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Immortal Memory
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Some years ago, whilst working in a Church in America, I attended what was billed as a “Bobby Burns Night” - which, apart from seeing more tartan on one person than you would see in most of the tourist shops along the length of the Royal Mile, was marked by a most dramatic entrance of the haggis. Well, when I say haggis, think of meat loaf with too much cayenne pepper in it and shaped in the form of a thistle and you’ll get the picture. In came the haggis - preceded by four pipers - all playing different tunes, and behind them, and just in front of the wannabe haggis - to more tartan bedecked characters - each with a bottle of whisky in either hand, and waving them over their heads! My neighbour at the top table leant over and said I must be feeling quite home-sick. He was half right. However, all was not lost, the pipers loud and louder blew, the haggis was lifted higher and higher, and, as if in answer to my prayers (for you see there is a God) one of the whisky wavers waved just a little too enthusiastically, and somehow managed to crash the two bottles directly over his head. With the greatest of respect to this honourable congregation, no Burns Supper has lived up to my expectations ever since!

I have had a long-abiding interest in Burns since I was at school. I enjoy much of his work, but I do not belong to the school of thought, too often found in our country, that puts Burns somewhere up there with Jesus Christ. Even the most cursory reading makes it clear that Burns was no saint, nor did he himself ever claim to be. We do him, and ourselves, no favours, to turn a blind eye to his frequent faults and failings. He never ignored them himself, and they often gave him great pain. He regularly overindulged in drink; he cheated on his wife with a number of women and had illegitimate children to prove his extra-marital exploits. Whether you are a Christian or not, this is not the kind of behaviour that should be held up as exemplary. He didn’t get away with it, and found an early grave because, I suspect, of much of his lifestyle. It should not be for these things that we remember him tonight - not some early edition of a man behaving badly. What makes Burns great was the way in which he faced up to his failings, and the failings of others. He wrote about them with candour and let those who read his works learn a little more about human nature, its triumphs and its failures. In his own failures, and in his pain, and in his wrestling with life and death, and in his attacks on hypocrisy and injustice and cruelty, we see an ordinary man seeing with extraordinary eyes the world and human nature for what they are, and sometimes tenderly, sometimes brutally, bringing what he saw to light.

By modern standards Burns had the sketchiest of educations. But at an early age he was proficient in the three Rs and well-grounded in the principles of Presbyterian theology. He could read and write and remember. He was sensitive and passionate. He was aware of politics and economics. And despite his background and foreground of poverty and hunger and never-ceasing toil, he could laugh. He relished the gift of life as few humans have. It can be argued that he paid a terrible price for the quality of his enjoyment, but he seemed to pay it gladly enough.

In his life-long struggles, it was in poetry that Burns found release, and through the many things he wrote about we find time and again the profound religious expression and faith that was, for Burns, a mainstay all his days. Not that he was otherworldly about it, or pious beyond belief - no-one who has read his Address to the Unco’ Guid could believe that - but I find in Burns a deep-down conviction that faith mattered, and that God mattered, and that he would not have been the man or the poet without that knowledge and that belief. Throughout his life, with all its problems, Burns knew, as he wrote in his Epistle to a Young Friend, that “A correspondence fix’d wi’ Heaven is sure a noble anchor.”

A correspondence with Heaven, or, as he puts it in what is one of his greatest achievements The Cotter’s Saturday Night, “the language of the soul.” It was a profound thing for Burns, this “language of the soul”. It touched on the deep-down things that he believed and held to be of infinite importance. Some were spiritual, some were social, some were to do with relationships, and  were to do with what was honourable in being a man. His themes in so many of his poems echo this - Truth, Justice, Compassion, Reverence, and Love.

For all that he was a man of flesh and blood, Burns clearly finds time for reverence, so it too finds a place in his language of the soul. In the Cotter’s Saturday Night, the whole poem is lit up by reverence. An appreciation and acceptance and acknowledgement of God. In the home, in the work place, everywhere he looked, Burns found reverence and enjoyed it and benefitted from it, and placed it as one of the words in his language of the soul.

The greatest word in the language of the soul is love. Burns wrote of his love for his wife, for an illegitimate child, for his country, for sweethearts, for food and drink, for the joys of growing old together. In every sense of that word, and in a passionate, honest, emotional, up-front kind of a way that shocks our C21st sensibilities, Burns was fired by love. 

We remember tonight the life of a great man. A great poet. A great patriot. A great human being with great gifts and great failings. A man who wrote about and lived out what he called ‘the language of the soul.’ A man who challenges each one of us here tonight, to speak the same language, and to live it out, in his memory.

Ladies and Gentleman, I give you the toast “The Immortal Memory.”
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