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from the holy city: living by the Rule – 

meeting with and 

accounting to each other

by Kathy Galloway

The Rule of the Iona Community commits all full members to meeting with and accounting to each other. The primary way this happens is through the family groups (groups of around 8-15 people), which meet regularly in their own areas, and plenary meetings, of which there are four a year. The plenary meetings consist of Community Week on Iona (or rather, Weeks, since pressure of numbers have meant that for the last few years, we have held two each year in order to accommodate all the members and their families who wish to attend); a Spring Plenary, held over a weekend in a different location each year, alternating between Scotland and England (this year, it was a delight to hold this in Liverpool, European City of Culture); a June Plenary, which incorporates our Annual General Meeting, and a Regional Plenary, usually held in the autumn. A few words about each of these may be helpful.

‘We’re all together again, we’re here, we’re here …’

Community Week is our main time of meeting. It includes members, family members who may also wish to attend, and staff members and volunteers on Iona. A ‘Community Kids’ week runs concurrently at Camas, at which young family members aged 10-16 can get away from their parents, get to know each other, meet up with friends and enjoy their own community week of outdoor and creative activity (not to mention chores!). This programme is led by Camas staff and Community volunteers; this year, Liz Paterson from Braco and our multi-skilled Support Services Manager, Graham Boyle. A children’s programme for younger children runs throughout the week on Iona. The planning is done by the Leader in conjunction with the Wardens and Iona staff, and in the last few years has related to the Community’s biannual theme; we are just beginning two years on the subject of peace and non-violence. Leadership of worship is shared between Iona staff and Community members. The hallowing of New Members and the Recommitment of Staff and Community members is a highlight, and the Hallowing lunch is both a wonderful celebration and a testimony to the culinary and organisational skills of the hospitality team. This year, we were also pleased to have as our Community Weeks guests David and Maggie Lunan. David is currently the Moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland, and a former member himself, and Maggie is well-known to the Community through her work with Christian Aid and now Alternativity.

Mainland plenaries also reflect the theme, and are organised by Margaret Campbell and the Glasgow office in conjunction with the local family group, who ‘host’ the event, and the theme working group, who plan the programme. Additionally, the AGM, in which we receive the accounts of the Iona Community and elect office-bearers and committee members, reminds us that we are not just a movement, we are also a voluntary sector organisation with several departments and over fifty staff. This meeting gives us the opportunity to hear about their work and make decisions about priorities over the coming year.

Regional plenaries, usually covering several family group areas, take place in several parts of the UK and in Germany (this last incorporating members from other countries in mainland Europe). They are planned and programmed by local family groups, and are usually also open to Associate members. These, like all Community meetings, tend to include worship and food!

‘and who knows when we’ll be all together again …’

The Rule of the Iona Community commits all full members to mutual accountability. This is practised first and foremost in the family groups. These emerged in the early days of the Community, so that members working in close proximity after their time on Iona could continue the disciplines of Iona, and so that their wives (as it was then) might also have the right to participate in this mutual accountability (which, after all, affected them more than anyone else). Hence the name, family groups. Though these now include partners of both genders, as well as those who attend alone, they still share many familial characteristics – one doesn’t get to choose who is in them, they don’t always agree with each other, but they are nevertheless committed to each other. In family groups, we account for our use of our resources (including what George MacLeod described as ‘the privilege and burden of worldly wealth’. And by standards of the global South, none of us is absolutely poor, only relatively). It is this mutual accountability which is the truly counter-cultural aspect of our Rule, taking our resources of money, time and energy into a public and not just a private arena. Christianity has always had those who gave generously and lived lives of great sacrifice and simplicity, and this is still the case. Many do that better than the Iona Community. But it is the communal and corporate aspect of our accountability which is much more rare and challenging to those both within and beyond the Community, in a church and society which are both characterised by individualism – the church by individual salvation, the society by the individual survival of the fittest!

This mutual accountability gives context to our individual and corporate use of money, time and energy. It is where we give due account of how we use these resources, where we reflect on the priorities they represent, and where we are both challenged and supported in these priorities. Such priorities cannot properly be understood outside the context of mutual accountability. External appearances will not reveal, for example, the commitment of resources of time and money in regard to children, elderly parents, local churches, voluntary organisations or long-standing charitable commitments. The sharing of such information can only be done in a mutually respectful, trustworthy and committed group of equals which recognises that we all fall short of the glory of God. A context of critical solidarity.

Except in the situation of far-flung members who have no family group in the same country, who account directly to the Leader, the Community expects accountability to happen in family groups. The ‘with us’ process, whereby members return their pledges to the Leader each year, is the outcome of mutual accountability, not its alternative. In making the family group the instrument of mutual accountability, the Community has wisely recognised that, in the words of Karl Barth: ‘As a Christian, I can criticise other Christians only if I am also in solidarity with them.’ This solidarity is what actually allows us to take the kind of risks in sharing, both of ourselves and of our substance, which would be impossible for us acting merely as individuals. It is also what allows us to stretch ourselves in regard to the wider priorities and themes of the Community.

‘singing all together again, we’re here, we’re here!’

But plenaries and family groups are not the only places where we meet. My rough calculation suggests that there are around 100 groups meeting regularly within the Iona Community network. 35 of these are family groups. At least another 35 are Iona groups involving Associate members, Friends and supporters of the Community (and these are only the ones we know about; my sense is that there are other, informal groups), who are scattered far beyond the UK, with a dozen in Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Sweden. The Associates are an important group within the Iona Community. Many of them are involved in a group, take part in related activities and be active participants in the Community’s life. The Youth Associates too have their own inner life and meetings (and their own magazine, Juicy Bits), and are ardent users of the

numerous Iona-Community related Facebook sites. 

There are also Council and five operational committees, and at any time around six working groups of the Community. And without the Resident Groups on Iona and at Camas, the mainland staff group, the Wild Goose Resource Group and its various collectives and the Holy City planning group, the work and witness of the Community would have ground to a halt long ago. It is in these groups, formal and informal, that we are, in our different ways, accountable to one another, that we challenge one another, that we support and encourage one another, that we pray and weep and celebrate together. In a large and complex body such as ours, they are places of belonging.

