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At the start of November is a day 
so limpidly lovely that it could 
make you cry. The sky is royal 

blue and tiny white clouds scud across it. 
It’s warm enough to take off my fleece. 

There’s still plenty in the soil to keep 
me over the winter: purple sprouting 
broccoli, curly kale, spinach, chard, 
winter lettuce and yet more celery, 
should I feel able to face it. The last of 
the cheerful pink cosmos sway in the 
breeze on the herbaceous border, along 
side the tithonia and asters. No frosts 
have hit us yet, but they will come, 
taking the flowers with them, and quite 
probably the lettuces.

It is a day for looking backwards and 
forwards. As I look backwards, I am agog 
that this has been possible, that any 
thing has grown, and that I have been 
feeding myself and continue to do so. As 
I look forwards, it is in the knowledge 
that, if this is to happen again, if it’s to 
go on happening and not be a fluke, then 
I must renew the soil. It has fed me, now 
I must feed it.

Not too far away is a former arable 
farm that now grows crops to produce 
energy. It’s a sign of our times that on a 
1050acre estate it wasn’t possible to 

Hazel Southam
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1 All Saints’ Day
Revelation 7.9–end, Psalm 34.1–10, 1
John 3.1–3, Matthew 5.1–12
2 Commemoration of the Faithful
Departed (All Souls’ Day)
3 Richard Hooker, priest, teacher of the
faith, 1600, Martin of Porres, friar, 1639
6 Leonard, hermit, 6th cent., William
Temple, archbishop, 1944
7 Willibrord, bishop, 739
8 3rd Sunday before Advent,
Remembrance Sunday
Wisdom of Solomon 6.12–16, Canticle:
Wisdom of Solomon 6.17–20, Psalm 
70, 1 Thessalonians 4.13–end, 
Matthew 25.1–13
9 Margery Kempe, mystic, c.1440
10 Leo the Great, bishop, 461
11 Martin, bishop, c.397
13 Charles Simeon, priest, evangelical
divine, 1836
14 Samuel Seabury, bishop, 1796
15 2nd Sunday before Advent
Zephaniah 1.7, 12–end, Psalm 90.1–8 [9–
11] 12, 1 Thessalonians 5.1–11, Matthew
25.14–30
16 Margaret, queen, philanthropist, 1093
17 Hugh, bishop, 1200
18 Elizabeth, princess, philanthropist, 
1231
19 Mechtild, béguine, mystic, 1280
20 , Priscilla Lydia Sellon, 1876
22 Sunday next before Advent
Ezekiel 34.11–16, 20–24, Psalm 95.1–7,
Ephesians 1.15–end, Matthew 25.31–end
23 Clement, bishop, martyr, c.1002
25 Catherine, martyr, 4th cent., Isaac
Watts, hymn writer, 1748
29 1st Sunday of Advent
Isaiah 64.1–9, Psalm 80.1–8, 18–20, 1
Corinthians 1.3–9, Mark 13.24–end
30 Andrew the Apostle
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make ends meet, as margins were cut. 
It’s fundamentally wrong that this is  
the case.

Now, however, the farm produces 
enough CO2 to heat 8,000 homes all 
year round through growing biofuel 
crops. At the end of this process is a 
product called digestate. It looks like 
manure but doesn’t have manure’s thick 
consistency. It can be delivered in one
tonne bags. The downside is that it will 
cost me £50 a bag.

The limpidly lovely day would have 
been ideal for a mulch delivery. Instead I 
opt for the day after, when it pours with 
rain. It is biblical. I get soaked waiting for 
the digestate men to arrive, but they are 
cheerful and friendly, so it doesn’t matter.

The digestate man gives me the sales 
pitch. A stick would grow in it, is the 
general overview, but it’s too strong to be 
used alone. It needs mixing into soil. So 
long as it improves the soil, more worms 
flourish here and the soil’s biodiversity 
and richness develop, I’ll be happy.

In the normal course of events, who 
thinks about soil? Perhaps very few of us. 
Before all this, I certainly never did. But it 
might be a plan to start thinking, 
because we all depend on it for our food.

And the news isn’t good. A gov 
ernment survey found that almost 4 
million hectares of soil in England and 
Wales are at risk of compaction; more 
than 2 million hectares of soil are at risk 
of erosion; intensive agriculture has 
caused arable soils to lose 40–60 per 
cent of their carbon capture; and soil 
degradation a decade ago was expected 
to cost us £1.2 billion every year.

