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Chaplain:  
Rev. Clive Atkinson  

 
Tel: 021 943 22 39 
Mobile: 078 733 36 87 
cliveatkinson@bluewin.ch  

 
Youth Coordinator:  
Emilie Moser  

 
Mobile: 078 910 2852 
emoser@swissmail.org 

 
Assistant Chaplain:  
Rev. Penny Frank  

 
Tel: 026 924 38 33 
Mobile: 076 225 54 01 
pennyfrank1@gmail.com  

 
Church Administrator:  
Louise Bowley  

 
Tel: 021 922 94 57 
Mobile: 078 894 18 69 
admin@allsaints.ch 

http://us.mc331.mail.yahoo.com/mc/showMessage?fid=%2540S%2540Search&filterBy=&squery=clive&vp=1&.rand=1801192099&midIndex=18&mid=1_69480_1_178634_0_AIpFv9EAAKJoS4%2FUQAFN7h14iyo&clean=&m=1_67240_1_174811_0_AIhFv9EAADpCS5DGgwrhPG0qkog%2C1_68480_2_81803_0_
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The Bishopôs  
Christmas Message  
 
Just under a century ago, in 
1918, Eric Milner-White, the 
Dean of Kingôs College, Cam-
bridge, devised the service of 
Nine Lessons and Carols, 
which has since become the 

most widely known of all Anglican services. 
The ócarolsô which were and are so much part 
of this are now closely linked with Christmas, 
but were originally what was sung as joyful 
dancing songs, so perhaps the mediaeval 
carol óTomorrow shall be my dancing dayô in 
which Jesus tells of his life as a dance in 
which we are invited to share reaches back to 
the original meaning. An early Christian hymn 
also echoes this theme, speaking of divine 
grace dancing; and Greek Christian thinkers 
spoke of the communion of love of Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit in 
the Trinity as perichore-
sis -  one of the mean-
ings of which is a round 
dance. 
 
At Christmas our carols 
catch us into this dance 
of divine grace, and the 
meaning of that dance is 
set out in Lukeôs story of 
the birth of Jesus at 
Bethlehem, in the muck 
and straw of a cave for animals, and yet 
whose praises was sung by the angelic hosts 
of heaven; in St Matthewôs account of the 
three astrologers from the east, who come 
guided by a star to worship the child in Maryôs 
arms with gifts of gold, frankincense and 
myrrh; and in St Johnôs speaking of the Word 
of God becoming flesh in whom we see and 
know the Divine glory. 
 
One of my favourite carols, óSee amidst the 
winterôs snowô, written originally as óA Hymn 

for Christmas Dayô, by the nineteenth-century 
priest, Edward Caswall, echoes in the mind 
and heart because of the wonderful tune to 
which it was set by Sir John Goss, the con-
temporary organist of St Paulôs Cathedral. 
The tune is appropriately called óHumilityô. 
One of the verses speaks of the wonder and 
mystery of God coming among us in the child 
of Bethlehem: 
 

Sacred Infant all divine,  
What a tender love was thine,  
So to come from highest bliss  
Down to such a world as this.  

 
 
Our Christian faith is said to be óa religion of 
the incarnationô, and it has also been said that 
Easter is the festival for the Orthodox, Good 
Friday for Lutherans, but it is Christmas and 
the Incarnation that is the festival for Angli-
cans. Certainly there has been a significant 

stress on the incarna-
tion in much Anglican 
theology, and carols 
and Christmas are a 
popular expression of 
this. Yet the reality of 
incarnation takes us 
beyond the tinsel and 
the trimmings, to harsh 
reality. I often like to 
remind people that 
Christmas cribs, which 

