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Havant Literary Festival

Lenny Henry has been talking about his own sense of revelation. The plays

of Shakespeare which he hated as a schoolboy are now part of his story and

he is part of them, as he reflects on the experience of playing the part of

Othello on the stage. Life and Shakespeare have surprised him. Actually a

friend was reminding me of that as I was saying earlier this week, “how did I

ever let myself in for preaching during a literary festival?” No doubt I was

considered a Philistine by some of my contemporaries at school. Part of my

self-doubt in the past week is that I am well aware of some of the religious

history. If I regard the URC as my spiritual parents – on one side of the

family we were the independents who banned Christmas, and on the other

the Presbyterians whose severe look could drain the joy from any scene of

laughter. Add to that a school background in Classics where Plato

disapproved of writing at all, because it ruined the memory. What is more,

despite paradoxically writing many books himself, Plato saw drama as a

pernicious influence of the irrational in society. It is the sort of background

from which you look warily at the arts.

You can notice some of those influences in the way that the religious and the

Victorian establishment disapproved of the evolution of the novel. I can

remember in growing up a voiced parental disapproval if all I had done with

my morning was sit and read. Although there were books at home the idea of

discussing them was not on the horizon. So what could I begin to say about

the arts or literature?

I want to talk about books and story and the kind of stories we tell. I have

already given the instance of that story at the court of David which was a

way of challenging the conduct of the king. The Bible is full of stories,
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emerging as it does out of an oral culture. They are stories which make a

point, or hold a memory, which explain a custom or offer a moral and

religious teaching. Some of the stories of the Bible have influenced later

story tellers, or drawn from earlier traditions. The story of Jacob’s children,

Joseph and his brothers, is told with artistry and skill. The account of the

flood has been a source of inspiration and fascination for successive writers

and story tellers, as has the story of Jonah, or David and Goliath.

The Bible is also a book which contains poetry and song, in the Psalms and

Prophets, and has influenced other poets in their themes and style. The

reissue of 24 books in the Authorised Version in editions with forwards

focussed on their language and influence was an assertion that they are part

of the wider cultural inheritance even for those who do not profess belief.

In form our second reading this morning – the beatitudes – has rhythms and

patterns of poetry. The simplicity of language, and familiarity of words, can

fool us. For here is a radical reversal of many of the values of that day and

this. Look around you and it is not obvious that this society values the meek,

the merciful and the pure in heart. Nor are those who mourn, and those who

hunger for righteousness commanding wide respect. Maybe we are too

casual in the church when we speak of this as the upside down kingdom, but

Jesus seems to be saying that God’s blessing will rest on those whom most

of us ignore. Many a dramatist has said that it is hard to make this sort of

character central on the stage – much easier to draw the one who is proud

and ruthless and stops at nothing to make their way in the world riding rough

shod over others.

For the believer the Bible is also the vehicle for a larger story, a narrative of

God’s relationship to human beings, of his relation to the children of Israel,
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and through them to the wider world. It is a story which for Christians has

Jesus at the centre, with his life and death the turning point. It is a story

where in the telling and remembering and retelling, we can become part of it,

part of the story, at best embodying it and passing it on. In a sense we read

the story until the story reads us.

Perhaps you noted the appropriateness for today of the baptism of a child

named Christian, especially when a few minutes later we were singing John

Bunyan’s poem or hymn – to be a pilgrim. If not, let me remind you that the

principal character of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress is called Christian in the

first book, his wife Christiana appearing in the second. In its origins the book

was a piece of sectarian propaganda, appearing with copious references in

the margins to chapter and verse to uphold the theological positions and

opinions that had landed Bunyan in prison. But it was rapidly welcomed by a

wider readership for the story, the adventure, and it became a stepping stone,

or a landmark, in the development of the novel. Bunyan had turned an

account of the life journey of the Christian into a story that caught the

imagination of people and appealed to a wide range of ages.

But this was a moral tale, and we can see how as the years rolled on the

preachers or church authorities were wary of any developments of the novel

which played to the sensations, and were inclined to censor what others read.

And yet of course in the fields of drama and poetry religious themes and

themes of faith had already had a long run. There was, I think, always a

tension between the literary world with its freedom of exploration and

imagination and lightness of touch, and some of the earnestness of the

religious of any age, with those tones of disapproval so easily creeping in.
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However enough of history and I offer apologies if I have made a poor hand

of it. If we look at our world today, with the strains of economy and

unemployment, the shadow of cuts, the political pushing and pulling, how

are we to address it, from either the community of faith or the communities

of the arts and literature? Is there any common ground, and is it a moment to

rediscover speaking the truth to the power? Or are we just trivial

entertainment on the sidelines, and pedlars of escapism?

