
4 October 2020 

 

Dear Friends of Elmwood, 

 

 October is autumn’s most ‘autumnal’ month, the true halfway house 

between summer and winter. The sun hangs lower in the sky, its journey 

shortens, and its intensity weakens. Dying leaves brandish their last gasp of 

colour, presaging November’s gunmetal grey. It’s a month of swift cooling and 

change. 

 

Revolutions and Evolutions 

Is there something about October – the whiff of wood smoke in a bracing 

chill – that invites the swift change we call ‘Revolution’? Probably not. America 

started theirs on a hot day in July in 1776. Not to be outdone, the unruly French 

began one too, on ‘Bastille Day’ (July 14) in 1789. 

Still, I wonder. In 1917, Lenin led the Bolsheviks in the October Revolution. 

Mao’s ‘Long March’ started in October 1934. The Great Depression began with 

the Wall Street Crash of October 1929. And it will be fifty years, tomorrow, since 

the F.L.Q. kidnapped James Cross, launching our own ‘October Crisis’.  

 Revolutions aim at swift and radical change in human affairs. If the 

demand is fierce enough, they turn to violence. Urgency, frustration, and 

unrequited anger fuel them. If you’re desperate enough, you’ll support the 

Revolution, perhaps even join it. But if it threatens you, you’ll oppose it. It all 

depends on where you’re standing, your initial position. 

“He hath put down the mighty from their seats, and exalted the humble 

and meek,” sang Mary in that most revolutionary of prayers, ‘The Magnificat’. 

For she had just learned that God would incite revolutionary change through the 

child she’d soon bear, and her response was an out-pouring of praise. 

Many revolutions, though, are never intended by anyone, even when 

humans cause them. In that sense, they’re ‘aimless’, though not necessarily 

‘accidental’. The ‘Industrial Revolution’ changed the world forever, for good and 

for ill, though no one intended the ‘ill’ part, did they? Rapid climate change and 

ecological devastation are its direct effects, and a great reckoning will soon befall 

us if we fail to foment a ‘Green Revolution’. So far, not good. Not good at all. 

The Black Death in the 14th century killed half of Europe, changing its 

society utterly and forever. Humans didn’t mean to, but they unwittingly spread 
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it. The virus plaguing us now is not as virulent. And the tools we wield to 

combat it are sophisticated, thanks to the ‘Scientific Revolution’. But many feel 

swift change is once more in the air, and a revolutionary spectre haunts the 

world. “The post-Covid world will be radically different,” they warn with a 

frown. Or is it a smile? 

I don’t know how they know that. My phys. ed. teacher in Grade Eight 

gave his pupils the chance to experience all the ‘recreational’ sports, like golf, 

curling, tennis, and so on. He wanted us to acquire the skills that might enrich 

the coming waves of ‘leisure time’. “Because of the ‘Industrial Revolution’” he 

explained, “you’ll only be working ten hours per week by the time you’re 

thirty.” He sounded so certain. But it never happened, did it? Maybe I should call 

him up. Once I get through my ‘to do’ list. At work. 

If revolutionary change happens slowly, we may not even notice it. And if 

we do, we’ll call it ‘Evolution’ instead. Evolution is slow and measured change. It 

happens, not violently, but gently, organically, and with fewer broken windows. 

“Only change is permanent,” my father used to say. He was a forester, and 

he taught me how ecosystems evolve; how, for example, one species of tree will 

slowly displace another if the conditions are right. Forest fire, on the other hand, 

is Nature’s sudden, violent Revolution. It changes the landscape in a flash. But 

when the ground cools, Nature relaunches its patient ‘Green Evolution’, the 

‘Long March’ to new life. 

 

Can a Pope be Presbyterian? 

 In a speech he gave a few years ago, Pope Francis said the world is not 

living through an Era of Change, but through a Change of Era. I think I know 

what he means. 

The world is always ‘changing’, of course, always evolving in small and 

routine ways. Elections come and go, economies pass through their cycles of 

‘boom’ and ‘bust’, and Easter follows Christmas as surely as summer follows 

spring. 

But some changes are so profound, so far-reaching, and so swift that we 

can’t help but reach for the word ‘Revolution’ to describe them. This kind of 

change is more than the turning of a page. It’s more than the start of a new 

chapter. It’s the closing of an old book, ‘the end of an era’, and the start of a new 

one. 
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 The Pope went on to say some things about the Church and Christian 

Faith germane to a ‘Change of Era’; things that might even make a Presbyterian 

Minister smile and nod (never an easy task).  

Christian Faith,” he said, “is not a closed system incapable of generating 

questions, doubts, queries; but it’s alive, and able to unsettle and animate 

things.” He’s right. We ought to be able to meet, understand, and respond to a 

world that changes, revolts, and evolves. We can change, revolt, and evolve too. 

We can even change our mind about something and still be true to the Faith. 

The Pope encouraged the Church to take on the spirit of the great 

explorers, “passionate about navigating the open sea and not frightened by 

frontiers and storms. May she be a free Church, open to the challenges of the 

present, never on the defensive out of fear of losing something.” A ’free’ Church? 

But this is how Protestants describe themselves! 

And then, borrowing the slogan of the Protestant Reformation, the Pope 

declared that the Church is semper reformanda, i.e. ‘always reforming’; not 

changing wllly-nilly, but in faithful response to ‘God’s revolution’. 

And yet, as a Welsh poet and artist, David Jones, once said, “It is easy to 

miss Him at the turn of a civilisation.” Will we recognize God’s Providence when 

it comes? Will we respond with an outpouring of praise? 

Happy October. 

 

Yours in the faith, 

Andrew 

 

 
 