go back to St Francis wanting to have a visual 
aid for poor, illiterate Christians at Greccio, 
never smell. There may be straw, but there is 
no dung! I treasure an Ethiopian illumination 
which shows the ox and ass leaning over the 
manger, and the artist has written óthe ox and 
ass warm the child with their breath.ô The 
child of Bethlehem was born into a world of 
oppression and occupation. St Matthew re-
cords King Herodôs slaughter of the children 
of Bethlehem, which we commemorate on 
Holy Innocents Day, just three days after 
Christmas ï as the day after Christmas (our 
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Boxing Day) honours St Stephen the first mar-
tyr. The world is nasty, brutish and horrible in 
so many ways, and the God who made us 
and the whole vastness of the universe, did 
not stand aside from the mud, the muck and 
the mess. Lady Julian of Norwich, that re-
markable mediaeval mystic, says in a wonder-
ful phrase that óthe goodness of God is our 
highest prayer, and it comes down to the low-
est part of our need.ô St Paul in his Letter to 
the Philippians writes of the Christ who did not 
think equality with God a thing to be grasped 
at or held on to, but he óemptiedô himself, 
poured himself out in the love that goes to the 
uttermost. It is for this reason that a great 
preacher of the seventeenth century said to 
his Christmas congregation, óby this dayôs 
emptiness we all were filled.ô  
 
óDown to such a world as thisô ï the God who 
meets us at Christmas, is a God who does not 
stand aside, but reaches out into the darkness 
of the world, even in the end to the darkness 
of our human dying. He redeems a fallen 
world by remaking that world which he loves 
from the inside. If we as Christians share that 
life, if in our Christmas 
communion we feed on 
that life, then we are 
called to live that life. We 
are to be óchristophersô ï 
literally Christ-bearers in 
our world. That means, 
as another great Angli-
can preacher and 
teacher, Henry Scott Hol-
land put it, óyou cannot 
believe in the incarnation 
and not be concerned 
about drains!ô Nor about 
the hungry in the Horn of 
Africa, the victims of land
-mines and the casualties of war, those suffer-
ing from HIV/AIDS; about justice and the right 
ordering of the economic life of the world; 
about the environment ï deforestation in the 
Amazon, the melting of ice-caps, polluting in-

dustries, the multifarious consequence of hu-
man selfishness.  
 
The child of Bethlehem was not born into a 
never-never land; the Christmas story is not a 
fairy-tale, but is of a love which comes down 
to the lowest part of our need ï your need and 
mine, and the need of every man and woman 
whom we meet.  Christina Rossettiôs words 
sung as another well-loved carol sum it up: 
 

Love came down at Christmas,  
Love all lovely, love divine;  

Love was born at Christmas:  
Star and angels gave the sign.  

 
Worship we the Godhead,  

Love incarnate, love divine,  
Worship we our Jesus,  

But wherewith the sacred sign?  
 

Love shall be our token  
Love be yours and love be mine,  

Love to God and to all men  
Love for plea, and gift and sign.  

 
The grace given to us is 
a life and love to be lived 
ï for Jesus gave us two 
commandments, the love 
of God with all our heart 
and mind and soul and 
strength, and the love of 
our neighbour as our-
selves. That in the end is 
what human life is about, 
and it is the grace that 
makes this possible that 
we celebrate Christmas 
by Christmas as we 
come to worship and 
adore Maryôs child, born 

at Bethlehem, Christ your Lord and mine. May 
each and every one of you know the peace 
and the joy of this great Feast of the Incarna-
tion. 

+ GEOFFREY GIBRALTAR 
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Have You  
Experienced  
Any Internet 
Woes Lately?  
 
I wonder do you get 
these types of emails. 
They go something 

like this.  ñDear Reverend Atkinson my name 
is ñXYZò and I am the cousin of the late Col. 
Kaddafi.  I am responsible for the allocation of 
certain funds and I feel that your organisation 
would benefit greatly from a grant of 
$1,000,000.  If this would be of interest to you 
please forward to me your bank account de-
tails and we will ensure the transaction takes 
place as soon as possible.ò  
 
Or do you receive emails claiming to be from 
ñSwisscomò asking for your username and 
password?   
 
Or have you received a phone call lately from 
someone who says ñI am from Microsoft and 
we need to access your computer because 
there is a problem with ñsuch and suchòò? 
 
I think the answer is probably, ñyesò, you have 
received these sorts of emails and you may 
even be a victim of such scams.  We (Yvonne 
and I) fell for the Microsoft scam and ended 
up having to change usernames, passwords 
and credit cards just to be on the safe side. 
 
