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Have you noticed that some skills, skills our grandparents had in abundance, seem to have quietly wandered off without telling anyone, at least for the majority of the population, and certainly for most people under the age of 40? (Yes, I know, as you read on you may get frustrated because not only do you still have these skills, but so do your children and grandchildren – but you, and they, are the glorious exception).
Take letter writing. Once upon a time, people would spend an evening carefully choosing the right paper, dipping a pen into ink (or at least finding a biro that worked), writing several pages, and then walking to the post box. We then waited, patiently or not, for a reply to come within a couple of weeks. Today, we send a message that says, "OK 👍" and get frustrated, or even hurt, when we don’t get a reply within thirty seconds.
Then there's knitting. There was a time when almost everyone seemed able to produce a scarf, jumper or tea cosy with two pointy sticks and some wool, and certainly never needed a pattern, and rarely even looked at what they were doing. These days, many of us can't untangle a pair of headphones, let alone knit a pair of socks, (although I am an expert (!) at fingerless mitts and poppies) and if you do know how to knit, people look at you with the same awe normally reserved for magicians, or roll their eyes and ask – why?
Map reading has become another endangered skill. We used to unfold an enormous paper map across the dashboard, argue over where we were, turn the map around a few times, and yet somehow still arrive at our destination (eventually). Now, if the sat-nav loses signal for thirty seconds, we begin to panic and start looking for the signposts that have been there all the time – they just don’t tell us to ‘make a u turn when possible’!
And what about remembering phone numbers? Once we could recite dozens from memory. Now, many of us barely know our own because our phones have kindly remembered them for us. Lose your mobile, and you suddenly discover you can’t contact anyone!
Of course, there are some things that I am more than happy to consign to history. Washing clothes on a scrubbing board is definitely something I am happy to see only on an historical drama, and I’m glad I no longer have to wait a week to collect photos from the shop down the road, only to find half of them are out of focus and the rest include part of a thumb in the corner.
But perhaps there are some abilities, some skills, worth rediscovering. Writing a thoughtful note instead of a hurried text not only makes you take the time to think about what to say, and write it legibly, but also tells the person receiving it that you think them important enough to give that time. Mending rather than replacing, saving money and the worlds resources. Taking time to do something with our hands, be it knit a pair of fingerless mitts, tackle a jigsaw puzzle, or turn the pages of an actual, physical, book. Taking time to listen without glancing at a screen every few moments. Sitting in comfortable silence with another person.
The Christian faith has always valued these quieter skills. Jesus never hurried from one conversation to the next, never looked to see if there was someone, or something, more interesting happening elsewhere. He noticed people everyone else overlooked. He took time to share meals, tell stories, ask questions and listen carefully. None of those things require the latest technology—just the willingness to slow down.
The Apostle Paul encouraged Christians to "devote yourselves to what is good." Sometimes "what is good" isn't spectacular. It may be baking a cake for a neighbour, writing a card to say thank you rather than texting, sewing on a missing button, or simply making time for an unhurried chat over a cup of tea.
So why not revive one forgotten skill this summer. Write a letter. Learn to knit a few rows (although perhaps start with a scarf rather than a fair isle jumper). Bake some bread. Memorise a phone number. Or simply leave your phone in another room for half an hour and discover that the world carries on remarkably well without your constant supervision. And who knows, we may even discover that while some old skills have been lost, the timeless virtues, and gifts, of kindness, patience and love are never out of fashion—and they're still the finest things we can pass on to the next generation.
Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm off to write a belated, and apologetic, birthday card – and to put the date in my physical diary for next year, because my phone forgot to remind me!
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