Here we have it, yet again: intensive 
agriculture setting the soil and the 
environment back, costing us the earth in 

every conceivable way. The words 
‘intensive’ and ‘agriculture’ simply 
shouldn’t go together. You try squeezing 
more out of the soil, using chemicals, and 
the earth will pay you back. In desolation.

Intensive agriculture and the system 
that appears to require it make me fizz 
with anger. It’s easy to say that The 
Chemical Brothers are to blame. But we, 
as consumers, have our role to play. If we 
expect a loaf of bread for 50p, milk for 
under a pound or a supermarket chicken 
for a fiver, we are directly causing harm 
to our environment, contributing to the 
suffering of creatures that have a short 
existence before their deaths, rather 
than a nice life, and seeing lots of 
farmers go out of business every year. 
With that, the nature of our own 
environment changes.

It wouldn’t be excessive to say that we 
know more about the solar system than 
we do about soil. In a mere teaspoon of 
soil, you would find more micro-

Continued from previous page
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organisms than there are people on the 
earth. The soil beneath our feet is an 
incredible and yet alien world.

Rather like the rainforests (which 
we’re also busy destroying), there is much 
untapped potential in the soil, much that 
we don’t yet fully understand. How is 
this? Well, the microorganisms produce 
antibiotics to protect them against one 
another. These are the basis for some of 
the antibiotics that we use. We are 
literally making medicine from the soil. 

I may be running about with digestate, 
but soil takes a long, long time to create. 
It is thought that it takes around 100 
years to build just 5 millimetres of soil, 
and yet it’s the work of a moment to 
destroy soil through the use of chem 
icals or erosion.

Soil is also a wonderful and needful 
storer of carbon. It stores three times as 
much as all the plants on earth, 
including trees. Intensive farming, how 
ever, releases carbon, and so we are 
losing soil 50–100 times faster than it is 
being remade.

If we want to prevent flooding, cap -
ture carbon, preserve our environ  ment 
and, yes, feed ourselves, caring for the 
soil under our feet has to be at the 
centre of everything we do.
 It is quiet at the allotments in No -

vember. The springandsummer growers 
have disappeared back to their homes, 
leaving their plots slumbering over the 
winter. There is just a hardy crew of us 
spending our time enriching the soil. 
 It is easy to think of a garden, or an 
allotment, as a place that you inhabit in 
the summer: sitting outside drinking a 
glass of white wine, perhaps, taking in 
the view.
 But the summer can’t happen without 
the winter. The processes of renewal, 
restoration, rest and enrichment must 
all happen now. They are what gives us 
the highsummer joy. Winter, it turns 
out, is the real time to garden. This is 
when the change, the development, the 
renewal really happens.
That’s like the rest of life. We want life to 
be all summer days, sunshine and 
happiness. Writing this in a pandemic, I 
know full well that this isn’t so. But it is in 
the seemingly bleak times that renewal 
happens, that the soil of our own lives 
can be enriched. It can’t be July every 
month of the year. We need it to be a 
rainy day in November sometimes, how 
ever miserable that experience may be. 

An edited extract from This Blessed Plot 
by Hazel Southam (Canterbury Press, 
£12.99; Sign Bookshop £11.69)



5

prayer

May your angels, holy Son, 
guard our homes when day is done; 

when at peace, our sleep is best, 
bid them watch us while we rest. 

Prince of everything that is, 
High Priest of the mysteries,

let your angels, God supreme, 
tell us truth dressed as a dream. 

May no terror and no fright 
spoil our slumber in the night; 

free from care our eyelids close; 
Spirit, give us prompt repose. 

We have laboured through the day: 
lift our burdens when we pray, 
then our souls in safety keep, 

that our sleep be soft and deep. 

Attributed to St Patrick (c.390-460), 
translated by Michael Counsell



Take out a new home insurance policy 
with Ecclesiastical and we’ll donate 
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or call our team on 0800 7830 130
and quote TrustSG.

Three Trust130 
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Ecclesiastical Insurance Office plc (EIO) Reg. No. 24869. Registered in England at Benefact House,  
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Authority and the Prudential Regulation Authority. Firm Reference Number 113848.
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5005 Eccl_The Sign_T130 _114x184_[ MONO_1_HR].indd   1 09/02/2021   14:22



7

Today many people seem to hesitate to 
talk about death and dying easily and 
unselfconsciously — we even hesitate to 
use the word itself and instead say 
‘passed’.

