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A LIGHT
TO MY
PATH

DEREK BURTON IS A READER
EMERITUS AND WORSHIPS AT THE
CHURCH OF MONKSEATON ST MARY .

| am very pleased to have been invited by Gloria
Bryant to write an article in this issue of Newcastle
Reader. Gloria suggested that | should set out my
reasons for writing 'A Light to My Path’, give some
indication of the subjects | have touched upon in
my sermon compilation, and what | hope a new
generation of Readers, and readers in general,
might gain from reading it.

But first, something about myself. | came to faith in
Jesus Christ when, in my late twenties, as a student
of architecture, | went on a hitch-hiking tour of
Scandinavia with some fellow students, and ended
up with no money, and washing dishes in a hotel

in Stockholm. One day, alone in southern Sweden,
| experienced a deep depression, a sense of utter
desolation, almost suicidal in intensity. | recovered
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sufficiently to return to London where my office
was close to the church of All Souls, Langham
Place, next to Broadcasting House. One day, a
lunch hour service was advertised, so | went in.
Nothing in the service meant anything fo me, but
on my way out | picked up some Christian leaflets
from the lobby table. It was in reading these on

a train one day, that the person of Jesus Christ
suddenly became vividly real to me. | didn't see
anyone, or hear a voice, just a total conviction
that Jesus was real and alive. | went to see the
curate at All Souls about this, and he helped me to
make a commitment to what | had experienced;
faith in Jesus Chirist for forgiveness of sins, and
assurance of eternal life.

| met my wife Marian, at a Bible study group in the
house of a mutual friend. | opened the door to her,
helped her with washing up, and invited her to a
concert. In a short time, we were engaged, and
in 1969 were married at the Church of St. James
and St. Basil in Newcastle, which was Marian's
home fown. We settled in Reigate in Surrey,
where in 1970 our son Paul was born, followed

in 1971 by David. | qualified as Architect RIBA in
1973 with a Congregational Church as my design
subject. In 1978 we moved from Reigate to Whitley
Bay, when I joined Faulkner Browns Architects

in Killingworth. In 1981 | was licensed Reader by
the Bishop in Newcastle Cathedral. After thirteen
years with Faulkner Browns, | finished my career as
Surveyor in the Newcastle Diocese, and retired in
1996. Both of our sons are married and we have
five grandchildren, the eldest aged 17 and the
youngest aged 4. After retirement, | continued in
practice as private architect with several local
projects, including the conversion of a church into
offices for a charity working with homeless young
people. My client at that fime was none other
than Tony Garland who was leader of a charity
called Churches Acting Together. It is now run by
the DePaul Trust.

And now, some background information

about the book. The original title is ‘Scripture
Messages’, forty copies of which were issued free
to family, friends, and church members. Hence
the reviews, which have been carried over o
the back cover of ‘A Light to My Path’ which has
identical contents. It was thought by my reviewers
that a new title could have wider appeal than

a more obviously ‘religious’ book. ‘A Light fo My
Path' includes a Foreword by Tony Garland, Lay
Canon of the Cathedral, and a dedication to
my wife, Marian, “with thanks for her patience,
support and advice over many years in the
preparation of the messages contained within
it.” My book is being published by Amazon UK
Bookstore, and according to New Generation
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Publishing, is being listed in numerous outlefts,
including Waterstones, and throughout the UK, EU,
North America and Australia.

So, what are my reasons for writing ‘A Light to My
Path’2 Readers in the Anglican Communion have
the authority of a bishop to preach and teach. |
see preaching as an enormous privilege and an
awesome responsibility. According to the Apostle
Paul in his letter fo the Romans chapter 10, “faith
comes by hearing the message, and the message
is heard through the word of Christ.” But he makes
the point, “how can they hear without someone
preaching fo them?2 And how can they preach
unless they are sent2” In the Bible we have the
written word, a permanent record of the spoken
word which, unless it makes an immediate impact,
can be ignored or soon forgotten. My book is a
written record of my spoken word, and can be
read and studied at leisure by anyone at any
fime. All the messages are on two facing pages
which makes for easy daily reading. These are my
reasons for writing ‘A Light fo My Path’. The reviews
give some indication of the value some readers
have placed on it.