These groups are the ‘how’ of community. As we seek to nurture and sustain one another, they allow the possibility of

l creating safe space – accepting, non-judgemental, encouraging, disciplined – in which to know and be known, in which genuine accountability and support can grow. This safe space is a ­prerequisite for

l offering the freedom to ask questions – to challenge, to disagree, to meet across many kinds of difference. This kind of dialogue involves respect, listening and confidentiality, all of which contribute to the building up of trust. And so the safe space becomes a ground for 

l encouraging the art of sharing through a revaluing of the communal joys and a rebuilding of confidence in relationship.

This is not to say that we always achieve all of these possibilities. But we hold to their desirability because we are convinced that the inclusive community we seek

must be embodied in the community we practise.

Aside from accountability and support, these groups are also important because they make a vital link between the Community gathered and the Community scattered. The Rule is the common thread that runs through our whole life. Individually we seek to give it expression in our daily lives, neighbourhoods, work and churches. Collectively we seek to give it expression in our work on both islands and mainland. The groups are where these two come together. 

They are also the place where we are most able to maintain unity in diversity. Some in the Community are involved mainly in its political and peace witness, others are involved primarily through the islands centres and worship outreach. Some have significant engagement in secular society, politics and institutions, others are able to impact more on church renewal. These involvements should never be seen as being in competition. They are complementary. We cannot all do everything – this is one of the reasons for belonging to a community – and what others do, they do on our behalf precisely because we cannot do everything. This diversity is most clearly expressed at a local level, where it can take account of context, need and opportunity. But the groups and the meetings also remind us of our unity, our belonging to a greater whole, and hold us accountable to it.

Kathy Galloway is the current Leader of the Iona Community. Her new book is Sharing the Blessing: Overcoming Poverty and Working for Justice, SPCK.

Shape of church

by John Harvey

John Harvey is intrigued, concerned and challenged by ‘new movements’ in the Church, and invites folk in the Community to meet together to explore this phenomenon, perhaps in a new working group.
Within what seems to be the steadily shrinking constituency of the established churches in Britain, something appears to be stirring.

It goes by various names – ‘Fresh Expressions’, ‘Emerging Church’, ‘Urban Expression’, ‘Church Without Walls’ are the ones I’ve been hearing for the past few months.  

It doesn’t seem to have a clear shape or structure – I’m not sure myself that you could call it a movement – but it does seem to be having an effect across the board, and some at least are seeing it as a movement of the Holy Spirit, breathing new life into a dying institution.

Within my own denomination, the Church of Scotland, two of the main councils of the General Assembly (the Ministries Council and the Mission and Discipleship Council) have included sections on ‘Emerging Church’ within this year’s reports to the Assembly. A draft copy of the report of the Ministries Council, which I was shown before the Assembly met in May, certainly made interesting reading. In the opening paragraph, this is how they described what they were seeing:

For the last decade around the globe, and particularly, in England, Australia, New Zealand and North America, a new strand of church life has been developing that is often described as Emerging Church. It is a movement rather than an organisation, found across the denominations, including almost all theological flavours, both within and outwith existing structures. The term Emerging Church is used to describe those groups, which are growing new patterns of worship, community and mission. They arise as people take seriously gospel, tradition and culture. As they ask what it means to follow Jesus faithfully in today’s world, frequently new patterns develop.

I have come across this myself in two ways recently. A few months ago, Molly and I met two young people who are working in Glasgow at setting up what is called ‘Urban Expression’ – moving into a downtown area of the city, working at ordinary jobs, and trying to allow a new expression of church to emerge as they live and work amongst their neighbours. And I was involved recently with a church in Ayrshire which has been considerably influenced by the ‘Church Without Walls’ movement, which is quite big in the Church of Scotland.

My own experience, together with some of the reading I have done about this (not a lot, I have to say), has left me intrigued, concerned and challenged.

Intrigued, because of course this is surely where the Iona Community began – trying to find ‘new ways to touch the hearts of all’, and, certainly in the early decades of the Community’s life, committed to experimenting with new ways of being church, within the life, chiefly, of the Church of Scotland. And my strong sense is that George MacLeod was very concerned to find new ways of being church even before the idea of the Community formed in his mind, at least to judge from what I know of what he was trying out in Govan in the 1930s.

I am concerned, because, despite what the Ministries Council says, it does seem to me that this movement, if that is what it is, comes out of a particular theological stream – primarily from a conservative evangelical background – and feels as if its main concern is to draw people back into the fold of a particular expression of church life.

But most of all, I feel challenged.

The strongest strands in the broad cloth that is the established churches in this country are twofold. On the one hand, there is the deep and abiding challenge of the gospel to a radical lifestyle, both personal and social; a lifestyle that demands a willingness to seek to walk the way of Jesus in one’s personal and family life, while at the same time a determination to see that way promoted in the public sphere – in the areas of politics, economics, the environment, community- building, and so forth.

Alongside that, runs the other strand – of inclusiveness, of ecumenism, of an openness to all, which has traditionally been expressed in the determination of the established, and many of the Free, churches to seek to be parish churches, available and responsive to everyone in the parish, whether members or not.

We all know, of course, that holding these two strands together is not easy. Pulled apart, 

the former can too easily lead down the sectarian, or gathered church, route; while the latter can have a tendency to swerve off into the path of collusion with the cultural, social or even political fashion of the day.

In today’s secular, and increasingly anti-religious, climate, what shape the local Christian community takes has to be of the greatest importance. Will it continue to try to hold these two strands together, presenting them as a whole, both to its own members and to the outside world, in a way which is accessible, attractive and challenging? Or will it opt for the easy option – and settle for one strand or the other? What the ‘Emerging Church’ movement seems to me to be doing, is to challenge, primarily, the established churches to look again at their commitment to holding these two strands together, and also at their way of presenting them to the outside world.

My purpose in writing this short piece, however, is simply to test the waters of the current Community constituency, and to ask, through the Coracle, if there are people who would be interested in exploring this phenomenon together, perhaps in a new Working Group? As a Community, I wonder if we have paid enough attention recently to the shape of the church? I have to hold my hand up here, because I'm sure I didn't do enough about this when I was Leader. But it strikes me that we might have something to learn from what is going on, and we might also, as a

Community, have something to contribute. I always remember that the first part of our Community prayer is primarily a prayer not for the Iona Community, but for the church – asking God to grant ‘… a like spirit to your church, even at this present time …‘

For myself, I would certainly like to learn more about it – if only to get my own impressions either confirmed, or, more likely, corrected!

