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I return to you fresh from a journey to the ancient glacial lands in the north that were the cradle of life for these Island lands. I come refreshed from my encounter with a folk the likes of which some of you will not believe exist within the world today. And yet, they are our very own blood; sons and daughters of our own ancestral line. Honest, braw men and gentle, intelligent women of pleasing countenance; they are indeed a fair folk in all meaning of that word, for justice and beauty are among the striking features of their lands and all who inhabit them. 
It’s many, many years since the dark, billowing towers of astonishing endeavour rose above the landscape now so familiar to us. They grew like mighty sentinels calling out across the moors and dales to all the peoples: Come to us, and together we will unleash a new age of power and prosperity. Many indeed responded to that summons, leaving the hard work of the seasons behind as they abandoned blistering plough, uncertain crops and demanding livestock to seek a different living in mill, mine and foundry.  

The dark towers are mostly gone now. Yet still their legacy abides in the coughs of the old and the despondency of the young; in the ideal of rights that hold only an echo of responsibilities and in the notion of pecking orders and hierarchy’s that do not honour the different giftedness of all but are content to patronise with handouts those walking wounded that stalk the paths to the cemetery’s far too early having failed to unwrap the potential they were born with and so succumbed to the illusion that they are less worthy of abundant life than those driven by the counter illusion that to be wealthier was to be happier.

Gone the towers may be, but we were foolish enough to permit them to drag our aspirations after them, leaving us to circle like dogs around a carcass that, having already been plucked clean, has little to offer any of us. We are left to chew on failed dreams; to snap and snarl at each other like strangers on a field of battle instead of brothers and sisters sharing the warmth of the same hearth.
But heed: I bring good news. The land of plenty abandoned by our forebears yet exists. Should we migrate there? No! That would bring the fair land into ruin too and spread our misery like a disease to a yet unclouded people. Besides, I’ve learned a secret that it would please me greatly to share with all who, having a willing ear, can see with eyes wide opened: we still stand on the self same fair land. 
We may indeed draw inspiration from the glacially formed northern cradle, but if we dare put aside our false hopes grown from greed infested illusions and see that self interest lies in serving each other, we may yet, together, reclaim the land that lies beneath our own weary feet. Imagine those same feet learning to dance anew upon the cushioned heath of plenty? Imagine this tired land once again rejoicing as the life that lies buried beneath its littered landscape wakes up from its long dark sleep to be greeted by a new dawn. Too late our forebears realised that the drudgery of lives spent in harsh, cruel toil needed diversions to take their minds away from the dreariness of abysmal routine. Denied the song of lark and blackbird that had been once a balm to their own fathers and mothers, they found refuge in a virtual life where they watched people acting out stories that were not their own but with which they came to over identify. 
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As generation withered and grew, withered and grew, the truth of their heritage was lost under layer upon layer of myth and longing by a people no longer sure of who they really were. Those who had inherited their station, tasks and a seeming wealth from the architects of the dark towers took it upon themselves to orchestrate yet further attempts to build a brave new world as if to compensate for the angry disillusionment of the post-tower poor, but their efforts simply became further strata of unreality in a perpetual chain of meaningless, unsustainability that moved from accolade through derision to further dereliction. The dream itself slumbered deeper than the dreamer until it seemed lost for all time.
This is the world in which I grew from infancy. 

Though in infancy I was able to reconnect with the place of true origin and hold within me the comforting knowledge that at the end of this life’s wanderings I would return to the eternal realm, all my life I have sensed another home here in the organic sphere. From an early age, I experienced homesickness for a place that – in this life at any rate – I had never seen. One day, I heard its name in the accents of its clime from a school friend, and realised it was called Scotland.
It was in Scotland that I met the amazing Maz and Martin. I’d been going with the Manchester Regiment of the CLCG Brigade as chaplain to their annual camp near Ben Lomond for a number of years, taking inner-city children and young people for confidence and team building engagement with the natural landscape: canoeing on the lochs, climbing the bens, walking the gorges and abseiling down rugged cliffs into turbulent rivers. Our own leaders worked with the local instructors to ensure that competent supervision was available at all times to ensure safety in risk. One brisk morning, I met with my mountain guides and a team of young people we were to work with, some of whom had never done anything more adventurous than crossing a busy road. We set off with the intent of climbing a relatively easy route up Ben A’ an – the young people chattering away without a care in the world. When our transport dropped us off at the base of the mountain, we set off on foot along an access path then stood gathered looking up at the summit.
“I’m not going up there!” One girl said, opening up a defiant rebellion among the others. “I’ve climbed it before” said one lad. “I don’t see why I should climb it again”.

