it is delayed, at some time it will finally come. 
We have been begotten, and the day will come when we will be 
born into the life to come.

As the ancient hymn to Christ puts it: “When thou hadst over-
come the sharpness of death, thou didst open the Kingdom of 
Heaven to all believers.”

The Resurrection, with its “living hope,” tells us that this earthly 
life of ours indeed is not the end, but a preparation for Eternal 
Life. For which, let us indeed give thanks.

Its message therefore is for us to use our time joyfully and 
wisely, not considering the time we spend on holy things to be 
wasted, because the wonders of this world are only a foretaste of 
the joys and the wonders we will experience after our new birth 
into the world to come. For this, we can give thanks to the never 
ending love of our Father in heaven, of His Son and of His Spirit.



VIII
WHAT WE BELIEVE



The 39 Articles in Limerick Verse
2009

The doctrines of the Anglican Church are set out in a number 
of propositions called the Thirty Nine Articles, developed in the 
century following the establishment of the independent Church 
of England in 1535. These are not so much a comprehensive 
statement of faith, as particular points where the approach of our 
church differs from doctrines advanced by other denominations, 
in particular the Church of Rome. The full text of these articles 
can be found on page 698 of the Anglican Book of Common Prayer.

As a gift from my cousin in England for my birthday last Novem-
ber, I received an unusual book entitled The Bible in Limerick 
Verse. Not a joke, but a serious attempt by a retired clergyman to 
make the gist of a number of Bible stories memorable and easily 
available to newcomers to the Scriptures, in the hopes that in 
due course, they would become interested enough to read and 
understand the originals.

My cousin suggested that I likely do better versification than 
some of those in that book, and should have a go at the Thirty 
Nine Articles. I know not whether she was serious, but in fact I 
did take up the challenge, and in so doing, reacquainted myself 
with these basic tenets of Anglican doctrine, which, after all, are 
subscribed to by every person ordained into Anglican ministry.

It strikes me that in the present state of tension between vari-
ous groupings within our church, the one unifying factor is in fact 
that all our clergy have subscribed to this basic statement of faith, 
and the question of whether a group stays within the Anglican 
church or outside it may well be the question of whether they 
are prepared to accept these articles or not.

And since the Elizabethan verbiage of the Thirty Nine Articles 
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is something of a disincentive to reviewing and understanding 
them, I am pleased to append them now in the easily under-
standable form of Limerick Verse. Feel free to make use of them 
and pass them on to others as you see fit.

Preface

Don’t live in a house built on sand: 
These Articles help understand 
 What Anglicans know 
 Of the way they should go 
To walk in the path that God planned. 

I.  God

Article I - Of Faith in the Holy Trinity 
There is but a single Divinity 
Whose origins are from Infinity 
 Made the earth and the skies, 
 Compassionate, Wise - 
One Being revealed in a Trinity.

Article II - Of the Word or Son of God, 
 who was made very Man. 
Christ Jesus, God’s Son and true Man 
The work of redemption began 
 Condemned to the grave 
 He yet loved and forgave - 
Our Saviour, all part of God’s plan.
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Article III - Of the going down of Christ 
 into Hell. 
For all of us, death is a must: 
Souls remain, bodies turn into dust. 
 So Christ, crucified, 
 Went to hell when he died 
Proclaiming release for the just.

Article IV - Of the Resurrection of  Christ. 
Christ’s body, entire and complete 
Rose again, his disciples to greet; 
 And forty days later 
 Rejoined the Creator 

‘Til all for his judgment shall meet.

Article V - Of the Holy Ghost. 
From Father and Son, there proceeds 
A Spirit, that speaks to our needs. 
 Her gifts that keep giving 
 Assist us in living 
Bearing fruit in love, joy and good deeds.

Article VI - Of the Sufficiency of the 
 Holy Scriptures for Salvation. 
Scripture’s sixty six volumes suffice 
To guide us to everything nice; 
 If you want any more 
 The Apocrypha’s store 
Entertains. but it’s not for advice.
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Article VII - Of the Old Testament. 
Don’t belittle the Testament Old 
In which Israel’s story is told; 
 Though the Temple is gone, 
 Replaced by God’s Son 
The moral commandments still hold.

Article VIII - Of the Three Creeds. 
The foundation that everyone needs 
For faith is contained in the Creeds: 
 Apostles’, Nicene 
 Athanasian, all lean 
On the Bible for sowing their seeds. 

II.  The Human Condition

Article IX - of Original or Birth-sin. 
The snake in that innocent garden 
Caused Adam’s behaviour to harden; 
 Led astray by desire 
 All are plunged in that mire 
And need to be saved by God’s pardon.

Article X - Of Free-Will. 
Since Man scorned the rules of the place 
And Paradise left in disgrace 
 His search to regain 
 Peace with God will be vain 
Until his heart’s changed by God’s grace.
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Article XI - Of the Justification of Man. 
The merits of Christ, who forgave 
The people he suffered to save 
 Alone give the right 
 To seem pure in God’s sight - 
Set free, and no longer sin’s slave.

Article XII - Of Good Works. 
When faith in Christ Jesus takes root 
In our lives, then beyond all dispute 
 It’s no more a labour 
 To care for our neighbour - 
Good deeds come like trees bearing fruit!

Article XIII - Of Works before Justification. 
Holy actions, God’s favour to win 
Are a course we should never begin; 
 For unless Christ directs 
 What we do, one expects 
God will have to condemn them as sin.

Article XIV - Of Works of  Supererogation. 
To obey the Commandments, ‘tis true 
Is a thing that we all ought to do, 
 But it’s arrogance fond 
 To try going beyond 
To look like the best in the pew.
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Article XV - Of Christ Alone Without Sin. 
Those who claim to be sinless, forsooth, 
Have gone very far from the truth; 
 Only Jesus can rate 
 That exceptional state - 
The rest of us sinned from our youth!

