
19 July 2020 

  

Dear Friends of Elmwood, 

 

People are not shy to point out a minister’s errors. Mine are many and 

manifest. (I dare not mention the faults no one has noticed. Yet.) 

 I’ve been calling these little efforts ‘letters’, but that word denotes personal 

correspondence between two individuals. “These are not letters,” I’m told. 

“What’s more, you’re too wordy. And you wander all over the place.” 

There’s no answer to that. Guilty, on all counts! 

 

Essays and Belle Lettres 

Mind you, St Paul’s ‘Epistles to Young Churches’ are also called ‘letters’, 

aren’t they? He gets wordy too – ‘prolix’, if you want an old-fashioned word for 

it. (It sounds like a new pharmaceutical. “Prolix may cause drowsiness….”) 

St Paul’s thoughts pile up inside him, until, propelled by strong emotion, 

they burst forth in a torrent of words. In full flight, he seems to begin a sentence 

without knowing how he’ll end it. He wanders too. But the astute reader 

perceives the thread that stitches his thoughts together. 

Having got things off his chest, St Paul usually descends to earth. Briefly. 

That’s when his pedestrian self gets a chance to speak. He tells Timothy: “Bring 

the cloak I left with Carpus at Troas.” To the Galatians: “See what large letters I 

make when I write in my own hand?” And to the Thessalonians: “This is the 

mark in every letter of mine; it is the way I write.” 

I’ve never heard a sermon on those verses. Why not, I wonder? They’re 

fragments of reality shining through a human personality. Isn’t that the great 

theme of Christianity? 

Some works of fiction pass themselves off as a collection of letters. C.S. 

Lewis did that in The Screwtape Letters. But my little efforts are not that either. 

Nor are they ‘encyclicals’ proclaimed ex cathedra, or ‘dispatches’ from the front. 

Neither are they sermons. 

What then? Maybe they’re more like personal essays. The word ‘essay’ 

means ‘attempt’. An essay is never the final word on anything. They’re personal, 

too, because their topics aren’t assigned from without; they arise from within. 

Michel de Montaigne, a 16th century French writer, practically invented the 

personal essay. Wearied by plague and the wars inflaming his world, he 
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retreated to his study to read, think, and sift through his own life, the better to 

understand our ‘human condition’. His essays were the result. 

When our pandemic hit, there was a little blip in sales of his essays. 

They’re rarely confessional, but his essays take many detours, and stray into 

personal anecdote and rumination. “I myself am the subject of my book,” he once 

said. His essays, too, are fragments of reality shining through human personality. 

 

Diary and Memoir 

Essays are like diaries that way. Samuel Pepys, an Englishman living a 

century after Montaigne, is famous for his. He witnessed the Great Fire of 

London in 1666 and made a record of its devastation.  

Not every day can be this momentous. Here’s what Pepys wrote in his 

diary on 19 July 1662, 358 years ago today: “It raining hard upon the water, I put 

ashore and sheltered myself, while the King came by in his barge…but 

methought it lessened my esteem of a king that he should not be able to 

command the rain.” 

When the sun has set, a diarist revisits the day in the light of memory, sees 

what stands out, and puts it down in words. We get to know the diarist by seeing 

those events, momentous and mundane, through his or her eyes.  

Lately, I’ve been reading excerpts from Robertson Davies’ diaries, before 

turning off the light in bed each night. Last week, I came to 22 November 1963: 

“John F. Kennedy assassinated, and everyone stricken in their characteristic 

mode; very depressed and chilled.” He goes on to note that C.S. Lewis, whom 

Davies had slightly known when he was a student at Oxford, also died that day. 

The next day, another famous writer, Aldous Huxley, died. These deaths 

put Davies into a solemn mood. On 24 November 1963, he wrote: “Huxley’s 

death affects me deeply…His combination of a strongly religious feeling with a 

great and astringent wit appealed to me…I never saw him save once on the street 

in New York beside the garden wall of the Museum of Modern Art.” 

Then he writes this: “Such a death makes one feel lonely.” 

 

Nicholas Lash, R.I.P. 

 Those words hit me hard as I turned out the light and waited for sleep. 

“Such a death makes one feel lonely.” That very morning, I’d learned of the 

death of a teacher I’d admired, respected, and revered. It made me feel suddenly 

lonely, knowing he was not alive in the world anymore. 
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Nicholas Lash was a magnificent philosopher and theologian at 

Cambridge University when I studied there. He was a witty lecturer, an acerbic 

debater, a brilliant thinker, and a gifted writer; a large personality housed in a 

wiry frame. 

He presided at the head of a long wooden table in an ancient room with 

mullioned windows that looked down upon the gate of St John’s College. Those 

who gathered there formed the ‘D’ Society. It had this odd name for longer than 

anyone could remember. No one knew why it was called that. 

Scholars in divinity, philosophy, history and ‘letters’ sat around this table. 

So did famous scholars visiting from abroad. Some were friends, others 

embittered rivals. It did not matter. One would read aloud a fresh ‘essay’ 

advancing this or that view. Others would tear its argument to pieces. Then tea. 

You’d have thought they were just being mean to each other in a typically 

‘English’ way. But their purpose was higher than that. They tackled each other, 

not physically but verbally (there had been no ‘duels’ for at least a century). 