What have | fouched upon in my sermon
compilation?2 As a committed believer in the
authority of the Bible as the Word of God, | have
fried to preach according to my understanding
of the Scriptures, and on the readings from

the Anglican Lectionary. My belief is based on
personal experience since my conversion, and on
the Word itself as expressed by the Apostle Paul

in his second letter to Timothy chapter 3 verse 16
—"All Scripture is given by inspiration of God". The
Church understands this fo mean the whole of
the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. The liturgy of
the Anglican Communion affirms the authority of
Scripture in its readings, in the Nicene Creed, and
the Eucharist. On the road to Emmaus, Jesus said
to the two disciples: “This is what | told you while |
was still with you. Everything must be fulfilled that is
written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets
and the Psalms.” Then He opened their minds so
they could understand the Scriptures.

What do | hope a new generatfion of Readers,
and readers in general, might gain from
reading my book?2 My hope and prayer are
that they might gain a greater understanding
of the Scriptures and their authority, as an
encouragement to pray and study the Bible o
bring them to more maturity in Jesus Christ. My
advice to a new generation of Readers is that
proper and adequate preparation, daily prayer
and study of the Scriptures, is necessary to fulfil
their duties to preach and teach. | do not profess
fo be a prophet, but there is such a thing as the
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gift of prophecy. In chapter 14 and verse 1 of his
letter to the church at Corinth, the Apostle Paul
says: “Follow the way of love and eagerly desire
spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.”

REVIEWS

My opinion is that A LIGHT TO MY PATH is
excellent! It's easy to read, and | know it will
be a great blessing to many people. | would
recommend it to others and would hand

it on to someone else. | would buy it in a
bookshop.

Douglas Tate - Co. Durham

| greatly value your book of messages, quite
inspiring, and hardly a day goes by before it
comes off the book-shelf.

Revd. Edward Burfitt - Newcastle upon Tyne

| would recommend this book, especially
to more mature, thoughtful Christians. It has
thoughtful, engaging, interesting insights,
with new perspectives on familiar passages.
Insightful, practical, well written, broad
overview.

Peter Howitt - Surrey

| recommend this book for many reasons.
It is a well-organized collection of talks or
messages on extracts based on the Bible.

Informed and illustrated with stories and
examples, as well as references to other
parts of the Bible. This book wants to make
you read more of the chapter from which
the texts are taken. Above allitis a candid
testimony to the power and grace of the
Lord Jesus Christ to change and enrich
lives. It has integrity. A good book, | think, to
use for a Bible study, as it aims to point to a
personal relationship with Christ. More than
ever, it is relevant today in our beautiful but
disturbed and chaotic modern world.

Rosemay Dunlop -Tyne & Wear

The messages are based on the authority
and truth from the Scriptures. The topics are
almost all infroduced with a meaningful
illustration from everyday life or from history
that brings added insight into the particular
subject. Anyone who speaks in Christian
meetings would find the succinct thoughts
valuable. | would recommend it for personal
devotional use as daily reading and a useful
tool as a resource for potential speakers.

13
Margaret Tyler - West Sussex

21/03/2021 16:46‘ ‘



Belarus is not your normal tourist destination.

K H ATY N Two factors made up my mind to travel there.

Y 4 | read somewhere that very few British people
go, and visa restrictions had been lifted.