I was given an article recently written by Peter 
Fairchild that offered five pieces of helpful ad-
vice when it comes to avoiding these and 
other scams. I hope you find them helpful. 
 
(1) NEVER give your username and pass-
word to anyone by email or give it out to 
someone who calls you. 
 
(2) If you receive an email with an attachment 
from someone you donôt know, NEVER open 
it.  Delete the email. 

(3) If you receive a phone call from someone 
who wants to remote access your computer, 
hang up. 
 
(4) If you use web mail, set up a mail pro-
gramme (Outlook, Outlook Express, Thunder-
bird, Apple Mail or Windows Live Mail) on 
your computer to download your mail and 
contacts. This will go some way to protecting 
you in case of hacking and help you to restore 
your emails and contacts. 
 
(5) Have an active firewall and virus protect- 
tion on all the time (Apple users included). 
 

 

Sunday Evening  
Worship  

at All Saints 

 
Sunday 29th Jan 

17h30 
 

Extended time or Worship 
with interactive teaching 

and ministry 
 

Creative teaching packs will be 
available for children 

http://wallpaper4me.com/resize_wallpaper.php?id=1195
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   Prison  
   Fellowship  
   International  
 
   He served as chief coun-
   sel for President Richard 
   Nixon. He was accused 
and found guilty of obstructing justice.  He 
was named as one of the Watergate Seven.  
And he was the first member of the Nixon ad-
ministration to be incarcerated for what be-
came known as the Watergate Scandal.  As a 
result Charles Colson went to prison for seven 
months of a one-to-three year sentence in the 
federal Maxwell Prison in Alabama.  Those 
seven months would profoundly impact Chuck 
Colsonôs life and the lives of thousands of oth-
ers. 
 
As he was facing arrest, 
a close friend gave 
Colson a copy of Mere 
Christianity by C. S. 
Lewis.  This book made 
such an impact upon him 
that he became a Chris-
tian.  He describes the 
events leading up to his 
decision in his memoirs 
ñBorn Againò.  During his 
own imprisonment, 
Colson saw firsthand the difference that faith 
in Jesus Christ made in the lives of people 
and he became convinced that the real solu-
tion to crime was to be found through spiritual 
renewal. 
 
In 1976 he founded Prison Fellowship.  Its 
aim was to bring together men and women 
from various Christian churches to share the 
love of God with prisoners, ex-prisoners, and 
their families. Three years after the formation 
of Prison Fellowship in the United States, rep-
resentatives from similar organisations in 
England, Australia, Canada, New Zealand 
and the Bahamas met to form Prison Fellow-

ship International as an association of na-
tional Prison Fellowship organisations. The 
purpose of PFI was to develop and serve na-
tional Prison Fellowship organisations.  
 
Since 1979, Prison Fellowship International 
has grown to encompass national PF organi-
sations in over 115 countries around the 
world. Most of this growth has occurred under 
the leadership of Ron Nikkel, the President of 
PFI, who for more than 25 years has travelled 
throughout the world promoting and support-
ing the organisation's work. PFI is now the 
worldôs largest and most extensive associa-
tion of national Christian ministries working 
within the criminal justice field. 
 
The European branch of PFI is based in 
Veveyôs old prison which only closed down 

four years ago.  I went to 
visit them last month and 
found myself in an office 
which originally had be-
longed to the Prison Gov-
ernor.  Other staff mem-
bers worked in smaller 
offices which were origi-
nally prison cells. After a 
tour of the building, a 
great cup of coffee and 
some inspiring conversa-
tion we ended our time by 

praying together ï in a prison cell. 
 
From Vevey, PFI serve and support those 
working with prisoners throughout Europe and 
Central Asia.  Ivan Sotirov, the Director of PFI 
in Europe, had come to our meeting fresh 
from packing a truck which was on its way to 
Bulgaria filled with supplies for prisoners and 
prison officers alike just in time for Christmas. 
 
You can find out more about PFI from their 
website www.pfi.org and we look forward to 
welcoming Ivan to All Saints to share about 
his work at some point early in the new year. 
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A Walk  
Through The 
Old Testament  
 
On Saturday 28th April we 
welcome to All Saints the 
ñWalk Through the Old 

Testamentò Seminar! This is an exciting and 
interactive event which will bring the Old Testa-
ment to life in a new and fresh way. The day 
will be led by ñWalk Through the Bibleò, a min-
istry based in the UK and dedicated to bringing 
the Bible alive.   
 
