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Why, who makes much of a miracle?
I 'know of nothing else but miracles.

WALT WHITMAN

I'wanttoacknowledge the generous help and advice given to me by members
of the Church of England during the writing of this play. Any inauthenticity
is wholly my fault.

DH
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ACTI

ScenE 1

Reverend Lionel Espy is kneeling on the ground. He is in his fifties with a bald
head fringed with white hair. He wears a black cassock. He is addressing
God

Lionel God. Where are you? I wish you would talk to me. God. Itisn’t just
me. There’s a general feeling. This is what people are saying in the parish.
They want to know where you are. The joke wears thin. You must see that.
You never say anything. All right, people expect that, it’s understood. But
people also think, I didn’t realize when he said nothing, he really did mean
absolutely nothing at all. You see, I tell you, it’s this perpetual absence —
yes?—this not being here — it’s that — I mean, let’s be honest —it’s just
beginning to get some of us down. You know? Is that unreasonable? There
are an awful lot of people in a very bad way. And they need something
beside silence. God. Do you understand?

SCENE 2
The garden of Southwark’s palace

Southwark is in his sixties, atall laconic figure, his black hair pressed against
his skull. He is leading Lionel out of the house into the garden

Southwark Lionel, it’s always such a pleasure to see you.

Lionel What a wonderful smell.

Southwark Indeed. My wife always fries her fishcakes in duck fat. It’s not
just the taste. It improves the texture as well.

Lionel Goodness.

Southwark It’s funny, yesterday, you know, we had the salmon. And there’s
no denying poached salmon’s very nice. But all the time I was thinking,
when do we get the fishcakes?

Lionel Ah yes. (He stands a moment, waiting)

Southwark Same with lamb. A leg of lamb is also very nice. But isn’t the
whole point that next day you have shepherd’s pie?

Lionel Yes. Yes, well I know what you mean.
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Lionel waits, confused. But Southwark seems oblivious

Southwark And your wife? Heather? She cooks?

Lionel Yes. Yes, frequently. :

Southwark Good. (He looks at him a moment) Lionel, I suspect you sense
the reason for this meeting ...

Lionel No, tell me.

Southwark We gobackavery long way. Afterall, your whole family ... your
father instructed me at Cuddesdon ... your uncles ... your brother ... where
is he?

Lionel Mombasa.

Southwark Your grandfather, Dean of St Paul’s. He stood on the steps
watching the bombs fall. Espy is one of the great clerical names. ButI have
had rumours of some stirrings among your parishioners.

A pause

It’s difficult, Lionel.

Lionel Please. You must tell me why.

Southwark There is an element in your parish which is unsure of you.
They’ ve begun to doubt you. Maybe question the power of your convic-
tions.

Lionel Anything specific?

Southwark Extremely specific. They’re notsure youstill believe in the rules
of the club.

Lionel looks at him a moment

I don’t want to upset you.

Lionel What parishioners are these? It’s a largely working-class parish.
They are my ministry. I don’thave to tell you, Charlie, Christ came to help
the poor.

Southwark I know your views.

Lionel But there is, I know, a small middle-class rump ...

Southwark Not that small ...

Lionel A rump of regular communicants who’ ve been coming to the church
for a very long time ...

Southwark They have.

Lionel Andsince the poorare not givento visiting bishops’ palaces, I assume
the complaint is from them?

He looks, but Southwark doesn’t answer

All right, you can’t say ...
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Southwark They’re not very happy.
Lionel Why don’t they come to me?
Southwark Something in your manner?
Lionel Oh really?

Southwark Yes.

He takes a look at Lionel, but Lionel is deadpan

We are talking about the way you conduct the service of Communion. This
is the problem. It’s only an impression, nothing more. I do have to ask you
if you’re still interested in the sacramental side of your work.

There is a short pause

Lionel Sometimes I'm impatient ...

Southwark Uh-huh ...

Lionel Perhaps there are times when that comes across.

Southwark I'm afraid it does.

Lionel You know the situation. It is fairly desperate. In our area, I wouldn’t
even say the church was a joke. It’s an irrelevance. It has no connection
with most people’s lives. A lot of people are struggling to make a life at all.
Now I feel we should be humble about this. Our job is mainly to listen and
to learn. From ordinary, working people. We should try to understand and
serve them. (He shrugs slightly) Perhaps, with time, I do find that more
important than ritual.

Southwark Yes. Can the two be divided like that? (Looking at him beadily,
his manner changing) After all, what are we? Lionel? What is the Anglican
Communion?It’s a very loose church. I don’t have to tell you, we all agree
on very little. Almost nothing. Start talking to our members and you’ll find
we hold a thousand different views. Only one thing unites us. The
administration of the sacrament. (He pauses a moment) Finally that’s what
you’re there for. As apriest you have only one duty. That’s to put on ashow.

Lionel is looking at him thoughtfully

Lionel Do you really think that?

Southwark Doesn’t matter what I think. Does it? That’s the wonderful
thing. We’re not talking about opinion. We're talking about authority.
History. What the Church of England is. It’s adisparate body held together
by a common liturgy.

