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1 

Doris and the Dreamer 

Doris is dead. I prefer to say ‘Doris has gone from us’, 
for I have a theology about no one becoming non-exis-
tent, kaput, so to speak; but my idea has nothing to do 
with this story. Doris has gone from us and at a ripe old 
age too, one hundred years. 
 Doris was my teacher on Sundays. I came from a 
family of nine where all the children went to Sunday 
School, and when they left Sunday School some lingered 
for a time in church services; but eventually they joined 
that large part of society which looked on church-going 
as religious, and so having little to do with real life. 
Leaving church was a kind of sensible graduation. There 
was some talk, at times, about ‘religion being pushed 
down my throat’, but I myself never saw any evidence of 
that. If you add the fact that there were children’s clubs, 
clubs for young people, concerts, picnics, athletics and 
games, it really wasn’t such a bad world. Not explosive, 
mind you, but I am sure it left impressions none of my 
family could ever shrug off. 
 Back to Doris, my Sunday School teacher. A little 
arithmetic tells me she must have been about thirty 
when she taught me at Sunday School. She was a good 
looker, but staid. At least to my eyes she was staid, as 
was also her sister Enid. Having counted them out as old 
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maids I had only to cope with this Miss Walker’s author-
ity. I have always been in favour of authority de jure, but 
often not de facto. It was years before I realised that I 
was not the most comfortable boy to have in a class: in 
fact I was abysmally ignorant of any trouble I might 
have caused. 
 
In her later years Doris often talked with my sister Eileen 
who herself had been a Sunday School teacher of sorts, 
though nowhere in the bracket of ‘old maid’. In their 
chats my name often used to crop up. 
 ‘I liked Geoffrey very much’, she would often say. ‘It 
was just that he was difficult to handle.’ 
 That sort of an idea never entered into my brain. 
Mind you, I had a perpetual conflict between the bush 
and Sunday School. The family liked their afternoon nap 
following my mother’s magnificent roast dinners. Even I 
admitted to a natural sleepiness, but scarcely was the 
house brought to quietness than I was off to the bush. 
Down Lucinda Avenue I would go and cut through that 
glorious Australian forest, which, alas! is now houses 
with spacious grounds. The old blue gums and other 
giant eucalypts have long since departed. It is true that 
the present mansions and their arbored gardens are no 
eyesore. Admirable in fact, but then not as in the days of 
Doris.  
 At that time on a Sunday I would be well dressed in a 
knickerbocker suit which was my secret pride and the 
sign and seal of coming manhood. My problem was to 
keep it looking good. Climbing up brilliantly-tipped 
small gum trees—there have never since been gum tips 
as vivid as theirs—and searching for birds’ eggs or 
marking spots for later trappings of Sydney waxbills or 
diamond sparrows helped to make my delightful after-
noon. Sometimes I would come across patches of wild-
flowers—waratahs, flannel flowers and, seasonally, 
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Christmas bells. These were enough to give me flutters 
of the heart.  
 The conflict I have mentioned above was between 
bush and church. I worshipped in both, though in differ-
ent ways. I almost had two Gods: the One who made the 
glorious bush with its beauty, its silences, its songs and 
bird cries, and the loveliness of creamy clematis, col-
oured tea-trees and butterflies and jewel beetles for 
whose beauty I still ache, seeing that it has all but gone; 
and the other God who lived in churches. He had the 
worship of all kinds of people; some mild, some vague, 
many quite vivid and dynamic, and others there to sing 
in the choir or fill up the pews. His junior church was the 
Sunday School, and it always seemed immature to me, a 
kind of embryo church but not the real thing. I am not 
sure my ideas have changed much on this score. 
 As I was saying, I lived in conflict between the world 
of the bush and the world of the church. At 2:45 p.m. a 
bell would ring, telling us we had fifteen minutes to 
make it to Sunday School. What brushing down of my 
knickerbocker suit there would be. What repolishing of 
shoes with handy socks or a handkerchief. Often I had to 
scrape my shoes along the grass to clean off cow 
manure. Almost always I made it on time, sidling in at 
the back under the sad gaze of Mister Jones the Superin-
tendent. It was he who took us through a short litany, or 
was it a liturgy? I forget. 
 The opening statement was, ‘Let us lift our hearts to 
the Lord’, to which we responded sonorously, ‘We lift 
them to the Lord’. Under my breath I would say, ‘Now 
let us put them down again’, and I appreciated the soft 
giggles of response. Mister Jones being somewhat deaf 
failed to hear them.  
 Sometimes Tiger Brown and I had to pump the organ. 
This meant going down into the depths of a tiny room, 
the opposite of the organ loft: the organ cellar you might 
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call it. We would pump away, keeping our eye on a lead 
plumb which had to be kept at the level marked for us. 
We discovered that if we failed to reach this level the 
organ would groan as though caught in an asthmatic 
spasm, and even in our dugout we could hear the 
laughter. There was a tall, splendid organ pipe which, if 
we placed a pellet of gravel between it and a cork-end, 
would produce the weirdest kind of music, far beyond 
what today they call ‘heavy metal’. We rarely did this so 
that we could remain above suspicion. One day Tiger 
and I did it when we were hauled in for organ duty at 
the time of a service. The confusion that resulted was our 
reward, but we were chucked out on our ears. 
 With all this nostalgic memory pouring in I am not 
getting to the heart of my story; but I must tell one more 
incident so that we can understand Doris Walker’s life of 
week-to-week apprehension she lived in on my account. 
 In those days I was known as ‘a muck-up’. That meant 
I was a disturber of the peace. At high school this was 
the case, where I was able to disturb most classes. You 
will gather I was an insecure and restless boy, but in 
those days we did not psychologise such behaviour. We 
simply tried to cope with it. Sunday School was easy 
meat in comparison to some of the teachers I had at high 
school.  
 Mister Jones was the butt of my humour that must 
have been as cruel as it was quick. One day he heard my 
addition to the little litany and, shocked, he stopped the 
worship. 
 ‘What did you say Geoffrey?’ he asked in horror.  
 Blithely I told him of my emendation to the Sunday 
School liturgy. 
 He had put up with a lot from me, and so he stood 
full height, his whole body tensed with indignation. His 
arm was stretched to its capacity, and even beyond it the 
index finger of his right hand. 
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 White with anger and summoned courage and dig-
nity he declaimed, ‘If this ever happens again that boy 
will be expelled from this Sunday School. He shall never 
enter it again!’ 
 The school was silent. I was beaten at my own game. 
Who ever heard of a boy being expelled from Sunday 
School! I was shocked inwardly, but my beastly pride 
arose and I stood in the aisle to be better seen and heard. 
 ‘You will never expel me, Sir’, I said. ‘I leave of my 
own free will.’ 
 With that I about-turned and left the building. 
 On my way home I scuffed a hundred stones on the 
footpath. My turbulent feelings came close to boiling 
over; but I had one hazard to face and that was my 
father. Knowing him to be an irreligious man with no 
time for church, I went into the lounge room where he 
played music on our His Master’s Voice gramophone.  
 He looked at me, switched off the machine and gave 
me a grim stare. 
 ‘What brings you home so early?’ he asked. 
 I gave a careless grin. ‘I’ve left Sunday School, Dad. 
I’m tired of it. It’s kid’s stuff and I’ve grown out of it.’ 
 This made no impression on him. His voice was filled 
with dangerous irony. ‘So you’ve grown up. You’ve 
grown out of Sunday School. You are beyond it all.’ 
 I nodded, hoping we both had the same idea, but a 
sinking feeling was growing within me. 
 ‘Well’, he said, ‘how did this all come about? I would 
like you to tell the whole story.’ I have always been 
blessed—or cursed—with a heart that tells the truth, and 
so I told him what had happened. 
 There was no smile on his face. He looked at his 
watch. ‘If it were not too late I would send you back now 
to apologise to your Superintendent. As it is you will do 
so next Sunday and you will continue to attend Sunday 
School until I decide it is time for you to leave.’ Little 
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bursts of fire were escaping from him with each 
sentence. 
 ‘Yes, Dad’, I said humbly. Underneath I was stunned 
that this irreligious man should so support Sunday 
School. For years it remained a mystery to me until I 
discovered one day that he was far from being irreli-
gious. 
 That was the kind of boy with which Doris had to 
deal. Part of me feared her and her strictness. I put it 
down to religion which I thought she must have just as 
some people have chronic illnesses.  
 In her chats with my sister Eileen some sixty or more 
years later she would recount her problem with me. 
 ‘Once’, she said to Eileen, ‘you took him to the Zoo on 
a Sunday afternoon. It was a break for me, but absence 
from Sunday School was almost sacrilegious, so I asked 
Geoffrey why he had been absent the previous Sunday. 
 ‘ “Oh”, he said, “my sister Eileen took me to the Zoo.” 
 ‘I thought, “Ah, this is my opportunity”, so I said 
sweetly, “You were lucky they didn’t keep you there”. 
Quick as a flash he answered, “Well, in fact they had 
opened the monkey cage and were expecting you to 
come”.’ 
 She said to Eileen, ‘I really loved the little rogue. He 
was full of fun, but he was difficult to handle. No sooner 
was Sunday over than I began to anticipate the next 
Sunday afternoon. I used to pray that the Lord would 
give me strength and wit to handle the young fellow.’ 
 
Strangely enough it was to Doris, and Doris alone, that I 
told one of the most marvellous episodes of my life, and 
it is the heart of my story. 
 The next Sunday I was absent from the class, and 
whilst it was some relief to her, she worried neverthe-
less. Today we use the word ‘ambivalent’, and that was 
how she was with me, in relationship. She loved and 
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dreaded me. When she asked me the following Sunday 
why I had been absent, I blushed heavily, something I 
rarely did. 
 ‘I’ll tell you later’, I said, and she was sensitive 
enough to save me from being embarrassed before the 
class.  
 The strange thing is that when I told her the story, I 
told her all of it and felt reasonably at ease in doing so. 
As I recounted the happening my ease enlarged and, as I 
looked at her, I realised she was quite a beautiful 
woman, but more than having beauty, she had good 
sense. I quickly concluded that she was not at all ‘reli-
gious’. 
 ‘Every Sunday’, I said, ‘I go into the bush. I love the 
bush, its birds and flowers and insects and other things 
like its quietness sometimes and the songs of birds at 
other times. 
 ‘Last Sunday I went through the bush and came out 
onto the Havilah paddocks. You know they have a dairy 
herd and they milk the cows for the orphan children.’ 
 She nodded at that. ‘I often go there’, she said. 
 ‘You do!’ I cried. ‘Then you will really understand. I 
was looking at the cows, thinking I would like to become 
a dairy farmer, when I saw one cow that was a long way 
away from the herd and seemed to be staggering 
around. 
 ‘When I reached the cow I saw something strange was 
happening to her. Her udder was filled with milk but 
under the tail there were curious movements. Something 
unusual was hanging out, and after a time I saw it 
looked liked the legs and hooves of a calf. The cow 
would make noises and swing around and stagger a bit 
and then stop and strain away. 
 ‘I thought I was seeing a miracle, Miss Walker, and so 
I sat down on the grass and watched. My heart was 
thumping away because I was thinking nothing like this 



The Artist in the Garden 

8 

had happened before. A calf was coming out of a cow!  
 ‘I have to be honest and say I heard the first Sunday 
School bell. It came as though it was floating over the 
green acres of Havilah, and no one in the world was 
seeing what I was seeing or ever had seen such a thing. I 
also heard the second bell. I not only knew I would 
never make it to Sunday School, but I didn’t want to go. 
I had to stay and watch. 
 ‘And so I did. The calf came out backwards and then 
flopped onto the grass and other stuff came away, and 
some of it just hung there. Now I was scared because the 
calf was dead. I wanted to cry because everything had 
been so wonderful. I had wanted to run home and call 
my brothers and sisters but I knew they might laugh at 
me. Most of all I thought the calf would come and I 
wouldn’t see its happening. 
 ‘Now it was dead. Even though it was dead the 
mother cow licked it. She licked and she licked, and I 
thought that was strange until she had licked so much 
that the calf moved. I was nearly crying because the calf 
raised its head. I got excited, then I felt sick because its 
head flopped back and I knew it had died properly. 
 ‘The mother kept licking, and suddenly the calf lifted 
its head. Miss Walker, you won’t believe it, but the calf 
started to get up. It rose a bit and then flopped back, but 
somehow it seemed to get stronger and it actually rose to 
its feet. Once more it flopped, but then it stood up 
properly and began to stagger around like you see the 
men who get drunk. It wobbled but it stayed on its  
feet. 
 ‘Once it looked at me with its large soft eyes, and then 
it shook its head and there was some sniffle stuff shining 
in the sunlight. I wanted to get up and go towards it but 
I was afraid of the cow. Then, Miss Walker, it staggered 
around to the udder of the cow and it began pushing at 
it, and finally it got a teat into its mouth and it began 
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sucking. I couldn’t believe it. 
 ‘I still lay there, watching and feeling a bit guilty 
about Sunday School but not caring really. Sometimes 
the cow would turn and lick the calf all over and it 
would lose the teat but it would go back again and again 
until it was filled up with milk. 
 ‘Do you know what, Miss Walker? It got so strong, 
what with the milk and all, that it didn’t wobble any 
more, and before I knew what had happened it shot off, 
going for a run and a canter and its tail stood up straight 
and the tassel on the top of it was like a little flag.’  
 
Not long before she died Doris told this story to my sis-
ter Eileen, and Eileen exclaimed, ‘Well, I never! He 
didn’t tell us he wagged Sunday School any afternoon, 
and as for telling the story about the calf, well he never 
did. He never told any of the family!’ 
 Doris smiled and said, ‘But he told me. He told me 
everything as a boy who had begun to believe in mira-
cles. Of course, I was very moved.’ 
 She smiled. ‘I still kept praying each week that I 
would have wisdom and strength to deal with the young 
fellow, but there was a difference now.’ 
 She paused and nodded her head. ‘That’s right; there 
was a difference.’ 
 
Doris died last week at the age of one hundred years. 
She had never married, although Enid did, and Enid 
died long before her. Just imagine, one hundred! As they 
say, ‘She was a great survivor!’ 
 Great survivor, all right, and without doubt a great 
woman. She kept my secret almost to the end, and then 
its disclosure did not really matter. 
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The Voice in the Night 

All through the night he heard the voice. It kept coming 
to him as a cry. It was the voice of an ancient prophet. 
He knew the words, and knew who had uttered them. 
How they came to be written down he did not know, 
because ultimately they were not the voice of the 
prophet but the voice of God. Of course, it was God’s 
voice through the prophet. So it was God’s voice, as it 
had been God’s voice throughout his life: not every 
night, of course, but many, many nights, and these over 
decades. The voice would talk to him of many things. 
Sometimes it would come as a strong and even stern 
utterance, and he would toss from side to side in his 
sleep, in pain and yet knowing it was justified. Some 
nights it was the voice that was gentle, and so gentle that 
tears would come to him in his sleep, for it was then he 
felt the resonations of love that vibrated through his 
spirit and stirred his heart. 
 He had never paused to think about the voice. It was 
one which had always been with him. Even from child-
hood. That was why he had ever carried about in his 
eyes a certain look. It was the look of one linked with the 
Eternal God, and he came to say to himself—sometimes 
in awe, sometimes in puzzlement, but mostly in 
delight—‘Always the Presence’. He knew in a bewildered 
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sort of way that he was different from most other chil-
dren. As he grew into boyhood, manhood, and into 
older ages and stages, he perceived that the difference 
was unchangeable, irreversible. It was stamped into him, 
and he would always have to accept the difference. 
 The prophets! Ah, yes, the prophets! They always 
fascinated him. Young prophets, scarcely more than 
boys, being sent here and there by God. Generally, 
however, they were older men, those with such power 
and wisdom. He thought a lot about them. He was sur-
prised to find that here and there was a prophetic 
woman. To his eyes they seemed fierce, dauntless, 
unswerving in their utterances and duties. Deborah kept 
coming to his mind throughout his life, and also 
Hannah, Huldah and the daughters of the evangelist 
Philip. What women! The men, of course, he well under-
stood. Without recognising the fact, he intuitively com-
prehended them. He knew what they were about. What 
they did was right. They had been commanded and they 
listened to their Creator, and obeyed him. The women, 
of course, no less. 
 
So he understood the words which had come to him last 
night. He somehow understood all prophetic words. The 
voice came to him, ‘Arise, shine; for your light has come, 
and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you’. In fact 
what he heard repeated time and again were just the 
words, ‘Arise, shine; for your light has come’. He had 
uttered them many times in his own preaching, but last 
night they had come with a fuller meaning, and they 
were spoken to him personally. He was to arise: that 
meant action. He was to shine: that was to witness to 
light, to reflect it into darkness. The gift of light was at 
this time given to him. All of this was astounding. Of 
course, he knew the words were spoken in Israel to the 
Servant of the Lord, but now he knew them to be spoken 
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to himself who had also been made, long ago, to be a 
servant of the Servant. 
 So his mind went back to his childhood. He could 
never remember a time when he did not know the Pres-
ence, when he was not in that Presence; no matter how 
little he understood who it was, and what it was about. 
He only knew that others looked at him puzzled when 
he spoke out of that Presence. Certainly he could not 
describe it. He had thought everyone to be in that Pres-
ence and to know what it taught him. Early on he had 
come to see that the Presence was not an ‘it’ but a he, the 
He!  
 So many were puzzled by him because on the whole 
they could not understand him. They knew there was 
something about him which was different from them: he 
was thinking along lines unlike theirs, speaking and act-
ing along those divergent lines. For that reason they 
drew away from him and he was left standing alone. 
One part of him accepted the aloneness, since he was not 
lonely by reason of the Presence, but another part longed 
to be one with all he met because they were his fellow 
humans, and so he would try to hide the reality of the 
Presence and pretend it was not there. He determined he 
would show them he was like them; was one with them 
in fact.  He tried even to surpass them in what they 
were, not just to outclass them but to show he was 
normal—like them.  
 It never seemed to work. He was never at ease when 
he conformed to their ways and ideas, especially if they 
were crass and mindless. Of course, he met many who 
thought his way, and that encouraged him. Even so, 
comparatively few seemed to understand the depth of 
his mind and heart. They seemed to govern the degree to 
which they would be bound by the Presence. Some 
questioned his enthusiasm, and were embarrassed by  
it.  



The Voice in the Night 

13 

 His great yearning had always been to live normally, 
and to be seen as normal; but when he would seek to be 
close to persons, to a man or a woman, he felt the impe-
diment to appropriate closeness, a rejection of even a 
tremor of intimacy. It led him to seek out persons of  
the Presence—for there were such—and together they 
shared in him. When circumstances broke the links, they 
went on being one together, no matter how much time 
and distance might separate them. They had seen 
something they could never unsee. They had known the 
intimacy of God’s Presence, and without this could not 
live; not rightly.  
 
 
The day came when he realised he had been appre-
hended from birth; had been grasped to apprehend oth-
ers in order that they might come into the Presence and 
share the magnificence. Not only that: he knew he had to 
be a spokesman of God to those who were people of 
God. He was only vaguely conscious at the moment that 
he had to speak to the wider audience of the whole 
world, but later he saw that it amounted to that. Nothing 
of ambitious ego rose in him to do this or be that. He 
saw it with wonder and shook his head, time and again, 
realising it had always been his destiny. Looking back he 
saw that he had always tried to gather around him a 
group of like-minded and like-hearted folk. Those who 
had come to know the Presence also wanted this fellow-
ship, this sharing in the mystery of the Presence. Now he 
could see it was as though there had always been 
prophets together, and so the schools of the prophets 
had been in all ages, even from the time when men 
began to call on the Name of the Lord. It had been so in 
his boyhood, in the city, in the country, in war and in 
peace—schools of the prophets with an amazing com-
munion in the Presence.  
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 Gradually the whole matter of the prophets bore in 
upon him. As a child he had rather wondered at them. 
They seemed so unconventional, almost unreal as per-
sons because they would tell their generations the mind 
and manner of God, the ever-present Presence, the 
Eternal God. This they could never have done just by 
being unconventional, opting merely for a god of sorts 
who had been passed on to them by their elders. They 
were men and women who had been visited by God. 
 It was the experiences of God which changed them 
from ego-seeking persons to people who had faith in the 
One whose glory they had seen. Without doubt they had 
seen that Glory. Radical, dramatic, internal changes had 
taken place in them because of the revelations received. 
Now they could never be satisfied with other than him. 
Glory was not just visual. It was deeply moral as also 
spiritual. It opened great vistas of being—of human being 
and Divine being. It was all being in which God and 
Man1 participated together.  
 Prophecy and prophetic being were not just a fad, a 
matter of being intrigued by the unusual. He realised 
that in times past men spoke as they were moved by the 
Holy Spirit. It seemed they spoke in every generation, 
and when prophecy was withheld the word of God was 
rare, was precious. Humanity had to have the know-
ledge of him. Where such knowledge was absent, people 
cast off restraint. Prophets were not just unusual charac-
ters, and their words were not ‘way out’, avant-garde, or 
of the lunatic fringe of humanity. They were those to 
whom God had revealed himself, and they could never 
forget. When the communications came through to 
them, they could not but pass them to their people, to  
 

                                                
1  When I use upper case for the term ‘Man’ I am referring to 

humankind; when I use lower case ‘man’ I am referring to the male. 
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the body of humanity who needed them; albeit many 
rejected them. 
 He came to realise that because one has seen God, 
because the glory and the beauty and the holiness of that 
One has been displayed and to a great degree 
understood, they could never again be silent. They could 
not but tell what they had seen and heard, and when the 
command came to say such-and-such to their hearers, 
then they must needs tell it out. He, personally, came to 
examine the lives of prophets in order to understand 
them and learn from them for his own prophetic action. 
He delighted in that strange, hierophantic body of men 
and women. They were his brethren. They all held hands 
across the generations: prophets all!  
 The list of the ancient prophets was long, the nature 
of them quite variegated. The first prophet Abel was the 
strong, faithful and loving man who drew death down 
upon himself because of his love and faith. He was the 
icon for seers who followed. Enoch was a prophet and it 
seemed that he and God were inseparable. God took him 
without the death others knew: death which was the 
outcome of the rebellion of the first father, Adam. 
Abraham was the father of the faithful—those who 
desired to be his children. How many prophets had 
come from his loins, down through the ages, and were 
yet coming as he, himself, was yet coming.  
 The man to whom God had spoken the awakening 
word, ‘Arise, shine; for your light has come’, was 
strongly gripped and deeply taught by the prophets who 
had been his forebears in the faith of the great seer 
Moses.  He had come to know Moses who, in his day, 
had been constantly visited by the Creator and Covenant 
One who unveiled to him his plans for the redemption 
of Israel and, later, for the human race. This Moses was 
careless of God in the desert, standing before a flaming 
bush without awe or the sense of mystery, until the 
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holiness of the Presence had pierced his soul. Hence he 
had endured much of pain and passion to grow into a 
great hierophant, pouring out the treasures of God to a 
recalcitrant people. With Abraham, another of the 
prophets, he had come to be called ‘the friend of God’—
so close does a prophet come to God, so much does he 
live in the Presence.   
 It helped him to know the anguish of prophets like 
Samuel, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Hosea who were misun-
derstood and mistreated by their compatriots. There was 
Jeremiah—one locked into the murky underground 
cistern, burdened beyond human bearing with the 
shame of his people—seeking to withhold the message 
which would, perhaps, bring his own demise, only to 
have God’s utterance flow from him in torrents. There 
was Hosea—married to a sexually promiscuous woman 
—living out the parable of God and his faithless wife 
Israel in the most painful of all ways. And so on: 
prophets battling their call, tempted to believe they had 
deceived themselves into such a life, aching for the love 
and acceptance of their people yet driven by their calling 
to be faithful to him from whom, and by whom, and 
about whom they spoke.       
 This student of the prophets had gathered up power-
ful insights of such powerful prophetic ministries. He 
came to understand that a prophet is God speaking 
through human lips to human beings, and that listeners 
are not only terrified by such onslaughts, but they are 
also scandalised. How dare human beings break the con-
tract held between fellow transgressors never to speak 
from God, however much they may speak about him?!  
 Again we say that the prophet is a lonely person, 
seemingly forsaken by all as Elijah felt it to be. The seer 
who knows the wonder, beauty, righteousness and holi-
ness of God wishes with deep yearning to break open 
these great mysteries to his fellow creatures. He has 
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stood in the council of God and knows the counsel of 
God—his plan from Eden’s beginning until the glory of 
the New Eden, God’s Paradise for Man. What comes 
close to breaking God’s heart, time and again, is the 
silence with which his revelations are received, the dis-
taste and rejection, or just the wordlessness of crass 
minds which so dully meet rich communications of God. 
 
A whole cavalcade of prophets had passed before him, 
each in his or her own time and company and environ-
ment. Not many mighty or noble, but all of them 
knowing tough resilience as servants who proclaim the 
mind of God and for whom their life taken in anger will 
be their lot. ‘From Abel to Zechariah have they been 
slain, and will be slain’, was the list Jesus divulged from 
his heart. Another list was of those ahead, the prophets 
of the church from Pentecost to the end climax. How 
deep the hatred for the prophet who dares to speak from 
God. With dark passion he is hated by the hateful. ‘How 
dare prophets intrude into the lives of us men and 
women who would wish to live out our lives freely 
without this unwanted interference by God through 
them!’ This rejection of God is patent, and those who 
hear the prophets speak with much assurance and ado-
ration of the One they know as the Presence, swiftly 
pronounce them as anathema. These who curse the 
prophets are calling upon themselves the dreaded 
anathema of God. ‘Let us kill him!’ they cry when the 
prophet confronts them with God. They must be rid of 
all pestilent prophets. Thus they screamed at their killing 
of the one known to history as the Prophet. 
 
So, last night, there had been the Voice. He knew that 
Moses of all the prophets had talked directly with God. 
He knew the words off by heart—those words God had 
spoken: 
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Hear my words: If there is a prophet among you, I the LORD 
make myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him  
in a dream. Not so with my servant Moses; he is entrusted with 
all my house. With him I speak mouth to mouth, clearly,  
and not in dark speech; and he beholds the form of the LORD. 
Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant 
Moses? 