TH E VI LLAG E A country with 11,000 lakes should have given
me a clue as to the weather, even in July:

I N B E LAR US pouring rain. Everything not covered by lake is
covered by birch forest or marshes. Over the
centuries, Belarus has been part of the Grand

THAT Duchy of Lithuania, Poland, the Holy Russian
Empire and finally the Soviet Union, with a

y period under very brutal Nazi occupation

DO ES N T during the Great Patriotic War - 1941 to 1944. It

became an independent country in 1991, but

is still very much a one-party communist state.
EXI T. The one place that I read about and knew
that | wanted to visit was Khatyn (pronounced
locally Hateen), a vilage deep in the birch
ANNE HORNE IS A READER IN THE forest that ceased to exist on 22nd March
PARISH OF HOLY TRINITY AND ST 1943. In its place stands the National Memorial.
MARY, BERWICK. In the forest, the land is poor - the translation
from my Belarusian guide book reads: ‘the
land is stingy'. People eked out a living trading
fimber, hunting, gathering wild honey and
tapping birch trees. They still do it today — cut
info the bark, tie a jam jar to the tree and let
the sap flow into the jam jar. It is bottled and
sold in shops across Belarus.

So, what happened at
Khatyne On 22 March
1943, partisans cut a

. g c The story of Khatyn's downfall began at the
Communlcchon.ere. 1936 Olympics. Hans-Otto Woellke, a German
A convoy of pO|ICe shot putter, won a gold medal. He also

happened to be a close friend of Adolf Hitler.
OTTOChed TO The SS Was During World War Il, he was a captain in an

sent out to invesﬂgg’re, elite Security Police attached to the SS. All of
this passed Khatyn by, as did the outbreak

of war. No one bothered the quiet little
backwater in the forest. There was nothing

to worry about. The Soviet Union and Nazi
Germany had signed the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact in August 23, 1939. This was a Treaty of
Non-aggression, a neutrality pact between
Germany and the USSR. A written guarantee
of peace. The Pact came to an abrupt end
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on 22 June 1941, when Nazi Germany launched
Operation Barbarossa and invaded the Soviet
Union. Minsk was captured on 28 June 1941 and alll
of the present-day Belarus territory by the end of
August 1941, From then on, a Belarusian resistance
emerged. Hiding in woods and swamps, the
partisans disrupted the Nazi war effort and the SS
retaliated with a scorched earth policy.

So, what happened at Khatyng On 22 March 1943,
partisans cut a communication wire. A convoy

of police attached to the SS was sent out to
investigate. They walked straight infto an ambush
and were atftacked by Soviet partisans about 4
miles from Khatyn. 4 men were killed including

the commanding officer, Hans Otto Woellke. As a
result, more troops were sent, SS and the notorious
Dirlewanger Brigade, basically criminals, thugs,
bullies, and Russian soldiers who had deserted o
join the Nazis. Their function was simple - unleash
hell - and they chose quiet, little Khatyn. They
drove the inhabitants from their houses and into a
barn, which was then covered with straw and set
on fire. The frapped people managed to break
down the barn doors, but in frying to escape, were
kiled by machine gun fire. 147 people, including
75 children under 16 years of age, were killed —
burned, shot or suffocated in fire. The village was
then looted and burned to the ground. Sadly,
Khatyn's story was not unique: Belarus lost a
quarter of its pre-war population in what they refer
to as the Great Patriotic War.

At Khatyn, the villagers were buried by people
from neighbouring villages on the third day after
the fragedy, their grave marked by three crosses.
These were replaced in 1964 by a statue called
the Grieving Mother. In 1965, Pyotr Mironovich
Masherov first secretary of the Communist party in
Belarus (an honest politician) wanted a national
memorial. He was from the far north where there
were just as many afrocities, but he was also
realistic. The memorial needed to be near Minsk
so Khatyn was selected. A competition was held,
and the winners were a team of young architects
—unusual in the Soviet Union then. On the July