Article XVI - Of Sin after Baptism. 
We’re baptized, and receive a fresh start 
And the Spirit comes into our heart 
 But our weakness of will 
 Means that sin’s with us still 
Though God’s grace will forgiveness 
impart.

Article XVII - Of Predestination and 
 Election. 
God’s will is salvation for all 
And he helps those who answer his call 
 So do not despair 
 If perfection’s not there - 
Confess- you’ll be saved from sin’s thrall.

Article XVIII - Of Obtaining Eternal 
Salvation only by the Name of Christ. 
Some faiths are true faiths, some less so, 
And don’t teach the right yes and no; 
 So let us beware 
 Those who do not declare 
Christ’s way as the one way to go.
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III. The Church

Article XIX - Of the Church. 
The Church is a place where the Word 
Is proclaimed, and the sacraments shared; 
 It’s a wonderful place 
 Filled with folks full of grace - 
What a pity some churches have erred!

Article XX - Of the Authority of the Church. 
The Church prayers and rites can proclaim 
And matters of faith and of blame, 
 But in looking at Scripture 
 It must view the whole picture 
Asking nothing outside of its frame.

Article XXI - Of the Authority of General 
 Councils. 
The secular power must agree 
If a Council is going to be; 
 And to keep our faith pure 
 We must always ensure 
That with Scripture its verdicts agree.

Article XXII - Of Purgatory. 
When the Romans define “Purgatory” 
It’s only a fictional story, 
 Also images, relics 
 And beings angelic 
Should not interfere with God’s glory.
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Article XXIII - Of Ministering in the 
 Congregation. 
The preacher, who seeks to secure 
A post, though his motives be pure, 
 Needs lawful authority 
 To approve his priority 
Or else he’s not welcome, for sure

Article XXIV - Of speaking in the 
Congregation in such a tongue as the 
people understand. 
A clergyman’s message must focus 
On words that are not “hocus pocus”; 
 We folks in the pews 
 Used to sit there and snooze 
Until with plain English you woke us.

Article XXV - Of the Sacraments. 
Communion and Baptism we list 
As Christ’s sacraments, made to exist 
 To cleanse and give strength 
 (Not for worship at length) 
Five more aren’t the same, and dismissed.

Article XXVI - Of the Unworthiness of the 
 Ministers, which hinders not the effect of 
 the Sacrament. 

“All have sinned, and come short of God’s 
glory”.     But that’s not the end of the story: 
 Christ’s mercies still work 
 Though his servant’s a jerk - 
But bad priests - beware of God’s fury.
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Article XXVII - Of Baptism. 
Through Baptism, new life we begin 
Receiving forgiveness of sin; 
 By sacrament crafted 
 We’re adopted and grafted 
And children are free to come in.

Article XXVIII - Of the Lord’s Supper. 
Don’t let superstition deceive 
By teaching false things to believe; 
 Both bread and wine stay 
 Unchanged all the way, 
It’s through faith that we Jesus receive.

Article XXIX - Of the Wicked which eat not  
 the body of Christ in the use of the Lord’s  
 Supper. 
The faithless and wicked, who taste 
Christ’s Body and Blood are disgraced, 
 For though they may think 
 They receive food and drink 
Communion for them is a waste.

Article XXX - Of both Kinds. 
At Communion, all people should sup 
Not just of the bread, but the cup; 
 We obey Christ’s command 
 When we’ve both in our hand 
That obedience should never let up.
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Article XXXI - Of the one Oblation of Christ 
 finished on the Cross. 
Communion’s a way to recall 
Christ’s victory over man’s fall; 
 His work is completed 
 No need to repeat it - 
Other views have no merit at all.

Article XXXII - Of the Marriage of Priests. 
Some clergyfolk still have to learn 
That it’s better to marry than burn; 
 They’re free to stay single 
 Free also to mingle 
As God gives them power to discern.

Article XXXIII - Of Excommunicate Persons, 
 How they are to be Avoided. 
A person expelled from the fold 
Is an outcast, and stays in the cold 
 Until this harsh sentence 
 Is cured by repentance 
And a judge lets him back as of old.

Article XXXIV - Of the Traditions of the 
 Church. 
Tradition can vary in places 
Without kicking over the traces; 
 So traditional rites 
 Are no reason for fights 
Our church decent order embraces.
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Article XXXV - Of the Homilies. 
The Priest who on Saturday night 
Finds he hasn’t a sermon in sight 
 Can cure the anomaly 
 By using a Homily 
And his Sunday will turn out all right.

Article XXXVI - Of Consecration of Bishops  
 and Ministers. 
The Bishops who had consecration 
To serve in the Church of their nation 
 By the rites of King Ed- 
 ward the Sixth, may be said 
To be validly placed in their station. 

IV. Government

Article XXXVII - Of the Civil Magistrates. 
The King is supreme in our borders 
With force to quell crimes and disorders; 
 His dominion extends 
 Just for temporal ends 
And Christians may fight at his orders.

Article XXXVIII - Of Christian Men’s Goods, 
 which are not Common. 
The question of what’s mine and thine-
Needs care when we’re drawing the line: 
 One can keep what one gleans, 
 But a Christian with means 
No person in need should decline.
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Article XXXIX - Of a Christian Man’s Oath. 
Profanity’s foreign to James 
Who deplores the base use of God’s names; 
 But the man who in Court 
 Swears the truth as he ought 
Is a person whom nobody blames. 

Epilogue

We’re now at the end of the list 
And of Anglican faith have the gist; 
 Though since Vatican Two 
 We should maybe review 
Some articles needing a twist.
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