On the day you will discover a timeline to fit the 
events of the Bible into order; the context into 
which these events fit into world history; a 
greater understanding of the geography and 

travels that take place and so much more. The 
day will consist of an interactive presentation 
with tools to allow you to learn the complete 
story of the Bible and how to apply God's 
teaching to our lives.  
 
Over 10 million worldwide have attended the 
Old Testament live event and is geared for 
ages 13 and older. The day will be an excellent 
resource for anyone involved in discipling chil-
dren, young people and adults or simply for 
someone who is hungry to get to grips with the 
Old Testament. 
 
Please put the date in your diary and expect 
more information throughout January and Feb-
ruary. You can find out more about this event 
by going to ñWalk Through the Bibleò Ministryôs 
web page, www.bible.org.uk.  
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New Worship  
Ministry Co -ordinator  
 
Yvonne Atkinson has been co-
ordinating Worship at All Saints 
for the past six years.  In De-
cember she stood down from 

this role handing over the co-ordination of this 
ministry to Peter Holloway.   
 
We would like to express our deep gratitude to 
Yvonne for the way she served All Saints 
through co-ordinating this ministry and thank 
Peter for his willingness to take on this re-
sponsibility.   
 
Tania, Peterôs better half, has agreed to work 
alongside him and will shoulder much of the 
administrative burden.   
 
Please do pray for them both in their new 
roles.  
 

 

THE ALPHA COURSE  
for women  

 

Tuesday Mornings 9-11 
 

Starts 14th February  
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It was Christmas 1985 when I received the tril-
ogy, ñThe Lord of the Ringsò as a gift from my 
brother in law. It couldnôt have come at a worse 
time as I was on the final lap of my A Levels 
and here was a novel I simply couldnôt put 
down. My revision, as a result, came in a very 
poor second over that Christmas period.    
 
ñThe Lord of the Ringsò describes a journey of 
adventure, a theme that deeply resonates 
within us all.  Itôs hard not to find oneself drawn 
to Frodo and his companions, who go on a 
journey, face challenges that stretch them to 
their limits and beyond, who find companions to 
travel alongside, suffer with, encourage and be 
encouraged by, and at the end arrive at their 
destination triumphant and changed.  The Lord 
of the Rings has it all, as does the Hobbit and 
dare I say, so does L. Frank Baum ñThe Wizard 
of Ozò.   
 
But journeys of adventure are not limited to fic-
tion or films nor are they limited to great men 
and women like Bear Grylls and Ellen MacAr-
thur.  This December saw the Military Wives 
Choir reach Number One in the UK Charts (so 
sorry Little Mix ï honest!).  If you have never 
heard of the Military Wives Choir, they are a 
group of wives and girlfriends whose husbands 
and boyfriends served with Three Commando 
Brigade in Afghanistan this year.  Brought to-
gether by the charismatic Gareth Malone, the 
Military Wives Choir wrote a song based upon 

the letters written home by their husbands.  
The birth and development of the choir was fol-
lowed by the BBC who charted the journey of a 
disparate group of women come together 
through thick and thin, pain and grief, personal-
ity clashes, and crises of confidence, to pro-
duce something that has impacted a nation.  
 
This winter we will relive another great journey 
together, indeed arguably one of the greatest 
journeys in human history - the journey of Is-
raelôs captivity in Egypt to freedom in the Prom-
ised Land, described in the Book of Exodus.  
Three Millennia later even our secular world 
remains familiar with aspects of this journey ï 
the Passover, the Parting of the Red Sea, and 
the Ten Commandments.  For Christians, the 
Exodus and journey to the Promised Land re-
main a major part of our faith.  Words such as 
Passover and Redemption come straight out of 
Exodus; great events such as the Parting of the 
Red Sea, the pillar of fire by night and cloud by 
day, the Ten Commandments, the Golden Calf, 
Manna in the Desert and so on, all come from 
this remarkable journey of adventure. 
 