5th, 1969, Khatyn Memorial Complex opened,

25 years after the liberation of Minsk. When you
arrive at Khatyn there is a symbolic wicker fence,
marking the start of the village, the place where
villagers welcomed guests, performed weddings
and held some religious ceremonies. Writing on the
fence recalls 209 towns destroyed, 9200 villages
burnt down and 2,230,000 people of Belarus killed.
These were the known figures when the complex
opened in 1969. Research since has added to

the number. Grey flagstones (the colour of ash)
lead to the complex with red geraniums down the
centre — a stream of blood.
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The only statue at Khatyn looks out over the
former village. It is 6m high, and is called the
Unconquered or Unsubdued Man. It is based on
the story of Yosif Kaminsky, the village blacksmith
and only adult survivor from the barn. Yosif and
his son Adam forced their way out of the barn
when the roof collapsed, only to be met by
machine gunfire. Yosif was shot but recovered
consciousness after the froops left. He found

his son Adam, aged 15, still alive but very badly
injured. Adam died a few minutes later in his
father's arms. The statue represents Yosif, burnt
with clothes in rags, carrying his dead son. It also
represents every parent that lost children.

To the right of statue, on the site of the barn, is
a black stone slab - the symbolic roof of a barn.
It is broken - the barn roof was weakened and
collapsed burning people inside. The white
pathway leading to the barn narrows as it
approaches and is called the ‘Final Pathway’. To
the left of the statue is the ‘Wreath of Memory’
- mass burial site of the villagers. The monument
above it represents foundation joists of a new
house. Inscriptions read, on one side, from the
dead to the living:

“Good People remember. We loved life, and our
homeland, and you. We plead to you: let our cries
and grief turn info courage and strength, so that
you can establish Peace and Rest on this Earth. So
that nowhere and never life will disappear again
in a tornado of fire!”

On the reverse side of the Wreath of Memory, the
reply from the living to the dead:

“You are our relatives. Our heads are bowed in
great sorrow, we stand before you. You accepted
death, but the flame of love for our homeland
shall never be quenched. The memory of you in
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people is immortal, eternal as our Earth and ever
bright Sun above.”

Moving on, the site of every house in the village

is marked in same way. 26 dwellings all in their
original positions, each with its own memorial. A
concrete open gate, a path leading to concrete
beams symbolising the joists of the house, with the
ground inside the beams blackened, burnt. After
the massacre, the only evidence of the village
were brick chimneys, so every house is marked by
a stylised chimney stack — broken at bottom to
symbolise ruined lives of the inhabitants. At the top
of each chimney is a bell. Every 30 seconds as you
walk around the village, a bell rings — someone

in Belarus died every 30 seconds during Great
Patriotic War. Memorial plagues on each chimney
show the victims from that house with their ages if
they were children.

Cemetery of Villages. 186 villages were totally
destroyed along with all their inhabitants and
never rebuilt. The Cemetery of Villages has

185 graves with the name of each village that
disappeared. Each grave has black scorched
earth with a red pedestal - symbolic flames, and
on top, a black urn. Representatives came from all
over Belarus bringing a handful of soil from each
of the 185 burned villages to create the symbolic
graveyard. Khatyn itself is the 186th village, site of
the symbolic graveyard.
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Tree of Life. 433 Belarusian villages were
completely burned down and residents killed,
but the villages were later rebuilt. Their names are
on metal ‘trees of life’ in front of concrete blocks
representing a house being rebuilt.

——

Wall of Sorrow. This part of the memorial is
dedicated to all the people killed in Belarus, and
remembering especially over 260 extermination
sites, forced labour camps and the 810,000 soviet
prisoners of war whole also died on Belarusian

soil. The entrance to the Wall of Sorrow symbolises @

broken prison bars with the wall overhanging,
resembling walls of barracks in concentration
camps. Along the wall are 66 recesses with the
names of sites of most loss of life. Large recesses
represent sites with more than 20,000 victims. The
first two recesses are to remember children, and
people leave offerings of tfoys or sweets. One is to
an orphanage that the Nazis wanted as an army
HQ, so they killed all the children. The second is

to the village of Krasny Bereg. All children aged
between 4 and 15 were rounded up and drained
of their blood for transfusion to wounded Germans
in hospitals. The Eternal lame A large black marble
slab with poplar frees in 3 corners symbolises life.
Instead of a tree, in the 4th corner is the efernall
flame to remember that 1 in 4 of population was
kiled between 1941 and 1944.