So – if this rings any bells with you, I’d be happy to hear from you – or of course you could write to the Coracle, either in support, or in furious denunciation, of the above comments. l

Prayer of the Iona Community

O God, who gave to your servant Columba the gifts of courage, faith and cheerfulness, and sent people forth from Iona to carry the word of your gospel to every creature: grant, we pray, a like spirit to your church, even at this present time. Further in all things the purpose of our community, that hidden things may be revealed to us, and new ways found to touch the hearts of all. May we preserve with each other sincere charity and peace, and, if it be your will, grant that this place of your abiding be continued still to be a sanctuary and a light. Through Jesus Christ. Amen

John Harvey was a member of the Gorbals Group Ministry in the 1960s, and a parish minister in Gorbals, Govan, and Raploch. John’s book, Bridging the Gap: Has the Church Failed the Poor?, has been reissued by Wild Goose Publications as part of the Iona Community classics series. 

www.ionabooks.com

‘Love in the mortar’:

Habitat for Humanity

by Janice Clark

Janice Clark and Alastair Cameron, Chief Executive of Scottish Churches Housing Action, recently led a week at the MacLeod Centre on Iona entitled ‘Rebuilding Walls and Extending Boundaries’. The week looked at opportunities for practical involvement with people and communities, locally and internationally, who are excluded from a decent, settled home.

Here Janice Clark, Development Officer for Habitat for Humanity, Scotland, reflects on the work of Habitat, and tells us how we can get involved in creating ‘a true global village of love, homes, communities and hope’. 

Love is associated with feelings and emotions, and those feelings and emotions of love are demonstrated through the actions and activities that people become involved in. ‘Love in the mortar’ is just one way of describing the work of Habitat for Humanity. Through personal involvement in working with people living in poverty-housing, those who have participated in a global village team know only too well that it is as you put the mortar in between the blocks that you are expressing your love and solidarity for the people you are working with. As the mortar dries so it gains in strength and cements the blocks together, forming a bond that is permanent and lasting. 

Habitat for Humanity is a non-profit, ecumenical housing ministry which seeks to eliminate poverty-housing and homelessness from the world by providing decent shelter as a matter of conscience and action. It is driven by the desire to give tangible expression to the love of God through the work of eliminating poverty-housing. Habitat's mission and methods are predominantly derived from a few key theological concepts: the necessity of putting faith into action, the ‘economics of Jesus’, and the ‘theology of the hammer’.

Habitat provides an opportunity for people to put their faith and love into action, by bringing diverse groups of people together to make affordable housing and better communities a reality for everyone. 

Habitat is active in over 100 countries and builds houses together in partnership with families in need. It has built more than 200,000 houses, providing more than 1 million people in more than 3,000 communities with safe, decent, affordable shelter. 

Through volunteer labour and donations of money and materials, Habitat builds and rehabilitates simple, decent houses with the help of the homeowner (partner) families. Habitat houses are sold to families at no profit, financed with affordable, low-cost mortgages. The homeowners' monthly mortgage payments are used to build still more Habitat houses. 

Habitat is not a giveaway programme. In addition to a down payment and the monthly mortgage payments, homeowners invest hundreds of hours of their own labour – ‘sweat equity’ – into building their Habitat house and the houses of others. 

To become part of the ‘love in the mortar’, opportunities are available to be involved in a global village project, either by getting your own team together or by joining an open team. Team members work alongside the host community, raising shared awareness of the burden of poverty-housing and building decent, affordable housing worldwide. Together they help build a true global village of love, homes, communities and hope. l

For further information: 

www.habitatforhumanity.org.uk 

‘This theology is also about bringing a wide diversity of people, churches and other organisations together to build houses and establish viable and dynamic communities. It is acknowledging that differences of opinion exist on numerous subjects – political, philosophical and theological – but that we can find common ground in using a hammer as an instrument to manifest God’s love. Even though there may be strong differences on all sort of things … we can agree on the imperative of the gospel to serve others in the name of the Lord.’ 

From The Theology of the Hammer by Millard Fuller, Founder of Habitat for Humanity

When justice knocks!

by Rev. Dr June Goudey
Simi Valley, California – home of the Reagan Library and the Rodney King verdict that sparked the LA riots of 1992 – is the last place in Ventura County one would expect to find a sanctuary congregation in the New Sanctuary Movement. Yet that is what the United Church of Christ in Simi Valley has been for the past nine months. While representatives from a number of congregations have joined our struggle as allied partners, we remain the only church in Ventura County to host an immigrant family.   

After prayerful discernment and reflection on our core values, our congregation voted in July 2007 to respond to the plight of a young mother threatened with deportation. In May, with the help of Ventura County CLUE (Clergy and Laity United for Economic Justice), Liliana had been granted sanctuary. The location, however, made frequent visits by her family difficult. In August she and her infant son, Pablito, were transferred to Simi Valley and shortly thereafter, in a public, media-covered interfaith service, Liliana was officially welcomed. The calm surrounding her initial days quickly faded when a $40,000 bill from the city (later withdrawn) for police services during a September protest by pro and anti-immigrant groups brought us national and international attention. Though our relations with city officials have improved, protests by ‘Save Our State’ members continue. The bullhorns have gone, but a handful of angry men and women still make their presence known every Sunday.  


The injustice of Liliana’s story motivates our compassion. Liliana is a thirty-year-old Mexican wife and mother, who has lived in the United States for ten years. She is married to a US citizen and has three US citizen children. She and her husband own a home in Oxnard (30 minutes from Simi Valley) where they pay property taxes and contribute to their community. In 1998, after graduating from high school in Mexico, 19-year-old Liliana wanted to join her parents, who were already in the US legally. She applied for a visa in Mexico City, but was denied.   Unable to secure the necessary visa, Liliana was instructed by someone who helped her cross the border. On entry into the US, Liliana was stopped and detained by US officials. Shortly afterward, she entered the US and was reunited with her parents and siblings. She applied for legal status through her husband in 2004; however, her attempt to legalise her status was not approved because of her detention in 1998.