If death is taboo, or at least un 
comfortable, in daily life and conver  sa 
tion, then poetry and music have no 
scruples: they both confront grief and 
loss.

My own hope when it comes to the 
hour of my death is to be able to say: ‘My 
roots are deep in eternity.’ I take heart 
from those standing on the edge of 
death who yet speak of it positively.

There is the wellknown instance of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer whispering his final 
message to a fellow prisoner in 1945 as 
he was being taken away to be executed: 
‘This is the end, but for me the begin

ning’ — a message which reached his 
friend Bishop George Bell in London.

Etty Hillesum on her way to the death 
camp looked death in the face, no longer 
wasting energy on fear of death, or 
refusing to acknowledge its inevitability, 
full of life to the last.

Death and life are interwoven in the 
night chants and prayers of the Carmina 
Gadelica. Here are a people who thought 
entirely naturally about death. They felt 
them selves surrounded by the mem 
bers of the Trinity, by saints and angels, 
by day and by night, ‘from the top of my 
face to the edge of my soles’, as one old 
woman put it.

Living with this assurance, the thought 
of death was a natural part of life. Going 

No fear of death
Esther de Waal

Continued overleaf
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to bed each night carried a bedblessing:
 
I lie in my bed tonight
As I would lie in the grave,
Thine arm beneath my neck, 
Thou son of Mary victorious.
 
Angels shall watch me 
And I lying in slumber, 
And angels shall guard me 
In the sleep of the grave.
 
 For them it was difficult to think of 
sleep without thinking of death, and 
impos  sible to think of either except in 
terms of the continuing presence of the 
victorious Christ. Death is part of life, 
death is   not feared:
 
I am lying down tonight as beseems
In the fellowship of Christ, Son of the 
Virgin of ringlets. 
In the fellowship of the gracious Father 
of glory.
In the fellowship of the Spirit of 
powerful aid. 
I am lying down tonight with God,
And God tonight will lie down with me.
 
 They address God with both intimacy 
and awe:  they pray to Christ as shepherd 
and herdsman, someone who under 
stands their way of life, but they also 
acclaim him as Paschal Son and Son of 
the tears, of the wounds, of the piercings.

They carried with them in life and in 
death the assurance that the will of God 
would not lead them where the love of 
God could not reach them. There is 
profound consolation here as life is ebb 
ing away.

There is one blessing that was clearly 
used for someone close to death, which 

has a wonderful immediacy about it, as I 
found when I used it at the bedside of an 
old sister who was dying in a convent  
in Wales:
 
Be each saint in heaven,
Each sainted woman in heaven, 
Each angel in heaven 
Stretching their arms for you, 
Smoothing the way for you, 
When you go thither
Over the river hard to see; 
Oh when you go thither home
Over the river hard to see.
(These prayers come from the section 
‘Night Prayers’, Esther de Waal, The Celtic 
Vision, pp. 99–109. Many are included in 
Esther de Waal, God Under my Roof, 
Oxford, SLG Press, new edn, 2020)
 
 Death was for St Benedict a natural 
thing, and he told his followers: ‘Day by 
day remind yourself that you are going to 
die’ (4.v.47). It reads better in the Latin: 
mortem cotidie ante oculos sus     pec     tam 
habere. 

It remains a stark statement. I well 
remember the way in which it was 
expressed in a Trappist monastery in 
Snowmass in the United States. Behind 
the altar on the east wall of the chapel 
there hung a very simple wooden cross, 
which would stay there until it was taken 
down to mark the grave of the next 
brother to die. 

So death was a very natural part of 
daily life. That simple cross has remained 
very powerfully in my mind, as all good 
images should.

It illustrates those words from the 
Rule. Chapter 4, from which this verse is 
taken, is often called ‘The Tools of Good 
Works’, and it is a compendium of short 
commandments, aphorisms, biblical 
quota  tions. 

Continued from previous page
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If read in isolation St Benedict’s in 
junction might sound threatening, nega
tive, far removed from the voice of love 
and energy that permeates the Prologue. 
But putting it into context brings a dif
fer ent  connotation.  

Earlier on he has told us that keeping 
any of these precepts will be impossible 
if we are going to be selfreliant. We 
must put our trust in God and admit our 
total dependence on him: ‘Place your 
hope in God alone’ (v. 41). 

Verse 46, immediately preceding the 
admonition about death, says: ‘Yearn for 
everlasting life with holy desire.’ And 
then in the two verses that follow: ‘Hour 
by hour keep careful watch over all you 
do, aware that God’s gaze is upon you, 
wherever you may be.’ 