 
He knew, then, that Moses had not needed visions and 
dreams: God spoke directly to him and not in dark 
speeches, that is, not in occult mysteries. He knew he 
was not Moses, but was nevertheless a child of Pentecost 
because there Peter had explained that the new com-
munity of Christ was to be a prophetic community. God 
would pour out his Spirit upon all and they would 
prophesy. Young men would have visions, and old men 
would have dreams. Dreams and visions would be given 
to his people so that they could prophesy. All would 
share in these dreams and visions, for by them would 
come the prophetic words of God. He, himself, could 
look back across many decades of communications from 
God. In them all he had had both dreams and visions, 
and some of them had delighted him beyond measure. 
Some had troubled him deeply in his spirit, but from 
them all he had spoken. There had been warnings and 
rebukes, some of them for him, some for the people. 
There had been unmaskings of evil’s plans and inten-
tions, and this had forewarned him and the people. 
Some dreams had been just to bathe him in God, to flood 
him with awe and wonder and worship. Visions never 
faded away to nothing. The truth of them had passed 
into his innermost being and further transformed him. 
Never had something strange and novel come via these 
prophetic intimations—these dreams and visions. 
Demands that made him tremble came to him time and 
again, and yet he could not say no to them. Most of all 
he would have dreaded cessation of the insights and 
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God communicating to him what he needed to know 
and to proclaim. 
 It struck him, then, that the community of love in 
which he lived sought to feed itself on the Scriptures, on 
the message given from those Scriptures through its 
preachers and teachers; but as for prophecy—God’s 
communication of himself and his will for his people—it 
was God’s direct and immediate transmission to them of 
himself. God was ever communicating, ever having 
intercourse with his beloved people. That came to him 
like a cool wind blowing away the deadly heat of a hot 
day. It freshened him. He was delighted with the won-
der of it—God always communicating himself through 
direct speech and dreams and visions, and yet not out-
pacing or outdating the truth of his written Scriptures. It 
ran like a thrill through him that God desired to use him 
and all his people. For this purpose God would contin-
ually gift his people—every one of them. 
 
So now the present word had come to him—this present 
prophet for this present time—to arise and to shine for 
the light had come to him, the light of God that he was 
to shed upon those who hated the light as also upon 
those who loved it. It was not that he was a prophet of 
gloom, designed by his Creator to pronounce only 
doom. He was to be the bearer of good news: news 
which was brilliant in its glory. To prophesy was to be 
taken into that very glory he was pronouncing, and to 
speak out of it to men and women who had been 
blinded by their own sin and evil. Doubtless with him 
were others to whom God was speaking and through 
whom he was speaking—apostles, prophets, evangelists, 
pastors, teachers and all who had been gifted, for none is 
without gifts. The revelation of the coruscating splen-
dour of God and his grace which releases into beautiful 
freedom would transform them from creatures of 
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darkness into sons and daughters of light. It was this 
dazzling prospect he was to set before them. Out of the 
love that was suffered by the Son, they were to know the 
Father as love. 
 True, it would carry the cost of suffering as friends 
would become foes, and foes become even deeper 
enemies. To tell his hearers that they needed this grace 
of God would be to enrage them, for Man is proud of  
his ability to do good and to know good, and—if he 
wishes—to recruit God into his purposes. Yet to others it 
would be cold water in a fevered desert, the quenching 
of a long, deep and desperate thirsting. It would be to 
drink of God and thus to come into life: the very life of 
God. Gone would be the doom and gloom of a guilty 
conscience. Quenched would be the fires which had ever 
burned into his spirit. Come would be the glory of the 
Creator–Redeemer–Father so that the repentant child 
would now be his son. 
 His revelation would be for others the pronounce-
ment of their judgment. Grace to the angry and unre-
pentant is but fuel to the fire of rage. It is that rage which 
lashes out blindly at the one who brings good news. In 
the convolutions of a disturbed spirit, a guilty man or 
woman—a hardened sinner—is in such misery that it 
defies telling. We know of it because we have had experi-
ence of it, but not as a final rejection of God, engender-
ing hatred for God and his servants the prophets. Not 
even in the midst of this seeming final rejection does the 
prophet cease his word of judgment and love.  
 This man knew that as a prophet he could never give 
up—never! The prophets of the past never ceased their 
powerful communications. They loved their people, 
though were hated in return. Time and again they came 
back to what God would say through the line of seers—
be it judgment or compassion. So now the time had come 
to take the message to God’s people, for a judgment 
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must first come that a revival might then break, as dark 
clouds bring the life-giving rain. The first—the word of 
judgment and warning—would be painful; the latter—
the utterance of grace and love—glorious beyond com-
parison, would be untellable in its glorious effects. 
 
First, then, the pain, even terror in the heart; albeit the 
Presence would go with him.  Yet light had surely come 
where a seer had been overwhelmed by the darkness of 
the people and storms of fury of the dreadful Enemy of 
souls, the arch-Enemy himself. What odds to face, and 
even in which to live, until the light had confronted the 
darkness and overwhelmed it. The fruits of years which 
had come from prophesying had reassured him in the 
comfort to which even a prophet may come in old age, 
as though such were his due. Now to have to stir him-
self, to awake because the inflooding of light would not 
allow him to rest—this would be to make him stand and 
confront darkness with light, death with life, and misery 
with joy. Reason enough, you would say, but then an old 
man may have thoughts of earned comfort at the end; 
but he hears the Voice and sees the Scripture as another 
prophet wrote it. It is more than a romantic clarion call 
to duty, for he knows the cost of the cut and thrust, the 
inevitable rejection, as he stirs his old body to renewed 
action. It is the prophecy of that evangelical prophet 
Isaiah that now spurs him on. The words of God are in 
his ears and in his mind:  
 

Arise, shine; for your light has come,  
 and the glory of the LORD has risen upon 
you. 
For behold, darkness shall cover the earth,  
 and thick darkness the peoples;  
but the LORD will arise upon you, 
 and his glory will be seen upon you.  
And nations shall come to your light,  
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 and kings to the brightness of your rising. 
Lift up your eyes round about, and see; 
 they all gather together, they come to you;  
your sons shall come from far, 
 and your daughters shall be carried in the arms.  
Then you shall see and be radiant,  
 your heart shall thrill and rejoice;  
because the abundance of the sea shall be turned to you, 
 the wealth of the nations shall come to you.  
A multitude of camels shall cover you,  
 the young camels of Midian and Ephah;  
 all those from Sheba shall come.  
They shall bring gold and frankincense,  
 and shall proclaim the praise of the LORD.  
All the flocks of Kedar shall be gathered to you,  
 the rams of Nebaioth shall minister to you;  
they shall come up with acceptance on my altar,  
 and I will glorify my glorious house.  

 
Hearing this, the prophet was fully awakened and his 
old age was renewed as that of the eagle, and as the 
eagle he was prepared to soar again, come what may. It 
would be like living again. It would be telling out the 
heart of the Presence, the Presence who came to him, so 
that the Presence might go through him and through 
others to communicate with the entire creation. 



3 

John the Fuzzy Wuzzy 

I want to tell you a story about my dad, my mum, my brother 
and my two sisters and our life at Millers Point where we 
lived when I was a little girl. I am married now and we have 
children of our own. Even though it happened a long time ago, 
I want to tell the story as though it were still happening. I 
want you to get into the mind of a child living in the rectory 
which was our home. When I visit that area, with its rich his-
tory in the time of the Aborigines and the first settlers of over 
two hundred years ago, it is another world from the one we 
lived in.  
 The story is about a man called John who used to come to 
our home, where we lived in Lower Fort Street. 
 
I have to tell you that my dad is the rector of the famous 
old Garrison Church. Our house is called ‘the rectory’ 
and it is three storeys high. We sleep on the second floor 
and we look out of our window down to the Hero of 
Waterloo, which is a hotel on the other side of Lower 
Fort Street where the tram runs up as far as Kent Street 
and then returns, going past us again until it reaches 
George Street in the Circular Quay area. Because we are 
so close to all the places where the ships tie up, we have 
plenty of sailors who walk through our streets. They 
never harm us, and they never touch my dad because he 
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wears a minister’s white collar and black bib. Sometimes 
he doesn’t wear them, and even then the rough people 
around the place never hurt him. They seem to have 
respect for what my dad calls ‘the clergy’.  
 On Sundays we have visitors to our church. Some 
come because they want to get married in the famous 
old building, and they talk to Dad about that. Others are 
visitors from the suburbs who are interested in history. 
Many have heard of the beautiful stained-glass win-
dows. Others just wander in out of curiosity. Dad talks 
to them all. He is interested in all kinds of people. He 
also likes to chat with the drunks who drink methylated 
spirits in which they mix boot polish. He tries to help 
them.  
 
One day John arrived at our church. John is a dark man 
from Papua New Guinea. He has fuzzy wuzzy hair, very 
black and gleaming with oil. He has a long face with a 
beard. His eyes are brown and always shining. He is a 
tall man, very strong, and always dresses in bright 
clothes. You keep your eyes on him because he is very 
special. He generally used to come with at least one 
other New Guinea person. Some others were from the 
Solomon Islands. Sometimes he came with many others. 
From the very beginning John has shown that he likes 
my father. My father does not even speak what we call 
‘pigeon English’, but what John calls ‘pidgin English’. It 
is a funny language, but I have come to understand it a 
fair bit and like to talk with John in it. My dad now talks 
a bit of it. Somehow he gets John to understand what he 
is saying. I sometimes sit close to the island men in 
church because I like to hear them singing. They sing 
most beautifully. Their faces look different when they 
sing. Their faces generally seem to be very fierce; enough 
to make you frightened if you do not know them well. 
These men are sailors. They work on the Burns, Philp 
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Line of ships. The ships carry copra and other materials 
to Australia from the islands, and then they fill up with 
Australian goods to take back. Sometimes they stay in 
port whilst the ships are being overhauled and repaired.  
 One night my dad was away, preaching somewhere. 
Mum never worries about anything that happens at the 
Point. Mum has a lot of fun in her, and she looks after us 
pretty well. I have to say that at night my two sisters, my 
brother and I often creep out of our beds and come 
together in my room where we look down, through a 
window, to what is happening below in the streets. You 
can hear the trams swinging up Lower Fort Street, and 
they make a grinding sound as they turn sharply into 
Argyle Place. There are also the sounds of the ships’ 
sirens blasting away with great hootings, and some of 
them making thin, piping sounds. Behind us you can 
hear the trains rumbling across the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge. Behind the church, which is not far from the rec-
tory, is the big powerhouse where they make the elec-
tricity for the lighting of the Bridge and other things. 
Often we just look down into the Hero of Waterloo hotel 
and we can see the fathers of some of our friends. 
Sometimes there are horrible fights. Of course, the hotel 
has to close early, at six o’clock.  
 One of the men that we know is Eta, a Solomon 
Islander who is on the same ship as John, but he never 
goes out with the men who do wrong things. When he 
was a baby his parents took his name off the label of a jar 
of Eta peanut butter! He comes to church with John, but 
that is all. He is quite glad to call himself a Christian.  
 Now I must tell the strangest thing. In fact it was 
quite frightening. I began to tell you about the night 
when my father was away preaching, and when some-
thing happened to my mum.  
 I was telling you that we never worried about the 
local people, or the sailors who were always going 
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through to the city. My dad and mum have never locked 
the front or the back doors. My dad says that locking 
doors does something to people, especially thieves, and 
they try to get into the house. My dad wanted all people 
to think we loved them; so often the door was not only 
unlocked but also it was left open. Maybe we locked the 
door before going to bed, and Dad must have had our 
only key. My mum did not always wait up for Dad, and 
this night she had gone to sleep. She sleeps on the sec-
ond floor—the same as we do. For some reason she 
sensed a strange feeling, even while she was asleep. She 
opened her eyes and looked up into the face of a dark 
man. She saw the fuzzy wuzzy hair, and the black beard, 
and the oily skin shining in the lamplight which comes 
in from the street. She saw the fierce glowing eyes of 
John! His look was a terrible one, partly because he was 
drunk and partly because my mum is a good-looking 
woman. She was shocked. She knew he could be a bad 
man, and she knew he was drunk. Now I do not know 
who was the most shocked, Mum or John the Fuzzy 
Wuzzy. Mum sat up, and I know she can get very angry 
when things go wrong. She pointed a finger at John and 
said in a strong voice, ‘You are a bad man, John. You 
should not come into a house at this time of the night 
and frighten people.’ 
 I forget all the other things she said, but John was cer-
tainly frightened of my mum. I think he went from the 
house as quickly as he could. After that she left a low 
light on and locked the front and back doors, and my 
dad was sorry for Mum when he came home and she 
told him what had happened.  
 After a time he had a soft smile, and he said, ‘It 
served John right to waken your mum. He deserved 
what he got.’  
 I made sure after that time that John didn’t get near 
me. My sisters did the same; they kept away from John. 
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My brother didn’t worry much. I think John was sorry 
about what he had done. He seemed too ashamed to 
sing with the other islanders in the church services. On 
Tuesday nights my dad has a large Bible class. About 
sixty people, I think. They come from all over Sydney. 
After that terrible night’s happening John decided to 
attend the class. I don’t go to it, but Dad told me what 
happened. He was speaking about what he calls ‘the 
new birth’. After the meeting John came up to him. His 
eyes were shining and he said to my dad, ‘What is this 
new birth thing that you tell us?’  
 My dad looked at him. ‘Why you ask John?’ Dad 
takes on the same kind of talking as John’s pidgin 
English when he can.  
 John said, ‘In New Guinea our missionaries, they talk 
about Jesus and God, but about this new birth they do 
not say’. 
 Dad took him to his study in the house and sat him 
down. He went over what he had said in the Bible class. 
John’s eyes were shining very much.  
 ‘Ah!’ he said, ‘this new birth I did not know before. 
Now I know.’  
 He seemed happy. The fierce look went from his face, 
my dad told me. He said John looked quite gentle.  
 My dad said to him, ‘John, you know now what new 
birth is?’  
 John nodded. ‘Yes, Boss, I know.’  
 My dad looked at him again. ‘You born again, John?’ 
John nodded and his face was bright with smiling.  
 ‘I born again, Boss’, he said.  
 My dad said, ‘When?’ and John thought about that for 
a minute. Then he said, ‘Now Boss!’ and he put his hand 
to his heart. The story does not end here. One day John 
asked us all to go down to his Burns, Philp Line ship. We 
had never been in one of those ships. My sisters, my 
brother and I were very excited. Dad and Mum both 
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took us down to the wharf and onto the ship. John was 
Number One Boy in charge of the other islanders in the 
crew. We were shown around the crew’s quarters. To 
our amazement there were notices everywhere. In fact 
they were large texts each having a message. After we 
had seen everything, John called the crew members, and 
they came, like children. John introduced them. Most of 
them had names from the Bible. Except Eta, of course. 
Eta, we saw, was very happy about what had happened 
to John and what John was doing. Dad promised them a 
small record player and some special records.  
 John waved his hand over them all. ‘These all born 
again’, he said. They all nodded in agreement. John 
explained that they all had had to get born again—
except Eta. He had told them how to get born again and 
they agreed with him. They had enough English or pid-
gin English to understand. After this the men brought 
out soft drinks and biscuits and small cakes and made 
sure we all ate until we were full. As we were leaving 
the ship John introduced us to the ship’s engineer. We 
knew he was Scottish by his accent. He didn’t seem too 
happy, and he kept staring at my dad. I couldn’t 
understand his look. You might think that was the end 
of the story. Well it wasn’t. Next Sunday night the 
church was just about packed full, as usual, but we had 
lots of new faces. One of them was that of the Scottish 
ship’s engineer. He didn’t look very happy. I heard him 
talking to my father. 
 ‘Padre’, he was saying, ‘what have you done to my 
John? We are held up with putting in a new diesel 
engine and making repairs to the ship so we are in port 
for some weeks. When we stay in port for a long time 
John makes himself a nuisance. Now he’s not being a 
nuisance as he used to be. What has happened to him?’ 
He stared at my father with that puzzled look. 
 ‘What have you done to the man?’ he asked again. 
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‘He was a chain-smoker, a heavy drinker, a womaniser, 
and every second word was a swearword. Now he 
doesn’t smoke, swear, drink or go after women. I was 
thinking he would soon go back to doing these things, 
but we have been in port for over a month and he hasn’t 
slipped back. He is certainly changed. What is more, he 
has changed the whole crew. It’s all too good to be true 
but very puzzling for me.’  
 When my dad grinned, he frowned. ‘Nothing to 
laugh at’, he said. ‘When I was a young man I got fed up 
with religion. You know, they shoved it down your 
throat. As soon as I could I left home to get away from it. 
Over the years I have kept away too. Now this thing 
happens and I am just about undone.’ 
 He made a sound that seemed to me like a snort. ‘I 
ask John, “John, what happened to you?” and he answers, 
“Me, I get born again”. I ask him, “John, why don’t you 
swear or smoke or drink or go after women?” and he 
looks at me and says, “Boss, Jesus is in my heart and so 
John not do those things anymore”.’ 
 The Scottish ship’s engineer looked gloomy. My dad 
just smiled. He didn’t say anything. The engineer went 
into the church and sat down. He was behind a pew full 
of his ship’s workers. I wondered what might happen 
that night. What did happen was that all the islanders 
came out to the front before the sermon, and they stood 
in a large circle, their heads bowed, no one looking at 
anyone. One of them gave the note, and then they sang. 
Islanders sing in quartertones, but someone said it was 
in eighth tones. I don’t know what all that means, but I 
was looking at the engineer and I saw tears in his eyes. I 
thought that if that music made him so soft that he could 
weep, then my dad would have a pretty easy time when 
he preached. I started thinking that maybe this engineer 
would come to have new birth the same as John’s, and 
so naturally I kept watching him all the time. 
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Charlie in the Dark 

Our hospital was in the Army area known as Roberts 
Barracks on Singapore Island, lately captured by the 
Imperial Japanese Army. It was some distance from the 
Selarang Barracks, otherwise known as Changi Prison 
Camp. Later—two years later—our POW camp was to 
be that of Changi Gaol. Meanwhile it held civilians who 
had been plantation owners and managers on the Malay 
Peninsula or on Singapore Island, plus a swag of those 
who carried on commerce or were employed in the 
infrastructure of both Peninsula and Island. They were 
mainly British and Australian. 
 We had been brought to the barracks which had been 
turned into a military hospital, glad that our Japanese 
captors had let our own medical units run the hospitals 
for the troops. Our ward was a surgical one, and all 
cases were serious ones. I remember the relief we had 
when we were taken from the ambulances, put into 
clean beds, and our limbs and bodies reset into surgical 
apparatus, and some food given to us. Our doctors 
attended us, prescribed pain-killers for the badly 
wounded and settled us via the ward orderlies whose 
care of us we were never to forget—not for the remainder 
of our lives. 
 The surgeon who cared for me was a gentle person 
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yet firm in his discipline of his patients. He had total 
command of the whole ward and the other surgeons 
who assisted him. The ward masters and orderlies were 
from our Australian Medical units, for we were all 
Australian patients in that ward. We were tightly packed 
in, there being only a tiny space between beds. Each bed 
had to be shifted to give space when the doctors exam-
ined and treated us.  
 The first thing that must have struck visitors was the 
continuous noise, the cries of helpless men with multiple 
wounds and, sometimes, the loss of multiple limbs. Mor-
phia would give temporary relief from pain, especially 
where there were head and bowel wounds, or where 
limbs had been amputated. Even now the memory of 
those wounds and the sight of them is indescribable, so 
dreadful were they. At night the cries, the sobbing and 
sometimes the screams kept us awake, as did our own 
personal pain. Daylight was a gift when it came, and 
some of the noise had subsided. 
 One aspect of the ward of which we who were the 
patients were unconscious was what was known as ‘the 
surgical smell’. Some Army friends who visited us came 
only once. The smell was horrible. Later they would tell 
us they slipped out with an excuse and then vomited—
an exercise no one could afford when food was so pre-
cious, for we were all on a starvation diet. Surgeons told 
us that this smell had been common to all wars, mainly 
caused by suppurating wounds. Mercifully we remained 
ignorant of it. 
 We all had our share of pain and were greedy for 
relief from it. Another Australian and I had been in an 
improvised Army hospital in Singapore City and we 
were in a special annexe for surgical cases. There were 
seven Tommies with us and all of us were pretty bad 
cases. We discovered later that in their kindness the 
medical folk had given us lethal doses of morphia. The 
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Tommies died on the way to Changi. We—the two 
Aussies—did not die. I think, though, that we had a 
heightened addiction to the drug. When, within twenty-
four hours, we were taken off the drug, we could not 
bear the ‘cold turkey’ treatment which followed. All of 
this brings me to the story of ‘Charlie in the Dark’. 
 
I marvel at the matter of memory. How clearly one can 
still see the ward as it was in those days. As if it were 
today I can see our much beloved surgeon, Bert Nairn, 
bending over patients, taking a suffering person’s hand 
in one of his own hands whilst patting him with the 
other, saying a few soothing words. He did his best to 
get me to persevere with my wounded leg which 
seemed almost foreign to me—the leg that was in an 
extension splint, hoisted high above the level of the bed. 
His favourite book was Dickens’s David Copperfield, and 
when—later—I was trying to get the stiffened limb to 
bend at the knee he promised to give me the book when 
I achieved ninety per cent of movement in the knee. 
Being given a book in a POW camp was a marvellous gift.  
 However, this story is about Charlie who was a ward 
orderly, in short, a male Army nurse. From the moment I 
saw him I was wary of him, not that he was a threaten-
ing kind of bloke. I had been brought up in a family in 
which none of us had needed to see a doctor. My father 
who was an excellent dentist knew himself to be as good 
as a doctor. My mother refused to recognise any illness 
in her family of nine children. As for male nurses or 
orderlies, they had never come into view in our family 
life. Of course we were glad of them during the war and 
the prison days that followed. It was just that I didn’t see 
Charlie in that role. 
 My first experience of him was one night when I  
lay in the dark, sleepless because of pain. For some 
unknown reason the whole ward was silent on that 
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occasion. I heard a long slithering sound and my skin 
prickled. It was coming closer. The slithering noise was 
at regular intervals and soon it transpired that it was a 
person who had a bad leg, and was not walking nor-
mally. Jack who was in the bed next to me whispered, 
‘Bit creepy, isn’t it?’ 
 I nodded, glad to have someone awake and near to me. 
 ‘It’s Charlie the orderly’, he hissed.  
 That settled me for the moment. Then Charlie pro-
ceeded up the aisle between beds. I reproached myself 
for my reactions. Then I fell asleep—a rare happening in 
a painful night. In the morning he came to me with a 
urine bottle. This time I could see his face. It was 
drooped. His eyes, too, looked down at the floor and not 
at me. It was as though we avoided each other. This was 
a new experience for me. I generally looked at people, 
face to face. He waited for me to use the bottle and then 
swung away in a sort of a shamble, favouring his bad 
leg. He returned with the empty bottle, giving it to me 
without conversation. When he went this time I noticed 
that he dragged his leg, as though it were tired. I was 
embarrassed, not knowing what to think. 
 
Only in latter years did it occur to me that I had been 
shocked by us having an orderly who was physically 
imperfect. All in our family were physically perfect and 
lived well and to a good age. I can see how uninten-
tionally I was in fact quite cruel, looking on Charlie as 
imperfect and even deficient. I pitied him and then 
learned that he disliked pity. He didn’t think of himself 
as deficient. I asked one or two of the orderlies about 
Charlie’s limp, but cannot remember what they told me. 
What astonished me was that when I asked how he 
could have been admitted to the AIF when he was not 
fully fit, I was told that he had been an orderly in the 
Militia and was so highly regarded for his work that he 
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had no trouble getting into the AIF. I also remember 
how they looked at me curiously as though I ought not 
even to have asked the question. Now I see that I 
thought in those days that to be a Christian was to be 
heroic and even a stoic. How utterly wrong I was.  
 Of course not all was stoicism. At Roberts Barracks 
hospital, if I twisted my neck a little I could see through 
a window, and the first thing in my line of sight was a 
huge mango tree. Indeed that was all I could see. How 
my imagination played on that tree. I could see in my 
mind the rounded, smooth and luscious fruit, and I 
played a game where I was free from the extension 
equipment and I was running wild, gathering up heaps 
of mango fruit and somehow carrying it back to the 
hospital to share with the staff and patients. Also I used 
to have dreams, in stages, as the healing of my leg was 
taking place. First I dreamed it was stripped of the 
Thomas splint and it was lying on the bed with the other 
leg, and the pain was gone. When in fact this happened, 
I dreamed I was walking, not needing the Thomas splint 
that was still protecting me. Then the funniest dream of 
all, still vivid in my memory, was that I was running 
wild and free, the Thomas splint still with me but bend-
ing helpfully as I ran and ran and ran. 
 Often there was the smell of sewage, but to my mind 
it was the smell of dairy yards back at home, the smell a 
dairyman loves, the acrid smell when the cow manure 
has been dumped on the huge pile and the concrete bails 
and yard have been hosed down. The pain of the gammy 
leg and the starved stomach would almost cease as I 
lived free afresh in my imagination, mounted my golden 
gelding from past days and slowly drove the milking 
cows into their night paddock.  
 
Gradually I came to know Charlie and discovered he 
had a good sense of humour, dry as it was, and that  
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he had made mockery of my distaste for those with  
disabilities from birth or through some disease or 
accident. I am sure he cared little for his own deficiency. 
I found to my surprise that he was genuinely a humble 
person, which added to his quiet dignity and increased 
my discomfort. Major Bert Nairn had a high regard for 
him and trusted him to watch over his patients, espe-
cially in regard to their wounds. I think Charlie knew 
my feelings about his defective leg and that I pitied him, 
and yet I had the infuriating sense that he pitied me, 
though why I could not fathom. 
 For some months my leg had been in extension, a 
Thomas splint being fitted into slots of a shoe heel, the 
whole leg strung high beyond the bed level. No orderly 
ever touched the apparatus or altered the sling bandages 
on which my leg rested. One day I noticed a line of tiny 
ants going in and out of my shoe, carrying something 
which looked like miniscule burdens. I was curious and 
asked a sympathetic orderly to look at it. There was a 
conference, a discussion with the doctor on duty, and 
they examined the leg. Slowly they removed the shoe. 
My leg lay limp on the bed and apparently the bone had 
set well and the fracture was healed. Then we saw what 
had happened. The ants had furrowed galleries in my 
toes so that the bones could be seen. Even as we watched 
they were removing the flesh, carting it off in triumph. 
My foot was dead, the toes had no feeling and were 
paralysed, stiff and without movement. Even then I did 
not realise I was, in effect, another Charlie! 
 It was then I remembered that when a burst of 
Japanese machine-gun fire had smashed my right thigh 
and I had crashed to the ground, my first thought had 
been that I would not be able to ride horses again, or 
roar away on my beloved motorbikes. I had forgotten 
that. Even so, I knew the medical men could change 
almost any condition and I watched them as my heel 
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came off as a dry slough, and what they called ‘dry 
gangrene’ fell away from the underside of my leg where 
it had rested untouched for months on the supporting 
sling bandages. Even then the meaning of all this did not 
come home to me. I knew the limb was imperfect but 
airily trusted that one day it would be rehabilitated. 
Horses and motorbikes were again before my dreaming 
eyes. I dared to hope.  
 