Three years later, in May 2007, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) officials entered their home at 6am, as her husband was leaving for work, with a deportation order for Liliana. Her then four-year-old daughter, Susy, woke up and begged the officers not to take her mother.  One officer offered a few days reprieve when he heard her newborn crying, and realised that Liliana was a breast-feeding mother. Instead of being separated from her family, Liliana sought sanctuary.  


For the past nine months, Liliana has essentially been a voluntary prisoner, confined to the church’s premises, while living in our former parsonage. While ICE has thus far honoured our sanctuary status there is no guarantee they will continue to do so. Despite this constant threat Liliana maintains a courageous spirit and a gracious presence. She and her family have blessed our congregational life a thousand-fold and deepened our understanding of the plight of immigrant families torn apart by the current administration’s unjust and inhumane policies. 


For reasons of safety, Liliana and Pablito are accompanied by an interfaith group of volunteers who stay with them in scheduled shifts, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. In addition to serving as watch persons for suspicious activity, they play with the school-aged children, Susy and Gerry, when they are able to visit, and comfort Liliana when her faith falters and her fears become overwhelming.  

Despite the stresses and strains brought on by our sanctuary status, our congregation has repeatedly voted to extend our sanctuary commitment in three-month intervals, most recently in May. The life of a sanctuary immigrant is never easy; but the alternative is devastating. The love this family has for each other is palpable. Their greatest wish is to live in peace on this side of the border. We continue to pray and work to make that wish come true.

How you can help: In addition to educating yourself about the flaws in our country’s immigration policies and working for immigration reform, please consider a financial donation. Because Liliana is no longer employed, donations are needed to assist the family’s basic needs and supplement Gerardo’s two-job income. To donate online please go to www.uccsimi.org A 22-minute DVD relating the experience of volunteers at the Simi Sanctuary house is also available for $12. To order call 805-526-6001. To find out more about the New Sanctuary Movement visit 

www.newsanctuarymovement.org 

Rev. Dr June Goudey is an Associate of the Iona Community and a member of the New World Foundation in America www.iona-nwf.org

News about friends in Kenya: Marksen and Freda Masinde Wafula
by Danus Skene

In the light of what happened earlier in the year in Kenya, and the reports from Iona Associate Marksen that were circulated to members of the Iona Community at that time, an update might be appreciated.

I had the privilege and pleasure of time with Marksen and Freda in late May. It was a joy to get to know them. They have a large new house in a scattered farming village called Matunda, between Eldoret and Kitale. Their lives are incredibly full. Freda runs women's groups, notably a network called Saidiana (‘Help one another’). She uses meeting and workshop space that they built in their house compound. Marksen manages the Kenyan operations of Home-Start, a major community development initiative that he first became aware of through Iona. He is also Moderator of the Reformed Church in Kenya, a farmer and founder of a new Teacher Training College in Kitale. He attempted to be a candidate in the general election last Christmas. This is Iona commitment to Church, justice, peace and social action gone magnificently berserk in the hands of two true entrepreneurs.

Some comment is needed on what happened in January and on the quite extreme ‘genocide’ message that we received from Marksen at one point. In fact, Matunda was an epicentre of confrontational violence. 'Tribally', the village lies on the boundary between Luhya farmers (Marksen and Freda are Luhya) and Kalenjin villages, which have more of a herding tradition. A further complication stems from the fact that much land in the area was alienated as ‘White Highlands’ farms in colonial times. This land was sold off a generation ago, at a time of Gikuyu dominance in Kenyan politics, mainly to Gikuyu incomers.

Election dispute was the spark, but land issues were the fuel. When it appeared to most Kalenjin and Luhya (as well as to most Westerners) that the Presidential election had been hijacked by Kibaki and his Gikuyu-dominated PNU alliance, gangs of Kalenjin youth descended on the property of key Gikuyu traders and farmers. It is a matter of contention how far they were ‘put up to it’ by Kalenjin politicians. Marksen's evidence would suggest that around Matunda, the Kalenjin were seeking the heads of specific people. Frightened Gikuyu families may have fled the area if they could, but many turned to their Luhya neighbours, and Marksen reports having 100 or more people in his compound. Meanwhile the Gikuyu-dominated armed police turned up on Day 2. Most of the 65 bodies found in the village at the end of a week (Marksen's figure) were Kalenjin youths shot by the police, who in due course reported 8 deaths. For about a week, Marksen and Freda's compound was isolated – nobody had any time available on their mobile phones, there was no access to media, no fuel, and travel was not possible anyway. A lot of frightened people were packed together. They had no idea that the rest of Kenya was not going through the highly traumatic experience of Matunda. So, under the circumstances, the first messages that Marksen got out may be excused for being overstatements.

The fundamental problems that lay behind the January violence are unresolved. At village level, the issues concern land and access to other resources. Rural violence flared up in specific areas where tribal competition for scarce resources is built into the local ethnic geography. Violence in urban areas had a rather different dynamic, less clearly related to tribe. Kenya has however survived a bad fright, the modern sectors of the economy are booming, and this is an open society with a vibrant press and functioning democratic institutions. The immediate political fix brokered by Kofi Annan is unlikely to hold for long, but I would be optimistic that this intelligently flexible and highly politicised country will move on to new and better ways of coping. Watch this space.

Marksen and Freda hugely appreciated all the messages of concern that they received from the Iona network, and are deeply conscious of the extent to which they were held in prayer. I can only give the opinion that their lives represent an ideal, in the Kenyan context, of what Iona is all about, and urge that we try to respond to their initiatives and any requests that they might make in any way that we can. Prayer, the spread of information about their work, and money, all are relevant.l

Danus Skene is a Member of the Iona Community.

Anyone interested in making a financial contribution to the work of Saidiana, or of Home-Start Kenya, or of the Trans-Nzoia Teacher Training College should get in touch with Danus at dgms@hotmail.co.uk

‘Bare Feet and Buttercups Resources for Ordinary Time’
Selections from a new book from Ruth Burgess and 

Wild Goose Publications 

www.ionabooks.com

JACOB’S LUZ BECOMES HIS BETHEL

(Genesis 28)

This sermon was given at an agape service at the end of a week on Iona.