“One day soon”, I told him, “You will discover sex. I’m almost certain you will not wish to engage in that activity only once”. They all laughed and I took my cue to walk away towards the mountain. Maz stepped alongside. “This bunch is going to be tough. You know them well, while I know the mountain. They’ll love it once they get to the top. Let’s work together to keep them motivated”.

Martin, another local guide, took the lead while Maz and I began working as a team to keep the group together and heading in the right direction. I’d tell a joke when they slackened off and then walk ahead so they had to catch up to hear the punch-line.  Once we were high enough for team spirit to have kicked in and we were sure no-one was going to try and turn back, we stepped up the pace. Before I knew it the stunning beauty around us started to lift my spirits, and I started to sing Scottish folk songs. Maz kept her eye on the stragglers, while they more or less followed my voice up the mountain. 
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At the top, their sense of achievement had them all cheering and running round the crags like mountain goats. We were enveloped in a mist and could not see more than a few yards. Maz and Martin took up a stance at a particular spot to dish out packed lunches, but I couldn’t help notice that they had effectively set a boundary there beyond which the youngsters were not expected to pass. Elated myself, I too did a little dance around the crags. 

Very suddenly, the mist cleared and we could see the world for miles around. Maz and Martin had set up their boundary right at the lip. Just a few steps away from where we had been leaping about were sheer drops into the heather and lochs far, far below. Like limpets, the young members of the party stuck to the nearest rocks, but their fear was soon replaced by sheer astonishment at the beauty that surrounded us. They watched spellbound as an eagle soared beneath us in a place between the sky and the water of the loch. 
By the time we descended, the bedraggled crew that had started off had become a team.  

Having experienced her leadership skills first hand and come to admire this young, wiry woman with a heart gold that matched her curling mop of hair, I kept in touch with Maz and was delighted to write her a reference when she applied for a job working with young people. We met briefly at the following year’s camp, but by then she was moving on to her new post.

A few years went by and the night before we were due to set off for Scotland for the annual camp, I found myself thinking of Maz and that day on Ben A’ an and of how she had introduced me to a far wider repertoire of Scottish music than had left my lips as we had climbed. We had paused at one point in the climb to refresh ourselves under a cooling waterfall and I found myself longing for Scotland and all its wild and wondrous sights and sensations. My reverie was disturbed when the phone rang.
“Hello, it’s Maz. Might you be coming up to Scotland in the near future?”

“My God, I was just thinking of you and that day on Ben A’ an. As it happens, we are coming up to Scotland for camp tomorrow. Want to meet?”

“O, aye”, she had replied, “I want you to marry me”.

We arranged for her to pick me up from camp one evening so I could meet with her and the love of her life, Martin no less. How could I have been so blind that day and not seen that they were falling in love as we made that ascent?

At their cottage after a lovely dinner, Martin produced the finest whiskey that I have ever had the pleasure to encounter. Maz did not partake, as she was to drive me back. Would my head be clear enough for the gorge walk next morning? Och, what was I bothering about. It was an elixir of the gods. 

Though I am licensed to marry couples in the local Anglican churches I serve, I simply can’t marry people elsewhere in England without going through a great many hoops and obtaining special dispensations from bishops and incumbents. But Scotland is another matter altogether. 
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A couple of years earlier, I’d married two close friends who had met and fallen in love at annual camps. That ceremony had taken place in a glen over a drum-head altar. The registrar who had helped us sort out the formalities didn’t even have to be present on the day. Doing weddings in England means staying close to a strict formula, but here in Scotland couples could write their own vows and the service could be bespoke to their own special circumstances.
That evening as we talked through their special day was magical. Something deeply spiritual was going on, something liberating. Maz and Martin spoke with a deep authenticity about their love and their paths through life that had brought them to discover in each other their soul mate. Perhaps it was that astonishingly good whiskey, but there were moments when it felt as if Maz was Si’dh, perhaps the very queen of the fair folk: Mab herself, while Martin was Thomas the Rhymer and I a poor Franciscan priest being prepared to take Reverend Kirk’s place through the pine door at Doon Hill near Aberfoyle. Indeed, I’d have fair gone to the Faery realms without a second glance was it not that they were already round and about me.