It was Bert Nairn my surgeon hero who broke the news 
to me one day. I was going through the painful exercise 
of trying to teach my stiff leg to bend at the knee. Seated 
on the bed I let it hang over the edge. I had a dread that 
it might break again at the place of the fracture but the 
surgeon laughed at the idea.  
 ‘That will never happen’, he said. ‘That is now the 
strongest part of your bone—where it has knitted.’ 
 He looked at me. ‘You know son, don’t you, that you 
have a permanently dropped foot?’ 
 ‘What does that mean?’ I asked him. Then it hit me. 
‘You don’t mean I’ll be like Charlie?’ 
 He smiled slightly. ‘No, not like Charlie. Charlie is 
Charlie and you are you, but, yes, you will have to get 
around as he does.’ 
 I felt a bit cold. I didn’t say it, but I was thinking, 
‘slithering in the night’. I could see Charlie doing that in 
the dark. I didn’t dare see myself that way. 
 ‘You are a fortunate man’, he said. ‘If ever we get out 
of the prison camp, then you will be living and with all 
your limbs. He nodded around the ward indicating men 
who had lost limbs, some more than one. ‘You could 
easily have had your leg amputated’, he said. ‘As it is, 
you won’t be all that incapacitated.’ 
 The family culture dies hard: I still wanted to be per-
fect. After all I was a physical instructor in the Army and 
I had my dispatch rider’s licence. As a boy I had been 
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skilled in athletics. I had been a reasonable cricketer and 
footballer, and quite apt in boxing and wrestling. At 
home there were my dad’s horses for riding.  
 I swallowed my pride and all these thoughts. ‘Charlie 
gets along pretty well’, I said. ‘He does a lot of good.’ 
 Major Nairn didn’t seem to hear me. ‘Don’t forget’, he 
said, ‘you’ll be getting David Copperfield when you get 
ninety per cent movement in your knee’. 
 I nodded, still thinking of Charlie in the night. I didn’t 
tell my hero surgeon that I was long ago out of Dickens 
and into the gutsy writers like Ernest Hemingway, 
Somerset Maugham, Graham Greene and Aldous 
Huxley. I had found them in the camp, lent to me by lit-
erary friends to counter the daylong and nightlong pain. 
 Bert Nairn was saying, ‘We’ll have a special boot 
made for you and a special leg-iron with a wire spring to 
keep the foot up so that you do not trip. Charlie prefers 
to be natural and use none of those things. You don’t 
have to be like Charlie in that way.’ 
 Suddenly Charlie was elevated in my thinking. His 
hoppy foot, sliding and slithering in the night, held no 
fears for me. I was admiring him for his refusing to be 
the slave of his partly paralysed leg and foot. It was no 
threat to him. If I was to tell him he was courageous he 
would just have stared at me uncomprehendingly with 
those dark, soft eyes and then he would have turned 
away hop-footing it to the duty room. I doubt whether 
he ever even thought about courage. 
 After Bert Nairn had left me I hefted my gammy leg 
on to the bed, feeling its habitual pain and not caring 
much. I had always thought myself to be a man of God, 
and was sure I loved all people, but now I was scolding 
myself for my family intolerance of people with  disabili-
ties. We never even thought of people in those terms, in 
those days, that is, as ‘disabled’. We thought of them as 
abnormal or subnormal. Who, and how was I to know 
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that one day people with disabilities would be raised to 
the level and dignity of normal persons, and would have 
an Olympic Games all of their own? How was I to know 
architects would have to make provision for persons 
with disabilities in building blueprints in order to make 
their lot easier? How did I know governments would 
legislate for the dignity of those impaired by birth or 
disease or calamitous events? 
 How, too, could I have known there was to be an 
evolution in the development of prostheses, or how after 
decades they would be close to perfection? It is true that 
I was disappointed when, after the war, I could not hold 
a saddle on a riding school mount, and that I stayed 
away from motorbikes for two decades; but then I rode 
motor cycles for years in a Middle East country where 
we were missionaries. What is more, my wife rode pil-
lion with me—the woman who had not despised a 
hoppy-footed ex-POW but married him, raised a family 
with him and has served with him in life for nigh on 
sixty years. 
 What I am saying here, now, is just by the way, but 
did you know that these days shoes are made of such 
light material that along with a plastic splint a man like 
me can walk with almost no discernable limp? Tripping 
has been virtually eliminated. Would you believe that in 
my mid-eighties, if needs be, I can run by reason of these 
aids? Best of all are the years in which I have discovered 
the dignity of all men and women and children because I 
see them as they are, created in the image of God no 
matter how faulty they may be. Disabilities do not make 
or break a person: they are virtually incidental.  This is a 
great truth and in the light of it none should fear and 
none despise another. In any case the other person may 
have quiet greatness and simple humility, like Charlie. 
He was my teacher in his unconscious way. I am quietly 
contented to have something of his spirit, to follow in 



Charlie in the Dark 

39 

that way. It may be ‘Charlie in the dark’ but I see it as 
more like ‘Charlie in the light’ and that is the sum of the 
matter. 



5 

The Scanner 

He scarcely dared move out into the warm morning. So 
early in the day—just before the dawn began its break-
ing—it was always cool no matter what the yesterday 
had been. Now the new day was coming, rolling in from 
the east, flowing across the sweeping undulations of the 
hills he knew so well. Tiny spikelets of light were shoot-
ing up into the night, carrying the promise of the 
inevitable day with them. The warmth had been left over 
from the old yesterday, and the coolness was not in the 
new day. He knew it would be a scorcher, as it had been 
some forty years before. He felt the low throb of that 
burning day as memory spilled over his mind. 
 As he looked for the bridle in the stable, he heard the 
whinnying of his mare Princess in her stall. He lifted the 
saddle from where it sat on its bar, and then went to the 
horse. Something was very strange this morning, for the 
horse and the man were knowing a new day. Of course, 
every day is a new day, and man and beast for many 
years have known the mutual surprise that comes when 
both are friends, when both are anticipating the chang-
ing difference of one day from another. He had no time 
for that which is novel, for human innovation stimulated 
by mystical yearning for a world that is not this world. 
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What happened was to be what it must be. Only this 
should be. 
 Under the dim stable light he slipped the bridle on 
the gentle mare. It received the bit, welcoming it, and 
tasted the steel, rolling the tongue until it was in place in 
the mouth. It made movements of delight as he lifted the 
saddle to its back, tucked the crupper under its tail, 
drawing the saddle forward along the back towards the 
shoulders and tightening the girth. He led the mount 
towards the door, flicking off the light as they passed 
through. 
 Outside it was still dark, but the man and his mount 
saw the dawn was still thrusting up pale light on the rim 
of the world, urgent in its broadening management of 
the early hours. The man and horse both waited, and 
even when the man was mounted, they stood still, 
looking at the coming event. This was not only the dawn 
as they knew it morning by morning but it was another 
dawning, a special dawning. To him it was not an 
uncanny thing that the mare should know, together with 
him, his secret, and be charged with its revelation and 
high triumph. Even Jenny the red bitch appeared from 
nowhere, whimpering with excitement. He called her to 
heel and she followed him as Princess led them towards 
the night paddock.  
 He thought again of his own father who had ridden 
out into a particular summer dawn, rounding up the 
milking cows and sensing the danger of that day. For the 
most their father was a silent, tacit man, pondering 
things of his own, keeping them to himself, but that 
morning he was sharing his premonitions of the day. 
 ‘It’s a dangerous day’, he said. ‘It is too hot too soon. 
If we get a dry storm and the lightning strikes, then we 
could be in danger. The hills are dry, very dry. If some 
maniac is mad enough to light a fire, then there will  
be fuel enough to burn across from the bush to our 
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place. The grass is dry and high this summer, as you 
know.’ 
 Both brothers had felt the agitation in their father’s 
voice. The air was very still and the throb of high heat 
was in it. The light of the day had a yellowish glow to it 
as though they were suspended in another world. The 
galvanised cans were taken by Norman on the horse-led 
sled to the road milk-stand. The dairy bails and yard 
being cleansed, the three men had returned to the house 
for breakfast. 
 Their mother was unusually quiet, cooking over the 
combustion stove, serving them porridge and bacon and 
eggs along with thick slices of toast, and pouring hot tea 
for them. Their sisters were also silent. Suddenly their 
father spoke loudly. 
 ‘The fire will come today. We had better finish break-
fast quickly and get the pumps working, hosing down 
the house, the stable, the piggery and the dairy. We had 
best plough around the hayshed.’ 
 They sprang into life as one unit, the girls picking up 
rubbish around the house, sweeping it into piles and 
dumping it by the barrow load into the empty ensilage 
pit. Norman took the tractor and ploughed around the 
tall hayshed, packed as it was with hay and lucerne fod-
der, and around each building he and his father had 
begun soaking the roofs and walls with water pumped 
up from the large dam. Ducks and geese on that dam 
were already raising an alarm of their own.  
 It was not until the mid-afternoon that the fires came, 
leaping across the undulating hills, fed by the dry sum-
mer grass, racing as a strong westerly wind fanned it so 
that it became a roaring red monster. Until the last 
moment they plied the water, hosing the stables where 
the horses were, soaking the farm machinery until the 
earthen floor of the shed and its environs were mud, 
trusting that the cattle would be safe in the dam and its 
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green irrigation paddock. Almost at the last moment 
they had herded the pigs along the race which led  
from the piggery to the large paddock. For themselves 
they had the two cars ready in case they had to flee as a 
family. 
 
Reminiscing now, he felt no alarm from the holocaust of 
those forty years ago. Vivid as the memory was, he 
knew that it was not coming danger which he sensed 
now as the first rays of the summer sun shot into the air. 
This was a gentler day: already warm though it was it 
posed no threat. In that fire the whole hayshed had gone 
up in one huge red flame, a blazing tower which burst 
into the sky, exploding hundreds of feet upwards 
capped by black smoke. Except in the irrigation paddock 
and the eighty-acre paddock on the northern perimeter, 
all fences had been burned, becoming masses of tangled 
wire and burning stumps. At night they had glowed like 
Roman candles in the dark, smoking and spluttering 
with red and white sparks. 
 The whole family had survived although the flames 
came up to the house. Part of the piggery had burned, 
and the rail fences at the dairy had been consumed. 
Miraculously the bails and cream house had survived. 
Insurance had helped to restock with fodder and renew 
the piggery. The event had drawn the family together as 
nothing had done previous to that event. 
 
 
This morning the man and his mount rode down to the 
paddock on the flat through which a creek of fresh, 
sweet water perpetually flowed. The cries of ‘Hoop! 
Hoop!’ to the milkers lifted them from the grass of the 
paddock. They stretched their bodies as they rose, shook 
themselves awake, and proceeded to do what Jenny the 
red Kelpie commanded them to do. The herd formed a 
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moving triangle, the apex of which was the natural lead-
ers, heading in the direction of the dairy.  
 As they moved towards the dairy his memory was 
alive to the past. He had no doubt that such memories 
were good ones to have, especially when they sprang 
from the delight that was now in his heart. This night 
which was now giving way to a brilliant sunrise con-
tained his calm at what had happened to him. He 
remembered his salad days when as a raw youth he had 
been delighted with life. They were days when he had 
read history and theology and the classics and expanded 
his glee in his own creativeness of words and ideas. His 
thinking had been about the marvel of creation which he 
could never cease contemplating. Even when he had 
been in a war with its terrible cries and sounds, its omi-
nous silences and its hideous happenings, nothing had 
been able destroy him, or seduce him. In and through all 
these he had known of a Kingdom which was universal 
and fabulous, yet only for those who, seeing with an 
inner eye, break into it by faith’s insistence that God had 
made it for human beings to enter. In the act of entering 
this realm of the Father all other kingdoms became 
insignificant to him, and he knew why he was created. 
Nothing could happen to change all that wonder. No 
matter what was past.  
 So long ago were those shattering events and many of 
them did, in fact, change him! Just when he had 
developed boldness and confidence, then came the fall! 
His mistake in a relationship brought about a stumbling 
in his family life. In new, strange and startling days he 
had known the painful tragedy of being cut off, alien-
ated by lies and manoeuvrings of the woman whose 
beauty and love he had come to place above all things. 
She had become bored with the farm they had been 
allotted for land resettlement by the post-war Govern-
ment. He had not noticed in the rush of days—the new 
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home, the setting up of the woolshed and the pur- 
chase of farm equipment—that she was not with him. 
Although he had been intent upon her as ‘bone of his 
bone, and flesh of his flesh’ she was not with him in any-
thing. Bored and pettish she had at first asked that they 
sell the place and go to the city. He could return to 
teaching, she had said, and there she could give reign  
to her love for art and music. She could develop her  
own gifts of poetry and writing and have a purposeful 
life. She told him he would somehow have a useful  
life. 
 At first he had thought this to be an arbitrary dream-
ing on her part. The gracious life of the rural New 
England was surely enough for her! Then he discovered 
that this was no dreaming but a fixed, irreversible deci-
sion. Their beautiful farm became for her an intolerable 
situation. Night and day she worked to have everything 
changed. She worked subtly and plausibly with the chil-
dren. Gradually they came to see him as an enemy. At 
first they did not believe what she told them. Because 
she was a beautiful and attractive person they thought 
she must be right, and that he was surely wrong. They 
ganged up against him for not being a proper husband 
and father. He was bewildered as a dream died on the 
stem. Day by day he felt the alienation, the strange 
silences which would happen, the disturbing breaks in 
relationships where once they had been so beautiful. 
Wifely adoration turned to deep dislike and then to 
hatred. 
 The children saw the pictures she painted with her 
words. Sympathy for her and impatience with him 
became the new family order. Denial of her dreams 
whilst he fulfilled his own in farming was the indictment 
on him. His labouring night and day had been to bring 
them to wealth and security, but they connived to 
accuse, saying it was selfishness. His busyness in local 
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government, in the Fire Volunteer Services, in earning 
prizes at country shows and the Royal Sydney Show 
with his Merino rams and sheep, and his beautiful Here-
ford stud herd were criticised as neglect of the family 
and an ego thing.  
 Princess, Jenny and he had reached the dairy, and his 
troubling memories died as he attended to the milking. 
He could handle his herd of fine milkers alone. Now he 
and Jenny guided them to their stalls, bailing them up, 
applying the cups of the milking machines to their teats, 
and watching each animal until the milk flowed into the 
huge dairy vat. 
 He was gratified by the fact that today there was no 
resentment in his heart for the lonely and cruel days 
which followed the leaving of his wife and the 
children—all four of them. They had been days of 
bewilderment, of shame, of striving to understand how 
this could possibly have happened. His neighbours who 
knew him and friends of the local chapter of the 
Returned Servicemen commiserated with him but, for 
their part, they struggled to believe that he was not a 
cause for the rift in the family. They, too, had admired 
his wife and been impressed by her. They had thought of 
the family as having had close relational ties. What had 
he done? 
 The peace which he had not known in those dreadful 
days of divorce and separation had come to him in an 
incredible way last night, and now a new something was 
with him in this new day. It was there in gentle, pacific 
waves as he took his cows through the milking and then 
herded them along the long race which led to the eighty-
acre paddock—the one paddock which had escaped the 
fire in the days of his youth. He went back to the dairy 
and sanitised it. On time the huge milk tanker pulled up. 
The driver who generally took the milk to the city 
jumped down from his high cabin and coupled the hose 



The Scanner 

47 

to the dairy vat. 
 As the milk was being drawn into the tanker, Lester 
the driver talked with him. 
 ‘You seem chirpy this morning’, he said, ‘what with 
you singing away there. Generally you’re a tad serious. 
What’s been happening to you? Have you won the lot-
tery?’  
 Lester was nothing if not direct, but was also a good 
friend. 
 ‘Something has happened’, the dairy farmer said, and 
he felt a rush of joy come on him as he spoke. Years 
seemed to fall away and he was as the young man years 
ago, even before he had enlisted in the Army. 
 He stared thoughtfully at the driver. ‘It would take a 
long time, Lester’, he said. ‘You have a program to keep 
to. Maybe one day you might call in on your way home 
when the tanker is empty and then I can tell you.’ 
 He smiled and said, ‘The news is all good, my friend. 
All good.’ 
 Lester had liked the look of the farmer this morning, 
and he muttered something to himself as he turned the 
great tanker and thundered away to another farm.  
 
It was at breakfast that his memory filled out the days of 
his loneliness. They could have been days of anger but, 
at the first, he knew enough to realise that anger is dan-
gerous, and a person can go mad with injustice and that 
life can be soured when a person loses hope. Even in his 
sorrow he still lived in faith, faith that kept him from the 
horrors that can prompt homicide out of anger. An old 
cobber from war days had told him to accept the action 
of being divorced. ‘Divorce is worse than death’, he had 
said. ‘It is living death’, he added, ‘for marriage is indis-
soluble’. He had added, ‘Even death can be overcome if 
you look it straight in the eye’.  
 When her solicitor began the claims on their marital 
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bank accounts and the joint ownership of their property 
he had had a sudden revulsion against the meanness of 
it all and gave the farm over to her and the children. He 
retained only enough to keep him going for a short time. 
He knew that act had troubled her and the children. It 
heightened the children’s respect for him. Somewhere in 
herself his wife was enraged. She was shattered to 
realise that he still thought of her as the wife he had 
loved, and would always go on doing that. Her newly 
acquired partner thought him to be crazy. 
 His own brothers and sisters admired him and said  
so and they did not rebuke him for refusing to bargain, 
but they wondered at his act of surrendering all to  
the woman they had come to despise. His own children 
visited him from time to time and it was obvious to him 
that they loved him. Now they were all married and at 
times he visited them, taking special time out for the 
grandchildren. In the early days of separation he had 
taken up work as a schoolteacher, and had again begun 
to write. 
 His brother Norman asked whether he would care to 
take over the family farm again. They had let it out time 
and again to sharefarmers. The family proposed he run 
the farm and eventually buy them out of their shares. 
Deeply grateful, he began that period of years when he 
was almost healed of the former trauma of separation. 
Members of his family visited him regularly and finally 
offered the farm to him at a very low price. He had 
thought that he would never be financially secure again, 
and yet it had happened. Poetry began to flow. Songs 
came to him in the night. He would have times when the 
Kingdom would be almost palpable to him. He even 
reasoned that he would never have come to know the 
Kingdom so well in its beauty and power but for the loss 
he had known. 
 That was when he began to read more broadly, sense 
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more deeply, meditate more thoughtfully. He returned 
to the church and became caught up in teaching and 
researching things of the faith. This brought about new 
friendships of the deeper kind. Even so, he sought ever 
increasingly some kind of a release that his renewed 
faith had not yet brought to him. He went back to the 
theological books of a past generation which seemed to 
make more sense than much he was reading of modern 
theologians. Here and there among contemporary writ-
ers he discovered insights which made him literally 
tremble like Jenny his red Kelpie—the one who would 
often whimper for joy. 
 
It happened when after using his computer for quicker 
writing he became caught up in the world of computing. 
For a hobby he bought a digital camera and a colour 
printer. At first he felt awkward in photography. 
Norman, an expert, had long ago mastered these elec-
tronics and he began to introduce his brother into a 
world of colour in which things of the creation were 
caught up into his mind and helped to fortify his faith. 
They also gave him intense pleasure. He began to look 
deeply into a world he had taken for granted. These 
were plants and flowers, shrubs and trees, insects, birds 
and animals and then, of course—humans! Any brood-
ing he had known in the past gave way to a delight as 
beautiful pictures tumbled from his colour printer. 
 This was what had happened last night. He was 
learning the mysteries of a scanner which processed the 
transparencies of his past—slides of the 35 mm kind—
and these were bringing back life as he had lived it in 
and from the days of boyhood; his days of youth; times 
of his mother and father and brothers and sisters; times 
of action; of courting and marriage, and the early years 
of his children. Slides of himself in Army rookie-wear 
were there. Photographs of country shows and pictures 
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of his prize animals were all there. He knew nothing of 
the things which had once hurt him. He knew exquisite 
spasms of delight as he realised he had lived a very full, 
if sometimes foolish, life. 
 Last night, for some reason, he had to tease out new 
software for his treasures of transparencies. Marvellous 
pictures tumbled out of his state-of-the-art printer. He 
had watched, mesmerised with the beauty of it all and 
the spates of memory that had rushed into his mind and 
set his senses pulsing. He had been flushed with the suc-
cess he had earned, and he went to bed and fell asleep. 
Because he was emotionally stirred he could not stay 
asleep, but passed from one waking state to a sleeping 
one and then to another waking one. In the midst of all 
this he dreamed. 
 One thing had troubled him most of his life. It was 
that he yearned for a purity from mind and heart pollu-
tion. He knew others had similar yearnings. This cri-
terion had kept him back from some practices in which 
others indulged themselves. They had thought him to be 
too sensitive altogether and a victim of his conscience. 
‘Morbid’, they had said, but he had refused to play with 
his conscience. For the rest, he was as faulty as other 
humans, but he knew in a simple way that the grace of 
God had covered all that. Now, when life had begun to 
surge afresh, he had a deep passion to know he was 
accepted by the Father of the Kingdom. Deeply down in 
himself he was looking for relief from intermittent guilts. 
 His dream was after this manner: he, to his surprise 
and perturbation, found himself encased in his own 
colour scanner, lying there as a transparency of sorts. 
Brilliant light such as in photocopying and scanner 
machines was passing backwards and forwards under 
him, and the radiant light was above him and, though 
not moving, it was shining deeply into him. The light 
above and below was penetrating him. It instantly came 
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to his mind that this light was shining from the cross of 
Christ, and that everything which required cleansing 
was being purified. Penetrating into every strata of his 
being, all darkness was being purged and light was 
flooding so that his conscience was in a state of relief and 
delight as his purification proceeded. 
 As all this was happening a strange thought came to 
his mind. Was Christ somehow the image on the trans-
parency, or—better still—was the image of Christ burn-
ing into him as though he were a CD, and was Christ’s 
image becoming his? A person at the time of such a 
miraculous event draws up all the force and power of 
knowledge and wisdom that has become his, and his 
mind knows something of the meaning of the hap-
pening. He certainly knew what was happening. What 
he had known in a great body of theology he now knew 
as a personal and intimate revelation.  
 Time and again the light of scanning passed over him 
and under him until there was in him nothing but light 
and purity and an awesome sense of holiness. Things 
that had happened and had been stored in some kind of 
memory databank were now being exposed to the light. 
A follower of Christ—the apostle Paul—once said, 
‘When anything is exposed by the light it becomes visi-
ble, for anything that becomes visible is light’. Year in, 
year out, he had pondered that saying, never under-
standing its meaning. Last night he had come to know 
its mystery. 
 That was why he had awakened this morning know-
ing that forever he had been purified, and that holiness, 
far from being a severe and gloomy and hyper-religious 
thing is, to the contrary, a release into the holiness of 
love, making its object—troubled Man—the lover of 
holiness for the Holy Lover. 
 He just hoped that Lester and he would talk together 
about all of this. In fact he hoped he could share the 
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action of a holy scanner with all the human race. 
 Jenny was waiting to accompany him to the house, 
her eyes shining for fun. In a crazy moment of the same 
joy, he leapt ahead of her, racing to the house, man and 
dog being mad rivals in a world of light. 
 



6 

Back to the Sixties 

Joshua Steed was drawing near his eighty-second birth-
day when he began to have a fall or two. Since these falls 
happened in the company of friends they became 
somewhat significant.  
 ‘Josh’, they would say, ‘you are a bit unsteady these 
days’. 
 He nodded because there was little else he could do. 
‘You could be right there’, he said. He paused for a 
moment and then smiled a bit sheepishly. ‘It’s the foot, 
the old foot’, he said. ‘It’s just not playing the gammy.’ 
 Josh had a gammy leg. His right one, in fact. It had 
been hit with a burst of machine-gun fire back in World 
War II. The thigh had been virtually blown out and the 
vital nerve had been severed with, of course, the bones.  
How the surgeons had saved it when it ought to have 
been amputated he still did not know. Even so, there 
had always been something a little foreign about his 
saved leg. It seemed to be something of a stranger to 
him. Maybe it was because it didn’t obey him like the 
left leg. The left leg was a friend to him, but the right leg 
had, on occasions, let him down. 
 He had been a physical training instructor in his 
Army unit, and every muscle, tendon, nerve and liga-
ment had obeyed him wholly. His was a vital body in a 
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vital person. He had been like that since he was born. He 
could do marvels with his limbs in gymnastics and ath-
letics and in the sports he played.  In the Army it had 
been the same.  
 When he was wounded and was lying in the battle 
zone with a smashed leg he had thought, ‘I will never be 
able to ride a horse again! I will never be able to ride a 
motorcycle.’ He had been riding an Army ‘Beezer’ (BSA) 
only an hour before the infantry charge on a Japanese 
machine-gun nest. 
 Lying wounded he had looked into the grey of the 
pale dawn and recognised the life that lay ahead, hoping 
the fellows would come and pick him up. He didn’t 
know where the war had gone! 
 They did come, and he remembered the kindness of 
the men and the pity in their eyes and some of the tears 
too. Well that was all history. That was in the long, long 
ago. He had gotten on well in the intervening time, 
always caring for his gammy leg. It was paralysed from 
the knee down. When he hastened in his walk or half 
ran, it was awkward. He carried a lot of inferiority at his 
inability to do the things he used to do. 
 Like skipping for example. He had always skipped 
well. He had invented all kinds of variations in skipping 
of which he had been proud. His leaden foot never let 
him do the sort of thing he had done. Even so, he carried 
no anger or disappointment. He was grateful to be alive 
and to have a right leg and not an appliance instead of 
one. He just enjoyed being alive, and more so because 
ultimately he had been released from the Japanese 
Prison Camp after three and a half years.  
 That had been exciting. Sadly enough many of his 
mates had died in those days, and so he considered him-
self amazingly fortunate. It was all better, even with a 
reluctant leg. He had so much for which to be grateful. 
He was grateful. 
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So, when they said, ‘Josh, the old leg playing up a bit 
these days?’ his answer was, ‘Not much that you would 
notice it’. 
 In fact he thought he knew what the problem was. It 
was his footdrop and the new pair of heavy shoes. When 
he walked, the shoes would not bend on the right foot 
and, for that matter, very little on the left foot. 
Sometimes the shoe on the gammy foot would resist 
moving forward, as though a vacuum had caught the 
sole to the footpath, or the heel had caught in a crack in 
the pavement.  
 The family had seen all this, and he feared them—the 
Family! They were always trying to persuade him that 
being an octogenarian he had better slow down in life. 
His right leg was indicating that his pace of life was 
beyond his capacity. That was what he feared, secretly, 
that he would slow down to a mumble. He spent a 
morning each week with older men at the local Hostel 
and Nursing Home. He liked these fellows and relaxed 
with them. They all reminisced, for they had great his-
tories. They had done much in life. Now they chewed 
the cud, ruminating over old days, comparing with the 
later, new days. 
 Some of them did mumble a bit until jerked out of a 
soliloquy by a sudden memory or a chance word and its 
strong associations. He liked to see their head jerk up 
and that strange compelling light come into their eyes 
and a ripple of life follow it so that again they were 
enjoying their hours. He knew the mumblers stammered 
in their living. They liked to see him alive and fresh, and 
they wanted to hear what he had to say in cheering 
them. 
 But here he was, slowing down to a mumble. His doc-
tor son-in-law had contacted the people at the local Vet-
erans’ Hospital, and had told them about him, about 
Josh Steed. Well, what could they do? Honestly, what 
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could they do? They had given him shoes with devices 
for keeping his right foot up and he had worn them, one 
after the other, until finally he decided just to go it 
alone—without a prosthesis. There was sense in this 
because a medical Brigadier General in the prison camp 
had told him not to become a leg when he returned 
home. 
 He had been puzzled, not understanding what the 
officer had meant. 
 ‘Oh’, the officer had explained, ‘I knew a fellow in the 
First World War. I was in that, too. He had a gammy leg 
like yours from a shell blast. When he returned home he 
could think of nothing but his leg. Some people are like 
that. He always walked heavily, painfully, slowly. He 
always had a walking-stick. His life centred around his 
leg. He wanted folk to know about that leg. I used to 
think, “He’s become a leg! He’s only a leg!” ’ 
 The officer said, ‘See, son, never become a leg’. 
 So Josh had never become a leg. He kept his leg to 
himself. Some folk never noticed his limp. Others saw it 
immediately if he was tired. 
 