He was on a sort of pilgrimage, Jacob.

A sort of ‘pilgrimage through life’:

a journey to an uncertain new home

in the hope of finding work and,

under pressure from his father, Isaac,

a wife:

The sort of uncertain and vulnerable pilgrimage through life

that most of us are on,

most of the time.

And he found himself in a very ordinary place, Jacob:

a shelter for the night on a rock in a town called Luz.

The sort of place you just pitch your tent, then pass on through

without really giving it a second look.

The sort of place where we all spend our lives,

most of the time.

But ordinary places can become extraordinary

if the eyes of our hearts are opened to see them that way.

And ordinary journeys through life can be transformed wondrously,

anywhere,

by encounters with the Divine.

So in the dark of a dreary night

on a campsite in humdrum Luz

the seeker Jacob met God in a dream,

and God promised him a certain future;

a blessed future;

a future full of promises which far exceeded any aims and intentions

that young man had;

a future which only his father Isaac might have imagined

or hoped for his son.

As Jacob woke up from this life-transforming dream

the eyes of his heart were opened

to see the place he was in

in a very new way.

‘Surely God is in this place – and I did not know it!’ he said, amazed.

‘This is an awesome place,’ he said, astonished. ‘Surely it is the House

of God – it’s a gate that leads to heaven!’

And he renamed Luz, Bethel, which means ‘House of God’.

And Bethel has ever since been known as a holy place

to many religious traditions

and many hopeful travellers-through-life …

We find ourselves together here tonight

in a place which has, for longer than anyone can remember,

been thought of as holy

(though a place of hard work and honest toil – an everyday place – for

those who have made this exposed slice of rock their home).

And we have offered each other ‘peace’

for our onward journeys:

maybe journeys like Jacob’s –

pilgrimages through life,

hoping and dreaming.

So we celebrate tonight

that our Luz can become our Bethel,

if we open the eyes of our hearts

to the possibility

of the Divine breaking into our everyday lives.

And we can leave this holy place

(whether tomorrow or on another day)

in the firm faith

that any place

and every place to which we travel

can be a house we share with God

can be a gate which opens us to heaven.

John Davies

NOT COUNTING

(Exodus 12:37; 15:20)

They were tired:

tired of cajoling the children,

tired of packing and unpacking and packing,

tired of carrying the food and the baking pans,

tired of walking.

I didn’t think that they had any energy left,

but they did.

They were anxious:

anxious about their enemies,

anxious about their older ones and their little ones,

anxious about the future,

anxious about the unknown.

I didn’t think that they could let go of their anxieties, 

even for a moment,

but they could.

It was a risk.

I thought I might be on my own,

that no one would join me,

that I’d look a fool.

I wondered if, after my brother’s long song,

my sisters would have had enough of singing,

but they hadn’t.

And so I sang for them,

and I sang with them

and I danced,

and I played my tambourine.

And the dry ground was beaten firm

by the feet of six hundred thousand women dancing,

not counting men

and sheep and goats and cattle,

and children.

Ruth Burgess

JESUS HEALS A MAN WITH PARALYSIS

(Matthew 9:1–8; Mark 2:1–12)

I look up into my friends’ faces

and suddenly

the weight of their expectations

crushes me.

All my life …

all my life, I’ve been distorted

by other people’s expectations:

parents, wife, children, friends –

all wanting me to be

someone else.

And slowly

over the years

my secret self, my real self,

unknown, unwanted, unloved,

has withered and atrophied

as resentment twisted me.

And now – Jesus;

but I refuse to meet his eye

to make contact

in case he too

has expectations –

sees me as someone

I am not

and never can be.

But I cannot evade his voice

and somehow, from him,

‘son’ sounds different

carries no oppressive overtones;

only a deep yearning

for someone

known, wanted, loved –

a yearning that unknots

the mockery

my life has become.

And as I stand

and meet his eyes

reflected there is someone I know

as myself

Pat Bennett
Getting the bread right 

a conversation with Andrew Whitley

Poet and Iona Community Member Joy Mead interviews Andrew Whitley, founder of the celebrated Village Bakery and author of Bread Matters: The State of Modern Bread and a Definitive Guide to Baking Your Own

‘Be gentle when you touch bread’, the old verse says … gentle and generous and thoughtful too. Bread requires it. All this Andrew Whitley knows well. His understanding of bread is total. He is a poetic, philosophical, prophetic and physical baker. He knows the science of what happens: the physics and chemistry of bread, and he also understands the significance of wonder and vernacular, earthy wisdom …… another kind of knowing.  

From his beautiful and interesting converted school home in Melmerby, Cumbria, just along from the well-known bakery he founded in 1976 and ran until 2002, Andrew now runs regular breadmaking courses and campaigns for a transformation of both the bread we eat and attitudes towards it (The Real Bread Campaign). I met with Andrew earlier this year to talk about his bread story. 

JOY: Could you talk a little about how you came to meet and work with Bruce Kenrick in Notting Hill?

ANDREW: Yes, although it’s not directly connected with the baking I’m sure that at some level it contributed to my decision to start the Village Bakery. I got to know Bruce through reading, when I was 16 or 17, still at 6th form college and interested in ecumenical Christianity, his book Come Out the Wilderness (1962). I was brought up in the Congregational Church but I guess it was my interest in the more radical approaches to Christianity which attracted me to the book. Between its pages I found a bookmark which suggested that the reader might be interested to know that Bruce Kenrick had started something called the Notting Hill Housing Trust to work with homeless people in London. I wrote to Bruce to ask if I could volunteer in my ‘gap’ year and he took me on as a kind of office boy – this was 1965/66 – when there were only four or five people working in the house in Blenheim Crescent. It was a wonderful time. There was a sense that this whole thing was taking off: buying houses, doing them up, letting them to homeless people at fair rents. It was also the time Bruce was planning to start something which he called the National Campaign for the Homeless.

Although I was only 17 or 18, Bruce often consulted me as if I were an equally wise member of the team. One day, he said, ‘We’ve been thinking about a good name for this organisation. What do you think about Shelter?’ I said, ‘No … it creates an image of a basic place of safety, a covering, but doesn’t say anything about the home that all good houses should be.’ So that was my contribution to naming one of the best known charities in the country … it’s a good thing that I didn’t go into advertising!