To be part of a local church is to be part of a 
community who are on a journey together ï the 
great adventure of following Jesus, which is ar-
guably even more challenging than the one 
Frodo found himself on.  I know that our studies 
in Exodus will provide us with the resources we 
need to continue on this adventure together.  
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A Journey in the Company of Jesus  
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On Saturday 19th November the Chaplaincy 
Council spent the day away together praying 
through and discussing the Sunday Worship-
ping Life of All Saints. And to help in this proc-
ess the members of All Saints were invited to 
express their opinions on a series of issues 
through the comment sheet circulated several 
weeks before.  Today I would like to map out 
for you the direction which I and the Chaplaincy 
Council believe we ought to take going forward.  
 
I would like to touch on two main areas.  Firstly 
our Sunday Services, their content and style 
and secondly our capacity, that is the wonderful 
challenge of outgrowing our building. 
 
Over two years we moved to having two morn-
ing services. The original aim was to offer two 
identical services with the same content, style 
and childrenôs and youth programmes.  Unfor-
tunately over this period we failed to attract 
families to the 09h00 Service and in September 
I took the decision to close the Crèche and 
Sunday school and limit our Childrenôs and 
Youth Ministry to the 10h30 Service. 
 
One of the questions thus facing myself and 
the Chaplaincy Council was whether we contin-
ued to need the 09h00 Service now that it was 
no longer fulfilling its original purpose.  Yet we 
decided against this for two main reasons.  
Firstly, capacity.  Regularly when the children 
are in the Service at 10h30, it is standing room 
only at the back.  To unite the two services 
would have only made this issue even more 
critical than it is already.  And secondly, the in-
creasing breadth of worship styles within the 
congregation of All Saints.   Certainly over the 
past two years the 09h00 service has taken on 
a unique style of its own, becoming more quiet 
and reflective in its style.  In addition there is a 

desire within other members of the congrega-
tion for more extended and less structured 
times of contemporary worship which neither of 
our current services are able to cater for. 
 
As a result myself and the Chaplaincy Council 
have decided to intentionally move towards 
three services on a Sunday, each with their 
unique character.  Allow to describe each of the 
three to you in brief. 
 
The 09h00 Service  will be our most formal and 
recognisably Anglican Service.  It will be liturgi-
cal in content and structure using the broad re-
sources of liturgy that the Church of England 
allows. The services will intentionally reflect the 
difference liturgical seasons of the year. The 
reading and explaining of the Bible will continue 
to be an essential priority as will the celebration 
of Holy Communion which will continue to take 
place twice a month.  We will continue to sing a 
mixture of Hymns and Songs which will be pre-
dominantly led by either the organ or the piano.  
Although the 09h00 will no longer offer Crèche 
or Childrenôs ministry the Chaplaincy Council is 
keen to provide packs of material for younger 
children who do come.  
 
By continuing with the 09h00, I and the Chap-
laincy Council see this service as now an inte-
gral part of our worshipping life and as a result, 
I want to continue to see it built up and 
strengthen.  To that end I will need your help. 
We often struggle at the 09h00 service for peo-
ple to lead the intercessions, welcome, serve 
coffee and look after the PA.  As we seek to 
move forward together I would ask you to con-
sider stepping into these roles even though that 
might mean learning a new skill. 
 
 The 10h30 Service  is a critical part of our 
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Changes in Worship at All Saints  
On Sunday 11th December Clive presented the way forward for our Sunday wor-
shipping life following the Chaplaincy Council Day Away in November.  This is a 
transcript of his address. 
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Worshipping Life, and indeed arguably the 
most critical.  It is at this service that we focus 
our resources for Cr¯che, Childrenôs and 
Youth Ministry.  That in itself is a defining fac-
tor. 

 
As we all know the majority of Expats who 
come to Switzerland tend to be ñthirty Some-
thingsò or families with children.  This means 
several things for the 10h30 Service.  Firstly it 
means that the 10h30 congregation has the 
potential to continue to grow as Christian 
ñThirty Somethingsò and Families continue 
come to Switzerland.  We understand that the 
Canton of Vaud is set to continue to grow in 
English speaking population at least over the 
next five to ten years.  Of course our aim is 
not simply to grow as a result of a growing 
population but more importantly through out-
reach to this majority group.  Secondly it 
means that we need to be intentional in shap-
ing the content and style of this service in or-
der for it to remain meaningful to the predomi-
nant people group we are trying to reach out 
to.  So looking ahead what does this mean? 
 