St Benedict is shaping our attitude, 
educating our approach. As the hour of 
death approaches we are to await it with 
trust and hope; hope and fear cannot co
exist, our God is trustworthy. How much 

that promise of hope is a theme of the 
psalms! Here is the prayer with which Jim 
Cotter ends Psalm 90, bringing out that 
perspective:
 Throughout comes this haunting 
refrain: ‘Amidst the confusions of time, 
may we hear eternity’s heartbeat.’

From dust we came, from dust we 
return. ‘Be shaped from clay, be 
crumbled to earth.’
Creator of life, of death, so did you order 
our ways. A thousand years in your sight 
are as yesterday.
As a watch in the night comes quickly to 
an end, so the years pass before you, in a 
flicker of the eye. Amidst the confusions 
of time,
may we hear eternity’s heartbeat.
 
This is an edited extract from The White 
Stone: The art of letting go, by Esther de 
Waal (Canterbury Press, £12.99; Sign 
Book  shop £11.69).
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Cambridge in November. I have bumped 
there on the country buses to celebrate 
our birthdays, Jane’s and mine. 

This is an ancient custom. We are each 
other’s oldest friends in every sense of 
the term, and in this instance ritualistic, 
going over the same ground, resuscitat 
ing those who have gone before, arguing 
a bit, forgiving a lot, and firing off 
cheerful declarations of affection. She 
will cook us a fine dinner; but before 
then we are to inspect the refurbished 
Fitzwilliam Museum to find out where 
they have put our favourite things. 

Being 90, Jane is autocratic. Charming 
young attendants bring a wheelchair, 
and I drive it from gallery to gallery, from 
lift to lift, from Brueghels to Freuds, the 
great glass doors being swung open 
before us. And, of course, as Jane has a 

special veneration for them, we have to 
pay our respects to the Roman em 
perors, older friends even than I. No time 
to dawdle. No time to catch my face in a 
Roman mirror or read the labels. 

The latter restriction suddenly re 
minds me of being taken to the Sydney 
Aquarium by my brother, and being 
slowed down by all the information. 
“Come on! There’s no time to read.” 

With Jane in the Fitzwilliam, I notice 
that there is plenty of time for the 
emperors and their battered noses. We 
have tea in the new and marvellously 
roofed restaurant, Jane now enthroned in 
the wheelchair, pretty girls in atten  dance, 
and surely a curator   hover    ing near. 

“Do you believe in heaven?” Jane asks 
during dinner: “I don’t.” She has arranged 
“one of those ecological funerals”, but 

Ronald Blythe

To Cambridge, by bus
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Hermit’s Stew, if you don’t mind your 
nettles past their spring best, is made as 
follows. Collect a large bunch of mixed 
leaves and shoots, e.g. dandelion, wild 
asparagus, alexanders, wild chervil, and 
nettles. Clean carefully and trim off 
excess stalks. Aim for shoots and leaves 
about 4 inches in length. 

Heat olive oil in a widebottomed 
saucepan, and add a finely chopped 
onion. When this is translucent, throw in 
your leaves and mix them around. Then 
add about half a pint of water, and a 
tablespoon of mild vinegar. Bring to the 
boil, and simmer. 

Crush two bulbs of garlic, and half a 
small chilli. Add a few chopped almonds 
or pine nuts, and a handful of parsley or 
coriander. Check that the leaves are 
tender. Add salt and the crushed mixture 
in your mortar. Eat with flatbread. 

Pottage was standard monastic fare. 
It was possibly not the thick, Esau mess 
of meat and lentils, or beans, or cereals, 
that we think of, but a clear vegetable 
broth with more herbs added. 

I make a version by using cabbage, 
carrot, onion, courgette, and parsley 
stalks to make a stock. I then melt 
onion, marrow, and lettuce leaves in 
butter, add the stock, and season. 

Terence Handley MacMath
Church Times, 2011

recipewith “bell, book and candle, of course”. 
Of course. 

I take my usual November walk round 
Cambridge before coming home. It is 
perfect, the greygold stone, the 
lingering smell of fireworks, the leaves 
on the college lawns, the under 
graduates in Ryder & Amies measuring 
themselves for gowns, the persistent 
whiff of Reformation in Great St Mary’s, 
the vast glories of the Botanic Garden 
peeping through its gates, the dark 
Backs, the worn walls, the risky old men 
on bikes, the autumn alleys, the 
beautiful faces, the new hopes. 