Their arsenal was varied and well-practised. They could damn each other with 

faint praise, rapier wit, a withering sigh, or a well-timed yawn. Nothing says, 

“You bore me!” like an audible snore. I’m a preacher. I should know. But mostly, 

they thrusted and parried with the shiny swords of intellect and learning. 

I was a lowly research student. Research students had license to be there 

too. Being Canadian, I kept my mouth shut for the first year and just listened. 

The English students spoke up. So, of course, did the Americans, Germans, and 

voluble Australians. “You just refuse to have an unspoken thought, don’t you?” 

said my New Zealand friend, an historian, to my Australian friend, a published 

poet and neo-Platonic philosopher. But this was said much later in the pub. 

An innocent abroad, I at least knew how little they knew of Canada, and 

how little they expected of Canadians. 

I didn’t expect much of me either. For the entire first year, I waited for a 

letter from the University’s Vice-Chancellor that would tell me my presence at 

Cambridge was a madcap mix-up, and would I please return my scholarship for 

someone more deserving and go back to the igloo I came from? 

One day, Lash glared down the seminar table, sniffed, and said, “What 

does the quiet Canadian think?” On the spot, I ventured a thought. And he did 

not savage me! For the first time, I felt I might, maybe, perhaps, not be a fraud 

waiting to be found out. Later, I entered an essay competition. Lash examined it 
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and awarded me the prize. A tutor at Trinity sent a note: “A feather in your cap,” 

it said. But my Canadian soul was too timid to rejoice. 

A few years later, Lash was one of the examiners of my dissertation, along 

with John Macquarrie, a celebrated theologian, then retired in Oxford. I should 

have feared Macquarrie. He was famous on at least three continents. But he was 

a marshmallow next to Lash. 

When I arrived for my oral exam, it was pouring with rain, but there was a 

hurricane raging in my soul. I knocked on the door to his rooms. Lash opened it. 

“Just give us a moment, will you?” he said, then closed it, leaving me in a 

drenching downpour. 

When he ushered me in at last, I threaded my way through a landscape of 

books and papers piled like towers on the floor. He cleared a chair of books and 

pointed at it. I sat down, dripping, dampening the seat. It was next to the 

fireplace. At first, its heat relieved my shivering, whether from cold or fear I 

couldn’t say; but later it made me sweat, though that may have been fear also. 

Macquarrie sat on one side, smiling like a plump cherub. Lash frowned 

from a chair on my other side, his eyes aglint like a sharpened blade. Macquarrie 

lobbed questions and I fielded them, rather in the way my brother and I used to 

play ‘catch’ when I was ten. 

Lash, of course, went for an artery. He ferreted out a weakness in chapter 

three, found a typo in the preface (how did that get there?!), and proposed a rival 

interpretation of a citation I’d used (“Hadn’t you thought of that? Hmm?”). I 

yielded some points, pushed back on some others, but I felt like a wounded 

gazelle brought down and toyed with by a lion on the African savannah. 

And so it went for a couple of hours. 

My dissertation’s final chapter was, I felt, my best and most original one. 

Then Lash said, in passing, “That’s very well argued here. Nicely done.” And in 

that moment, I somehow knew I’d passed. Weeks later, a letter came through the 

post saying I had. 

It was a few years before I returned to Cambridge. My friend, Stewart, 

who’d given me a guitar in honour of our late-night conversations at Knox 

College, was with me. I took him to the door of Lash’s study. 

“Come on,” I said. “This is a seriously brilliant man. I want you to meet 

him.” I knocked, then immediately regretted it. Who was I to bother him? I felt 

tongue-tied, nervous, foolish…Canadian. 
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His ancient door swung open. His narrow face loomed before me like a 

pale wizard’s head. “Yes?” he said, blinking. 

“Professor Lash, I’m so sorry to trouble you,” I said. “I was one of your 

students a few years ago. I learned so much from you. You won’t remember me. 

My name is….” 

“Of course I remember you, Dr. Fullerton. Come in. Who’s this stranger 

with you?” 

 

Loneliness and Loss 

We live our lives twice. Once in real time, and again in memory. In that 

sense, we’re all diarists of the long, personal essay that is our life. 

Each memory is a personal, living museum. It enshrines people who’ve 

stood out to us, and moments in time that loom before us and never fade. They 

can seem, in broad daylight, so inconsequential. “It was raining hard that day. 

Why do I remember that?” 

There’s a reason they stand out. Something meaningful happened there 

and then. They’re fragments of reality shining through human personality, alive 

in an ordinary world. We must remember them, in twilight, in the moments 

before we turn out the light. 

 “Every death is the burning of a library,” says an old proverb. Nicholas 

Lash and I were never ‘friends’. That would have been absurd. And that’s not the 

point of my wordy, wandering essay today. The point is this. Nicholas Lash 

stands out in my memory as a huge personality. A large fragment of the reality 

shining through him enlightened me. Such a death makes one feel lonely. 

 Here, in tribute, is a brief passage from page 35 of the last book he 

published, called, Holiness, Speech, and Silence. I’ve chosen it at random, though I 

see, now, that I marked it with a pencil long ago. 

 “To speak of ourselves as ‘souls’ is to recognise our creatureliness, to 

acknowledge that everything we are and have is gift; that we are ‘gift-things’ that 

have been given the capacity and duty to return the gift we are in praise and 

celebration.” Amen. 

  

 Yours in the faith, 

 Andrew 