It means that our singing will predominantly 
be band led.  We aim to use tunes which are 
accessible (easily sung) to the predominant 
people group we are trying to reach out to.  
This bias will shape the songs that are cho-
sen, the instruments used and the style in 
which they are presented.  We aim to use 
both hymns and songs, holding onto the best 
that the Church which has gone before has 
handed down to us, in addition to using the 
songs that have and are being written by the 
believers of our day. 
 
The reading and explaining of the Bible will 
continue to be an essential priority as will the 
celebration of Holy Communion.  How regu-
larly we celebrate communion is still to be 
finalised but we will aim to have a celebration 
of communion at one of the services on each 
Sunday.  It will have liturgical content and by 
that I mean there will be times of confession, 

proclamation of our faith, intercession which 
reflects the liturgical seasons of the year. Yet 
these will be used more flexibly and more 
creatively than we have in the past.  Together 
I want us to explore how our worship can in-
volve the congregation more rather than be 
lead simply by one individual. I want us also 
to explore how we can make room for per-
sonal response.  And to do all this remember-
ing that time is a factor bearing in mind 
Cr¯che and Childrenôs and Youth Ministry. 
 
The third Service will be an Evening Service.  

At the moment we are still considering the 
timing of this service.  We would want it to be 
early enough that families with children could 
come but neither do we want to lose the 
benefit of the Sunday Night discipleship times 
which have become a key part of our church 
life. Like the 09h00 service we are keen to 
provide packs of material for children who do 
choose to come.   
 
The Evening Service will be non liturgical and 
would be flexible in its style and in its length.  
It would be band led, contemporary in style, 
allowing the opportunity for extended times of 
worship.  Like all of the other services, the 
reading and explaining of the bible would play 
a central role. There would be an opportunity 
to celebrate communion once a month and 
the flexibility would allow us the space and 
time to allow the Spiritual Gifts to be exer-
cised. 
The first of these evening services would take 
place on the last Sunday in January and will 
continue on a monthly basis until to March. 
Then resource depending, they will take place 
every second Sunday from April to June and, 
ideally from September, we would go to every 
Sunday.   
 
Before moving on to address the wonderful 
challenge of capacity, I would like to touch on 
two other areas of our Sunday Worshipping 
Life.   
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In your response sheet I intentionally invited 
input on our All Age Services and in short, 
the opinions expressed could be summarised 
as being committed to the need for intergen-
erational worship but that the current All Age 
Service is not effectively addressing this com-
mitment.  As a result, at the end of April, we 
will bring to an end our current All Age Ser-
vice.  The Chaplaincy Council has committed 
itself to addressing what intergenerational 
worship needs to look like at All Saints and 
we would invite your help and support to this 
end.  Finally, bearing in mind adding a third 
service to each Sunday, I have decided to 
end the monthly 08h00 Holy Communion 
Service from the beginning of May.   
 
As I come to an end I would like to say some-
thing briefly about our capacity challenges . 

And here I am thinking particularly about the 
10h30 Service.  We find ourselves in the won-
derful and exciting position of running out of 
space. When our children and young people 
are with us, its standing room only at the 

back, until that is, they head to their disciple-
ship groups.  In addition, as we have known 
for some time, our church hall is too small to 
cater for our entire childrenôs and youth minis-
try (The Explorers have been walking over to 
Saint Claire for over a year).   
 
I donôt bring you solutions this morning but 
simply to outline this wonderful challenge we 
are facing.  The Chaplaincy Council will begin 
to pray, listen and think through where we be-
lieve God is leading us and we will aim to 
come back to the Annual General Meeting in 
March/April with something more concrete.   
 