We are living in a time when most people are suspicious of grand theories,

big ideas, whether they are religious systems or political ideologies, and

maybe economic theories. So the focus of recent writing is often on the

minutiae of life, the personal, the exploration of the workings of

consciousness and relationships, the little touches rather than the mighty

themes. Or else we float off into fantasy. It is not in our part of the world a

time for a Milton. Probably in church circles this manifests as a bias to what

worship feels like rather than rigor of thought and clarity of theology and

well wrought sermons.

In many ways, what sell papers are the themes of money, sex and power. A

great deal of writing could be classified in terms of the way the writer

handles those three themes. What do the stories we tell, the stories we read,

tell us about how to live with those issues in personal life and in society? At

the moment there is a television series called “the world’s strictest parents”,

in which teenagers who are proving difficult in their British homes are sent

off to another country to be part of another family. We are seeing that the

views we have formed about money, sex and power are very much culturally

biased, and the young people are, so far, shocked into new ways of seeing

themselves and others.
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Money, sex and power sound sensational themes. But of course the other

side of the coin sounds like this – poverty, chastity and obedience – three

words which have a long history and a surprisingly different resonance. The

teaching of Jesus, and the traditional teaching of the church has told stories

of how to be a person which relate to how we handle money, and our sexual

energy and creative potential, and has addressed the themes of power and

innocence and obedience. Do we recognise that we are shaped by the stories

we tell?

We have been telling each other stories of getting rich quick; or of unlimited

progress in material and technical ways, stories of a progress that justifies

pushing aside what is old and tried in the pursuit of the new. We have been

listening to stories of people bounding from one sexual relationship to

another, trying to hush any lingering sense of guilt or remorse by travelling

faster and talking about self discovery. People are fed on fantasy of wealth

or violence or performance. In some parts of town youngsters who feel

themselves powerless can end up drawn into gangs which try to impose a

rule of fear.

I wonder if we have the bankers we have because of the stories we tell, or

the destruction of the environment we have because of the stories to which

we have listened. Or the wars we have because of the words we chant. In this

the church has no innocence. But if we are shaped by the stories we tell, then

together we need to be shaping and sharing stories that make room for a

humanity less in pursuit of the material, less rampantly self centred and

better able to handle ourselves wisely in relation to money and debt, love

and sex, power and responsibility.
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Two thoughts on how that takes shape. Jim Cotter, whose Benedicite we

used a few moments ago, has worked to reshape the psalms in the light of

Christ. He talks of unfolding them. This means that we can no longer uphold

passages that speak of God’s violence or gloating over our enemies, because

we have learned God loves those other nations too: and so we have to learn

how to celebrate the good things that come to us without revelling in the

woes of others, or nursing desire for revenge. Without denying feelings of

anger and bitterness we need to harness that energy to better ends in the light

of Christ. Just as in similar vein Christians concerned for the environment

are showing us that we cannot use one or two verse of scripture as carte

blanche to exploit the environment.

Secondly, I think of the title of a book that we were given as a gift many

years ago by a poet from Cameroon, Jacob Ndifon. “Old men are libraries”.

In the poem of that title Jacob speaks of what he learned from an uncle or

many uncles. In African culture, Cameroon culture, all adults in the

community traditionally share in the care of children. Old men as libraries

can be the sources of our wisdom and learning. It is through the stories we

tell, and the stories our lives tell that we influence others.

So how do the communities of faith and communities of artists and writers

and poets and actors interact and learn from one another? Where do we

challenge each other in our search for integrity and truth, and how do we

offer hope to those among whom we live? I can offer only these suggestions

this morning: that we are responsible for the stories we tell, and the values

that we embody in them. That anyone of us is faced with and must respond

to those issues of money, sex and power and handing on wisdom and vision

to the generations that follow. That faced with the world in turmoil and



7

7 29/09/09

confusion, we need together to consider the stories we tell. Ponder the

differences between telling a child “You can achieve great things”, and

chanting “You are the weakest link!” For followers of Christ we must

relearn what it means to speak the truth to power, but cannot do so until we

have allowed such truth to probe and penetrate and change our lives first. If

we are to tell a story of hope, to speak of a God who blesses, who offers life

in its fullness, who shares the capacity to create with us as God’s children, if

we are to celebrate the gifts of literature and theatre and art as part of the

riches of being human and being loved, then we must try and make sure our

own living does not undermine or contradict the message of hope and love.

Let us test the story by our lives, and live the story we tell. And may God

give a lasting blessing and to the God made known in the passion of Christ,

to this God be the glory.


