
Readings: Malachi 3:1-4. Philippians 1:3-11. Luke 3:1-6 
 
The readings today reminded me of a conversation I had with a dear friend from Ghana in 
Africa. We were discussing family life, in particular the role of the Grandparent or senior family 
member, in our respective cultures. I was fascinated to hear that the senior member in his 
country takes on the role of story teller and at all family get togethers the entire family gathers 
around to listen to 
stories about their ancestors, 
stories of epic battles, 
stories of survival, 
stories of bravery, 
stories about their tribe, 
and stories about their faith. 
And even though these stories are often repeated they generally manage to keep the attention 
of all members of the family. Probably because the stories emphasize the importance of 
tradition; they help to mould identity; they provide teaching from past mistakes and successes; 
and inspire the young to be brave and proud of their heritage, their family and their faith. And I 
would argue that stories in the Bible do the same. 
Today’s stories about the Advent messenger who is coming to prepare the way, as in the refiner 
and purifier mentioned in Malachi. Or Paul’s promise to the Philippians that the one who has 
begun a good work among them will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. Or Luke’s 
care in anchoring his story of the appearance of the foretold messenger, John the Baptist in a 
specific and precise moment in the history of the world. 
Telling stories today about our heritage and our faith is vital if we are to learn from the past 
mistakes as well as the past successes and be built up in our faith. And I am sure that we all 
have stories to tell of how God has led us in our life journey of faith. And it is important that we 
do, if we are to take seriously Bishop Mark’s commission, to share God’s love, in these Glens 
and Straths. 
I have certainly been fascinated by the stories that have been told by the many people I have 
met over the years. .. shared stories of how God has talked with them, walked with them, and 
guided them through the years. Stories that have encouraged me in my ministry about the 
amazing God we worship and serve. Our Loving God is certainly not dead as some would 
suppose. 
And so this morning I thought I would take the opportunity to share with you my story of how I 
became a Christian in order that you might be encouraged to share yours. My story of coming 
to faith is just ONE chapter of my life but an important one all the same. 
 
In 1978 I married Lorraine, the most beautiful woman in the world .... okay so I am biased. At 
the same time, I joined the Nottinghamshire police. This was a difficult time what with being 
away at police training school and leaving Lorraine, a Canadian on her own in a strange country 
with a baby on the way. It was not the best of starts. Hardly any wonder that Lorraine suffered 
post-natal depression for a considerable period after Robert was born. 
We were not church goers - the fact that we were married at a registry office indicates that - 
but I guess we had a spark of faith because we had both our boys christened. And it was the 



christenings which turned our thoughts initially towards God. And question what baptism was 
all about. 
During this time, I had served two years at Central Police Station in Nottingham, and nearly a 
year in the Police cells. And though I initially enjoyed working in the cells, Lorraine and others 
noted that it had changed me. I had become surly, racist, I swore and I didn’t have a good word 
to say about many people. I was lonely and empty inside and had got to the stage where I 
thought, was everyone a criminal, and perhaps I treated them as such. Hardly any wonder that 
our marriage was very rocky at this time. 
However, shortly after returning to normal police duties, I along with 2000 other officers 
travelled to Coventry airfield to assist with the policing of the Pope’s visit in 1982. There had 
been an assignation attempt on his life, hence the police presence. Though I went with 
thoughts  of lots of overtime, beer and some cards, I was amazed that at the time of our arrival 
at 4am, already there were some 10,000 people there . And as we marched onto the airfield 
not one of them spat at us, or questioned my father’s identity. Instead they stood up, clapped, 
took photographs and generally welcomed us to their gathering. It was tremendous to feel 
appreciated and welcomed. It was also notable seeing the expectancy and pleasure on the 
faces of many who were there. They certainly seemed to have something about them that I did 
not have. 
The dawn signalled a beautiful May day, clear blue skies and lovely warm sunshine. And at 
10am the papal helicopter arrived and what a welcome! Our task was to guard the Papal 
helicopter – And as the Pope stepped out, a Tsunami of funnelled praise, joy and love hit me. 
I could not comprehend, firstly the size of the crowd, now numbering over 700,000, their 
commitment, their sincerity all mixed with large quantities of friendliness and love. 
How true Jesus was when he said in John 13:35, ‘By this all will know that you are my disciples, 
if you love one another.’ These people seemed to have something that I didn’t have - St Paul 
strikes a chord when he said in 1 Cor.5, ‘For the same God who said, Out of darkness let light 
shine, has caused his light to shine within us, to give the light of revelation’ I believe I saw the 
light of revelation in those people that day. 
But the celebration was also appealing in itself, for I was also attracted by the beautiful music 
and songs, some of which were in Latin and lasted for hours. What a celebration! It was a 
heady mixture of colour, ritual, music and people. 
That aside, the Pope left at 3pm and at 6pm we were given the order to line up, ready to march 
off the field, even though there were still many, many people there. It was at this time 3 nuns 
came walking by and one of them came up to me, put her hands together and said, ‘I shall pray 
for you.’ Pray for me. Why? What had she seen me do? Why should a Nun want to pray for me? 
The journey home, and over the next few days, my mind was full of the day’s experiences. 
There was something special happening there and there was something special in those people. 
What was it? Could it be possible that I might be like them one day? 
Lorraine and I talked at length. She said, with reference to our marriage, that if God couldn’t 
help then no one could. We discussed the possibility of going to church. But how do you go to 
church, I hadn’t been a church goer, what do they do inside that building? What if they were 
different to those at Coventry? and which church does one go to anyway? Added to these 
thoughts were ‘Can a police officer be a Christian? What about turning the other cheek, 
forgiving one another and not working on Sundays? The only bits of Scripture I knew. 