JOY: This time with Bruce clearly had a profound influence on you and your decisions about the future. What do you feel to be most poignant about that time?

ANDREW: The important thing for me about working with Bruce and Isabel Kenrick was the meal we had once a week at their family home five doors down from the office. Lunch was just sitting around a table sharing bread and something very simple, cheese or soup. Bruce would say a few words. It was in a sense a communion service, although it wasn’t structured like one, certainly not a formal Eucharist. But for me it was a hundred times more meaningful than the pedestrian, uninspiring and not particularly relevant liturgy I was already rebelling against.

JOY: Yes, serving one another bread, sharing the promise of life and strength, is glimpsing the heart of things.

ANDREW: Exactly. For the first time in my life I understood what this ‘breaking bread’ might mean because it was real bread not just as a piece of spiritual symbolism, some sort of apology for bread. We were breaking ordinary bread that a baker had made and were doing so to nourish ourselves, but that act was also powerful because it was shared by a group of people working with a deeply embodied sense of purpose: re-housing people who were in desperate straits without proper accommodation, being exploited by landlords and bringing up children in damp, unhealthy environments. There was a very clear relationship between the nourishment that bread gave us as individuals having a meal together and its fortification of our purpose as human beings which is service to others. That to me was a profound lesson delivered in a simple and compelling way by Bruce.

JOY: Perhaps there’s something of that on Iona: the breaking of bread in the Abbey, bread you can smell, bread made in the kitchen a few yards away and shared by people with a passion for the justice of that sharing.

ANDREW: Yes, and the elemental basic nature of bread is something which, presumably when it was first used as an item to share under those special circumstances which became the Eucharist, was not remarkable because it was an everyday item, a basic part of people’s diets. For us it’s hard to feel the specialness that lies within its ordinariness. That’s been the intriguing thing I’ve puzzled over a lot: that actually something needs to happen to turn the ordinary into the special, and that goes on inside your head and heart.

JOY: I like the way that you, a young man of 17 or 18, were relating to eating and enjoying ordinary bread, and recognising the significance of this in a way that many theologians are still struggling to do! 

ANDREW: Funnily enough I think I was just built that way, to have this quite clear desire to link the intellectual and the practical. I remember sitting around with friends at the end of the day the Russians invaded Czechoslovakia in 1968 – I’d been protesting outside the Soviet Embassy and spent the day rushing around London feeling terribly important – almost high on this notion of doing something right and politically engaged – saying, to the amusement of my friends, that I thought of myself as a ‘practical intellectual’ – a terribly pompous thing to say at the age of 20. I didn’t want in any sense to rubbish the intellectual life or endeavour; I just wanted to combine that with some sense of the importance of and satisfaction to be gained from doing things, making things.

JOY: It’s about wholeness, being fully human.

ANDREW: Yes, I felt I wanted a closer head/heart/hands integration and I began to think about what I might do other than the job which I did get as a Producer in the Russian Service of the BBC, broadcasting in Russian to the Soviet Union. I wanted to grow my own food, having read Schumacher’s Small Is Beautiful, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring and all that stuff. The bakery idea was suggested by someone in Cumbria who was restoring a watermill and said he wanted someone to bake a few loaves for his tea room. I realised that I could use that as a sort of stepping stone to see whether or not I would like baking.

JOY: Then, after 14 years running the The Village Bakery in Melmerby, you went back to Russia? 

ANDREW: Yes, I really wanted to see how things had changed under Gorbachev, so I dreamed up reasons why I should spend money on an air ticket and time away from the bakery and the family. My justification, only partly truthful really, was that I was going to go and find out more about Russian bread, but my host took me literally and arranged the most remarkable series of encounters which enriched my view enormously. I remember going to the visa office to get my passport stamped and it being given back to me by this female border guard with a smile and a recipe for bread in it. I couldn’t imagine this happening in Britain. Russian people must think highly of bread if they’re going to be so interested in someone coming asking questions about what their bread’s like. Time and again those words ‘Andrew’s come to find out about our bread’ seemed to open the hearts of the Russians that I met and enable them to talk to me and offer me samples of bread in a very simple but profound way.

JOY: This is something to do with the universality of bread, isn’t it? Bread is a good way to connect with people: eating and talking about good honest bread tends to get people excited … everyone. 

ANDREW: Yes, it’s not just important in the obvious sense that without it we starve. It’s also a symbol of important things and it takes the notion of dependence on a staple food, on the earth itself, and says: How do I feel about my relationship to this staple product? What do I value in the making and the sharing of it? I’d like to see people create local bread clubs, to come together to learn, to have fun, and also to share and compare leavens and sourdoughs. 

I’ve just had an email, out of the blue, from some people who’ve enjoyed my book and have been making their own bread for a little while. Their village, they tell me, has a well-equipped hall but little community spirit so they want to start a Real Bread Club. They are going to get people to come together in the village hall and make bread.

JOY: So the importance of ‘getting the bread right’ is a bigger issue than physical well-being?

ANDREW: Yes, you can understand those words in literal terms as being getting the bread right in its function to nourish, but there is also the pleasure, sensual and collective, that it gives, especially in bringing people together. This is a function of food and eating that is often overlooked, particularly by the food supply chain which simply facilitates the consumption of food in as many different situations as it can dream up. Your ready-meal for one, your snack food – these are things that actually shatter the central role of food in bringing people around a table to share. The world falls apart into little units – people stuffing themselves absent-mindedly in front of a screen, or indeed grazing throughout the day on little bits, all of which accumulate into more food than we actually need and have no element of companionship about them at all.

JOY: Is that something of the basis of the Real Bread Campaign?

ANDREW: Yes, the Real Bread Campaign is about getting our bread right in every sense in which bread engages with human society. 

It means having a more comprehensive understanding of the content, what we need and don’t need in our bread, and the role of bread, looking at equity of the supply chain and the inadequacy of some people’s supply compared with the excess of others. That could mean, for example, questioning some of the nastier aspects of the bread industry, such as its tendency to congratulate itself on its ‘added value’ (i.e. more expensive) ‘healthy eating’ ranges while aiming the least healthy white, sliced loaves at poorer people, precisely those whose access to a richly varied diet is restricted and who therefore need every slice to be optimally nutritious. 