Then the ride to Bury St Edmunds, bus
talk like a parrot house. I make a dash to 
the cathedral to sit in my stall for a few 
minutes. It has a new cushion embroi 
dered with a quill pen, not a computer. 

It is the feast of St Leonard, my 
birthday saint. He was a French hermit 
whose official Life is historically worth -
less. Like his Lord, he did his best “to 
open the blind eyes, to bring out the 
prisoners from the prison and them that 
sit in darkness out of the prison house”. 

The Wormingford roads are slippery 
with leaves and shallow puddles. The 
days are alternately dull and brilliant. We 
tidy up the grass round the American 
war memorial for the laying of the 
wreath. Far too many names to read out, 
but we will listen to “ours” in the church 
and sing hymns redolent still of the 
Great War, and I will receive the British 
Legion standards at the altar, and push 
the mourning and guilt forward into the 
current conflict, as I fear the Church will 
do until kingdom come. 

What God makes of it all, one dare not 
imagine. Best just stick to the poignant 
language, the perennial rite, the in
eradicable memories, the strange sense 
of love.
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All three of these books can be purchased online at our 
Church House Bookshop: www.chbookshop.co.uk

Enter the code SIGN21 at checkout for a 10% discount 
off your purchase.

12 RULES FOR CHRISTIAN ACTIVISTS 
Ellen Loudon, editor 
Canterbury Press 
£12.99

IN A world emerging 
from a lifechanging 
pan demic, facing huge 
structural in  equalities 
and a pressing en 
viron   mental crisis,  
Ellen Loudon’s well
curated work is welcome and timely. She 
has brought together some wise words 
from those involved in making a differ-
ence where they are, predominantly 
around Liverpool, a city with a proud 
history of activism.

Loudon’s commitment to practical 
theology is clear, demonstrating that 
Christian life is essentially Trinitarian: 
“inclusive, activist and participatory”. I 
enjoyed the practical framework of the 
book, with many helpful suggestions of 
websites and primary sources. The bib
lical examples at the start of each 
chapter are relevant and helpful.

Faced with the enormous challenges 
ahead of us, I loved the little bits of en 
couraging advice: “How do you eat an 
elephant? One mouthful at a time!” 
Loudon lists her top tips: “Be Useful”, 
“Take Risks”, “Tell Stories”

Chris Howson

books
THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO A 
SITCOM WRITER
James Cary 
SPCK £10.99

JAMES CARY is a sit
com writer who has 
contributed to the 
BBC series Miranda, 
Bluestone 42, and 
Thanks a Lot, Milton 
Jones, among others. 

Cary is an accomplished comic writer. 
His sketches here are hilarious, clever, 
know ing, and beautifully crafted. Inter
est ingly, they are hedged by Cary’s own 
rules and creed: “I believe Paul’s words in 
2 Timothy 3.16 that ‘Every Scripture is 
God breathed.’” He gives himself wriggle 
room for his extrabiblical material, 
cheekily quoting the precedent in the 
Gospels, “Early manuscripts do not 
include the following . . .”, but there’s a 
limit: “a red line for me is having Jesus 
say things he did not say.”
 Cary’s cheery commentary — rooted 
in his ebullient Evangelical certainty — 
too often reads as dismissive of those 
who might have the occasional question. 
The sandwiching of sketches between 
slightly harrumphing asides gives the 
book a cutandpaste dimension. But 
he’s genuinely funny, which helps a lot.

Malcolm Doney
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poetry place

I have no wit, no words, no tears;
My heart within me like a stone

Is numb’d too much for hopes or fears;
Look right, look left, I dwell alone;

I lift mine eyes, but dimm’d with grief
No everlasting hills I see;

My life is in the falling leaf:
O Jesus, quicken me.

My life is like a faded leaf,
My harvest dwindled to a husk:

Truly my life is void and brief
And tedious in the barren dusk;

My life is like a frozen thing,
No bud nor greenness can I see:

Yet rise it shall — the sap of Spring;
O Jesus, rise in me.

My life is like a broken bowl,
A broken bowl that cannot hold
One drop of water for my soul

Or cordial in the searching cold;
Cast in the fire the perish’d thing;

Melt and remould it, till it be
A royal cup for Him, my King:

O Jesus, drink of me.

Christina Rosetti, from Goblin Market and Other Poems (1862)
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