Lionel looks at him mistrustfully, deciding how frank to be

Lionel Charlie, to me, Christ is in our actions. Don’t you think some of this
other stuff just puts people off?
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Southwark looks satisfied, as if he’s got to the heart of it. Then he shrugs

Southwark Well, there you are. That’s your opinion. However, the fact is,
you are a priest. Give Communion. Hold services. Offer the full liturgy.
And look cheerful as you do it. The people you call middle class are entitled
to that. I don’t call them any class. I call them believers. And, as you
observed, there are all too few of those. So please ... let’s not be careless
of them. (He is suddenly quiet) It seems to me they’re entitled to a little
respect. (He waits a moment) For the rest, by all means, come and discuss
your views with me. Happy to. I do it all the time. With all sorts. But,
meanwhile, please, fulfil your job description. Keep everyone happy.

There’s a pause

There. I’ ve said it. (He calls from his chair, not moving) Beatrice! (Turning
back) Now we’ll have lunch.

SceNE 3
Frances'’s living-room. A flat in south London

Frances Parnell is thirty, blonde. She is lying on the floor, covered by a sheet.
The Revd Tony Ferris is younger than she is, sitting on a hard chair, at the
end of the sheet. He has a loose-fitting modern suit, and a dog collar. He has
wavy black hair and a fresh, open face

Frances What happened then?
Tony Oh, you know. Have I never told you?
Frances No.

They both smile

Tony I was just a boy from the provinces. This was my first trip to London.
I was only sixteen. I was incredibly lonely. I was thinking, all right, I'm
frightened, I’'m on my own, what would help would be if Icould buy a small
crucifix. This was in Oxford Street. There was a gift shop. I talked to the
girl behind the counter. “I think I’ ve seen one,” she said. She seemed a bit
puzzled. So she went into the back. Then when she came out, she had a
couple. She said, “Oh, I don’t think you’ll want this one. It’s gotalittle man
onit.”

Frances Yes.

They laugh

That’s funny.
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Tony I mean, where has she been all her life?
Tony looks down at her a moment

Are you going to get dressed?
Frances (smiling) If you like. Does it make you uncomfortable?
Tony No.
Frances You always dress first.
Tony Lot to do.
Frances Do you have time for a pizza?
Tony If you hurry.

She gets up, gathering the sheet around her. She goes out to change

Tony is thoughiful, not moving from his chair. He calls through to the
bedroom

It’s just tonight I want to work on a scheme I have. Which I want to put to
the team. I’ve got an idea for common worship, to try and involve the
Catholics and Methodists as well. I wanted to start with a day for World
Peace. Or something. If we could get everyone together it would be the
most incredible coup. It would really ——

Frances has come back in. She has pulled on jeans and a shirt
Tony stops speaking when she re-appears, as if censoring himself

Frances What?
Tony No, then I think we’d really get people talking. Christ would be bang
in the centre of things.

Frances moves across the room and gets a hair-brush. She starts brushing
her hair. Tony, still in his chair, looks down

I'm sorry.

Frances No.

Tony I can tell what you’re thinking.

Frances It’s always Christ. We’re alone. We make love. We have a little
time. (Smiling) And then Christ enters the room.

Tony Yes. Well he’s there. He’s always with us.

Frances I always pretend you’re no different from anyone else. But you are.
You always bring your friend to the party.

Tony Ican’thelp it.

Frances Iknow.
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They both smile. She crosses the room to put her coat on, easily running her
hand across his back as she goes

And is he coming for a pizza?
Tony Inevitably.
Frances And will he be staying here tonight?
Tony He will. But I can’t.
Frances Oh really?
Tony No. Didn’t I mention my aunt’s coming down?

She looks at him a moment

Frances No. You forgot.

Tony Yes. Aunt Ethel. She’s ridiculously proud of me. I think she’d have
preferred a nice smart parish in Surrey. But I explained I had to have the
challenge of somewhere really difficult.

Frances And when’s she coming?

Tony Oh, you know. This evening.

Frances Mmm.

She stands a moment, her coat on. She’s ready to go. Tony doesn’t get up

Tony It’s getting rather late for my meeting. I think I'll skip the pizza. Do
you mind?

Frances How long have you been here? Forty-five minutes?

Tony Yes. I'm sorry. (He looks down again) It’s very wrong.

She looks at him a moment, then starts to move away

Frances Well, certainly it doesn’t make me feel very valued ...
Tony I know.

Frances Is Aunt Ethel really coming?

Tony Why do you say that?

Frances Because I can tell when you’re lying.

Tony is very subdued
Tony Yes. Tomorrow she is.
Frances is very still

Look, I'm sorry ...
Frances It’s all right. I don’t want an explanation.
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Tony No, really.

Frances I'd rather not. It'll be humiliating. For both of us.

Tony I'm going to feel rotten. In fact I do feel rotten already. Unless you let
me share what I think.

He waits, but she says nothing

I mean, I know this sounds terrible but the fact is, our relationship ... well,
we understand. It’s a caring and loving relationship, with some eventual
purpose. It’s in the context of ... well, of our future. Of one day marrying.
I mean we’ve sort of joked about it. But I think that’s what we’ve both
thought. Haven’t we?