So he was off to the Veterans’ Hospital. That made it 
seem as though time was catching up with him. Once he 
had had a problem with the same hospital. That was 
when he had a special operation to take the bow out of 
his leg. Sadly enough the surgery had brought on clots 
and he had suffered from pulmonary embolisms. A 
tough time that! Everyone out to help him and, of 
course, they had helped him. He lived but avoided going 
back to the place. Now he had to go to the place. He was 
having occasional falls.  
 As it was put to him, he was aging and the old bodily 
system was not working like it had. Octogenarians had 
to take it a little more easy. They had to cut down on 
their activities, enjoy the last part of life in ease. Long 
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ago Josh had seen through that claim. It was an illusion. 
One lived when one refused to retire but continued with 
the work which was no work to him but a joy. Much  
as he loved reading and music and visual stimulation,  
life really lay in the work he loved, and the people he 
enjoyed. 
 A day before, he and his wife Connie had gone to the 
shoe shop. They were in search of lightweight shoes. The 
manageress picked them out as likely people and 
attended them herself. She saw the quality shoes he was 
wearing and brought similar ones.  
 Connie shook her head. ‘He needs very light shoes’, 
she said. 
 The manageress smiled, went to a shelf and was back 
with the lightest shoes he had felt in his life. They 
slipped easily to his feet, not requiring a shoehorn as had 
his own heavy footwear.  
 The price was high, but he sensed comfort and better 
walking, so they bought the shoes. He walked as though 
on air. It was a sort of miracle. He would take his heavy 
shoes in a plastic bag and show the doctor at the Veter-
ans’ ‘Falls and Balance Clinic’. 
 He drove himself to the hospital. He insisted on that. 
When he arrived he saw how changed was the hospital. 
Car parks all over the place, and all of them jam-packed. 
He had to drive up and down and down and up until he 
saw a car back out of its parking space. He slipped into 
that place with a sense of relief. He took the walking-
stick out of the boot, and also his plastic bag of heavy 
shoes. He walked to the new Rehabilitation Clinic. 
 The new building was a pleasant surprise. The oldest 
buildings of the hospital dated from the First World 
War, and other buildings from the Second World War, 
but this new building was one to outclass all hospital 
buildings throughout the City, and indeed any city for 
that matter. It was pure state-of-the-art. Its architecture 
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was pleasing inside the building. It had high ceilings, 
artistic setting and looked functionally superb. It had 
three stations to which appointees had to report, and he 
reported at the ‘A’ Station when he needed to report to 
‘C’ Station, which he then did. 
 He noticed how gracious were all the serving persons 
of the hospital staff. They moved him gently here and 
there, and then they seated him to await the commence-
ment of his interview. A pleasant middle-aged woman 
led him to a room and took his weight and his blood 
pressure. She expressed pleasure at his blood pressure. 
 ‘That’s a beautiful blood pressure’, she said. Other 
medical folk had told him that from time to time. Of 
course, knowing that he had had falls she expected a 
high blood pressure. 
 Then she gave him a mental test. It was very simple. 
Far too simple in fact, but it showed that nothing of 
dementia was present. Pleased, she took him to the 
physiotherapist who was to give him other tests. Inside 
the gymnasium he had vivid memories of the past when 
he had skipped and jumped and hung and swirled and 
done lots of other things. 
 The physiotherapist was young, about the age of his 
own grand daughters and as respectful and helpful. She 
was to put him through a series of tests. He felt no 
apprehension, but wondered how he would fare. He 
found himself anxious to please her. He wanted to tell 
her that he thought it was his heavy, stiff shoes which 
were the problem. They did not suit his dropped foot, 
but as he was wearing his new, soft, light and flexible 
shoes he left it at that. 
 She tried out his reflexes in every possible way. She 
made him push against her strength with every limb. He 
had to walk this way and that, stand still with his eyes 
closed and not sway. She asked him to put his feet 
together and hold them together as he jumped across the 



Back to the Sixties 

59 

room, kangaroo fashion. He told her he had not done 
this sort of thing since being wounded, but he did it. 
Much to his own surprise he did it well! 
 She smiled and said, ‘No one has ever done that 
before’.  
 He felt his heart warm, but then he began to visualise 
all the aged men and women—frail, vulnerable and 
weak—who had come to this clinic over many years, 
and he pitied them. Even so, it was difficult to withhold 
the pleasure he felt at what he had done. 
 She led him to another place where he did more 
exercises—walking up and down steps, using the rail to 
help him, not using it, walking up and down without 
aid. Then he had to stand facing a rail, and his body 
touching it. He went through standing on a thick, flat 
pillow of plastic sponge, with his eyes closed, first 
hanging on to the rail and then not touching it, and 
seeking to balance. He put his mind to this test, it being 
the hardest. He willed himself to remain balanced and 
his will won.  
 She led him back to her clinic room. She totted up the 
points he had earned in all the tests. Then she turned to 
him with a warm smile on her face. 
 ‘This is the greatest!’ she exclaimed. ‘You have earned 
the most points—ever! You have earned fifty-three out 
of fifty-four!’ Now she was not clinical. She was a warm 
human person, delighting with him in his genuine 
strength. 
 She led him back to ‘C’ Station where he was to await 
the specialist doctor. He wondered how this final series 
of tests would go. He listened to other old people talking 
about this and that and then buried his own head in a 
book. 
 The doctor who came to call him to his room was 
young, but not very young. He was a person of maturity, 
a thoughtful medico. He seated his examinee on a chair 
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whilst he finished looking at the test reports. 
 When he lifted his head from them he said, ‘These 
reports are remarkable. For a man in his eighties they are 
quite remarkable. Quite unusual in fact.’  
 The client felt a further glow in his chest. The 
specialist smiled at him. ‘You are a man in your eighties, 
but really you are as a man in his sixties.’ 
 He felt speechless but immensely delighted, and 
showed it by smiling broadly.  
 The specialist looked at him again and said, ‘Older 
people are as old as they think they are. They assess 
themselves, but these objective tests tell the truth. You 
are unusually healthy for your age. Your falls come from 
nothing but your right leg with the footdrop. We must 
do something about that. Get you an appliance to keep 
the foot up when you walk; but get this straight: you are 
not a doddering old man!’ 
 Scarcely able to contain his delight, the man nodded 
and drew out his former pair of shoes from his plastic 
bag. He indicated how heavy and stiff they were, albeit 
they had been comfortable. 
 ‘It’s these shoes that cause me to stumble, I believe’, 
he said. 
 The specialist took them, examined them, flexed them 
and nodded. ‘They are the problem’, he agreed. ‘So we’ll 
get you to the clinic which makes prostheses. They have 
new kinds these days, and they are very helpful.’ 
 He dropped the shoes on the carpet. He looked his 
client in the eyes and said, ‘Get this straight: you are not 
a feeble old man. You must keep up the work you are 
doing now, and think of yourself as being competent to 
do it. Don’t withdraw and feel you are frail. You’ll talk 
yourself into something which is not true.’ 
 He grinned warmly, and added, ‘Don’t let anyone 
talk you out of what you’re doing. Insist on continuing 
the fullness of your present work. I’ll write a letter to 
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your GP and tell him you are not frail. I’ll arrange with 
the Surgical Prostheses Clinic to set you up with the 
proper appliance.’  
 He then went on to talk about well-meaning retirees 
who settle for a more sedentary life, and a life of point-
less pleasure, saying that they foolishly talk themselves 
into frailty. He told his client in serious tones that he 
could have a rich life and a healthy one for many years, 
all other things being equal.  
 The man knew his consultant was at that stage where 
he was relieving himself of boredom from many inter-
views by chatting man-to-man as with a new friend. As 
for himself, he, too, was not bored. He sat back on the 
comfortable new clinic chair and let the warmth of 
everything glow through him.  
 When the doctor had talked himself out as regards 
the time of an interview, they both rose, a trifle reluctant 
to end an important time together. A warm handgrip 
and he was on his way with the plastic bag of shoes and 
his rarely used walking-stick. He walked past ‘C’ Station 
as though he had reported there a long time ago. They 
were busy with more folk about his own age, and he 
wondered whether they might beat his test record; but 
they seemed earnest in their frailty. 
 He set himself to go through the doors of the state-of-
the-art building, out into the car park, and then into his 
own car and home to Connie. He could hardly wait to 
tell Connie and the family and all his friends. 
 ‘I am in my eighties’, he told himself, ‘yet I am really 
as a man in his sixties’. He wondered at the miracle of all 
that, but because it was the doctor who had told him 
that, he was strongly inclined to believe him.  
 In fact, as he passed through the doors of that 
remarkable building he did believe him; but he won-
dered at the report, and all his nerves were set a-tingle, 
and he walked head up, his heart glowing, and the 
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afternoon sunlight seemed as bright as ever it had been 
and, as for the lawns, they also were as green as ever 
they had been.  
 He said to himself, of his jumping across the floor of 
the physiotherapist’s room, ‘And no one has ever done 
that before’. He wondered at that. To be sure, he had a 
lot to tell Connie.  
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Meaning behind Mystery 

One thing about Rhymers you must grasp is that he was 
in no way kinky. Some folk who have known of him and 
written him off may have thought that, but if so they 
never were game enough to say it explicitly. They just 
thought he was about doing too many things, and they 
may have been right. He had a fertile mind and one that 
never let him do too much oversleeping. He would wake 
up with something bursting from it and make his way to 
his study and start writing or researching the material he 
wanted to treat. In the first years of their marriage his 
wife would come out anxiously from the bedroom, 
looking worried and warmly feminine. 
 She would say, ‘Andy, you have just got to get your 
sleep. You’ll wear yourself out.’ 
 He would look at her eagerly, sympathetically and 
gratefully, and nod. ‘I’ll have this little thing over in a 
jiffy’, he would say, ‘and then I’ll be back’. 
 With that he would get back to his idea as though it 
were so flimsy it might dissolve if they were to go on 
talking. Effie, the little wife, soon tired of getting up. She 
would just sleep on, and so Andy was free at nights to 
attend to his ideas. It once struck me that he was lucky 
he had never had to go onto certain narcotics which 
expand the mind’s consciousness and let other fertile 
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ideas through, though of course some of them would 
have turned out to be kinky. Artists of a certain kind 
need such drugs to be—as they call it—creative.  
 
 
Andrew was nothing, if not a writer. He had plots galore 
to write, and wrote them. Editors on the whole were 
kind, and his name soon began to appear in journals and 
in what we used to call ‘the little magazines’. In his day 
some of them talked of him as one of ‘the new writers’. 
He was creative, his style was stimulating and his plots 
generally provocative. He and Effie enjoyed that part of 
their life very much. 
 As a writer Andy had a problem. He was convinced 
that a story ought to say something, ought to be a teach-
ing genre. He was clear about a yarn being primarily 
entertainment, but he felt the entertainment should stick 
to a certain level of intellectual usefulness. Mostly he 
made his point, but editors and readers can be sour 
when they wish—and some of them were, with his 
writing. Often there was an enraged review. Some per-
son struggling with his or her life problems would 
accuse him of being religious and inserting his theology 
or morals into his stories. Of course, there were other 
reviews, and Andrew—as much as many writing per-
sons—needed the critics. 
 Andrew was genuinely surprised at this sort of 
reaction. Not a religious man, he nevertheless thought 
theology was part of the whole human experience, and 
so dropped in his ideas at what he considered was the 
appropriate place. His stories kept on being accepted 
and the reviews were reasonable. He accommodated the 
angry critics with that lift of the eyebrows and shrug of 
the shoulders which some of us have learned. 
 Then the event happened which confirmed the suspi-
cions of the hostile group of editors, writers and critics. 



Meaning behind Mystery 

65 

Andrew began to read theology with a view to becoming 
a minister of the church. Effie was surprised but agreed 
to go along with him. Some friends distanced 
themselves. Others thought they had been betrayed, an 
idea which caused more eyebrow-raising and shoulder-
shrugging from the former author. Theology had always 
fascinated him and he gave himself to it. 
 I think there would have been few of his literary 
friends at his ordination service. It was not their sort of 
thing, and Andy understood. Some came, and congratu-
lated him. In those days becoming a minister in your 
mid-thirties was unusual. Most of life was considered to 
be over by that time. Even so, a few of the old coterie of 
scribblers came along to hear him preach and were 
agreeably surprised. Andy was no slouch in the pulpit. 
His ideas tumbled out in a way equally competent with 
his writing. 
 If the matter had ended there I guess no interesting 
story would have developed, and I would not presently 
be writing this yarn. A number of things happened. 
Andy cut dead his writing. He and Effie had been 
having a few children, and suddenly the whole family 
was off to the Indian subcontinent for what used to be 
called ‘missionary work’—a term Andy and Effie 
abominated. 
 So we scarcely saw Andy’s name in a journal or a 
magazine and certainly not in ‘the little magazines’, the 
resort and home generally of the writers called ‘avant-
garde’. We concluded Andy had deserted us. That was 
the way we took it. Of course, being a close friend, I kept 
in touch. I even urged Andy to give us an occasional 
story or article, but he was so taken up with his work 
that he had little thought or time for it. I went on in  
my world of journalism and he went on in his line of 
work. 
 We kept in touch by letters and visits when he would 
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return to Australia, and nothing seemed to have 
changed between us. We had always discussed a variety 
of subjects and went on doing that. He was keenly inter-
ested in literary developments and occasionally read an 
anthology of stories or poems and he loved a good novel 
when he could get one. As for theology he was 
omnivorous. He read widely and without prejudice 
against those who differed from his own views. He said 
he gained such insights that he could not afford to neglect 
even the heretics. Also his work brought him into close 
contact with Moslems, Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, Parsees 
and other sects. These folk apparently were stimulated 
by his ideas, and had plenty to give him in return. 
 In the course of his work he visited many countries 
both in the East and the West and was building up a 
reputation as a teacher. When the family returned to this 
home country for a breather, he was in demand for lec-
turing and less formal meetings. When I urged him to 
use all those incredible materials he had gathered over 
the last twenty-five years he just grinned.  
 ‘Maybe one day the flow will come, Ray’, he sug-
gested. ‘Meanwhile I am pretty occupied with other 
things.’ 
 I guess there was more than a touch of envy in me for 
the materials he could have used in fiction, poetry and 
articles, but it all seemed to pass him by. He had built up 
series of theological lectures and that was about all he 
had to show for those years. By the time they ended their 
tours overseas his children had been educated in the 
USA, had chosen partners, and were married. Andy and 
Effie were of half a mind to live in the States, but their 
children surprisingly had opted for Australia and so 
Australia was to be the land of the Rhymers couple. 
They both decided to do further studies to help them 
with their lecturing work. 
It was about a year after their return that Andy felt the 
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urge to write as he had used to. He set himself up with 
good equipment and began to turn out stuff as he had in 
the old days. In between he would do research, lectures, 
and travel to countries who called him for theology. I 
was intrigued that he could suddenly return to fiction 
and poetry. I knew he was just carrying on where he had 
left off. There was scarcely a change in his style, his 
previous way of thinking, his charm with fantasy and 
his earthy realism. Even so, something was missing, and 
I told him so. He listened thoughtfully and then took my 
advice. He set out to catch up with the changes in writ-
ing that had come over twenty-five years. He paid sub-
scriptions for ‘the little magazines’. He joined one or two 
writers’ groups. He even listened to lecturers in the edu-
cation extension courses. He talked a lot with Effie, for—
as in the old days—he trusted her sense of things. He 
went on writing. 
 Some of the old-timers remembered him, and so a few 
stories were accepted. He realised his old friends were 
living in their past as though that had been the golden 
era. He sensed their irritation at the new, young authors. 
He remembered there had also been irritation with him 
from the old literary readers, but then he had won some 
of them over. Now there seemed to be no winning any-
one over. Once or twice old editorial friends gathered 
briefly to publish collections of his poetry and volumes 
of his short stories. I thought Andrew might be wel-
comed back as a writer renewed, but Saturday morning 
literary supplements of the newspapers in various States 
remained silent. Even I began to think it was something 
of a conspiracy. I knew Andy’s writing to be superb, and 
his plots to be gripping enough, but I knew something 
was missing. 
 Andy was intrigued rather than disturbed, mystified 
rather than irritated. When I asked him why he was 
writing again he gave me one of those penetrating looks 
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which made me feel disturbed, though why, I could not 
fathom. We talked plainly enough. I told him that he 
was not writing in the present idiom. He was sur-
rounded by blockbuster novels, by international intrigue, 
violence, mayhem and crime, and he was ignoring it. I 
knew he would never use sex to stimulate interest. He 
had not missed the changes that had taken place, but he 
seemed to give them only peripheral attention. I began 
to wonder what was at the heart of his writing and to 
my astonishment I could find nothing. I was so flabber-
gasted by the discovery that I asked him what he 
thought he was writing. I thought I misheard when he 
said ‘mystery’. He uttered that word very quietly. 
 I don’t think Andrew Rhymers had written a mystery 
story in his life, let alone in these new days of his scrib-
bling. As for crime or mystery yarns, I judged they were 
outside his perimeter. I went back to his poetry and his 
yarns. I studied a new volume of his short stories very 
closely. Most poems had a mystical element and stories 
even had something elusive, but there was nothing of 
outright mystery in Rhymers.  
 One day he opened up. ‘Raymond my friend, I find it 
very curious that in our new multicultural and multire-
ligious society that all religions have such freedom to 
propagate their ideas. I see nothing wrong in that, 
nothing at all, but the Christian faith does not have the 
same freedom.’ 
 ‘You’re crazy’, I told him. ‘You have churches every-
where. It is just that that freedom is being extended to 
other religions. In any case they are in the minority.’ 
 He agreed. ‘You’re absolutely right, but not when it 
comes to journalism, to radio, TV and literary commen-
taries. Anything that is strange, esoteric and even weird 
gets a hearing, but not the things we have always 
believed.’ 
 I must admit I was a bit stunned. I thought about it 
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for some days and realised that things we never even 
used to mention were now the currency of lyrics, short 
fiction, novels and the world of music, especially of the 
rock’n’roll kind. Of course, culture takes into itself innu-
merable things, and perhaps time alone will sieve out 
the things we need no more. Even so, I had long won-
dered about the sort of luggage we were taking aboard, 
almost willy-nilly. 
 Andy was kind with me the next time we met. ‘They 
want mystery’, he said, ‘but they don’t even know they 
do’. 
 ‘You haven’t shifted from your theology, have you?’ I 
asked him, and I was angry. ‘You want to sway the 
world your way. That’s your problem. Your writing is 
just propaganda. It isn’t art.’ 
 He seemed to have thought this one through. ‘Show 
me where my writing is that way. Go on, show me.’ 
 What puzzled me when I spent days going over his 
writing was that none of it said anything religious. Per-
haps we had all expected that was how it would be and 
so we had read something into it. More: I was finding 
myself strangely caught up in what he was writing and I 
couldn’t explain why. 
 The next time we talked Andy told me I had better 
start listening to all that was going on around me. 
 ‘You need to listen closely’, he said. Apparently he 
had been listening. ‘In other countries you listen’, he told 
me. ‘You hear it all. You take in details. Not much of 
what people tell is really what they are saying. They are 
saying other things, and maybe don’t even know they 
are.’ 
 Andy was growing more cryptic as the days passed. 
A kind of rage was growing in me. I wanted something 
more objective, but at the same time I was listening. I 
began a new mode of wondering. One day some kind of 
an answer came to me when I was listening to a Sunday 
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afternoon TV session. I rarely missed the interviews with 
writers, painters, musicians and other artists. I was 
struck, week by week, that the men and women claimed 
some kind of calling for what they were doing. They had 
an almost religious belief that they had to write or com-
pose or paint because that was their vocation and des-
tiny. I noticed none of them smiled, not anyway about 
the matter of ‘calling’. There may have been one or two 
among them that you could call ‘religious’ but none 
owned up to that sort of thing. If it was there it was kept 
under wraps. 
 There was one Sunday afternoon when the first flash 
of understanding came to me. It happened as two men 
reviewed books they had chosen. 
 Both men were young, in their mid-thirties, and able 
critics. It seemed to be their job in life. The interviewer 
who conducted the session was almost twice their age 
and so probably more competent. He seemed to prize 
their ability and astuteness. Andy would have called 
their dress ‘skungy’ but he knew that was the hallmark 
of brilliant university graduates. I just stared at them, 
quite used to their culture. 
 ‘You were observing’, the well-dressed interviewer 
was saying, ‘that it was one of Graham Greene’s books 
you were reading’. 
 ‘A reprint’, the man said, not mentioning the title. He 
did not seem interested in that particular book. ‘I like 
Graham Greene. I like all his books. He intrigues me. I 
keep reading him.’ 
 The interviewer nodded politely. ‘What intrigues you 
about Greene? I would have thought he is rather old hat 
these days.’ 
 ‘Don’t say that’, the man objected almost violently. 
‘He’s got something. Greene’s got something. He’s got 
something special. You can have all your blockbusters to 
yourself when Greene is around. Just give me Greene. 
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He is saying something.’ 
 I had always thought Greene was saying something. 
Come to think of it—as I did at that moment—so was 
Rhymers. I mean he was saying something. It was just 
that I didn’t know what either was saying. 
 ‘He’s never just clever, never sophisticated, never just 
avant-garde. He is always saying something.’ 
 The interviewer nodded. Nothing about him was out 
of place. He wanted to know about Greene. ‘What is it 
about Greene?’ he asked. 
 The critic was almost violent. ‘I don’t know’, he said, 
and he was close to shouting. ‘That is why I keep read-
ing him. Behind his characters and behind the action he 
is saying something.’ 
 ‘Esoteric?’ queried the interviewer. 
 ‘Not esoteric. Hidden but not esoteric. Never esoteric. 
Never cryptic. No clever language. No piling ideas upon 
ideas. No playing with words or experimenting with 
them. Something his main characters know is there and 
it drives them. Drives them to the most strange actions. 
No matter how degraded they are this thing is there, 
getting to them in their depths.’ 
 I had never known whether this famous interviewer 
was sincere, or long ago had become bored with art, but 
still liked to be its vendor as well as its interpreter. What 
he said at that point was brilliant. 
 ‘It is mystery, eh?’ 
 The critic stared at him. ‘That’s it!’ he said, half shout-
ing. ‘Graham Greene is trying to give us mystery.’ He 
paused and stared for a moment. ‘He is trying to induct 
us into mystery. I like the mystery.’ He seemed almost 
savage. ‘You don’t find much mystery in modern writing. 
Plenty of mysteries, of course, but hardly any mystery.’ 
 I admit to being stunned. Graham Greene has always 
grasped me with his writing, with his strange characters, 
but they never lead you into a decline. Most other writ-
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ers do. They seem to me to feed on human failure, on 
events that seem to come from a hopeless form of fate. 
Their characters lack destiny. Greene’s have destiny 
even when they are on a sort of perpetual skid row. 
 ‘So what is Greene saying?’ asked the gentle inter-
viewer of the reviewer. 
 ‘I don’t know’, said the young man, and he was 
almost sullen in his baffled silence. ‘I don’t know but I 
cannot stop reading him. He’s worth a million of these 
blockbuster novel writers.’  
 There was a kind of eagerness about the other man. I 
remember the title of his book was Sacred Poetry. It was 
not Religious Poetry—that is what I clearly remember. 
The well-dressed interviewer smiled his polished and 
gentle look.  
 ‘What about your book?’ he asked. 
 The second reviewer was launched. ‘You can describe 
the poetry’, he said, ‘but it keeps evading you. It evades, 
but it excites you. You are drawn on. I love this kind of 
stuff. You feel it comes from where you have never been 
and it is letting something come down to you.’ 
 The leader of the three said, ‘ “Come down to you.” I 
find that an interesting phrase. Where does it come from?’ 
 The reviewer said, ‘Oh, that’s simple. It comes from 
above.’ He looked at the older person. ‘This poet is a 
hierophant, you know.’ 
 He wasn’t trying to use a word he didn’t know. The 
older man seemed to come out of his concealed bore-
dom. It was as though he waited in life for something 
different to come to him. Artists seemed rarely to sur-
prise him. 
 Now his voice was sharp. ‘How is the writer a hiero-
phant? What makes him that? We have plenty of gurus 
and pundits and artistic know-alls. Rarely do you meet a 
hierophant.’ 
 While they were talking I kept my eye on the TV 
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screen and I was edging towards my New Shorter Oxford 
English Dictionary. I grabbed it with one hand and my 
Macquarie Dictionary with the other. I lumbered back to 
my seat, missing nothing. I scarcely needed them because 
the two were talking about hierophants and the third 
man was nodding like crazy. It just fitted with Greene. 
Greene was a hierophant. I guessed that. I was also wish-
ing Andy was looking at the same session on National 
TV. 
 It all came out: a hierophant is one who passes down 
the hidden wisdom through the hierarchy of culture, art 
and learning. Even so, a hierophant is not one just initi-
ated into the wisdom of the clan and tribe and who now 
regurgitates it for the next generation. That person might 
be called a wise man, but he is not a hierophant. The 
hierophant is the person who lives in the mystery. He 
may not make it, but he is in it. Wisdom is no mantra or 
liturgy for him, nor the intelligent solving of the 
problems of humanity which have been since primeval 
times. He keeps speaking out of the mystery, but he has 
no pearls for swine. 
 The three men were crouched together. It is the clos-
est I have come to seeing babbling on that session. I was 
doing a bit of babbling myself. 
 
