The Rector's Ramblings
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I’ve been musing this week on how much things have changed in my life time, in 60 years, or for those of you who are football mined, since England won the world cup, and I’m sure many of you have shared the same experiences.
When I was growing up we didn’t have a phone, but then neither did most of my friends, so we did the old-fashioned thing of walking (or maybe cycling) round to see them. I can still remember the excitement when we came home one day to find a telephone line linked to the house! Oh the joy of being able to call friends and family – slightly dampened by the fact that it wasn’t cordless and so we had to sit on the stairs! Watching TV was also limited, although again I can remember the day the new arial was fitted and we could get BBC2 – suddenly our viewing choices went from 2 channels to 3 – although to change channel we had to get up and push a button on the very chunky TV – no remote controls in those days.
We didn’t have, or actually need, a car and so journeys to see family in Portsmouth, or to go shopping in Brighton, or to go to the beach at East Wittering meant a trip on the bus, or maybe the train to London.
When I started work in the pension payroll department of a pensions company, 20 people were serviced by a bank of 6 computer monitors. All correspondence was by post, and replies were either handwritten, or dictated, and sent up to the typing pool. I got my first mobile phone in my 30’s, with the option to phone or text only, and although it wasn’t the brick size phone of the 1980’s it was one you certainly knew you were carrying in your bag.
So the world has moved on a pace since then, with the majority of people having a mobile phone, with so many TV channels, not to mention online streaming, that the choice is sometimes overwhelming and the ease of the remote control means channels can be hopped at the click of a button, although the cry of ‘there’s nothing to watch’ is still heard up and down the country. The majority of families have at least one car so that many children have never had the joy of a bus journey, sitting higher than a car so you can see the view, check out people’s gardens, and maybe be a little bit nosey at the same time. And if you do get on a bus or a train, the majority of people, of all ages, sitting round you will have their eyes glued to their smartphone, either texting, WhatsApping, or streaming a film or a sporting event.
Now I’m not bemoaning the passage of time, except when I start to feel my age, but I do bemoan some of the things we have lost with the advent of smartphones, the proliferation of cars, and the fact you can watch TV from anywhere in the world. What I feel we have lost is the sense of belonging to a community, be it the street we live in, the school we attend, or even in the workplace. Now I know that in the villages and hamlets of the Valley Parish there is still a strong sense of community, but in many towns and cities there are people who don’t know the name of their neighbour, because they commute to work by car, they communicate by phone or email from inside the house, and even their shopping is delivered. I fear we are losing the ability to think for ourselves, to rationalise, to study, because the internet means we can not only search for the answer we need, but AI will even write a letter or email for us.
I fear we are losing the ability to have a good old conversation. As I said, travel by bus or train and the majority of people will have their eyes down looking at their phone, but the same is true for restaurants or coffee shops. It is depressing to see families sitting together for a meal out but not talking to each other because everyone, even the children sometimes, have their heads down looking at their phone. Visits to the theatre or cinema are sometimes interrupted by a phone going off, or as soon as the lights go up for the interval, people getting their phone out! What happened to talking? What happened to exchanging thoughts on the play? What happened to respect, to consideration, to appreciating another persons view?
A recent survey found that 33% of 16 – 29-year-old felt lonely or isolated all or most of the time – that is an incredibly depressing and heart-breaking statistic and I would suggest, although I am no expert, that much of that isolation is because of the internet and especially social media. The next highest group is the over 85’s, with their loneliness put at the door of either being housebound, or not knowing their neighbours. I don’t know what the answer is, although I am hoping that the ban on social media for the under 16’s might encourage them to talk to each other face to face, to actually phone someone rather than send them a message on Facebook, but we can all do our bit. We can give all our attention to friends, to family, even to the stranger at the next table, and leave our phones in our bags or pockets. When we travel by bus or train, we can look out at our amazing countryside and in appreciating it encourage others to do the same. We can say hello to our neighbour over the garden fence and actually have a conversation with them.
And when we do feel lonely or lost, or someone we know is feeling that way, we can remember and share Jesus’ words "And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20). We are never alone, we are never abandoned, for we always have the Lord with us. 
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