He pauses. She doesn’t answer

I mean, you know I would never ... the physical experience, I mean you

understand it’s always in the context of a long-term commitment. An idea,

if you like. Which both of us have. And which is terribly exciting.
Frances But?

He looks at her mistrustfully

Tony ButI have been getting worried how it may look to the rest of the world.
(He gets up quickly to stifle her reaction) I mean, you know I don’t have
any hang-ups. Personally. The biblical evidence is pretty inconclusive. We
all know. We have advanced. Paul wasn’t Jesus. You can read the Bible
either way. All that so-called Christian morality, we understand it can be
too narrowly interpreted. It’s a question of what feels right in your heart.
And with you it’s always felt right. I promise you. I believe in the
expression of God’s love through another human being. In a serious
context, it’s good. But lately I don’t know ... it’s made me uneasy.

Frances Uneasy in yourself?

Tony Yes. Partly.

Frances Or uneasy for what the Bishop might say?

Tony (indignant) You know that’s not fair.

Frances Isn’tit? I can see you’re frightened. I'm not sure why. Either it’s
your conscience, or else you just don’t want to get caught. (She walks
across the room and gets his raincoat) You’d better go. You'll be late for
your meeting.

Tony Ican’t go.

Frances Why not?

Tony Don’t be ridiculous. I ve told you my side. I’ ve tried to communicate
my thoughts.
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Frances Well, you have.
Tony But what do you think?
Frances Nothing. (Shaking her head) Honestly, I have nothing to say.

Tony stands. He is gentle now

Tony Frances. Please say.

Frances What does it matter? You’ve come this far without talking to me.
It had to be dragged from you as it was. I feel I’'m no longer even part of
this. You’ve started not to look at me. Aren’tLirrelevant? Aren’t you in an
argument with God? (She hands across his coat) Here’s your coat. (She
stops, close to him now) And look — for the record — I didn’t make love
in any “context”. Whatever that may mean. I made love because I wanted
you. Is that really such a terrible idea?

He smiles, a warmth suddenly reappearing between them

I tiked your innocence. You came up from Bristol, you were a Christian.
All right, I got over that. Because your faith was fresh. It was simple. You
managed to be a normal person as well. Yes, well exactly. It’s a high
compliment. After my childhood. (Ske turns away) But it’s over.

Tony No, Frances. I'm not saying that.

Frances No,Iam. You’ve got the bug. I've seen it before. (She shakes her
head, quiet now) All you want is to carry the Cross.

Tony Notatall. Look, it’s just ... it’s terribly complicated. It’s team ministry.
There are three churches. We try to minister to the whole area’s needs. It
is very exciting. It’s also demanding. So anything that ... (He pauses,
disastrously)

Frances That what?

Tony Idon’t know how to put this ... anything that dissipates my energy ...

Frances (suddenly furious) I think you should definitely leave.

But Tony rides in on top of her, confronting her at last

Tony It was exciting. It was wonderful. You know. All through ordination.
No question, it was you who got me through. After everything. In every
way, it wassuchatoughtime, “AmIworthy? AmIreally uptoit? Fulfilling
God’s mission on earth?” I found being with you in the evening was restful.
Itseemed natural. Justto walk on the common. Listen to your office gossip.
All that advertising stuff. Not thinking about theology. But it’s got harder
since then. (He looks at her anxiously) I’ ve got frightened of drift. I want
to be purposeful. Look where we're working. It’s nowhere, itisn’t Brixton,
itisn’teven Kennington. Basically it’s just a horrid great road surrounded
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by council estates. With thousands of people whose lives could be
infinitely richer. It’s my job to give them some sense of joy. How canI get
on withitunless ... unless my own private life is sort of cleared out the way?

She just looks at him

At the moment it’s messy. When I wake up, I think, today’s the day I shall
see her. Of course I'm thrilled. But also I feel a kind of dread. It raises
questions. It's a feeling in my stomach. (He shakes his head) I'm not sure
I can afford that any more.

Frances is very quiet
Frances No.
Tony You’ve been so good for me. You know I'll always want to be friends.
Frances Why is there one word you’re frightened to use?
Tony Which one? (Frowning) What word?
Frances I'm not a Christian, so it doesn’t frighten me.
Tony I have no idea what you mean.
Frances (smiling) The word is sin. Why don’t you use it? You’ve been
sinning.
He looks at her, silenced
Well, isn’t that what you think?
SceNE 4

Lionel’s sitting-room in a Victorian terraced house in South London

At one end Stella Marr is sitting by herself on a hard chair. She is black, in
her mid-twenties. She is in evident distress. She sits a moment, waiting

Then Lionel comes in carrying a box of tissues, which he offers gently to her

Lionel I brought you these.
Stella Oh, thank you.

She takes one. He stoops down and puts the box on the floor beside her

Lionel I'll put them there. They’re beside you. Now please tell me what
happened next.

She waits a moment, recovering, then starts
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