It’s learning how to make bread, how to choose it with reasonable knowledge and good sense, how to go about using it in your diet in such a way that you become part of a reconfiguration of the food chain so that we don’t just have the model we’ve built up over the last fifty years or so, which is large mills trucking flour to big bakeries, who truck bread to supermarkets for people to drive to buy. All that elaborate petroleum-dependent nexus which everyone thinks of as being the epitome of the modern way is coming under greater and greater pressure, ecologically and socially, and needs to be replaced by something much more local, even domestic. Save the planet – bake your own!

JOY: Let’s go back to the concept of sharing. The actual breaking of a loaf is probably the most important part, isn’t it?

ANDREW: Yes, that moment of sharing and nurturing … I think what I’m increasingly understanding, having had children and fed them, is the profound role of food, bread especially, in the nurturing process. There are so many ways

and levels at which making and sharing bread brings people together. 

Among those is something that Veronica, my partner, and I want to work with in the future. She’s got a social work background, as an expert witness in family court cases especially where children are being separated from their families because the families can’t nurture them. The idea is that bread can have a powerful role in showing people ways of behaving with their children which have the potential to establish a nurturing pattern of family life.

JOY: Why do you think bread and breadmaking has such a profound role?

ANDREW: One of the reasons – it’s only one but it’s easy to understand because it’s symbolic – is the miraculous element in breadmaking. I incorrectly use the term ‘mystery’ in my book. I want to change that – it isn’t a ‘mystery’ in the sense that it is something that is unknowable. It is knowable. We now understand a lot about the science of fermentation, but it’s miraculous in that it’s something to wonder at. The wonder is the activity of those organisms like yeast and lactobacilli that takes place out of sight and needs time to deliver the goodies. It actually requires the suspension of agency on the part of the people involved. You do something and then you wait. For many people – particularly people who are bad at nurturing children – any delay between what they want and the appropriate action is something that they can’t cope with. Do this, they insist, and if you don’t, wham! So the idea is that there’s a process they can participate in, within a reasonable time frame of a few hours, which will produce a result. It requires of them just to wait. Only wait. This could sow some seeds about how it’s all right, you’re not weaker or less potent as an individual if things don’t happen immediately, if your bread takes a while to rise: it’s just the way things are.

JOY: This connects with the current desire for instant gardening, doesn’t it?  

ANDREW: It’s part of the whole thing: instant results, instant gratification. We’ve completely forgotten the necessary role of waiting. For instance, ‘freshness’ is engineered into a loaf of bread so it lasts for several weeks or months. But of course that freshness is illusory! If we steal time by engineering bogus freshness into our bread using added enzymes that are not declared on the label, where is our sense of that real, special freshness that we experience when we break a loaf just taken from the oven? I would say it’s essential that we all eat quite old bread most of the time otherwise we’ll lose the enjoyment of eating genuinely fresh bread.

JOY: I like the way this concern about time comes into your ideas for schools too.

ANDREW: Yes, I’d like to get schools to become ‘bread champions’, committed to making a substantial proportion of the bread they use, either as part of the curriculum or as a closely integrated extracurricular activity such as a lunchtime club. So often I’m told it can’t be done because there isn’t enough time, but if you actually look at the breadmaking process you could learn more about fermentation and have fun if you make your bread slowly: 4 to 5 students meet at lunch break to make the bread each day. They begin by making a sponge to hand on to the next day’s breadmakers while they receive an overnight sponge from the previous day’s group. They mix the sponge into bread, make it into rolls and let them rise. The extraordinary thing they see and learn is that you can put a tiny bit of yeast, or even natural leaven, into something and overnight it rises and eventually transforms into something completely different! That unique little culture of sponge, starter or sourdough could become a school’s unique culture to be shared with and taken home by parents and friends on open days.

This would be a learning opportunity lived and integrated into the whole curriculum: biology, chemistry, history, politics …

JOY: … and poetry – every seed carries a story. There’s something immensely poetic in the concept of bread. And everyone seems to have a bread story to tell.

ANDREW: … and there are roots in folk myths and fairy stories. What part of human life is not touched by bread?

JOY: Yes, I firmly believe that little groups of people talking about bread, sharing bread and wanting to make bread good again will change the world, and in the end it’s probably the only thing that will. 

ANDREW: I entirely agree.

JOY: Bread is totally amazing, isn’t it? There’s so much joy in a risen loaf!

ANDREW: (with a smile that says it all) Well, you don’t have to convince me! 

You can find out more about the Real Bread Campaign at www.realbreadcampaign.org

Andrew Whitley’s book, Bread Matters (Fourth Estate), is available from The Tower House, Melmerby, Penrith, Cumbria, CA10 IHE, 01768 881899 or from www.breadmatters.com. Details about breadmaking courses are also available from those addresses.

Books by Joy Mead: The One Loaf: an Everyday Celebration; A Telling Place; Making Peace in Practice and Poetry; Where Are the Altars? (Wild Goose Publications)

Two poems by Joy Mead

Living Bread

Knowing bread

is knowing the whole round

of life – shaped 

from wood and roots,

bodies of dead animals

peat and grass 

water and honey sweetness,

the best of earth’s gifts

shaped into fleshiness,

so that we wonder

at its softness:

how it smells like us

salty and moist, good

for one last deathlike gesture

oven burial, home to warmth

then joy in the rising

the finished loaf

our own becoming.

We are what we eat.

Joy Mead, from The One Loaf: an Everyday Celebration, Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com

Bread Poetry

Late summer sunlight

on the floor of the forest:

dead wood, fungus, damp earth

yeast – this is where we make

our bread and shape

our words

Bread is the form

of my poem:

seed, flour, dough

in my hand

shape and expression

the rhythm of the loaf

Bread broken: taste

on my tongue,

grain in my mouth –

the poetry of my being:

beauty of all

our beginnings

earth, food, word.

Joy Mead

Prayer and action: Western Sahara

On holiday in Tenerife in spring 2001 I caught the cable car to near the summit of the mighty volcano Mount Teide (3,718 metres). Looking eastwards I could make out the faint outline of the African coast some 80 miles away. I was looking at the shoreline of two countries: Morocco, which almost everyone has heard of, and Western Sahara, whose very existence is little known. Even fewer people know anything about the recent history of oppression suffered by the Saharawi people.

