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IN NOMINE PARTRIS ET FILII ET SPIRITUS SANCTI.  AMEN
We all love stories – we always have done, since man walked the earth – and we always will, as long as human life continues.  A week ago yesterday came the unveiling of the final Harry Potter book with unprecedented response from the millions of fans.  Am absolute sensation!  But what a good thing if it encourages young people to read, some of whom might otherwise spend their time only with computer games.

I can understand how completely gripping stories can be.  In my university days we students were all avidly reading ‘Lord of the Rings,’ decades before those marvellous films were made.  And recently, after a friend had introduced me to the naval historical novels of Patrick O’Brian, placed in Napoleonic days, I have become quite addicted to them, all twenty of them.  Some of you may have seen the films ‘Master and Commander,’ taken from the title of the first of those twenty.

Not only Patrick O’Brian but other writers of historical novels, do a tremendous amount of research to achieve historical accuracy, so that, fiction as they are, you get the impression that they must themselves have been present at the time.

But stories are of so many different kinds – some purely imaginary.  I don’t think that even as a child I really believed that there really was a Peter Pan or a fairy called Tinkerbell, but I simply loved that book!  I still do!

And some stories for children which were part and parcel of my own childhood are now considered most unsuitable, such as ‘Little Black Sambo’ and quite recently even one of the Tintin books which delighted not me but my children.  Well, I enjoyed them, too!  Even today, it is quite easy to pick up a copy of Strewelpeter, here and in Germany.  Some of the stories in that book are, shall we say, not very nice, but absorbed by many generations of children.  Stories can make a great impression.
The Bible is full of s stories and because the Bible is not just one book but a complete library of books, collected over some hundreds of years, you will find all sorts of different kinds of stories in it.  Why should we expect to find only one type of story – the literally factual?  Of course, if we find a story in the Bible, it is going to have some special point to it.  It may be entertaining.  I’m sure the story teller meant it to be entertaining, but it is intended to get something across, and a story is the best way to let the message strike home.

That is why Jesus so often used stories.  Sometimes he used them as a kind of sugar coating to get people to swallow a bitter-tasting pill – but containing healing medicine.

Today we have heard the story of the Importunate Man – teaching us the importance of persistence in prayer.  If an ordinary householder can be persuaded by persistent banging at his door when he is a sleep in bed and do doubt in a bad mood at being woken up, God will respond gladly and willingly to the human pressure.  But we must be persistent, not giving up so easily.

However there are some stories that we classify today as myths and that is a word that causes confusion.  A few weeks ago, a very intelligent man I was speaking to, quite accepted that to say something is a myth is the same as saying it is untrue.  Many people, I suspect, hold the same opinion, “Oh! That is simply mythical!”  It comes from your imagination.  Imagination!  That precious gift of ours!

We need to make a clear distinction between two words – imaginary and imaginative.  If imaginary means purely fictional, like Peter Pan, for instance, imaginative means that hugely important capacity of the human mind to reach out for truth about life, the purpose of life, the meaning of life, in an area that goes beyond scientific explanation.  Such is myth, as we find it in the Bible.  One such myth is the story of Adam and Eve.  It may be of scientific interest to search for a historical Adam and Eve but that to me is relatively unimportant.  What matters is that it teaches an essential truth about man’s relationship to God and the today unpopular doctrine of Original Sin.

There was a moving advertisement for Dr Barnardo’s in my paper on the 26th June, with the caption, ‘Believe in Children.’ One sentence begins, ‘If like us, you believe that no child is born bad….’  Perhaps we should then discard this doctrine of original sin.  I don’t think so!  For me this doctrine simply means that even when we are born, we have within us the capacity for good and evil, only latent in infancy, of course, but there.  It’s in our genes.  That is by no means the same as saying a child is born bad.  We all start as babies and we all grow up and what is latent within us as infants develops with us, depending largely on our circumstances.  Dr Barnardo’s complains that disruptive teenagers are being written off before they reach the age of 13.  After a poll was taken the result was: “that a quarter of adults believe it is too late to reform hooligans by the time they become teenagers.”

I think it is perhaps good for each of us to recognise within ourselves what capacity we might have for good and ill had our own circumstances in life been different.  Not a very comfortable exercise perhaps but can you, as I certainly can, recognise the truth contained in that ancient myth of original sin?  Or that, possibly factual 19th Century story of the French monk standing on a cliff top watching a convict ship setting sail for a penal colony, saying to himself, “There but for the grace of God, go I.”