All Saints, I believe, finds itself at a cross 
roads.  But as a bishop friend of mine said to 
me last week, it is so much better to find your-
selves at a cross roads than a cul-de-sac.  
Please join me and the Chaplaincy Council in 
continuing to pray for the Lordôs leading, 
which he will most definitely give, and the 
courage to walk in the way in which he will 
lead us. 
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I resist spiritual pretence. I resist wanting to 
play at something I am not in reality.  But I 
have done my fair share of playing the strong 
unswerving Christian when the internal un-
seen reality is anything but this.  Within Evan-
gelical and Charismatics circles there is a 
great unspoken shame when faith fails us.  It 
is so hard to share doubt and drought within a 
Church culture that is so active and vibrant by 
nature.  Being part of Evangelical and Charis-
matic churchmanship inherently means you 
need to be on top of your game all the time.  It 
can be relentless. 
 
Add to this the truth that the Christian faith is 
built on Godôs intimate presence whether that 
is the pillar of fire, the still small voice, the in-
carnate Son, or Abba Father, God has prom-
ised never to leave or forsake us. In thou-
sands of hymns, we have sung of an experi-
enced intimacy with God in Christ. We have 
prayed, wept, and rested in his presence.  
And so for a committed Christian, then, noth-
ing is more devastating than divine absence, 
spiritual loneliness, the experience of our 
prayers hitting a ceiling of brass. 
 
In such a driven church culture founded on 
intimacy, admitting to struggling with oneôs 
faith or even worse ñlosingò oneôs faith is very 
difficult to do.  But the ñdark night of the soulò 
is not an uncommon experience.  Those who 
have experienced Godôs silence and distance 
for any extended period of time are in good 

company. 
 
It was the sixteenth-century mystic John of 
the Cross who identified this spiritual desola-
tion which he called the "dark night of the 
soul".  But he insisted that it was an important 
spiritual discipline. Today we might struggle to 
view Godôs silence and distance as a spiritual 
discipline.  Indeed we might see this experi-
ence as something best avoided and if not 
avoidable, passed through as soon as possi-
ble.  But for John of the Cross, it was a disci-
pline that took him beyond the confines of his 
feelings and even his reason to a deeper 
knowledge of God.  C.S. Lewis had a similar 
encounter with Godôs silence and distance. 
 
He had met and married Joy Davidson while 
in his 50ôs.  He had fallen head over heels in 
love with her but after four years of blissful 
marriage lost her to cancer.  What followed 
next was a period of intense grieving, during 
which Lewis filled four notebooks with words 
of anguish and rage, then with an introspec-
tive record of the changes that this loss 
worked in his character. The notebooks were 
published one year after Joy's death as A 
Grief Observed.  His grief had taken him to 
the precipice of doubt.  
 
"Meanwhile, where is God? When you are 
happy é if you é turn to Him with gratitude 
and praise, you will beðor so it feelsð
welcomed with open arms. But go to Him 
when your need is desperate, when all other 
help is vain, and what do you find? A door 
slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting 
and double bolting on the inside. After that, 
silence." 
 
"What reason have we, except our own des-
perate wishes, to believe that God is, by any 
standard we can conceive, 'good'? Doesn't all 
the prima facie evidence suggest exactly the 
opposite?" 
 
Over time Lewis decided that the pain he was 
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experiencing had a redemptive purpose - be-
hind the veil of silence and distance God was 
at work!  Lewis concluded that experiences of 
divine absence, like those of grief at the death 
of a loved one, can help to heal and sanctify 
us. 
 
One thing that Lewis believed needs sanctify-
ing is the sort of notional beliefs that pass for 
genuine faith. God has to "knock us silly" he 
wrote, to shake us out of "merely verbal think-
ing." Thinking of this kind is as a useless as a 
"house of cards," according to Lewis. "The 
sooner it was knocked down the better. And 

only suffering could do it." 
 
Through distance and silence God rebuilt the 
faith of C.S. Lewis.  Ultimately Lewis learned 
to want "not my idea of God, but God."  
 
If his own faith turned out to be a house of 
cards, Lewis was willing to have God "knock it 
down as often as proves necessary." As St. 
John of the Cross taughtðand as Lewis dis-
coveredðwe may need to undergo the dark 
night of the soul if we are to break through our 
preconceptions and into God's true light. 
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