Andy had seen nothing of it. He sleeps Sunday after-
noons and says he gets renewed in sabbat. I had the task 
of explaining it all to him. 
 He was not just interested: he was excited. He was 
also a bit triumphant. ‘Now you understand what I have 
always been about’, he said. ‘When I was critical of a not 
too deep coterie of media commentators and critics, it 
was because they shoot off their minds, talk from the top 
of their brains. When someone from what they call 
“another religion” or some “current philosophy” starts 
telling them something they have never heard, they 
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think they are in the company of hierophants. For 
goodness sake, Ray, they could get all that stuff from 
encyclopaedias and other similar sources. They are suck-
ers for half wisdom and half wit.  
 ‘If they can’t get what I call mystery, then they invent 
brilliant ideas. Take rock music and its concerts. Look for 
skill and art and expertise and you often find it in the 
noise, the colours, the decor, the raging and the incite-
ment. They devise a hologram and that is what incites.’ 
 ‘You mean “excitement”. You mean “excites” ’, I sug-
gested. 
 ‘No!’ he said swiftly. ‘I said “the incitement”. I said 
“incites”. Most of the human race rages. It rages at its 
own emptiness, its own inability to comprehend. So it 
tries to invent mystery. Look at what they have done 
with sex, you know, what they call “sex”. They have 
killed the mystery. That’s why they had to invent a 
mystique, but mystique is not mystery.’ 
 I was a bit shocked at Andy. It seemed he had come 
out of some closet in which he had concealed himself 
over the years. I knew this was not really the case. I had 
a sudden resolve to start reading him afresh. Maybe for 
the first time I would know what he was at.  
 ‘Imitation mystery is a great commercial scam’, he 
said. ‘In other cultures the ignorant witchdoctor, or the 
sorcerer who is on the make, sucks his victims dry. Here 
suckers are waiting to feed on the visiting pundits. 
They’ll sacrifice any kind of dignity to get something. It 
is not just being mantra mad. They are looking for the 
mystery that will bring them back to becoming genu-
inely human.’ 
 ‘You’re a hierophant, Andrew’, I said. I felt the 
respect in my own voice. 
 That didn’t seem to please him. He went off on 
another tack. ‘They want to democratise the human 
spirit and the whole race’, he said. ‘They are mad crazy 
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to be equal. They hate hierarchies. They want to kill the 
chain down through which the mystery flows, and up 
through which it returns, all in the interests of no one 
knowing more or being more—or less—than another.’ 
 I let all that sink in. I kept looking at the new Andrew 
Rhymers. ‘Have you been about this all these years?’ I 
asked him. 
 He nodded slightly. ‘It’s all mystery, Raymond. The 
religions, the philosophies and especially the ideologies, 
they are not mysteries. They just wear the garb. Gurus 
pose as hierophants and their acolytes try to add to their 
mystery, and maybe their bank accounts: I do not know.’ 
 He was a bit breathless and he paused. His sense of 
humour took over. He kept smiling. ‘What a scam our 
educational places are. If there is any mystery in any-
thing they will denude it, but they make their own  
so-called mysteries. What pomp and ceremony, what 
special circumstance for the lords and seats of learning.’ 
 ‘But there is mystery’, I said, ‘and so they do strike it, 
don’t they!’ 
 His eyes seemed depthless as he stared. ‘It’s every-
where’, he said, ‘but not in the concocted brilliance, the 
obfuscation of the real in the clever use of writing or 
other art. It lies in the simple, the seemingly obscure, the 
artless matters of what they call “ordinary living”. 
Blockbusters are like the block-buildings—the skyscrap-
ers themselves: they can only contain human beings, 
their actions and their bits and pieces. The mystery lies 
in us and our doings.’ 
 ‘And God?’ I asked. I was shocked at my own ques-
tion. I had evaded that all my life. 
 Andy’s smile was gentle, as gentle as Effie’s had ever 
been. 
 ‘He is the hierophant’, he said. 
I would think that last sentence about the best place to 
end a story, and perhaps I ought to do this, but my 
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assessment of Andrew’s writing as ordinary and incon-
sequential, or as entertaining but to no great point, 
worried me. I was also worried by the viciousness of 
certain of his early critics and the old indifference of the 
world to which he had returned. I was aware—along 
with many other sensible folk—that the classics do not 
die, that the so-called ‘new writing’ of today is the effete 
of tomorrow unless it is also classical in essence. 
 When I talked further with Andrew he smiled a little. 
‘One of the reasons why the editors and critics are so 
coldly indifferent to me is that they think I betrayed 
them. If I had refused my theology and the life it entails 
and sacrificed it—so to speak—for the world of writing, 
then I would have developed into an old man of litera-
ture and would have been acknowledged as having 
given my life for the art. That would just about have 
canonised me.’ 
 I was scandalised because I knew an element of that 
thinking had been mine. I cast around, fishing, asking 
questions, and gradually I realised that some had 
thought Rhymers had cheated, had escaped into a world 
of theology and failed in his original calling. In their 
minds no person may have two callings: but even worse, 
to reject one and then return to it is inadmissible. Such 
an act is unforgivable unless one were to repent of the 
first defection and seek grace for restoration to the 
second. 
 I opened up these ideas to Andrew and he had the 
same gentle smile.  
 ‘That could well be’, he said, ‘but the matter is minor, 
especially if it has to do with a person’s ego. When you 
dig around you won’t find an actual community which 
makes judgments on that sort of thing. You may find a 
coterie of artists who look at it that way, but the group 
will be small. No: I don’t think there is a conspiracy 
against me, or others in a similar situation. It may sound 



Meaning behind Mystery 

77 

like a cliché to say, “True art will be out”, but that must 
be the case. I may have lost ground if it comes to present 
achievement and recognition, but that is of little import-
ance. Time will show the value or otherwise of a per-
son’s writing: that time may not arrive until it is well 
into the distance.’ 
 We sat for a while pondering these things. I was still 
casting my mind back to some of the violent reactions 
Andrew had had in his early days of writing, and I said 
so to him. 
 ‘That probably has a simple explanation’, he said,  
‘and I was once in the great rage. Most western atheists 
are renegade Sunday School children. Enraged anti-
Christian protesters are furious because they think their 
faith, for them, failed to deliver the goods. They have it 
in for God, the Christian God. They scorched their soil of 
the infrangible mystery and are ever raging at their 
sterile earth.’ 
 ‘But there is no rage for the exotic gods, religions, and 
occult mysteries?’ I asked. ‘They don’t seem to have it in 
for those gods, lords and idols.’ 
 ‘No: not for them’, said Andrew. ‘Maybe they have 
never heard of mystery outside them, and they think 
they will find a true hierophant there. As the man said 
that Sunday, he aches for the mystery and thinks his 
answer lies in it. They are aching, or maybe have since 
died in the great rage: I do not know.’ 
 I was not yet finished. ‘How do you know the mys-
tery is not in them all, that it may be even distributed 
through them all? To claim it exclusively for one—the 
Christian one—must be the height of bigotry.’ 
 The same gentle nod, the same agreeing that was not 
agreeing. ‘It is not to do with hierophantic rivalry but 
with the revelation of the mystery. None of the leaders 
claimed to be the answer, to be the life, though many 
claimed to have the answer and to lead to life. Only one 
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of them was the life and is the life, because only that one 
is alive and has the reply and solution to the universal 
confrontation of death because he defeated death. Death 
is the ultimate question none but he and his father have 
answered.’ 
 
Perhaps Andrew would be embarrassed if you were to 
think of him as a hierophant, but I am sure that is what 
he is. After that conversation, and when he was gone, I 
suddenly realised the riches of a man, that man Andy, 
who had first discovered mystery—and certainly not 
mysticism—as the way of living and the way of dying, 
for himself, and then had seen it in operation not only in 
many countries but also in many persons. He had car-
ried no empty theological baggage as some do. He knew 
no mystery which could prove to be devised by the 
brilliance of the human mind. In the moment I saw that, 
regarding the man, I did not envy him his depth or his 
wisdom and certainly not his theology. I just wished I 
might obtain a modicum of it which would get me out of 
the jangle-jungle I was in—of competing for a place and 
a name in an art and a life which is strangled when we 
seek to own it. I knew he sought to own nothing, and so 
he was free from the drive to achieve fame and recogni-
tion. I am sure it was at that point I began to understand 
the love he knew—that ‘other-person centredness’ from 
which the mystery flows and which, in fact, is the mys-
tery itself. 
 



8 

The Bird in the Mango 
Tree 

It was in the burning Sind desert they were enduring the 
heat, along with friends who had invited them out from 
the city of Hyderabad so that they could be near Abba-ji; 
for it may have been so that their honourable Father, 
their beloved Teacher, was near to death. 
 It was not a day for enlivened conversation. The three 
preachers sat on their charpoys, the light framed beds 
with the crisscrossed rope that held them and their light 
mattresses. It was time for the after dinner nap, but for 
some strange reason the habitual hot wind was missing. 
 ‘No loo today’, said Rafiq uneasily. ‘The sun bakes us 
with its terrible heat. It is like an oven.’ 
 Chaman nodded his small head. His eyes seemed 
almost to pop out as the sweat greased his cheerful face. 
 ‘Hai!’ he said, ‘it will bake us like a chapatti!’ 
 ‘I am worried’, said Zakir. ‘Worried that Abba-ji will 
pass out in this heat.’ 
 Rafiq nodded. He was a strong man, young—like the 
others—well-muscled, handsome, and with large, soft 
brown eyes. Today there was gloom in those eyes, or 
maybe it was a kind of pain.  
 ‘He seems to have lost spirit’, he said. 
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 Usually they called him ‘Abba-ji’, or ‘Daddy’. He had 
been Father to them for the past ten years. That decade 
ago, when they had first gone with him on preaching 
tours, he had been a man ablaze with faith and he had 
carried a mystery with him which made people hold 
him in awe. They almost worshipped the fire in him, but 
if they feared him they also loved him. 
 So it was not so much the heat which disturbed them 
today. Admittedly it was hot, excruciatingly hot, but 
they had had these days before and had survived. 
Besides, tomorrow the wind might blow again against 
their perspiring bodies and, hot though the wind might 
be, it would cool them as it blew on the sweat.  
 ‘I think he is dying’, said Chaman, his eyes damp 
with tears. ‘If he dies, what shall we do?’ 
 ‘That does not matter’, said Rafiq. ‘The good God will 
always have something for us. It is just that Ghulam 
Masih is our Father. He teaches us and leads us, and 
inspires us.’ 
 In a respectful but wistful voice Zakir said, ‘The Mas-
ter has not inspired us for some time. He has closed him-
self up to us and to others. It is as though he had already 
died.’ 
 ‘Let us go and pray with him’, said Rafiq.  
 ‘He may be sleeping’, Chaman said. ‘He needs all the 
sleep he can get.’ 
 ‘That is his trouble’, said Zakir. ‘He sleeps all the 
time.’ 
 ‘Once’, said Chaman, ‘he begrudged time for sleep, 
especially in the day. You remember. He would make us 
ride our cycles through the desert sand until we came to 
some little village and he would wake the elders and bid 
them get the people ready for a meeting.’ 
 Zakir nodded. ‘I have seen them catch chickens to 
make a murgi curry in our honour.’ 
 Rafiq said, ‘So honourable some villages held him 
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that I have seen them catch and kill a goat’.  
 ‘He could scarcely wait until they made the meal’, 
said Chaman. ‘He was burning within to tell them the 
message. It was only politeness that made him wait until 
they had eaten. He would have a bird’s helping himself.’ 
 ‘Maybe’, said Zakir, ‘that is why he is so weak these 
days. He has never looked after himself.’ 
 ‘As usual’, said Rafiq, ‘you are both wrong. Abba-ji 
lived by what he proclaimed. He always had inner food.’ 
His eyes dulled. ‘These days he does not feast on the 
same things. He eats disappointment, and has bitter 
herbs for his thinking.’ 
 The other two went silent. They had no defence 
against this kind of talking. It was out of their realm.  
 ‘Our Master is sick’, said Chaman. His thin voice was 
querulous. ‘I think it is a sickness unto death.’ 
 ‘Maybe’, said Zakir, ‘maybe the Lord will raise him 
up’. 
 Outside the heat quivered on. The whole land was a 
vast oven, the tough acacias turning their ferny leaves 
sideways to escape the sun a little. The large tamarisk 
just outside their hut seemed to have shrunk, drawn into 
itself. The black buffaloes had gone in a long line to the 
river, and there they soaked contentedly. 
 ‘It is best we try to sleep’, said Rafiq. ‘Somehow the 
Loo may come, and it will be cooler. Later in the after-
noon we shall visit Abba-ji. We shall talk with him a 
little and pray with him, but pray a lot.’ 
 Zakir was thinking, ‘I shall never cease thinking of 
Abba-ji for he brought life to me. Much is wrong with 
Abba-ji. I shall now pray for him, silently, whilst these 
two sleep on.’ 
 It did not happen. He was weary with emotion, and 
his prayer dwindled away as he slipped into uncon-
sciousness. Chaman was soon sleeping. Rafiq heard his 
snoring, but the snoring did not keep him awake. It was 
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his wondering about their leader, Ghulam Masih, which 
came from his troubled mind. 
 He knew their mentor was old, very old. He knew 
that happened to all. One day he, Rafiq, would also be 
old. His own coming old age was at this moment unreal. 
It was the deterioration of his Master that troubled him. 
In some ways it seemed to undo all that had been done, 
and Rafiq would never be able to forget what had been 
done. It was so vivid in his mind that he knew he would 
not sleep this afternoon. Memories crowded in on him, 
jostling with one another for place of pre-eminence. Each 
was important, if possible, above the other. There were 
so many memories. 
 Mainly they were of great meetings crowded with 
hundreds of men, women and children. He could hear 
the hiss of the petrol lamps and see the clouds of insects 
that swirled and danced around the white lights. No 
matter where the older man went the people gathered 
together, not wanting to miss the strange but powerful 
man. 
 Rafiq had first seen him when he, Rafiq, was a small 
child. He had been sitting at the front of the gathering, 
and his heart had beat with the surging of the singing, 
hundreds chanting out the psalms they loved in their 
Punjabi lingo. Most of them sang without books, so few 
were literate, and the words were burned into their 
memories. It was their culture: it was their life. Long ago 
they had mastered the entire one hundred and fifty 
psalms. 
 Master Ghulam Masih towered over the people. He 
was awesome, awe-inspiring. Dressed only in a long 
white gown, he was as one of the ancient prophets. His 
eyes seemed to pierce all who heard him, and it was as 
though he were searching their souls. Rafiq had often 
felt this. He just knew that the passionate man of fire 
entranced him, fired him. Sometimes, when he was at 
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the height of his speaking, words would fail him, as 
though trying to tell some mystery was impossible, for it 
lay beyond words to capture and convey it. Then the 
preacher would break into singing, and the people 
would know the hymn or the psalm, and they would 
join him, and the congregation would throb with life, 
and often they would weep with terror or joy, and then 
lapse back into silence as the man found the spoken 
word again. 
 How, then, could such a man lose his old powers, and 
dwindle down into an ordinary man, as man as though 
sick, listless, without life, without that old fire and the 
power to inspire? 
 Day after day, night after night, Rafiq would ponder 
this. Chaman and Zakir seemed to think it was just the 
process of aging which had made their mentor become 
dull and lethargic, silent, drawn into himself. If it were 
just age, then it did not matter; but this tepid state did 
not fit his picture of the passionate prophet, the per-
sistent proclaimer, the man of endless energy and loving 
zeal. 
 ‘I, then, can become like this’, thought Rafiq. ‘If such a 
man can lose his zeal and delight and power, then so can 
I; and if this were to come to me, then I would be 
ashamed of the good years, for they would seem as 
though they never were, or were never real, but only 
something arising out of the human powers we pos- 
sess.’ 
 In his mind he swore that this had not been the case 
with himself, for he knew his own fire to be true, and not 
only a reflection of the blazing zeal of the older man. He 
knew the passion of the Master was from his heart, but 
first from heaven, from his Lord. No man can imitate the 
passion of God. He only blazes with the holy fire that is 
given to him. What, then, had affected his mentor so that 
no longer was his voice incisive, his mind clear, his 
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proclamation with moving power? It was the dullness, 
the drabness, the withdrawal into himself of the older 
man that worried him. How could a man such as 
Ghulam Masih die in this way? 
 When the sting had gone from the sun, the three 
young men made their journey to Landhi Kot to visit 
their old Teacher, Ghulam Masih. His name meant ‘The 
Slave of Christ’, and a true slave he was. The name the 
people often used of him was ‘Shere-i-Saleeb’—‘Lion of 
the Cross’—because he was valiant for the Cross of 
Christ and the power of the death on Golgotha’s hill; but 
if, by chance, he felt himself referred to in these words 
he would bristle with anger.  
 ‘There is only one Lion of the Cross’, he would say, 
‘and that is Christ himself. Lamb of God and Lion of the 
Cross is his name.’ 
 
They found him in front of his hut, and his body was 
small, knees drawn up into his stomach, his hands over 
his head, as though a baby in a womb before birth. Nor 
did he stir when he heard their voices. They had been 
stalwarts, these men, travelling as his students in his 
itineration. 
 Rafiq thought he had stirred slightly, but the others 
shook their heads. 
 They set about lighting the small sunbaked earthen 
stove, less than twelve inches in height. They had 
brought twigs and other small pieces of timber. Soon 
they had the little fire glowing, and the large tin pot had 
its contents boiling. There was some strengthening 
chicken, some vegetables, and some lentils—the golden 
dhal they loved. 
 Perhaps it was the smell of the food that awakened 
the old man. He stirred, arms straightening, legs stretch-
ing out, until the body was no longer small, but skinny 
and lank. 
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 Chaman was the gentle one. ‘Abba-ji’, he said ten-
derly, ‘we have good khana for you’. 
 They had taken the pot off the stove and were pre-
paring tea in another saucepan. They let it stew for a 
time, pouring in milk and rough, golden sugar. Maybe it 
was the smell of the tea also that finally roused the old 
prophet. 
 They helped him into a sitting position. Zakir brought 
a bowl of water and helped the preacher wash his hands. 
When he had finished these ablutions he ran his skinny 
fingers through his hair, trying to comb it. Chaman had 
a large-toothed comb and he gently tidied the vagrant 
strands. 
 After a time the pastor looked up at them. ‘The peace 
of God be on you’, he said faintly, and they chorused 
gently in return, ‘The peace of God be upon you also, 
Abba-ji’. 
 The eyes did not have much strength but they 
surveyed the three men with mild affection. They also 
looked at the food, a little tiredly, but with appreciation. 
 ‘God is good’, the old man said, nodding his head in 
gratitude. Small tears gathered in his eyes and one rolled 
down his drawn face. 
 They had brought chapattis in a towel. They had been 
tandoori cooked and then transported on the cycles, and 
were still warm. 
 Ghulam nodded to Rafiq to ask blessing upon the 
food. Friends had drawn charpoys for the three evange-
lists to be seated on whilst they ate. The old man ate 
with a vigour Rafiq had not noticed for some time.  
 ‘Achha khana, Abba-ji?’ he asked. 
 The old man nodded. ‘Good food, Rafiq Sahib’, he 
agreed. ‘God is good.’  
 It had been a long time since the old prophet had 
commented on enjoying food. 
 The curried chicken and vegetables were tasty. Some-
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one had come forward with some yoghurt to mix with 
the food. Now it was delicious to the utmost. 
 Chaman had wanted to tear the unleavened bread 
into morsels for the old man to eat more easily, but he 
resisted the help. 
 ‘I have enough strength’, he said simply. 
 The three men exchanged looks. Their pulses beat a 
little faster. 
 Zakir tried to make his voice sound casual. ‘Feel a bit 
better, Padre Sahib?’ he asked. 
 The old man did not look up, but nodded, staring 
down at the food. 
 ‘I have a little story to tell’, he said. 
 This had not happened in months. Some of the local 
folk drew a little nearer. They almost worshipped this 
old man who seemed to be dying. They had always 
relished his stories, and the teacher had a treasure-house 
full of them. He was a man with a great history, and they 
loved to hear him speak. 
 ‘There are some birds’, he said, ‘who, when they are 
attacked and mauled, flee for safety. They will find a 
hidden place amongst, maybe, the leaves and branches 
of the mango tree. There they will hide. If you find them 
you may think they are dying. Sometimes one looks to 
be dead, so still it is. You will think that with a touch of 
the finger it will fall off the branch and a jackal will come 
later and tear it to pieces. As it is on the branch you will 
think it dead. Its eyes are closed. It seems not to breathe.’ 
 Rafiq thought he would choke on his bread, this mor-
sel of roti in which he had spooned a choice sliver of 
chicken. He was seeing Abba-ji like a corpse on the thin 
mattress of the charpoy. 
 ‘It is not dead’, said Ghulam, and he sat still, staring 
ahead, maybe unconsciously mimicking the wounded 
bird. 
 ‘It is healing’, he said, and Rafiq saw tears in the old 



The Bird in the Mango Tree 

87 

eyes, and the tears rolled down into the curry and 
yoghurt. 
 Rafiq scarcely dared to speak, but he had to do so. 
‘You mean that what looks like death is not death?’ 
 ‘It is not death’, agreed the old man. ‘It is sickness. It 
is a wounding but not unto death. It will heal.’ 
 Now he lifted his old head and looked around, and 
the people were in a hush. 
 ‘The bird one day wakes and moves his wings. He sits 
and flutters those wings. He lets his body feel every-
thing—the branch, the leaves, and the golden mangoes 
all about him. He looks up as though in gratitude to 
Khuda, his helper God, and he moves his wings again. 
He says nothing, but he swoops through the branches 
and the leaves and you see him flying high in the sky. 
He has entered into a new life.’ 
 No one spoke. The three younger men felt the  
wonder of the story. ‘The Master is not yet dead’, they 
thought, ‘nor is he dying. He is coming to us again.’ 
 ‘Master, Sir’, Rafiq said, ‘you are like the bird? Is that 
it? You have been sick, and we thought unto death, but 
this sickness is not unto death?’ 
 ‘It is for the glory of God’, said the old man simply. 
He set his plate aside and took up a mug of warm tea. 
He sipped it thoughtfully. ‘He gives at the first and at 
the last. He always gives.’ 
 They knew he meant God was the Giver. They nod-
ded. 
 ‘May we sing, Master?’ asked Rafiq, and the old man 
nodded. His eyes were calm.  
 ‘I would like that’, he said. ‘To hear praises sung unto 
our great God and Saviour’. 
 The old man had been a musician, a songster, a cre-
ator of lyrics. They knew he was too weak to sing with 
them, but he could listen. 
 There was a tentative tapping on the tabla—the male 
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and female drums. There was a tinkling of the bells of a 
timbrel. Someone made a clashing of steel, and the baja 
breathed its first organ notes, a trifle off-key, but being 
tuned. There was a hurrying of the women and children 
from the mud houses, and a gathering in a circle. Some-
one began the clapping. Even Ghulam’s head was nod-
ding, though ever so faintly. His hands remained still. 
 ‘The bird is sleeping on the tree’, thought Rafiq, ‘but it 
will sleep better for the music’. He wondered what 
music birds might hear in their sleeping trances. Perhaps 
silver whispers came to them. 
 The first song was a Punjabi psalm and it came as the 
first cool waves of the evening wind swept into the little 
village:  

Many times we have been tempted. 
Satan has come to tempt us,   

sang Rafiq as he led the next song.  
 The audience responded:  

Many times we have been tempted. 
Satan has come to tempt us.  

 Sang Rafiq:  
But in thy name, Jesus, 
You have come and saved us.  

 The audience responded sweetly:  
But in thy name, Jesus, 
You have come and saved us.  

