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In the midst of the darkness of the Second World War the BBC sought to give inspiration to the people of Britain.  Their choice was to turn to a writer of mystery and crime novels, the author who wrote the Lord Peter Wimsey book.  They asked her to write a series of radio plays based on the life of Jesus. Sayers was a competent translator, who could work from the original languages, as well as a devout Anglican. She rose to the challenge and delivered a groundbreaking series of plays.

It is hard for us to realize just how significant these plays are until we read the preface and introduction.  The plays were broadcast to people who only heard the Bible in the King James version.  Sayers gives us the Gospel in modern English.  That alone was enough for her work to be denounced from some quarters.  But her task was not just to recite the stories.  She wanted to bring them alive.  She took the material from the bible, re-translated it and interpreted from it.  She filled in the characters whom she needed for her purposes.  She turned the theological material of the pages into powerfully dramatic material.

Predictably the plays caused an outcry even before they were broadcast.  The second and third plays were delayed whilst the BBC's religious advisory council met.  But they pushed ahead.  In an admirable show of wisdom and unity, clergy from a variety of denominations stood behind Sayers creation and trusted her to continue the good work.  Two million ordinary British people were the beneficiaries, hearing the Gospel story not just in their own language for the first time, but in the form of stories that they could understand and relate to, real stories of real people.

This is not just a historical document, although it is that.  Sayers set the scene for other writers and producers to retell these stories in a variety of ways.  The plays till have a vibrancy today, even though we have seen the stories taken by Hollywood, even though the language is that of sixty five years ago, before TV and the internet.  For me the most fascinating part is the introduction, where Sayers writers of her challenges in bringing the stories to life, in setting the scene so that her listeners can really engage with the greatest story ever told.

But I commend this to you not for its academic or historical interest, but as a fresh way for you to hear and be challenged by this story.  Read it, and let the voices sound in your head.  Stop, and let the magic of your imagination re-ignite this drama for you. 

 A baby born to be King. 

A young man  challenging the establishment.  

Our God coming to die. 

I can think of few better ways to start into our seasons of Advent, Christmas, Lent and Easter then to read and reflect on these plays.

Neil