Before Khatyn, memorials depicted glory -
October Square, Victory Park, the Mound of
Glory, Brest Hero Fortess, even the name — Great
Patriotic War. The Minister of Culture for USSR was
horrified by Khatyn. She thought it should be
demolished and saw it as a mockery that an old
man in rags was shown rescuing a child. It should
be a glorious soldier. On April 1, 1970, a secret
ballot of the USSR central committee voted 36 to
2 in favour of Khatyn. Since then, memorials have
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changed in Belarus. The site of the ghetto in Minsk
is marked by a harrowing statue of Jewish people
being led to their death. The Island of Tears shows
mothers grieving for their soldier sons who died in
Afghanistan. According to some sceptics, Khatyn
and the massacre were deliberately exploited by
the Soviet authorities to deflect from the Katyn
massacre, for which the Russian occupying force
in Poland was responsible. There are claims that

a major reason for erecting the memorial was to
cause confusion with Katyn among foreign visitors.
Whatever the motive, in a clearing deep in the
misty birch forest, the Wall of Sorrow and Cemetery
of Villages will serve as a permanent reminder of a
country whose civilian population suffered and lost
SO much.

Eight inhabitants of the village survived. Six of
them witnessed the massacre - five children and
an adult. Two were still alive in 2018 af the 75th
anniversary. Anfon losifovich Baranovsky (1930~
1969) was left for dead with wounds in both legs.
His injuries were treated by partisans. Five months
after the opening of the Memorial, he died. Viktor
Andreevich Zhelobkovich, (born 1936), survived
the fire. His mother Anna ran out of the barn with
her clothes on fire, holding his hand. They were
both shot, but she fell covering her son with her
body. He lay under his mother’s corpse fill the

@ soldiers left the village. As an adult, he worked at
the design office of precise engineering, in Minsk.
He was sfill alive in 2018. Alexander Petrovich
Zhelobkovich (1930-1994), escaped from the
village before the soldiers were able to fully
surround it.

His mother woke him up and put him on a horse,
on which he escaped to a nearby village.
Volodya Antonovich Yaskevich (1930-2008) was
staying with his aunt. He ran and hid in a potato
pif. Two soldiers noticed the boy but spared him.
Vladimir noted that they spoke German between
themselves, not Ukrainian. Volodya ‘s sister, Sofia
Antonovna Yaskevich (born 1934), also staying
with their aunt, was pushed into the cellar by her
aunt. Troops shot her aunt but didn’t find Sofia.
She crawled out of the house as it burned, but
the soldiers failed to see herin the chaos and
dense black smoke. She found her brother and
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they escaped together. Two women from
neighbouring villages were visiting Khatyn
and were killed in the barn and two girls from
Khatyn were visiting other villages on the day
of the massacre. Two girls, Maria Fedorovich
and Yulia Klimovich managed to leave the
barn and crawl to the nearby wood. Badly
burnt, they were found by the inhabitants of
a nearby village. Unfortunately, that village
was later also burned to the ground and the
two girls perished. The only adult survivor of
the massacre was blacksmith Yuzif Kaminsky.
He died in 1973. For many years, Yuzif went
back to the site of the village every week. As
it became more visited, he educated school
parties, visitors and young people in the story
of Khatyn.
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History can offer us a wealth of facts about
pandemics, as well as insights info how
governments and ordinary people reacted to
the threat they faced. For instance, in every
pandemic, those in power have attempted to