 The old man had been bowed, but now his head 
bowed yet lower until his forehead touched the mattress. 
Whether asleep or worshipping they did not know, so 
they left him to his own quietness. Perhaps he was a 
sleeping bird in a mango tree. 
 Perhaps he heard all, and perhaps he heard nothing. 
They did not know. They were swept up into their 
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beloved singing, but it was not because they were alone 
and wished to comfort themselves, these folk who were 
as feudal serfs. They knew their Lord was present, and 
they must sing to him as they were moved by him and 
inspired by him. 
 So they sang into the Sindhi night, and as tonight 
there would be no moon they permitted themselves one 
lamp, not a gas one but an old storm lantern filled with 
kerosene. It was enough for them. They sat, cross-leg-
ged, clapping in a variety of ways but moving to the 
ancient lilt of their ancient music. Above, the sky was 
powdered with tiny lights. Here and there the old con-
stellations gave more light. 
 The three men knew there was peace in the hearts of 
the singers for they had heard the story of the bird. That 
story would stay in their minds and memories, for it was 
already alive in their hearts. In years to come they would 
tell it to their children and the children would pass it on. 
‘The Bird in the Mango Tree’ they would call the story 
and, perhaps even tonight, a lyric was being formed in 
some poet’s heart, and he would find a tune out of the 
Sindhi night’s song that reached down from the 
powdered lights of the Milky Way. 
 The three men came together, conversing, discussing 
whether they should ride on the waves of this spon-
taneous worship. 
 Should they preach the word the old man had taught 
them? Should they take their people back to the First 
Man and the First Woman, and should they go on to talk 
of old Father Abraham and his son Isaac and then of 
Jacob and his twelve sons? Should they sing that ancient 
saga that the people so loved, and should they then 
make their way to the Cross where old Ghulam Masih 
had led thousands, causing them to pause and to weep 
and to laugh and to rejoice? 
 Zakir could never miss an occasion, but they won-
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dered whether they might wake a bird prematurely from 
its sleep of healing.  Would that be right? 
 They knew they could never wake the old man from 
his healing sleep. They could only provide a background 
for his healing. 
 When the round of singing was finished there was a 
high sigh from the seated assembly. Silence was gentler 
than the cooling Sindhi wind.  
 Rafiq was standing before them now, and seated on 
either side were Chaman and Zakir. The tall, strong man 
raised his hands and enjoined them to come to prayer. 
His prayer was a bidding in itself to do many things, 
chief amongst them being praise for the life of their old 
preacher. Whether Abba-ji heard them or not, they 
thanked God, and they told the Most High of the great 
things he had done through the beloved servant. 
 Other prayers followed and scarcely had these ceased 
before Rafiq proclaimed the Cross and its magnificent 
Lion—the Messiah—against whom had come at that 
time on Calvary’s hill all the nations of the world, 
including that people of Israel.  
 The two men beside their friend trembled with joy 
and wonder. It was as though Ghulam Masih had 
thrown his old mantle over this young man, making him 
a noble of God, and warrior with a bright sword.  
 The old man did hear. At least at the beginning of the 
proclamation he heard and his head nodded gladly, but 
then Rafiq’s voice died away, and another voice spoke to 
him, and he saw glory such as he had not seen before. 
 After the preaching and the tears and the joy, 
Chaman went to look at the old man. 
 He thought, with the loss of a heart beat, that his old 
mentor was dead, albeit he must have died peacefully; 
but then he knew he had truly fallen asleep, but not into 
the slumber of death. Only because the lamp was close 
to the bed, and because the stars shone as brightly as 
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ever Chaman had known, could he see the form of the 
old man. He was no longer curled up as a babe in a 
womb curls as it awaits emergence into its new world, 
but he was stretched out so that his full length and 
dignity as a man might be seen. 
 Chaman stooped even closer and saw the eyes of the 
man were closed, and that he was fully at peace. He tug-
ged slightly at the beautiful chadar, the coloured sheet, 
and he wrapped it better around the body of the man he 
loved. A woman seeing him do this brought another 
sheet and together they further covered the man against 
the cool desert wind. 
 Rafiq had loosed himself from the men and women 
whose hearts he had stirred, and Zakir, whose emotions 
always remained high, joined Chaman and they looked 
down at their beloved Teacher. The story of the bird was 
in their hearts, and they were strangely moved by its 
meaning and message. 
 Rafiq raised a hand to bless the one who had so 
blessed them. 
 ‘Sleep in the blessed Spirit’, he said, ‘and, beloved 
Master, wake as the bird does in the mango tree, and 
take your flight as a new creature’. 
 How could they know what was even now happen-
ing in the old prophet? In some way they did know, so 
they turned and found their cycles and mounted them 
and rode towards the faint glow of the city which was 
afar off, but which seemed as though it were no distance 
away as they rode and talked and sang and praised. 
Behind them in the Sind desert other worshippers sang 
their ancient songs with great passion. 
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The Artist in the Garden 

I was standing on our front veranda looking at the gar-
den when it suddenly came to me and made me very 
excited. Now I won’t tell you what excited me. I hope 
the promise that I will eventually disclose that quite 
marvellous revelation will keep you reading this story. 
Such a sudden surprise and delight will not keep 
forever, so let us get on with our story. 
 What I was meditating about was how ordinary the 
garden had been when we bought our house. Apart 
from one flowering shrub it was just a matted ground 
cover of daisies. Mind you, they made a beautiful show 
when they flowered together, but there was no form or 
shape to the garden—just daisies! That was our front 
garden—the one you present to folk who would peep 
over your high tea-tree brush fence, the kind of fence 
that is famed as being South Australian. The fence on the 
left hand was heavily grown with the kind of ivy that we 
used to call ‘Poison Ivy’. It was a stimulus to my wife’s 
asthma when it flowered.  
 Then, of course, there was the back garden. It too had 
a large area of daisy cover, but here and there a shrub or 
two and a small set of roses. It was presentable, but my 
hands itched to get at this larger area in the hope that I 
might transform it. When I tell you that we were in our 
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mid-seventies and the folk who had owned the house 
were about the same age and a bit crippled with arthri-
tis, then you can see there was not much hope for a 
quick change in our generous piece of land. It was only a 
mixture of passions for gardens and old age obstinacy 
that set me working towards a more beautiful outlook 
both forrard and abaft our trim house. 
 It is only a few weeks since the time the revelation 
came to me as I gazed at our transformed garden. 
Transformed it has been. The pernicious ivy has gone, 
albeit it cost us days of coughing and sniffling from its 
dust and sap as we tore it from its fence moorings. The 
fence sighed as it was able to straighten up. The great 
tangled mat of daises has long since dissolved into 
humus, and scarcely anyone can remember what went 
for a garden some eight years ago. All kinds of flowering 
shrubs and annuals and perennials present a rather 
lovely picture. An artist might care to paint it. A pho-
tographer could make twelve pictures for a calendar if 
he cared to do so. 
 
When we came to the house, the idea was that I should 
relax a bit from the demanding program I had carried 
out since about birth. By this time I had become a 
chronically busy person. That I liked all I did and 
wanted to do more was no argument that held water for 
my wife Connie. She was not an unbusy person herself, 
but she thought I was much too active. Even so, her eyes 
gleamed as we spent time in the garden and saw it take 
on a new shape. When I tried to combine the work I was 
doing with a group of people as well as developing the 
garden, she said I would have to have a hobby which 
would relax me from being compulsively busy. That 
hobby was not just to be gardening. 
 I have always been a poet, but the idea of composing 
music and songs has always haunted me. Another 
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dream has been that I would become a painter. I had 
taken off some time to be tutored in this, but I dropped 
the activity because busyness demanded more time. I 
told Connie I might take this up again, in a serious way. 
She came up with the idea that I ought to have a studio 
in the back garden. I looked around my friends to see 
whether anyone might have an old shed I could rehabili-
tate. One of those friends, who was a former pupil of 
mine, said he and his wife wanted to see us obtain a 
respectable studio and not an old garden shed. What is 
more they superintended the whole operation, and one 
day a remarkable crane lifted this transportable studio 
sky-high and lowered it onto concrete blocks set to take 
it. By a series of whistles the contractor and his mate, 
who were not in sight of one another, settled it firmly to 
the very inch that had been planned.  
 The studio was exciting to us. It was wired for electri-
city, airconditioned, lined and ceiled, and had a good 
floor covering. It was the dream I had never dared 
dream could come true. Off we went to an art shop and 
took good advice and paid well for everything an artist 
needs—and more! We were able to furnish the studio 
from pieces we had stored at a friend’s place. The great 
day came when I began to paint. My artist friend  
Pro Hart had told me how to paint. I just had to buy  
a roll of butcher’s paper, suss out some tins of ordinary 
house paint and even use ordinary brushes, put the 
paper on a blackboard and easel, and ‘go to town’. Alas, 
it did not happen! The white paper just stared at me,  
and the cans of paint and collection of brushes were 
silent, probably looking the other way so that I would 
not be embarrassed. I then went to my rather prim  
little easel and my artist’s brushes and began working 
away.  
 I have to admit that I enjoyed myself. Once, years 
before, I had painted a whole picture under the guidance 
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of an artist; but since I followed her, colour by colour, 
mix by mix, and stroke by stroke, I felt it was her picture. 
To be honest I didn’t know which was hers and which 
was mine. I kept thinking of my brother Stan when he 
was in his late teens and had begun to paint what 
seemed to me to be the most wonderful pictures. For 
years I carried the yearning to do as he had done. I even 
believed I could if ever I had the opportunity.  
 I know I am getting off the point, but there is a point 
in all this which will come out at the end of this yarn. 
After more attempts I came to a conclusion. It went 
something like this: I am a writer of many kinds of 
books. My name has been reasonably established as a 
writer of fiction and an author of fact. I have worked 
hard to achieve this. I love words. For their part they 
encourage me. I sometimes get delight to the point of 
being delirious as I write. It took me many years and a 
lot of labour and the community has accepted me as a 
writer of credit. Look, man, I have a hobby right to hand. 
It is going to take years for me to be an artist before I can 
even get on to butcher’s paper on an easel and a can of 
paint around my feet and a house painter’s brush in my 
hand. All that time I am using on trying to paint could 
be used in writing novels and stories and other things. 
No, man, go for it! Make writing your hobby! Ha! Ha! 
Ha! 
 I hurried away to tell my wife, but she wasn’t 
impressed. ‘That will be work’, she said scornfully,  
‘and look at all the money we paid for all that artist’s 
gear!’ 
 When I went into the garden the artist’s studio 
seemed also to scorn me. I used to pass it without a  
look when I was attending to the garden. I had all  
kinds of ways of beating wifely and studio scorn. I kept 
remembering my mother and father and their incredible 
garden. Unconsciously all my life there has been a back-
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ground—you might say underground—icon to my life: 
their garden. It has been the dynamic imprint on my 
psyche, that garden of my two parents. Maybe it is even 
the memory of the Garden of Eden which first gripped 
Mum and Dad, and then me and my brothers and sis-
ters. They are as garden motivated as I am. This Edenic 
nostalgia seems to stem from the family garden of our 
childhood which you would need to see to believe. Then 
you would shake your head and wonder whether you 
were really seeing it and not dreaming. There were 
hundreds of roses, both standard and climbing, and they 
seemed to fix a special spring day to have a hundred-
per-cent flowering so that the place was colour and 
fragrance all at the one time. The soil must have been 
rich to sustain that welter of blooms month in and 
month out. Of course, there were annuals and perennials 
galore and, for that matter, so planted and arranged  
that they spread across the four seasons. All this to  
the background of flowering shrubs and trees and all  
the grounds of our house so landscaped that people 
would be forced to stop and gaze, in unbelief. No won- 
der there were birds of all kinds: seed-eaters such as  
Sydney waxbills and other finches, and honeysuckers 
and, in the fruit season, silver-eyes and other feathered 
raiders. 
 The big thing of those days was the butterflies. They 
were larger than you see them now—if ever you see 
their like, anyway. Huge graceful things which seemed 
to float in the sunny days of our North Shore suburbs. 
There would be a blaze of many-coloured zinnias, del-
phiniums, coreopsis, asters, carnations, stocks and, in the 
late summer and autumn, the massive blooms of dahlias 
—dahlias which grew to the height of my father. It was 
over these that the butterflies flitted and flirted and 
flowed. I was a budding entomologist in those days and 
crept up quietly to capture a Golden Wanderer or some 
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other beautiful specimen. I have long forgotten their 
names but not their beauty which still ‘flash[es] upon 
that inward eye which is the bliss of solitude’. I know 
my parents made liquid manure in barrels and drums—
hidden away until it matured—so that they could force 
the blooms of dahlias to such a size that the judges in the 
flower shows shook their heads in disbelief. Mum and 
Dad had a sense of humus, too. They made pumpkins 
and watermelons grow to outsize, and won competi-
tions. They went for leisured walks in our suburb and 
caught the bus to other places, all to see and imitate and 
surpass the gardens of others. This, I say, is the icon 
etched in my memory and which is now gaining a hold 
on my computer. 
 Spurred on by these images, I built my garden. 
Connie, meanwhile, was developing a garden of pots—a 
pot garden—pots green, black and terracotta; small pots 
and large; some with small cacti that flower with blooms 
so exotic as to make you feel sick with wonder. Also 
there were blooms of lilies and bulbs and goodness 
knows what—things on the ground and things hanging. 
Of course, there is her indoor atrium, but that is another 
story. 
 In all this I have been rambling, slightly intoxicated 
not only by rich memory but also by the things which 
are now happening as the garden moves to its zenith as 
a mature dream becoming real. I dare not go on ram-
bling and I certainly must not boast about this beautiful 
show of shrubs which are now in mature bloom, as are 
the native plants which flourish amid exotics of other 
lands, and then annuals and perennials which are so 
lovely. My aim has only been to say that in some way 
the garden has replaced my failure to paint. I call it ‘my 
hobby’ so that I won’t have to paint. 
The sorrowful matter is that I still wish I could paint and 
that is why the revelation, which came to me the other 
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day, is so helpful and encouraging. Encouraging! That is 
to put it very mildly. ‘Exhilarating’ is a better word. You 
could almost say ‘liberating’, for that was the effect of 
what came to me. I was suddenly emancipated from my 
secret shame of not having worked to become an artist, 
and it was then that I realised I am, in fact, an artist! Par-
don the exclamation mark, but I needed to put it that 
way. I am an artist. 
 Of course, as a creative writer I am an artist: that goes 
almost without saying. I deal in words which themselves 
are very powerful and help to create a picture in the 
mind. I tell stories which some people can’t forget. The 
affects and effects of them still go on, and even many 
years after reading a particular yarn. To be sure, I can 
spin a tale effectively. Pictures are painted in the mind 
and sometimes in the heart, and in that sense I am an 
artist. Storytellers who have a swag of old stories are 
also artists. The world listens to a storyteller. But I mean 
more than this: I mean I am an artist in a different way. 
As I see it, one of the great functions of art is to arrest a 
great moment in a life and suspend it, objectify it, and 
place it forever before the viewer. A story in hard copy 
does just that. Even this story is doing that. A painting is 
a marvel in this regard: people will see the moment 
caught by its creator, even hundreds of years later. 
Ancient tales are alive to the modern hearer. Great 
buildings manifest the artistic power of an architect even 
as the centuries pass. A sculpture catches the eye of gen-
eration after generation. Then there is music, and here 
my descriptive ability fails. Music is dynamic. It stirs 
beyond the control of the hearer. It speaks a language 
which cannot be analysed. The spirit enlarges and even 
takes flight by reason of its artistry, for it repeats and 
repeats the moment the composer saw in his mind and 
felt in his being. 
 I shiver slightly, with fear and ecstasy, when I realise I 
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am an artist. Every true gardener is an artist, even if 
every other artist be not a gardener. In that moment of 
revelation—of given perception—I saw that a gardener 
does not suspend the moment, does not catch it and 
even freeze it for his purpose and then extend it for all 
time to all people as does the painter, writer, poet, musi-
cian and sculptor. He is all the time, in every moment, 
setting out a living picture for his viewers. He needs 
viewers of his work. He has worked the garden for 
them. He wants them to peep over the tall brush fence or 
peer through the barred gate. He wants them to catch 
this moment or that for themselves, for in this he has a 
special secret. He would wish for an artist to come and 
record livingly his garden in paint. He would wish the 
writer would write about it, and the vocalist sing about 
it, the musician compose a song; but all this is ridiculous 
for it is but one of many gardens. True. True. Even so, 
his garden is a thing of beauty and even if he has never 
created a plant or a bush or a flower or a tree, he has 
created a garden. He has set it out creatively. It is not a 
garden according to a stereotype but one according to 
his spirit. 
 That was what came to me on our front veranda. I 
looked at the many shades of green that seemed to have 
arranged themselves, but then I had planted them that 
way. I looked at the petunias, the begonias, the impa-
tiens, the pansies, the alstromeria, the proteas and sun-
flowers, the range of hibiscus, the blue and white salvias, 
the riot of roses—and so on. It was I who had planted 
them, arranged them, and had massed them here. My 
bones had ached a bit with bending to weed or seed or 
plant. My breathing had become heavier when I had dug 
and manured and fertilised or when I trundled a loaded 
barrow. No matter: look what was before me now! I 
suddenly dissolved in laughter because I heard the birds 
of the garden cooing if they were doves; singing if they 
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were blackbirds; chattering if they were sparrows; 
calling if they were cockatoos, and crying and whistling 
if they were lorikeets. The picture before me was alive 
with delectable sounds. 
 I realised then that though the Creator provides all 
life and the categories called ‘human, animal, vegetable 
and mineral’, yet he left us to work them all through. 
Putting aside a great swathe of thought in that direction, 
it came to me that I was doing what no other artist could 
do; that is, I was making the flow and flurry of colour, 
setting it where I wanted to set it, giving a range of hues 
and colours as I wanted them to be. In a sense the Cre-
ator stood aside and let me be creative with his materi-
als. That was the revelation I had, and so my shame at 
not becoming an artistic painter dissolved in the delight 
that I had done more than an artist could do. At best I 
was providing the artist with a subject on which to 
work. You may think that my revelation is quite minor 
indeed and that it lacks the greatness I claim for it. Not a 
bit: for it means that human beings can arrange beauty 
in a most amazing fashion. What a gift!  
 
That is not the end of the story. I failed to tell you at the 
beginning of my tale that I had been a prisoner of war 
under the Japanese in World War II. The matter had 
quite become history when the Australian Government 
gave us a sum of money as some kind of compensation 
for our suffering. I renewed all my writer’s equipment 
with part of it, gave part of it to our family, and bought a 
digital camera into the bargain. I mean a top-of-the-
range digital camera. I am still learning how to use it 
fully, but I know enough to take photographs. Guess 
what? I can take photographs of miniature flowers and 
bring them to full-screen-size pictures. I can take shots  
of gardens. I can suspend the moment of beauty and 
catch it forever just as it was at the moment of my snap-



The Artist in the Garden  

101 

ping it! 
 A digital camera is beyond believing, so reproductive 
is it. ‘Ah!’ you say, ‘reproduction is not art’. ‘No?’ I say, 
‘Have you ever seen a digital photograph?’ If you have 
then you will know the artistry of any scene or face or 
creature is caught in this kind of photography. The artist 
does not add to what he sees in a scene or an object but 
he interprets it, for it is there to be interpreted, com-
municated and so become a true work of art. So I have 
seen that a painter can see in my photograph the wonder 
of my garden. My creative spirit has brought a thing of 
extreme beauty into being and my camera has caught it 
clearly forever. So I am an artist and more than an artist! 
The impossible has happened! 
 
Well, that is the story which has happened to me and it 
is delightful enough to me as an octogenarian. It is 
enough for me to be an artist in both words and planting 
a garden. Thinking about this, another revelation came 
in 
to my mind for what it may be worth to you. I had 
remembered the garden of my childhood and the two 
gardeners who had created it. In some sense I had built 
my own garden on these memories. Of course my child-
hood garden with its quality and range, shape, pattern 
and order far surpassed what is my present garden, but 
it was the memory of it that intrigued me. The whole of 
our family garden of almost eighty years ago is clearly 
etched in my mind, now. My memory does not simply 
have an inbuilt camera—digital or otherwise—but a 
power which is recall, description and explanation. I can 
go to that garden any moment I wish, and in going I can 
see scenery and plants and blooms; butterflies and 
Sydney waxbills; sounds and colours; lights and 
shadows that have not even struck me before in 
previous memory journeys. ‘What is all this?’ I ask, and I 
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am bemused and intrigued that no one gives me 
answers. I have answers to other such matters and 
questions—answers galore I would say. For this 
question, however, I have no answers. I doubt whether 
there can be an answer. I am content not to have one. 
 This is where I would like to leave it, in the place of 
mystery and in the wonder of the Divine art.  
 



10 

My Friend—Asher Lev 

I want to tell you a story. It is a true story because it 
happened to me and was much more powerful than 
imaginative fiction. I want to talk to you about my friend 
Asher Lev—a fictional character. I really have no friend 
whose name is Asher Lev. The only Asher Lev I know is 
the creation of my friend Chaim Potok the famous 
Jewish fiction writer. Then again, I cannot lay claim to 
Chaim Potok being my friend. I have never met him. I 
have not even written to him. I have, however, read his 
books with deep appreciation, and something of awe at 
his ability as an artist of literature, and especially of the 
character ‘Asher Lev’ who causes my entire being as a 
writer to resonate. In this sense I think of Chaim Potok 
as my friend, for he has given me something of 
substance and I respond to his goodness in doing this.  
 He who is no reader is no writer of any worth. To 
read Potok for me is to see his world of the Jewish 
community come alive. It is even more: it is to see the 
community of humanity come alive, whether Jew or 
Goy, that is to say, Jew or Gentile. Potok is a man whose 
writings have penetrated my mind, and whose charac-
ters are often with me, and so much so that they can be 
said to be as spirits, living with me. The one who haunts 
me most is this artist, Asher Lev—the creation, so to 
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speak, of the author Potok. I find it hard to separate 
Asher Lev in my mind from Chaim Potok himself. The 
two merge until they are the one, but again they separate 
so as to be distinct each from the other. It is in this sense 
that I mean Potok is my friend. A friend is one who has 
deep personal affinity, and who discloses what he 
knows to another without stinting in his giving. So I feel 
Potok’s Asher Lev has been made so real to me that I am 
permitted to live in his mind and feel in the depths of his 
own feelings.    
 If you ask me who this man Potok is I can tell you 
something of his biography. If you ask me about him as 
a literary artist then I say that rarely does a person mix 
his colours of literary artistry as does this one. After six 
decades of writing I came across this man and I won-
dered what I had been writing all those years and, for 
that matter, been passionately writing. I have little time 
for the writer with little fire, but this man has fire in his 
brains and bones and belly. He was an intelligent 
preacher of great worth. I doubt whether he had an 
ounce of propaganda in all his writings, but he taught as 
well as does any teacher, and his themes are still rich 
and they are about our humanity. His details often seem 
inconsequential, but they are the colouring of his 
brushes which make every situation come to life as, say, 
when he describes the strutting of a pigeon across the 
ledge of a Brooklyn window, falling autumn leaves or 
the quietness a mist brings as it transforms the harsh 
outlines of a New York or a European city.  
 So much was I charmed by his writing that I hid the 
first volume I had written of an autobiography which, 
out of shyness, I had written in the third person. I was 
ashamed of its monochrome depiction. I have left it for 
the day the spirit of the master teaches me better use of 
the million memories that are mine. It is not that Potok 
writes vividly—of course he does—but he shames me 



My Friend—Asher Lev  

105  

because of the dark pigments I have used when little that 
I have experienced was ever, in fact, in such sombre 
shades. I too should have used colours as brilliant as his 
for this is how my life has been. I wait eagerly to write in 
the first person without fear of using primary colours 
and of mixing them boldly. 
 However, take little notice of the last couple of para-
graphs. They have little to do with the story I am about 
to tell. They are only intended simply to throw up into 
relief that strange world of Asher Lev, this fictional 
Jewish painter who is seen by many of his community as 
a traitor to the teaching of the Talmud and even of the 
Jewish Bible. The enmity is caused by the prohibition of 
making ‘an image of anything that is in the heavens 
above or in the earth below or in the waters under the 
earth’. Some Jews believe that this prohibits the works of 
painting and sculpture which depict anything of God’s 
creation: there is only one image of God, and that is Man 
who was—and is—made in the likeness and image of 
God. Others think that is not the case, that the Jewish 
Decalogue—the ‘Ten Words’ spoken by God—was 
speaking against making idols, of worshipping anything 
that was deliberately devised by humans to be wor-
shipped. Man, the true image, was not made to be wor-
shipped. If all things as imaged by art were forbidden, 
some moderate Jews and Christians argue, then things of 
the ancient Jewish tabernacle or temple should have 
been prohibited. The seraphim on the mercy seat within 
the Ark of the Covenant are a likeness of ‘things in the 
heavens above’, and so are some of the beautiful adorn-
ments within the holy sanctuary, and some of the things 
on the clothing of the high priest—and so on. 
 I do not want to reproduce the arguments within 
Jewry that make Asher Lev a heretic. He himself is 
depicted as an orthodox Jew, a fervent member of the 
Chasidim or holy Jewish community to which he 
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belongs. It is just that Asher Lev cannot repress the art or 
skill with which he has been born. He believes his 
destiny is to follow the leading of this drive and to draw, 
paint and live with the images of his mind which come 
to him often, and by which he sees the world around 
him.  
 As a reader and as one who has always been pos-
sessed by his own inborn literary art, I resonate to all 
Potok writes, to the characters who are living in his 
world; but most of all I respond to the act of painting by 
which his Asher Lev achieves fame, notoriety and rejec-
tion by many of his people; namely, the two crucifixion 
scenes he paints. For any reader of this present story to 
fully appreciate what I am writing it is necessary for him 
to read the novel entitled My Name Is Asher Lev. It might 
be even more beneficial first to read others of Potok’s 
books which precede this one. I leave it to the reader to 
decide.  
 In the book mentioned above, Asher Lev paints two 
pictures, which are eventually called Brooklyn Crucifixion 
I and Brooklyn Crucifixion II. I do not wish to write my 
story by fastening parasitically on another man’s story, 
thus using the substance of it in order to make a tale of 
my own. It would then not be a story of my own: it 
would be plagiarism. In fact I have long considered the 
matter of whether or not I would write this story, and 
were I not so powerfully driven by one idea then I 
would leave the matter, but I cannot. The matter is not 
that a pious Jew of a writer’s fictional creation has linked 
up with the Christian theme of crucifixion and that I am 
eager to show this so that even Jews must see the 
necessity of the cross of Christ. It is far beyond that. I 
have no need of an apologetic in regard to Christian 
theology, nor do I wish to correct or diminish Jewish 
theology. It is the mystery which envelops Asher Lev so 
that his art finds its deepest expression in his painting of 
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the two crucifixions that both intrigues me and lends 
weight to what I hope to write.  
 I had better clear the air by saying that Asher Lev 
does not paint two pictures of the crucifixion of Christ. It 
is not that Christ’s crucifixion is not in his mind: it is. 
The author, Potok, is himself a Jewish rabbi and he takes 
his reputation in hand when he portrays his artist as 
considering the principle of crucifixion. The paintings 
Asher Lev executes are of his mother, as crucified—as 
living and yet as crucified. Physically his mother was 
never crucified, but being the wife of a Jew, a famous 
rabbi promoting a Jewish cause, and being mother of an 
artist who seems to oppose all that his father stands for, 
is for her an excruciating experience. Potok’s writing is 
such that his Asher Lev sees his first painful depiction on 
canvas of crucifixion as incomplete so that he must take 
the story into a second painting. Together the two make 
one.  
 To describe these two paintings is to enshrine Potok’s 
story within mine and—as I have indicated—I have no 
wish, nor right, to do this. Of course, for me the genesis 
of it all is the reality of the crucified Christ, but it is 
Asher Lev’s two paintings and not a religious statement 
about Jesus or his crucifixion that is the main point. They 
are a statement about the universal nature of suffering 
and of the Master of the Universe who has to deal with 
suffering which is both human and cosmic. It is not even 
that Asher Lev is trying to rationalise the whole matter 
of human pain and anguish, of human darkness and 
devilishness which not only Jewry has experienced, but 
which also encompasses all humanity. It is that he is 
expressing this, in some measure, through the colours 
which flow onto his two canvases. He is not even trying 
to solve the mystery of suffering, but wishes to express 
it. A mystery—any mystery—cannot be captured in an 
explanation, but it can be felt and known by artistic 
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revelation. That is the power of art in all its forms.    
 This artist, Asher Lev, has already expressed much of 
the distress and torture seen in the history of the perse-
cution of his people, but somehow these two paintings 
take up the suffering which is his mother’s, and which 
even his own spirit has known. He tells why he has 
painted, nominating many elements and, at the last, yet 
other things so that it is:  

 
For the Master of the Universe, whose suffering world I do not 
comprehend. For dreams of horror, for nights of waiting, for 
memories of death, for the love I have for you [my mama], for all 
the things I remember, and for all the things I should remember 
but have forgotten, for all these I created this painting—an 
observant Jew working on a crucifixion because there was no 
aesthetic mould in his own religious tradition into which he could pour 
a painting of ultimate anguish and torment [italics mine].1 
 

 This much I feel entitled to quote from Potok’s novel, 
but no more. His novel must tell his story, and my story 
must tell mine. I could have gone to the Gospels to forge 
a platform for mine, or I could have called on Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky in his novels Crime and Punishment and The 
Brothers Karamazov to illustrate some principle of cruci-
fixion that I might purpose to pursue, but that is not, 
here, my story. There are materials galore scattered 
down through history in theology, literature, art, music 
and sculpture that would demonstrate the significance 
of Jesus’ cross, but that is not, primarily, what I want to 
tell. I am not on that line of depiction. What I am about is 
another thing, and the closest I can come to articulating 
it is through Asher Lev’s experience of finally being shut 
up to what he says, that for him as a Jew ‘there was  
no aesthetic mould in his own religious tradition into 

                                                
1  Chaim Potok, My Name Is Asher Lev, Penguin Books, London, 1973, 

pp. 287–8. 
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which he could pour a painting of ultimate anguish and 
torment’. He not only desires to do this: he is driven to 
do so, almost willy-nilly. I am sure it is a fact that there is 
no aesthetic mould, anywhere, into which any artist can 
pour a painting, a poet a poem, or a composer his form 
of music, other than into ‘the mould of the cross’. 
 By the last statement I do not mean there is no full 
expression of painting, sculpture, literature or music 
apart from it being poured into the mould of the cross, 
for art is poured into many moulds, and many of them, 
if not all, are legitimate. What I am saying is that the 
deepest of human experience ultimately demands this 
‘mould of the cross’. The key to all mystery is crucifixion. 
 What I have just stated gives me some foundation on 
which to build my story, the heart of which is that no 
human being, whether artist, poet, musician, citizen of any 
land or person of any culture, can express what is truly the 
noblest and highest of all thought and all human life, other 
than that which he or she has experienced. What I am trying 
to say is that the human spirit cannot rise higher in 
expression than that which it has experienced. Whilst 
many have arts and skills which can depict matters 
beyond the scope of their intimate, personal knowledge, 
the truth and reality they seek to express must always 
evade them. The spirit of a person witnesses to the 
expression of the person. Brilliant and talented expo-
nents may give the illusion that what they are depicting 
is what is so, and that it is so to them, but if they have 
not encountered what they claim to know and depict, 
then theirs is an inadequate, if not a false, work of art. 
 