I slept well after Maz drove me back and had the clearest head imaginable when we rose early next day to set off to abseil into the gorge far below Devil’s Pulpit.

The day of the wedding came. Elaine and I had travelled up by train in time to join Maz, Martin and close family for an evening dinner in Aberfoyle before the great day itself. The couple had arranged for us to stay in a local guest house. Just being in Scotland was magical for Elaine and I, but that very evening the magic of time and space came in through the door of the restaurant when I went to open it for a colourful young man struggling with a pushchair.

“No way!” said he. Elaine and I had met him once previously when looking for directions during a stay in Cornwall. After he had pointed us where we wanted to go, I’d suddenly startled him by saying: “Young man, I don’t know where or when, but our paths will cross soon in a place far from here when we will be singing and dancing together at a great celebration”. He had been awake enough to know I was not crazy, but neither of us could have known then where the path of my intuition would lead us back to each other’s company. He was no less than Maz brother-in-law and the father of the beloved nephew she had told me so much about.

After a hearty breakfast at our guest house next day, we began our journey to the island in Loch Lomond where the wedding was to take place. Maz had worked for a while with an activity project for disabled young people and it had been agreed that those of the guests who wished would be transported by boat directly to the beach, while the rest of us would be dropped off on the opposite side of the island to walk across, enjoying the ruins of an ancient abbey on the way. 

The men wore kilts, while the women looked splendid in their fine dresses, plaidies and bright coloured Wellington boots. The latter had been agreed attire for very practical purposes. Dressed in my clerical shirt and Franciscan habit and with sandaled feet, I strode across the island to the beach, where bottles of Champaign bobbed in the waves of the loch secured by a long string that was anchored into the sandy soil of the beach. 
5

By God it was cold! A light drizzle showed no sign of letting up and we huddled in little groups under the shelter of trees waiting for the boat that would bring the very bonnie bride to meet with her groom. Now truth be known, there remained a little part of me that wandered through my memories of the Venerable Bede’s Eccelsiastical History to a time when the ancient faith of these Islands of the Mighty had been met with a loving Gospel by the first Christian missionaries in an openness that enabled indigenous outlooks to meld with the good news and become that Celtic Christianity that rejoices in all aspects of nature. The council, of Whitby, of course, had politicised and perhaps even brutalised that marriage of faith in later years, so that now this English priest with a Scottish name and ancestry had a tiny residue of doubt as to whether God was smiling on this day. There was only one thing for it. I needed to ask.

In a sudden uplifting of the spirit, echoed in my raised arms, I ran down to the beach and before the astonished gathering called loudly to the heavens: “Mother-Father God, this son and daughter of yours have come here in love. May it please you to bless them with the smile of brother sun?”
In the same moment, the drizzle ceased, the clouds vanished and the sun came out to warm us all with the brightness of its glory. As we watched in awe, two geese flew in from our left and landed at the little jetty just as the bridal boat came into view. Those wild symbols of Celtic spirituality remained bobbing on the water as the boat was berthed and took off again only when a radiant Maz was making her way towards the gathering of those who loved her, one among whom would be king to her queen within the hour.

It was a splendid wedding and the evening kayleigh was wild and wonderful. Elaine and I had the most amazing evening of our life, at times feeling as if we had slipped down a highland path into the timeless magical world of Brigadoon.

Their wedding confirmed my hearts longing to train as an interfaith minister and to play my part in meeting people in that unconditional love that is at the heart of truth and can not be restrained by dogma. Maz and Martin will be in my thoughts and on my heart as I take my interfaith ordination vows this July. My ministry has been blessed enormously by their friendship and their example. I shall never forget their island wedding. 
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