W R I I E S discover the source of the disease: on every

GLORIA BRYANT EDITS THIS MAGAZINE occasion, including the present one, judging it to
AND IS A READER WITH PTO AT ST originate in Asia. Even in the 6th century rats on
FRANCIS NEWCASTLE. ships coming from the east were identified as the
cause of the plague. In 1918, the arrival of the

flu in Europe has been blamed on the arrival in
France of some Chinese labour battalions or on

History and literature are two of Russian troops arriving from Viadivostok. In every
my interests and both have kepi pandemic, governments have also imposed
. quarantining on those who fallill. In the past the
me company dunng the now Iong measures taken were brutal: affected families
months of the pcmdemic. were shut inside their boarded-up properties
and there they stayed until they recovered or
History tells us that there have been three known died. Even as late as the last pandemic in 1918,
great pandemics: the plague of Justinian (6th in the poorer areas of many cities people died
century A.D.); the Black Death (1347-1351); and alone and the living were found sharing rooms
the influenza which began to spread across the with corpses. In all previous pandemics, mass
world in the autumn of 1918, wrongly labelled graves took the place of the individual burial
the Spanish Flu. There have been other serious plot, and in this pandemic, mass grave sites have
outbreaks of disease but they have been on a appeared once again in various parts of the
smaller scale, for example, the Great Plague in world. Of course, those who can tend to leave the
London of 1665, the Sweating Sickness, which overcrowded cities and towns and take refuge in
appeared periodically for centuries, and the 1957 rural communities: the aristocracy and gentry of
Asian Flu (which Ihad as a child). More recently, the past retreated to their country estates, willing,
® we have had Avian Flu and viruses causing just like the second home owners of the present, ®
severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), which to risk transporting a lethal disease to those who
includes Covid-19, now the cause of the world’s might otherwise have been spared.
fourth great pandemic. Though pestilence has
been written about since at least biblical times, However, except where we have eyewitness
the cause of the first three pandemics is a matter testimony, history probably cannot do quite as
of scientific as well as historical record. The sixth much as literature to give us insights info how those
century pandemic and the Black Death were of past and present experience a pandemic. It is
both caused by infection with the yersinia pestis all too easy to forget that behind the facts and the
bacterium, a conclusion based on historical stafistics are real people and the death of each
descriptions of the illness in affected people and one means a life has been cut short and a family
the discovery of the bacterium’s DNA in human left bereft. Currently, the media have done their
remains af ancient grave sites. best to overcome the tendency to forget this, but
] _ as a society we have become data-obsessed.
Spanish Flu, however, was caused by a virus, Literature, however, is able to explore more freely
HINT influenza A. Plague was spread by flea- the feelings, fears and hopes which beset us when
infested rafs: the flea was the vector and the rafs faced with something we seem to have no control
the reservoir hosts. When plague was endemic over and which brings death on an unimaginable
hygiene and sanifation were such that most scale. Pandemics have given rise to a smalll
people lived in close proximity to rats and were library of novels, some of which are regarded as
familiar with infestations of fleas and lice. Spanish masterpieces, among them these three which |
Flu, however, was an airborne virus carried from have enjoyed in the past: ‘A Journal of the Plague
human to human by droplets and contact, much Year' by Daniel Defoe, ‘Year of Wonders' by
like Covid-19. There are said to have been 15-100 Geraldine Brooks and ‘La Peste’ (The Plague) by
million deaths during the plague of Justinian and Albert Camus. Daniel Defoe’s work is so evocative
75-200 million during the Black Death, but there is that it was once thought to be an eyewitness
no way of verifying the numbers and so until now account of plague in London in 1665. ‘Year of
fhe 1918 pandemic is judged to have caused the Wonders' describes a catastrophic outbreak of

greatest number of deo‘rhs: 22 milli.on, almost twice plague in an isolated English village which arrives
the number who died during the First World War.
18
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in an infected bolt of cloth from London. Set in the
1660s and told through the eyes of a housemaid,
the novel was inspired by the true story of Eyam