When I was a small boy I was an avid reader. Books 
made a deep impression on me. I suppose we would say 
that I lived empathically within the characters. I was 
deeply impressed by novels such as Little Lord Fauntleroy 
and Eric, Or, Little by Little. No less was I moved by 
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Dickens’s novels. Later I renounced much emotional and 



The Artist in the Garden 

110  

maudlin literature; but generally my involvement was so 
deep that I would weep, especially when tragedy struck, 
and when evil seemed to triumph.  
 One day my four brothers and four sisters were lined 
up at our family dining servery to collect the midday 
meal. I had come from reading something in ‘the mould 
of the cross’ and could scarcely hold back my tears. When 
I was asked the cause of my crying I could not tell. I felt 
disgraced. Under pressure of taunting I burst out with 
the fact that I had been immersed in young Eric’s tragedy. 
The family could scarce believe my naive and stammer-
ing explanation, and began taunting. In the face of this 
persecution I fled and hid myself. The point of this story 
is that I had not been involved in tragedy, but empathi-
cally in another’s. I really did not know what personal 
suffering was—except, perhaps, when they began taunt-
ing me. Had I become adept in empathy and competent 
in writing, then by utilising sensitivity to persons and 
situations I could have become a good writer or journal-
ist but, in doing so, would have remained far from being 
the kind of person Asher Lev is depicted to be. He was  
a person involved in his mother and father and the 
division between them. His suffering was because his 
father, a famous rabbi, was hostile to his art, whilst yet 
loving him as his son. His mother suffered from her hus-
band’s views and action of life and from her yearning for 
unity between her son and his father. Asher Lev felt this 
division deeply. However, it had to be his own mental 
and emotional suffering, which was felt in the deepest 
depth of his being, that drew him to seek expression in 
‘the mould of crucifixion’. Somehow crucifixion was 
indispensable to expressing the dilemma of human 
happiness and suffering, and somehow that expression 
was indispensable for the order of human living. It 
seems unavoidable to say that Potok must have had 
experiences of suffering of which his writing is the 
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expression. 
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Fine a writer as he is, he could not only empathically or 
vicariously have entered into the sufferings of others. It 
had to have been more. The fountain that bursts out 
from him must have had its origin in his own subterra-
nean depths: he would not express what he had never 
known. As a Jew, as a rabbi, was he saying, ‘Without the 
cross there is no understanding of God and life, of the 
universe and death’? In painting Brooklyn Crucifixion I 
and Brooklyn Crucifixion II, Asher Lev had a deep sense 
of dread. One part of him wished he had never painted 
the two canvases, but he knew he had said something in 
these that he had not completely said in the rest of his 
paintings. To desist from painting these two canvases 
would have been to fail as an artist and a thinker. 
 
This, at the last, brings me to my story, the heart of 
which is that no human being, whether artist, poet, musician, 
citizen of any land or person of any culture, can express what 
is truly the noblest and highest of all thought and all human 
life, other than that which he or she has experienced. It all 
became objectified in this way to me in the two crucifix-
ion paintings. Asher Lev could not tell his mother on the 
one hand that he knew her problem with his father, and 
on the other hand say to his father that in spite of his 
religion he did not participate in the suffering of human-
ity. He could not tell his father that he had yet to under-
stand God in the mystery of suffering. As a child I was 
conscious that I knew God and that my life would be 
involved in him no matter what pain or joy I would 
know. Sensitive to the matter of righteousness, I lived in 
an ecstasy because of the creation, and at the same time 
in dread because of my conscience. Guilt was never far 
from me, and that caused both pain and joy. I was as 
sensitive as Potok to the beauty of God’s world, its finest 
details, its gifts of beauty, but at the same time aware of 
my failure within it. The internal war was a fierce one. 
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On waking I was out in the bush with all its fascinations 
of what we call ‘native flora and fauna’. In the life of the 
family I hid my naivety in a certain boyish truculence. I 
was tough amongst my mates and a good sportsman. I 
battled with authority, always aligning it with older 
men—especially my father and the Deity. At the age of 
twelve I graduated to an agricultural high school and 
knew the delights and terrors of farm animals, fertile 
fields, crops, vegetables and fruit. I was growing increas-
ingly aware of invincible authority in all areas of life. I 
was expelled from Sunday School, caned often at high 
school, had leadership among my peers, but all the time, 
in my childish, youthful way I was aware of a coming 
happening which would explain what has been named 
‘the mystery of life’. On the one hand it led to poetry, 
writing of literature and theology, and on the other to 
unremitting sociality—relationships with other humans 
—as the essence of life. Especially sweet and baffling were 
the male–female relationships. Then came the Army, the 
war with the enemy, wounding and pain, capitulation to 
that enemy and then years of starving and other forms of 
suffering in a prisoner-of-war camp where the mind 
deepened and deepened and the widest and deepest 
issues of life were explored. 
 One incident happened around which my future was 
to be shaped powerfully, a story I have often told but 
desist here from doing so again. It was all about giving 
one’s life for one’s friends, not in a romantic or impul-
sive way but in the way of unselfconscious love. Even 
so, I desired to see something that might happen, or had 
happened, or would happen in history which would 
change the lot of humanity. As a boy of twelve it had 
first come to me as a revelation, bringing a revolution. It 
was the story of the Cross that I had believed and which 
gripped me forever. So in song and poetry, in writing 
and living this was primary to all my being and doing. 
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 One day I met Asher Lev simpatico. He told me, 
effectually, that no one—no people or nation—can live 
outside crucifixion. This is not just a happening that 
comes by the way as it did to those who rebelled against 
Rome and other authorities. At this point, while I am 
writing this story, the theologian in me is straining at the 
leash to give a rationale of Christ’s Cross, but I restrain 
from it for I am aware of what Potok said via the person 
of Asher Lev:  

 
For the Master of the Universe, whose suffering world I do not 
comprehend. For dreams of horror, for nights of waiting, for 
memories of death, for the love I have for you [my mama], for all 
the things I remember, and for all the things I should remember 
but have forgotten, for all these I created this painting—an 
observant Jew working on a crucifixion because there was no 
aesthetic mould in his own religious tradition into which he could pour 
a painting of ultimate anguish and torment. 
 

 What a world of comment where ultimate anguish and 
torment are present and portrayed. ‘There is no other 
way’, Asher Lev is saying. What I am saying with him, 
and perhaps in addition, is, ‘There is no other man. The 
ultimate in suffering has to happen to fix the destiny of 
the world and only this man could do it, explain him as 
you will, or explain him away as you will.’ 
 The day I read Asher Lev’s explanation of why this 
should happen as he would have it, I trembled for the 
wider, higher and deeper truth of the man crucified on 
the crest of the hill outside Jerusalem. My story was set-
tled there, concretised if you will have it that way, and 
utterly irreversible. This is the story in which I am ever 
living. That is why I call Chaim Potok the rabbi and 
Asher Lev the Jewish artist—these two men—my 
friends. The story is never ending.  
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In the Valley 

You might say that Larry and I trickled down into that 
valley. 
 By ‘trickled’ I mean that we were just meandering 
around the hills, chatting, whilst I was driving. Larry 
knew nothing of the hills and kept breaking into explo-
sive admiration. I admit that I was not concentrating on 
the road we were taking. The Adelaide Hills are just like 
that: attractive side roads keep breaking off and you are 
tempted to take them and forget the way back. 
 Larry and I had plenty to talk about, having been in 
theological training together, and then having had min-
istry ourselves in teaching theology in different colleges, 
besides our years in parish work. There was plenty for 
us to talk about.  
 We were suddenly in a valley. It was another one of 
those many lovely valleys you find in the Hills, and 
Larry caught my arm. 
 ‘Don’t let us go further’, he said. ‘Let’s just pull up 
somewhere and look down into this beautiful place.’ 
 That was easy enough. There was a patch of brown 
pine needles under a spreading radiata pine, and we 
pulled off onto it, the car pointing down the valley. It 
was midmorning and the sun had flooded the grassed 
hillsides—yellow on intense green. Black and white 
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Friesian cattle were grazing on soft green pasture. On 
the flats were acres of vegetables grown for the city 
market. The few houses nestling there had red roofs over 
the sandstone buildings and the outer sheds were 
painted in white and green. No one was in sight. 
 We sat in silence looking at the tranquil scene. 
 ‘Just ideal’, Larry said. ‘Absolutely ideal. I would like 
to live in a place like this. Nothing to interrupt your 
thinking and your writing. You could make new paths 
into old theology and discover new and exciting things.’ 
 The beauty of the place had gripped us. It was early 
Autumn and so was warm enough to sit without feeling 
cold. The leaves of the oaks, elms, liquidambars and 
maples were beginning to give out their golds and crim-
sons, whilst the sturdy and lofty eucalypts were like 
calm sentinels, and against them the vagrant olives stood 
out with their rough green. Rosella parrots would fly 
overhead in small flocks and then settle into the grass for 
seeds.  
 We slept and woke with a bit of a start. At first it 
seemed the valley was still undisturbed, but then we 
saw people in families making their way across the 
pastures, treading the paths of basaltic red. We could 
also hear vehicles behind us, and turned to watch their 
coming. 
 Hills people are always friendly, and they waved as 
they passed. We waved back, a little surprised to see so 
many folk moving in this quiet valley. Vehicles kept 
passing, and a bus had to skirt the other side of the road 
in order to miss us. 
 Larry spoke first. ‘Maybe they are on their way to one 
of those fests you say they have around these Hills.’  
 I nodded. ‘You could be right. Let’s follow them.’  
 Our car ambled down the road after them. At a turn 
in the road we saw more of the valley on the flat. There 
was a village, and as we passed through it we saw the 
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inevitable store with its petrol pumps to the fore. There 
was a farm machinery yard with its sales office and, of 
course, the bakery which would have continental bread 
and Cornish pasties and pies, to say nothing of special 
cakes and pastries.  
 Today no one was attending these shops. All strollers 
were making their way to the large complex of buildings 
a hundred metres distant from the village. Plenty of cars 
were parked in rows outside the main building, which 
was unusually large for such a small hamlet.  
 We were a trifle shy, being strangers, but men and 
women smiled at us, nodded, and seemed to accept us. 
Children stared a little but were not perturbed. 
 Larry mumbled to me, ‘I have a feeling in my bones’, 
and I nodded back. I had the same sense of curiosity and 
anticipation. 
 At the door we had a formal welcome from a few men 
and women who shook hands warmly with us. They 
said that it was good to see us, and what a lovely day it 
was, and we could sit just wherever we pleased. It 
seemed they were used to having visitors, and perhaps 
that morning we were not the only ones from afar. 
 There was a contagious excitement in the air. Folk 
were greeting one another with evident delight, and 
some embraced, though lightly. Even so, there was little 
noise and, when an organ and a piano began playing, 
the talking hushed and folk sat with their attention  
on the music. A quiet reverence pervaded all. We 
exchanged meaningful looks, and I must explain why. 
 As boys together we had been brought up in fairly 
conservative churches, but as time went on our ideas 
changed. Church seemed so unrelated to what we called 
‘real life’. Other things had happened in our lives, such 
as war, and not only that War of which we were an 
active fighting part, but also changes which took place 
after it and the other wars which had come. It seemed 
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that history changed realities we had once known. That 
was when they began to speak of a ‘post-Christian era’ 
as though the Bible and Gospel we had known were 
now outdated. We met the theological changes in 
seminary and were at first appalled by them. 
Movements such as ‘the new theology’, ‘God is dead’ 
and ‘new morality’ had come to change the face of 
ethical living. Some of these changes took place in our 
own parishes and we had battled hard to understand 
them, let alone fight their influence. Scarcely had these 
confronted us when it seemed all Western society was 
going mad. Those were days of student rebellions, fierce 
ideological differences, cold war with iron and bamboo 
curtains being erected, wars being opposed by the 
student left or supported by an equally strident right. 
The younger generation was going crazy with drugs and 
heavy rock, and many of the older generation were 
throwing off the restraints they had known. Marriages 
collapsed, morals changed, divorce rates were soaring, 
and crime and violence were on the increase. Children 
began pouring onto the streets, and juveniles were 
defiant of authority. At least that is how it seemed to us, 
and we felt the reverberations first in our parishes and 
then in our theological colleges. Later we felt them in our 
own families. 
 One matter on which Larry and I had long agreed 
was that the ‘liberating’ movements of theology and 
worship seemed to have drained the churches of a sense 
of the transcendence of God, and the need for lofty wor-
ship. By ‘lofty worship’ I do not mean dry, crass and 
outdated solemnity. God, nowadays, has been brought 
down to humanity, has mingled with worshippers, and 
has almost been trodden underfoot. The high pulpit has 
been exchanged for the lower lectern or for no lectern at 
all. The roving microphone radiates goodwill, freedom, 
an expansively smiling Deity and a sense of egalitarian 
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friendliness. Youth delights in jiggling its body, wiggling 
its hips as it leads the worship. The band plays almost 
without thought with something that might be called 
‘abandonment’, whilst a ceaseless clapping of hands 
completes the joy that God and humanity know together. 
Nor is a little humour out of place. This dethroning of 
Divine transcendence and the enthroning of an egali-
tarian immanence seems to have cheered the worship-
ping troops who appear to be entirely in the hands of 
their spiritual leader. 
 To our relief none of this seemed present. True, the 
pastor leading the service wore no liturgical garments 
and lacked a clerical collar and stock, but his quiet 
serenity fitted the calm congregation. Organist and 
pianist were as one. The hymns were well known, but 
the choice of them went back for many centuries, picked, 
as it were, from a treasury. It was as though some cool 
relief passed over our minds so recently jaded from so 
much worshipless worship. Yet it was not the choice of 
hymns which moved us so much as it was the singing of 
them. It seemed people young and old loved these 
songs. Deep down all were thrilled with the depth of 
devotion and genuine worship. 
 The prayers were simple, but in them the same mea-
sure of theology and devotion was present. The total 
lack of deliberate incitement to quickened worship 
brought further cool relief. Evocation of praise and ado-
ration was certainly present, but it was not human in 
origin. It came from the reading of the lections, from quiet 
rubrics by the pastor, and ‘the fruit of lips’—the over-
flow of reverent and grateful hearts. Larry and I could 
scarcely bear the beauty of it all. I knew this congrega-
tion must have been worshipping this way for a long 
time. The thought came to me, ‘Are we in a time warp?’ 
 When it came to the time of preaching Larry and I 
exchanged looks. The quiet pastor who had led the ser-
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vice gave way to a thickset almost stumpy man with a 
shock of hair that had once been red but which was now 
greying. His skin was red from the sun so that it was 
almost fiery, but his eyes, which were prominent, were 
of the clearest blue and able to change and show emo-
tions unmistakably. He wore a formal suit with collar 
and tie, but was almost bursting out of his clothing. It 
was when he began to speak that we both knew we were 
in the midst of vintage preaching. Doubtless his spirit 
had been awakened by the worship, and the evocation of 
those who loved him. That he loved us all was quite 
evident and perhaps because of that the whole 
congregation was at peace. At the same time it seemed to 
be anticipating rich teaching as every eye was on him. 
Some were leaning forward in their seats. 
 Afterwards Larry and I said we had never heard 
preaching like it. There was certainly fire in the man’s 
belly, but there was sensibility in his mind and a grand 
use of words that continuously evoked pictures and kept 
the flow of his preaching alive and interesting. The chil-
dren obviously had heard him many times and I guessed 
that whilst Larry, others and I heard it as rich theology 
yet it probably seemed like a continuing story to them. 
That was the way he had with words. There was no 
deliberate manipulation and certainly nothing of what is 
these days called ‘hype’; that is, demagoguery designed 
to stimulate listeners. 
 Both of us were spellbound. Not only was it a differ-
ent kind of preaching from that which we generally 
heard, but also it was powerfully convincing. At one 
point he was describing the scene of the crucifixion of 
Christ. Not only did he bring it to life, but also we could 
not feel ourselves as anywhere but there, and our minds 
were flashing with the evocation of his words and his 
looks, his gestures and his body language because he 
was there with us. 
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 At one point he leaned forward over the low pulpit 
and said, ‘How do I know it was like this? I know 
because I was there!’ He raised his voice, but there was 
no need for that. We were hanging on those words of 
his. No one disbelieved him. Larry and I knew that he 
had carried us there, along with all the others. 
 ‘How do I know he bore the sins of all human crea-
tures? I know, because I saw him bear mine, yes, and 
yours also.’ A short stubby finger was constantly tap-
ping the front of the pulpit, and his eyes were blue fire. 
We knew he told the truth because at that moment we 
were there with him, at the same Cross, and the great 
shame of our sin and the dreadful burden of it weighed 
heavily upon us all. There were faint but controlled 
groans in our congregation. Then when he cried the cry 
of dereliction, ‘My God! My God! Why have you for-
saken me?’ we saw the terror in his eyes, and the dread-
ful loneliness of him and us, and we could have wept. 
 For a time there was only loneliness, but there was 
thirst, as though the Crucified One had used all his 
resources of spirit, but after that there was triumph. I 
could hear a soft but deep sigh from all when the 
preacher gave vent to Christ’s great cry, ‘It is finished!’ I 
could feel the gentleness as that One surrendered his 
spirit into the hands of the waiting Father. 
 We sang a familiar hymn, led by the pastor, and 
received the benediction. There was no waiting on cer-
emony, so quickly the service ended as though the 
preached word was all that was needed at the last. Folk 
at the door would not let us leave but insisted we stay 
for their lunch. There was to be another session after the 
meal. Larry and I were delighted at the invitation. 
 It was a country lunch, the food varied and ample 
with plenty to drink. We were pressed on every side to 
eat, drink and talk, and in some ways it was like being in 
a dream. We learned that years before the pastor and our 



In the Valley 

121  

preacher had been co-workers in a country church, and 
that their preaching had aroused great opposition within 
their denomination. They had persisted with the 
teaching which had come to them as fresh and powerful 
revelation, but as a result they were gradually edged out 
of their ministries. They had withdrawn to a farm, the 
very land on which this complex of buildings had later 
been constructed; but in the early days they had simply 
had house meetings. During the week they farmed and 
visited their close friends. At nights they would worship 
and preach the Scriptures, and visitors began to come 
from all over the Hills. All this had happened without 
advertising or promotion, and they never sought to woo 
folk from their respective churches. It was just that their 
preaching of the Word had helped to quench a thirst and 
fulfil a hunger for living truth. 
 The pastor, John Schultz, was as gentle in his conver-
sation as he had been in his quiet leading of worship. 
His friend the preacher, Carl Bromach, was a person of 
great spiritual training beyond the limits of his seminary 
days. We raised our eyebrows when he told us the 
names of theologians that he read. John Schultz told us 
that he lived mainly within the Scriptures and that the 
two of them always discussed the matters of theology. 
Their lives and the lives of their families were intimately 
interwoven. 
 Larry asked Carl how he had come to learn such 
powerful preaching. The blue eyes of the preacher stared 
softly at us.  
 ‘It is God who preaches’, he said. ‘How can a man 
make his Word, and how can a man express it—of 
himself?’ 
 Larry and I exchanged looks. We had often talked of 
the way of true preaching. 
 Carl clasped his stubby fingers together. ‘We know 
nothing but what God tells us, and how can we tell 
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unless he tells through us?’ 
 He watched our silence. We, too, were adept at teach-
ing the Scriptures but not in the way of this person’s 
preaching. We rarely lacked animation, but this man had 
not been merely animated. He had lived on that Cross 
with his Saviour. In some way he had suffered with him. 
 ‘God takes us’, he said impulsively. ‘He takes us up 
into his story. He comes down into ours and lives in it, 
and the two become one. That is true preaching.’   
 No one had ever taught us this way. Nor could we 
hear any theologian coming through his talk. It was as 
though preaching suddenly came to life and soared 
beyond all we had known. 
 He took a double sandwich and chewed his way 
through it. All the time his eyes glowed. He knew we 
understood him, and had a liking for his words. 
 ‘That is revelation’, he said warmly. He nodded. 
‘Some want revelation but they want it without tears, 
without suffering. You cannot have God come to you 
without suffering.’ His eyes dropped gently on John 
Schultz. ‘He would know that’, he said softly. 
 John spoke quietly. ‘First God tells us what is so, and 
then he commands us to act on what he has told us. 
Only when we do this is there revelation. If we do not do 
his command then there is desolation and emptiness.’ I 
sensed he loved the word ‘revelation’ perhaps more than 
all others. I sensed he lived in continuous revelation out 
of which would come the wisdom he loved. 
 Around us the children were laughing and playing, 
running and skipping, meeting one another and then 
eluding as each chased the other. The men were in 
constant conversation whilst the women attended to 
their needs of food and drink, and finally gathered the 
tureens and dishes and cutlery and washed them in tubs 
of water. 
 I think Larry had the same sense of excitement as I 
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felt as we all returned to the worship place. The small 
hubbub soon settled down to quiet expectancy and the 
organ and the piano blended into a gentle voluntary. 
 This time it was Carl who led the worship. The songs 
we sang were both ancient and modern, but none of 
them was dull. The same depth of singing was present, 
the same lack of self-intrusion in the leading.  
 I suppose the fire in the voice of John Schultz was a 
surprise to us both. We had imagined him to be a quiet 
man and wondered whether his voice would carry 
across that crowd. There was no electronic equipment, 
but John’s voice carried well. 
 His theme was God, and not just God for humanity as 
we had heard so many times in our ministry. He was 
seeking to show the glory of God, in himself. I wondered 
how a human being could do that. I guessed it must 
have come from the revelations he had had. He was 
unfolding the glory of the Persons and Their eternal 
unity. He showed how the Father was the Fountain of all 
Godhead, and how the Son continuously received his 
Sonship personally and intimately from that Source. 
Likewise the Father and Son both gave to the Spirit of 
their own Selves, and the Three lived in some kind of 
interpersonal oneness. 
 I wondered whether the children would not find this 
dull, and older folk think it to be complicated, but there 
was that radiance of delight on the faces of young and 
old which told me otherwise—that it sounded natural 
and simple to them. I understood then why they came 
from all over the Hills to hear these two men. Carl, for 
his part, had a face aglow with wonder as he listened to 
his friend.  
 He talked about the love of the Father who was the 
Fountainhead of all being, whether Divine or human, 
and as he talked I knew the people understood that 
Divine Oneness. I think I could have wept had I allowed 
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myself to do so. I knew the meaning of ‘Immanuel’, ‘God 
with us’. I knew God was with us, but never before had 
it been quite like this. I remembered Carl’s words that 
one cannot speak God’s Word unless it is God himself 
speaking, and here it was happening.  
 So then God was present in Triune Being, and we 
were in the Valley of Understanding as full revelation 
was unveiled. It seemed as though we were mingling 
with the Persons who were One and that we were one 
with Them. It was an extraordinary experience, but 
experience it was. 
 John was telling us that to know God after this fash-
ion was really to know humanity, and to know that God 
had created it in his own image. God setting his heart on 
Man was the reason for creation and he had planned for 
it to finally enter in and share the glory of God, this 
being known as ‘the liberty of the glory of the children of 
God’. 
 As he spoke I had an agony of not wanting him ever 
to stop speaking, and yet an agony from trying to con-
tain the wonder he was sharing. I remembered someone 
had once said that humility was required beyond all 
things if we would understand God, and that the very 
humility came only from truly knowing God. The won-
der of the humility of the Godhead in its Persons and its 
‘other Persons regarding’ way of Being was the key to 
true human living. 
 When John stopped, Carl led us in an old German 
hymn of Gerhard Tersteegen, ‘Thou who givest of thy 
gladness’. 
 