Whilst all this was going on, within a week, we received a letter from the village CofE church in 
Cotgrave, Nottingham inviting us to a free meal ... Free meal well what more could you ask for, 
with a huge credit card debt and a 15% mortgage interest loan on a 100% mortgage ? 
The church was beginning a funding campaign and because Christopher had been baptised 
there, we were approached. But it was the timing that got me, was this a sign from God? Was 
this the church we were to go to? At least we would be able to check out the people to see 
what they were like and, like the people of Coventry, these people too had something different 
about them and so afterwards Lorraine and I decided that the next day we would contact the 
Rector. 
Bryan Barrodale was just the right man for me to speak to. For as Marjorie here knows Bryan 
was a large, strong and an able communicator, a man who had served in Vietnam with the 
Medic Corp and who now was chaplain to the 3rd territorial parachute regiment. He was a 
tremendous help and encouraged both of us to come to church and he said that he would guide 
us through the services and said that we should talk again in 10 weeks. 
But it wasn’t easy. It wasn’t easy walking up the church path the first time, pausing at the 
closed door and wondering ‘do you have to knock’, can you just turn the handle and walk in? 
It wasn’t easy learning how to follow the service in the book, neither was it easy having two 
boys, aged three and one, to cope with in a service, but somehow we managed and although I 
struggled sometimes to understand what was being said or done I had an inner drive to find out 
more. 
Then in the local church magazine I came across a prayer that seemed to say the words that 
deep down I wanted to say. So every day on my way to work, I would pray it ... 
 
Open to thee O Lord, wide open to thee, 
open to all that thou art. 
Come make my heart thy dwelling place. 
A place of rest, a place of peace, a place where striving and self shall cease. 
A place where thou dost reign, crowned King, redeemer, the lamb once slain. 
A place for the one who mediates, a place for the one who still creates. 
Come fill my heart yet more and more until there is no room for self, 
no room for greed, no room for any idol Lord. 
Simply filled with thee and freed. 
 
If it was possible to have a personal relationship with the Lord, to have Jesus living within me, 
then this is what I desired. 
One morning in Sept 1982 I knew that the prayer, for me, had been answered. It wasn’t a flash 
of light experience, more like an inner knowing. I felt different inside and several things, like 
swearing and some of my attitudes, changed overnight. But though this inner joy has remained 
part of me, it has not kept me from experiencing difficulties, the deaths of family members; a 
serious road accident in a police car and a 6 bypass heart operation are evidence of that. 
How true St Paul was when he said, ‘we are no better that pots of earthenware to contain this 
treasure’. We are fragile and we are breakable but it is possible that we can hold a priceless 
treasure within us. And Through the years My faith has helped me to realise that I am not alone 
and that my Lord is with me wherever I go, and it has been wonderful to see the Lord at work 



and coming more fully into the lives of family, friends and colleagues. 
It was a real joy, for example, that the following year my mother and father were confirmed 
with me. Two years later my sister was confirmed and about six months before my brother-in-
law died he too became a Christian, as did a number of my police colleagues in the years that 
followed. 
But it is important to note that the story does not end there. Every day the Lord adds a new 
paragraph, page or chapter to our book of faith. Our story of God’s call to come here, is yet 
another chapter and so I am encouraged by Paul’s reminder today that the one who has begun 
a good work in us will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. Our faith story is NOT 
finished yet! And God is not dead but alive! 
So as we begin this great adventure together, with the commission our bishop has given us, let 
us pray that we be faithful in sharing and living the faith we hold dear, that all these Glens and 
Straths shall see the salvation of God. Amen 