in Derbyshire. ‘La Peste’, which was one of my A
Level French set books decades ago, tells of an
outbreak of plague in the French Algerian city of
Oran. Written in 1947, the main characters include
two doctors, a priest and a journalist but there are
also many ordinary people in the story, affected
by their experience of a devastating illiness for
which there are few freatments. In these books
what becomes apparent is that in a catastrophe
we can never predict how people will behave:
will they be their best self or their worst self2 In

the books we find selfishness and fear, inertia and
wrong-doing, indifference and despair, just as

we have witnessed panic-buying and inequality,
unnecessary journeys fo tourist spots, raves and
house parties, scams and criminality. However, the
books also tell of heroism and the triumph of the
human spirit over adversity and we have heard

of that too since March 2020. In Brooks' book, a
year of catastrophe becomes a year of wonders.
Dare we hope that this period of lockdowns and
restrictions will become a time of wonders for us?
The vaccines certainly give us some cause to.

More recently, | have read two novels, ‘Hamnet’
by Maggie O'Farrell and ‘Daughters of Mars’

by Thomas Kenneally. ‘Hamnet' is an account

of William Shakespeare’s only son who died of
plague, aged twelve, in Stratford-upon-Avon

in 1596, though his frailer twin sister, Judith, from
whom he caught the disease, survived. The novel
is notf really about Hamnet: the main character

is his mother Anne or Agnes Hathaway. Even
Hamnet's father is never mentioned by name.
What lies at the heart of the novel is a mother’s
grief. The description of Agnes washing and laying
out the body of her dead son and her anguish
that the task must be carried out quickly to protect
the community is deeply moving. Thankfully,
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very few children have died of Covid-19 but as

| write more than 100,000 people have died in
Britain who potentially had many years of living
and loving ahead of them. O'Farrell’s narrative
powerfully evokes the deep sense of loss we feel
on the death of a loved one, perhaps especially
when we believe that death need not have
happened when it did. The question that dogs
Agnes in Hamnet is why did her daughter live
and her son die. In Kenneally's book, which is
about two Australian sisters, both nurses caring
for the wounded on the Western Frontin 1918,
the randomness of the outcomes from contagion
and infection is also explored. As the war draws
to an end, both women catch Spanish Flu and
Kenneally offers alternative endings to the novel:
the older sister dies, the younger lives and vice
versa. The life of the surviving sister, the might-
have-been, is explored in both endings. There are
many people across the world who are currently
doing just that in the aftermath of the death of
someone they loved.

| have found great solace in literature these
recent months. Whether or not that is so for you,
as Christians we are likely to be asking, and as
ministers being asked, where God has been this
last year. Theologians are uniquely equipped

to provide answers to that question. One of the
main characters in ‘La Peste’ is a Jesuit priest,

a learned and much respected man. Soon

after the outbreak of the plague, he preaches

a sermon in the cathedral at Oran in which he
tells his congregation that the plague is God'’s
punishment for their sins. He also confides in

one of the doctors that while there is no rational
explanation for the death of a boy of eleven, it
must be accepted because to question the death
is fo question God'’s will. Thankfully, it would be
rare nowadays to hear a Christian, let alone a
priest, speak of a pandemic or a child's death as
the will of God. God is Love. Nevertheless, God's
judgement permeates our Scriptures, though
judgement is not about ‘zapping’ us but rather
about bringing us back to a way of living imbued
with justice and love. So human culpability for
this pandemic and the resulting loss of life is not
something which can be ignored. If any good
can come out of Covid-19, it would be my hope
that it fransforms humankind into people who
care for the needs of the poor, who strive to end
the countless injustices endured by so many, who
resolve to end the cruelty and disrespect shown
to the animal kingdom and who remember our
call to be stewards of God's whole creation. All
these aspirations are connected and humankind
cannotf hear them articulated too often by the
faith leaders of the world.
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