 I think Larry had as much difficulty in holding back 
his tears as did I, but those of the congregation were not 
so inhibited. Pastors and people sang with joy and rev-
erence: 
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Thou who givest of Thy gladness 
Till the cup runs o’er— 
Cup whereof the pilgrim weary 
Drinks to thirst no more— 

Not a-nigh me, but within me 
Is Thy joy divine; 
Thou, O Lord, hast made Thy dwelling 
In this heart of mine. 
 
Need I that a law should bind me 
Captive unto Thee? 
Captive in my heart, rejoicing 
Never to be free. 
Ever with me, glorious, awful, 
Tender, passing sweet, 
One upon whose heart I rest me, 
Worship at His Feet. 
 
With me, whereso’er I wander 
That great Presence goes, 
That unutterable gladness, 
Undisturbed repose. 
Everywhere the blessed stillness 
Of His Holy Place— 
Stillness of the love that worships 
Dumb before His face. 
 
To Thy house, O God my Father, 
Thy lost child is come; 
Led by wandering lights no longer, 
I have found my home. 
Over moor and fen I tracked them 
Through the midnight blast, 
But to find the Light eternal 
In my heart at last. 
 

 The autumn colours seemed to have deepened to our 
eyes as we wound back up the hill and discovered the 
main road; but when we found a place off the road we 
looked down from a great height and watched the cars 
make their ways back to their homes. The black and 
white Friesian cattle had been brought in for the milking, 
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and the rosellas were returning for their evening feed of 
grass seeds or the creamy blossoms of the  
eucalypts. Some black cockatoos screeched across the  
sky leaving a silence after their going. Somewhere a 
wattlebird gave its sweet notes and pardalotes whistled 
in a nearby shrub.  
 Larry said, ‘How will we explain it all to them?’ 
 He was thinking about our wives who had been 
spending the day visiting an embroidery exhibition and 
an autumn show of late roses. We knew no explanation 
would be needed. They would take it for granted we had 
talked theology after an endless fashion, and as though it 
would eventually change the world.  
 Out there it was all beauty as we reluctantly turned 
on the ignition and headed towards the city. I know 
Larry felt much the same as myself about the miracle of 
God coming to us and giving his revelations to us as 
through John and Carl, and indeed through the 
evocation of a strong but gentle worshipping 
congregation. Soon the lights of the city would come up 
and we would be on our way home, but Tersteegen’s 
words were strangely in my heart: 
 

Led by wandering lights no longer, 
I have found my home. 
Over moor and fen I tracked them 
Through the midnight blast, 
But to find the Light eternal 
In my heart at last. 
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Bus in East Berlin 

We have an old saying, ‘Time flies’. It certainly does 
when you are busy with one thing and another. The first 
and only time when I was in Berlin was in 1966. There 
was a great Congress of Evangelists taking place in the 
newly built Congress Hall in West Berlin. Those were 
the days of the Cold War. It was also a season of cold, 
being October on the Continent. 
 It was a strange thing for me to be asked to be a 
delegegate, and to have my expenses paid. I was able to 
go via England and touch down in that land of my 
ancestors for the first time. I shall never forget the thrill 
which set me trembling; so much is the blood of our 
forebears flowing in our veins. It was a time to see my 
brother, his English wife and children, to share in my 
brother’s garden he so loved in his retirement, and then 
to have a preaching and teaching ministry in English 
churches. It seemed that ancient land evoked prophetic 
preaching of a rare kind. I scarcely wanted to go on to 
Berlin. 
 Go on I did, and what an event it was! Well over a 
thousand delegates, and then a large Press, and a lot of 
debate from malcontents about the Congress. A meeting 
also of great minds as well as minds which were formal 
and traditional and had scarcely opened to the glory of 
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the poet and the prophet. Around us in those days the 
world was in a ferment. New movements of refugees 
were occurring. The face of the world map was 
changing. Communism seemed to be gobbling up nation 
after nation; but in West Berlin it was all bright lights 
and capitalism shining across into the murky squalor of 
a beleaguered part of old Germany. The tension between 
successful West Berlin and Communist-controlled East 
Berlin was made all the more difficult by the family 
loyalties which had been split down the centre.  
 For me it was an exciting time. I was sharing the 
riches of great Christian minds, theologians of the first 
water, and simple single-minded evangelists who left 
theology to others whilst they talked to any who might 
front them in their paths. There was also a deep sorrow 
in my heart. It was a Congress of evangelical leaders and 
workers who seemed to see no action by the Spirit of 
God in what was called ‘the charismatic movement’. I 
was identified with this blowing of the wind of the 
Spirit, to my rejection, when I had seen the reality of the 
Spirit in the land where I was a missionary, in the midst 
of a great revival. Stunning events had happened, and in 
my eagerness I reported them to old friends and leaders 
of my Mission. They were received, mainly, in silence. 
Former close friends avoided eye to eye contact and, 
sadly enough, heart to heart loving.  
 This great moving of God’s Spirit was in Pakistan 
where we were missionaries. It was there we shared in 
events which sounded like pages out of the New 
Testament, and in particular the Book of the Acts. In 
spite of this, or perhaps because of it, I was sent into a 
kind of spiritual Coventry. Even so, my own spirit reso-
nated with the psalms and hymns and spiritual songs 
which had been the liturgy of the Spirit-activity in a 
Moslem land. Now, decades later, the memories are very 
sweet; very encouraging.    
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 Back to the Congress. At the beginning there were 
quite some humorous happenings as these men turned 
up from most countries of the world where they were 
evangelists. I remember some of the more famous of 
them such as Billy Graham, his brother-in-law Leighton 
Ford and the English preacher John Stott—to name just a 
few. Most memorable to me was a converted Jew named 
Hyman Appleman. Hyman was a short man, a stubby 
kind of a person, and he wore a ten-gallon hat which hid 
his face. It almost hid him. You almost had to stoop to 
peer under it in order to see him. It was a conference 
where we were all supposed to talk about evangelism, 
but some of the men were so much evangelists that they 
thought the lectures a waste of time. They were just out 
on the streets, first trying to convert the Congress 
security guards, and then it was to the Berliners in 
general! 
 One of the other things I remember was the high price 
of a cup of tea. Coffee was cheaper, but it was still dear. 
The price of a cup of tea was beyond my pocket. Most of 
all I remember travelling about the city on public 
transport for I had not been on the Continent before. I 
had enjoyed our flying over it and seeing places, farms 
and forests of which I had read in so many books. How 
exciting it was to fly over these countries about which I 
had thought so much and so often. It was a thrill to be in 
West Berlin with all its lights and prosperity, but East 
Berlin was mainly in our sights and on our minds. 
Especially when your travels took you to Checkpoint 
Charlie through which you had to enter East Berlin if 
ever you got permission to do so. 
 The day came when we were to travel into East Berlin 
by special arrangement with the transport people. There 
was the obtaining of a corporate visa for each busload 
and, of course, the inspection before we could pass 
through Checkpoint Charlie. I think you might be a little 
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interested in our trip into East Berlin and in what hap-
pened there. The first thing we were told was that we 
would not be allowed to tell the gospel to the East 
Berliners. We were to be tourists and not propagandists. 
Propaganda was strictly forbidden: this was to be left to 
our East Berlin guides. Previously my wife, three of our 
children and I had travelled into Afghanistan. The same 
was the case there: we were forbidden to tell the truth as 
we knew it. 
 In that bus my mind went back to days on my father’s 
farm in Australia when my young evangelist’s heart had 
pleaded with God to let me take the gospel into many 
countries of the world. He had done that, and here I was 
in a bus about to enter a land controlled by godless 
powers, and I wanted to preach the gospel. This is the 
memory I want to share with you: I was longing for 
some opportunity to tell the truth to these human beings 
created by God, and created for himself.      
 
Checkpoint Charlie was quite a place. It was the one 
entrance into the Communist-held East Berlin. It was a 
busy place where there were West Berlin guards and 
East Berlin guards—the hated Vopos. Vehicles were 
everywhere, just drawn up or being searched by uni-
formed men before going into East Berlin, and before 
coming out. The place was a hive of activity and little 
trust in it by West of East and East of West. Our tourist 
dollars were the reason for a reluctant invitation by a 
hostile government. We were to be barely tolerated. 
 We, in the West Berlin bus which was seeking to enter 
East Berlin, were able to see the famous Wall, which was 
keeping East from West. We could see this great struc-
ture and could note how dull and heavy it looked. Some 
buildings constituted part of the Wall so that it had  
windows in it, high up, too high to tumble out and  
down into freedom. It had often been described as a 
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monstrosity, and so it was. It had often been called a 
calumny on the human race and the inherent freedom of 
the human spirit, and so it was. We stared at where 
people had leapt into the long moat-like canal and 
sought to swim to freedom but had been shot down in 
the attempt by the relentless Vopos. We learned from a 
museum on the West side of the checkpoint of the 
terrible destruction of so many would-be escapees. Cer-
tainly it was distressing to our busload of evangelists 
just to view the checkpoint let alone see the museum of 
the subject. If you had not passed that point in your life 
where sensitivity is lost in a cynical callousness, then the 
Wall affected you deeply in your spirit. You sensed you 
were in a sad chapter of human history.  
 The guards had set about systematically searching 
our bus. Long mirrors were wheeled under it, and every 
nook and cranny scrutinised. The museum which we 
had scanned had told us of the ingenious ways in which 
persons from the East had concealed themselves in 
vehicles, to say nothing of their escapes by air. We car-
ried almost no luggage, and so that part did not take 
long; but there were places where they searched that we 
would not have dreamed could conceal anything. We 
were the enemy: we were going into East Berlin. We 
might be carrying dangerous materials. I suppose many 
things were done in that search which I cannot recall for 
it was 1966 when we made that trip, and I have never 
been one for recording events in a diary or book. 
Certainly I can remember the tense atmosphere, and the 
danger, any moment, of that situation exploding into 
mayhem of one kind or another.     
 It didn’t, and finally we were ready to go. I am  
not too sure whether we had a guard or two aboard. 
What I can clearly remember was the fine looking 
woman—in her late thirties I judged—who was to be our 
guide. She introduced herself in excellent English as a 
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representative of the East Berlin regime. She spoke with 
authority as though we were being permitted to view a 
regime which surpassed our decadent Western one. It 
was clear that she was confident that dialec- 
tical materialism would inevitably win the world. It  
was only a matter of time and, of course, the dedication 
of all devotees of Marx. Even so, she was a pleasant 
woman, and perhaps that was her witness to a great 
ideology.  
 She then began her spiel about East Berlin. It came in 
a flow which convinced us she was well trained and well 
practised. We all listened to her. There was nothing else 
we could do. I was standing right beside her since some 
of us had to stand because of the shortage of seats. Part 
of me still ached because my fellow evangelists had a 
happiness of fellowship from which I was excluded. It 
was a thin line of separation, but a definite and strong 
one. Some, of course, knew nothing of my history, but I 
suppose my natural sensitivity held to make that defini-
tion. At the same time I was the boy back on the farm 
pleading with God to let me preach the gospel whereso-
ever I roamed, and here we were in East Berlin. 
 My memory does not serve me well as to details, but I 
know in general what I said. There was a general hum of 
conversation going on, but it was at a low level so that 
we could listen to our guide as she pointed out various 
buildings and other sites of significance, especially those 
the Government had constructed. There seemed to be no 
parks; no places of beauty. Parts of the city had not been 
wholly rehabilitated in the twenty years after the 
bombing of the Second World War, but it was just the 
dreariness of a metropolis without beauty which was so 
depressing. Manufacturing was going on, but the streets 
were not filled with busy folk as in West Berlin. It was a 
sombre city, devoid, it seemed, of human joy and 
laughter. 
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 Against such an impression was the glowing account 
our guide gave us of what was happening in East Berlin. 
Even so, it seemed to me that she was fighting hard to 
give the impression of a high spirit. Sometimes she 
would slip into silence, and then the conversation would 
heighten. I took the opportunity to ask her whether she 
would be interested in who we were and why we were 
in West Berlin and why we had wanted to see East 
Berlin.  
 She nodded vigorously. ‘Oh, yes’, she said, ‘please do 
tell me’. It seemed as though this kind of listening was 
within her franchise of work. 
 So I told her. I told her we were dedicated Christians, 
just as she was a dedicated communist. I told her we 
were not dedicated capitalists but folk gladly committed 
to love men and women everywhere in the world, and 
that we had a great message to give to all humanity, and 
that we set no barriers of race, ideology or culture. In our 
hearts we loved her and the people of East Berlin—in 
fact, the people everywhere in the world. 
 She seemed surprised. Also she seemed to be listen-
ing intently. I told her we came from many countries in 
the world and that we were all one in Christ. I said that 
he was the Lord of all the earth in our way of thinking. 
Then I explained to her the matter of his death on the 
cross. She looked interested, and did not stop me talk-
ing. The only other East Berliner was the driver, and I 
doubt whether he could have caught my conversation, 
although it was true that the passengers had ceased their 
conversation and were listening intently.  
 Occasionally she interrupted me to tell me that the 
Government was tolerant about religion, but that some-
how she had never met anyone who had told her any of 
the things I was now recounting to her. She did not seem 
to take umbrage, and perhaps that was because I was not 
attacking her ideology or government. 
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 For myself I was sad at what seemed to be the silence 
of a great city, its lack of life and delights, its sordid 
appearance and its streets which were almost bare. 
 The conversation between us continued, and only 
occasionally she would break it to point out some 
interesting feature of her city. Then she would expect me 
to resume, which I did. 
 
I suppose that is the story I set out to tell. Of course, we 
returned to Checkpoint Charlie, and were glad we had 
been permitted to travel in the otherwise forbidden city. 
The vehicle was again inspected on both sides of the 
dividing line. Then we were driven back to the Congress 
Hall, where we alighted and began our conference 
afresh. Quite a number of the passengers were delighted 
with the witness I had been able to share with our host-
ess. She for her part had shaken my hand and thanked 
me. She told me she would think much about what I had 
said. She repeated that in all her life she had never heard 
the things I had told her. I am sure she was impressed by 
the warmth and friendliness of her charges. 
 The pain of being a lone person, tabbed with a name 
and a theology which had never been mine, had dis-
solved. The eyes of my fellow delegates were nothing 
but friendly and, I think, even admiring. These compan-
ions had the same spirit of witness within them which I 
had expressed in sharing the gospel with the East Berlin 
guide. 
 I can say no more: no more needs to be said. I sup-
pose I felt fortified for the days which remained for the 
conference, but mostly I felt immense gratitude to him 
who had placed me beside the woman. After all, he was, 
and is, the Lord of all the earth, and he is the one who 
makes kingdoms rise and wane. I assumed none of us 
dreamed that within a couple of decades the mighty Com-
munist empire would suddenly collapse, whiteanted by 
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its own innate cruelty and power struggles, and that 
persecuted Christian fellowships would break out into 
freedom and the new opportunity to tell the gospel to 
millions who had never heard it.  
 Of course, that was all in the future. Now it is a won-
derful memory, revisiting. 
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The Holy Holocaust 

I can remember the days when I was doing theology and 
enjoying it immensely. Our home at Beecroft in Sydney 
was a beautiful one. From the outside it looked like an 
English country house with two floors. The garden was 
quite overgrown, but the house itself looked perfect 
and—delight of delights—the two upstairs rooms were 
attic ones. Kitchen odours made their way to them in a 
minute or so. My study there was domestic. The house 
was built for family life at its best.  
 It was a miracle that we had a house at all in those 
early post-war days. Constance my wife, a trained 
nursing sister, agreed to look after the owner of the 
house, a rather dignified old man whom we had taken 
from a mental hospital and reinstated in his home. In his 
lucid moments he would express his gratitude, but for 
the most part he would sit in silence. The house had 
been vacant for many years and was damp and gloomy. 
Wallpapers hung drearily, ceilings were stained by the 
possums who had been the only residents for over a 
decade. It was the only empty house in the suburb until 
we took it over under the Master of Lunacy who let us 
have it free of rent in return for the care of his mental 
patient.  
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 In no time the house came into a new life. Painted 
within and without, ceilings restored, and possums 
locked out, we began a lovely life with our three small 
children. My love of gardens helped to restore them, my 
specialty being a large vegetable patch and a renewed 
orchard. I suppose what I loved most was wandering 
into the bush beyond the garden, where morning glory 
vines were prodigal with blue beauty and blackberries 
were perpetually rich with flowers or fruit according to 
the seasons. 
 I have always loved outdoor fires, and in those days 
we were allowed to have them to consume the rubbish 
whether in incinerators or out in the open. After study I 
would wander down to the dwindling smoke of a rub-
bish fire and build it up until it roared and crackled with 
sawn branches or vine prunings. Its sweet, acrid smell is 
with me, now, as I write. As the evening drew in I would 
stand, pondering the fire, contemplating other days. The 
days most mulled over were those spent in a Japanese 
prison camp. With wife Constance and the children fun 
was favoured and I could snap out of the silent moods in 
a moment, knowing how they were bewildered by them. 
When they clamoured to come to the fire then it would 
be joking and teasing and shrieking, and gloomy spirits 
had no place. 
 
One of my delights in those days was to buy the Sydney 
Bulletin. It was a grand journal from a long way back, 
always as large as a tabloid newspaper, always with a 
pink cover, and inside a vast treat of stories and poetry 
and first-class articles on just about everything. My spe-
cial love was for the poetry and the long yarns by writers 
whose names still bring delight when I see them on the 
shelves of second-hand bookshops. Now my name 
would often be among them, and with excitement I 
would riffle through the magazine, hoping to see a story 
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of mine and reverberating with intense joy when one 
was there. How beautifully, how idiosyncratically they 
would be illustrated. Even when one of my stories 
would be absent I would have great pleasure in the 
yarns of others. I still enjoy the journal, but somehow to 
me it is not what it used to be.                    
 
There is one story I never wrote, not fully anyway, until 
this present moment. I attempted to do so once or twice 
but I never let it see light of day. Even now there is some 
quivering going on inside me about the matter. No story 
is as powerful as a true story. Fiction, of course, is almost 
always made up of fact, but at best it is acting out what 
has already happened in one way or another. To act out 
is not as powerful as to live out. To live out is reality—
the truth. The other is to present something like the 
truth. No matter, for both entertain since they are stories. 
 
Often in my study I would pull out papers I had written 
in the POW camp. I had written hundreds of poems, a 
swag of stories, articles, and even novels. When in those 
prison days I was confined for months to my bed as a 
smashed leg was mending, I had been able to write. 
Friends brought pencils, sheets of paper, and one day a 
fellow soldier gave me a brand new Remington portable 
typewriter. All of this would make a story on its own. 
When I was released from bed and could hobble around, 
literary friends would take me to their Literary Society 
meetings and I met men, some of whom became quite 
famous as authors and artists after World War II. 
 After a time I was made librarian of our prison camp 
library. Writing and typing paper were manufactured in 
our camp from the dry lalang grass, ashes and other 
ingredients. I was in clover—so to speak. After the war 
my special literary friend, David, said he had never met 
anyone who wrote as persistently as I did. David is the 
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man who worked hard to ensure I would take all my 
writings back to Australia.  
 What happened was this: David worked on our POW 
Camp Army Headquarters. The Japanese preferred that 
we should run our camps from the inside. They posted 
guards to encircle us to prevent us escaping. These 
guards walked the rounds of the catwalk twenty-four 
hours a day. The catwalk was protected on both sides 
with netting and barbed wire. If guards were about to 
pass us we would have to bow in respect, otherwise they 
would react with cruelty. Only the foolish refused to 
bow. Otherwise we lived together, albeit precariously. 
They ate well and we did not. We were all thin, suffering 
from continuous hunger. They were always on the alert 
for something dangerous we might do. Sometimes they 
would confiscate Bibles; sometimes other things. 
Harbouring a wireless meant death if one was caught. 
Generally they allowed paintings but were wary of what 
we wrote, especially as few could read English. 
 Astonishingly enough, none of my writings was ever 
confiscated. 
 One day David came to me with a story from Head-
quarters. 
 ‘We are all going into two camps’, he said. ‘Men like 
you will go to a convalescent camp which will be under 
our medical supervision. The rest will go into a maxi-
mum-security prison with a wad of guards to watch 
over us. You will never be allowed to take your load of 
papers with you to your camp and we want to see you 
take them home, eventually. Our Headquarters’ papers 
are most valuable so we are storing them all in large 
steel cylinders with tightly fitting lids. These will be 
buried deeply in the ground and will be proof against 
deterioration. We have made provision for burying all 
your papers with ours.’ 
 I had my papers in a kitbag and David took them 
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back to Headquarters where they were safely buried. I 
sighed with relief that they were with me no more. I had 
always feared they might be taken from me in a raid by 
the Japanese guards. Little did I know that we had 
another eighteen months to live before we would be lib-
erated by British troops. In those eighteen months I 
wrote as assiduously as before and the poems, stories, 
novels and articles grew daily. 
 
Then came the end—the unbelievable end. We were lib-
erated. David came to me, quite exuberant.  
 ‘We have dug up all the cylinders’, he said, ‘and your 
papers are in good nick. We will bring them to you 
before you go onto your hospital ship.’ 
 I must admit that I was thrilled at the recovery of all 
my writings. I had bound many of them together as 
volumes since my training as a librarian included the art 
of bookbinding. I had dreams of much of these materials 
being published on return to Australia. I had already 
addressed an envelope with a letter and a story 
enclosed. Of course it was to The Bulletin whose address 
I knew by heart. Wonderfully it was published in the 
very week of return when I had posted it. For some rea-
son I stored all the papers away, showing them to no 
one. I was not sure why I took this action.  
 
Now, some years later, and after thinking the matter through 
as thoroughly as I could, I had all my papers I had written in 
the prison camp to hand, contemplating whether or not I 
would burn them. 
 
 ‘Burn them!?’ The idea seemed crazy. No matter what 
kind of a writer you are, you think that what you have 
written is just about verbally inspired and a great gift to 
humanity. You think that to lose it would be a great loss 
to the world. I certainly had a high view of my writing. 
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One day its quality and thought would be recognised for 
what they were. I supposed posterity would be glad and 
grateful to read what I had written. However could I 
burn them? 
 From one point of view my thinking was not crazy. In 
those days of prison camp I had become part of the 
papers, and the papers part of me. I had recorded all 
kinds of events, some of them terrifying. What had dis-
mayed and angered me had been the moral breakdown 
during war action, and then in the days following in our 
own camps. I could not believe my eyes and ears as I 
saw and heard what was happening. I knew that in the 
years to come even I would not believe what had hap-
pened. I recorded it for future years, for a constant grim 
reminder of the reality of human evil. Under certain 
pressures human beings can become evil beyond mea-
sure. 
 Of course, under the same pressures some human 
beings rise to unbelievable heights of goodness and 
compassion. Such remarkable events I also recorded, but 
out of them came stories and even novels. Most of all 
there was impassioned poetry. Theology seemed to 
explode and with it a kind of personal anthropology 
developed, much of which is still with me. To a great 
degree I had discovered much of the ways of God and 
Man. I held no ideology, but had come to see that divine 
love flowing into the human race was its great hope, in 
fact its only hope. How much I had written this into the 
scribblings of those past days! They were the treasures to 
be guarded. 
 In my simplicity I had believed that all this material 
would be easy to publish if ever I was released and we 
reached home. By the time that happened I was twenty-
six years of age but I had lived a lifetime in our three and 
a half years of incarceration. With liberation and return 
home I was dismayed beyond measure at the post-war 
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culture which met me. So, also, were many of the com-
rades who had discovered God and his love in their 
prison experiences. Did that not make our thinking of 
those prison days all the more valuable?  
 
What, then, of my papers? Should I burn them? Some-
thing hammered in my brain. It asked, ‘How can you 
burn them? They are of immense value. They do not 
belong to you but to posterity. How dare you destroy 
them!’ Time and again this mind-argumentation had 
gone on until I was dog weary. I would then look at my 
children and wonder how they would develop with a 
father whose mind was constantly going over the mat-
ters of the past. Somehow those papers had a hold on 
me. Burning them would not wholly release me from 
them for their substance was there within me, written 
indelibly, but that was not the point. In some measure I 
needed to be free of them. Reading them from time to 
time brought pain, a certain sorrow and even gloom. It 
caught me into moods and I knew my wife feared them, 
even to the point of trauma. 
 That late afternoon I realised nothing can be solved 
by looking at the pros and cons. There was something a 
person ought to do and only that mattered. I knew what 
I should do. 
 I had taken all the papers from my study shelves, 
putting them back into their old kitbag, and now, as the 
fuelled fire leapt I withdrew them, batch by batch, folder 
by folder, book by book and threw them into the hungry 
flames. The fire was substantial with red-hot logs 
crisscrossed—a quivering beauty of white and crimson. 
The first papers blackened, exploded, and were gone, 
wisps of smoke that flew upwards, and poems and sto-
ries disappeared forever. Cardboard covers curled and 
then glowed red, crumpling into the hot heart of the 
holocaust, a silent sacrifice to some unconscious yet high 
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comprehension. In all of it there was a quiet beauty and 
no suffering, and no battle with regrets. Then it was fin-
ished, the kitbag itself immolated at the last, like a 
shrunken cover over the living ashes of the offering, 
until it, too, collapsed between the last of the logs, and 
everything crumpled to cinders, as they, themselves, 
darkened into the early evening. 
 I could hear the children playing on the side lawn of 
the house. I knew Constance was in the kitchen, heavy in 
her next pregnancy, preparing the meal. My part in the 
holocaust was over. I brought the garden hose to the 
ashes and they sizzled and blackened and the place was 
safe. It was silent in itself. Even the cries of the children 
did not interrupt that. I stood for a moment contemplat-
ing the event which had happened. There was no regret. 
In fact I felt a warm glow in all my body and my mind. It 
was a sense of freedom penetrating me to the heart. It 
was like a deliverance from a close friend who possesses 
one fondly but not always for that person’s good. It was 
entering into an even greater personal knowledge of 
God and Man and creation, something beyond what one 
had known. 
 One part of me knew that something of great moment 
had happened which accounted for my growing inner 
delight, and the other part of me knew it was, really, just 
a small incident, tiny in importance, but an 
indispensable holocaust for reasons I could not name. 
 
You will say the story is incomplete if I do not tell you 
what have been my post-holocaust reactions and other 
feelings that have flowed since the afternoon of that 
happening. At times a regret or two has come, especially 
an ache occasionally for the poems that vanished,  
but much has come to take their place. It is impossible  
to obliterate that which has become indelible in the 
human spirit. I carry the sagacity and joy of all that was 
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immolated in those eager writings. Often such quiet 
sagacity comes to us in our vintage years and its gentle 
wisdom has told me that the burning of the papers was a 
wise decision.  
 