Withdrawal by the European colonial power came late to Western Sahara. In 1975 Spain finally granted the country independence. Yet still, in 2008, Western Sahara remains a colonised country; the only one in Africa. On the eve of independence Moroccan troops invaded. They remain there today, 33 years later, despite many promises to give the Saharawi people the right to choose their own future.

Thousands of Saharawis fled over the border into the deserts of Algeria when the invasion took place and have been living in refugee camps, ekeing out survival in the most inhospitable of conditions, ever since, with new generations knowing nothing but this desert exile.

The Saharawi armed liberation movement, the Polisario Front, fought the Moroccan army for 16 years. In response Morocco built a 1,000-mile wall, heavily fortified and mined, dividing the Saharawi refugees from those who still live in their occupied country. In 1991 the United Nations brokered a ceasefire, with the promise that the people of Western Sahara would be able to vote in a referendum on self-determination. There have been ongoing arguments about who should be eligible for this ballot, with the Moroccan government seeking to exclude all those living over the border in refugee camps but to include the many Moroccan settlers in Western Sahara. To date the promised referendum has not been held, despite several UN resolutions and an International Court of Justice ruling that the Saharawi people have a right to self-determination.

The Saharawi people continue to live in a state of repression. Imprisonment, torture and disappearance are common. The Saharawi flag is banned and speaking out for an independent state is illegal. Yet it seems that Western governments give very low priority to the plight of Western Sahara. 

Pray for

Growing awareness of the suffering of the people of Western Sahara among people and governments around the world.

Campaigning organisations that continue to try to put the Saharawi cause into the public and political domain, such as War on Want in the UK.

A change of heart by the Moroccan government to allow self-determination for Western Sahara.

All Saharawis living in the harsh conditions of the desert camps and the thousands of children who have known no other home.

Action suggestions

Find out more about Western Sahara: see www.waronwant.org and www.arso.org

Email or write to the Foreign Secretary, David Miliband (contact details and suggested text on the War on Want website), urging the UK government to:

– press the Moroccan government to accept international law and repeated UN Security Council resolutions enabling the Saharawi people to vote on the independence of Western Sahara;

– provide a clear and positive lead in the UN Security Council in support of the right of the Saharawi people to self-determination;

– press the Moroccan government to respect human rights in the occupied territories of Western Sahara;

– stop all arms sales to Morocco.

Send a postcard to the Moroccan ambassador protesting human rights abuses in occupied Western Sahara; see the War on Want website.

‘ … Before the war, we did songs of love and beautiful things but the war and the lack of our land made us talk of more important things, about the kids, the martyrs, the war …’

Saharawi singer, Mariem Hassan

Helen Boothroyd is an Associate member of the Iona Community, and Church and Membership Relations Officer for the Ecumenical Council for Corporate Responsibility www.eccr.org.uk. She is the co-editor of Holy Ground: Liturgies and Worship Resources for an Engaged Spirituality, Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com

GOD IS TOO BIG 
FOR JUST ONE RELIGION

Iona Community Member Elisabeth Miescher, who lives in Switzerland, recently volunteered with the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel. Ecumenical Accompaniers provide protection by presence, and support Israeli and Palestinian peace activists. Following are Elisabeth’s reflections on the powerful graffiti she saw on the separation wall between Israel and the Occupied Territories.
TO EXIST IS TO RESIST 

is written on the wall in Bethlehem, next to the car gate. This is also done by praying: Every Friday a small group of religious and lay people from the Bethlehem Children’s Hospital, 6 to 10 men and women of different ages, pray at the wall. While praying, they walk up and down – they pass that slogan, they resist at the actual separation wall. The group refuses to give up hope that walls can fall. Clémence, our Arabic language teacher, who owned land on the other side of the wall, is among them. Sometimes the EA Group of Bethlehem joined them. They exist because they resist resignation or despair …


At the entrance to the steel-caged gateway leading up to the huge checkpoint Gilo 300 in Bethlehem, there is another landmark: 

GOD IS TOO BIG 
FOR JUST ONE 
RELIGION

He/She watches over the crowds of several thousand people who wait there every morning to cross over to Jerusalem to go to work – if they have obtained a permit. It is a humiliating passage; it takes easily up to three hours – and sometimes at 5:30 in the evening the entrance turnpike is still closed, when it should have opened at five in the morning. I spent many mornings with the men there – and I asked God if She was just watching like a mother or if she could convince soldiers to do their work quickly. I was sure God was suffering with her children and crying at the huge separation barrier … listening to the harsh commands of the border police and to the sighing and anger within the silently waiting crowd …

Hearing VOICES FROM THE GHETTO our team went into the villages of the Bethlehem area, e.g. to share the work of a women’s group preparing small lunches for the girls in the primary school. Due to the wall and fewer jobs, poverty has increased and female students often get less food than their male siblings. Many of them come to school hungry in the morning.

Behind the wall around Rachel’s Tomb is the Israeli military base for Bethlehem. Soldiers control the area of Aida Refugee Camp from their watchtower. Bethlehem is officially under Palestinian authority, with their own police, but the Israeli army is present everywhere.       

The wall does not follow a straight line; it separates neighbours and forces them to take longer ways. The old road to Hebron with its shops is closed. One large house is now surrounded by the wall on three sides. The soldiers on the watchtower look directly into the rooms. Claire and her family, who live there, are in shock – they were landowners and had a tourist shop; now they have no income and no view. 

Very near to their house I found impressive texts on Easter morning:

FROM THE ASHES OF OUR HOPELESSNESS 

SPRING THE FLAMES OF HOPE

A quotation by Gandhi, written in black, reads: 

FIRST THEY IGNORE YOU, 

THEN THEY RIDICULE YOU, 

THEN THEY FIGHT YOU, 

THEN YOU WIN

In red letters, a message by the Indian activist Arundhati Roy:

ANOTHER WORLD IS NOT ONLY POSSIBLE, SHE IS ON THE WAY. 

MANY OF US WON’T BE HERE TO GREET HER, 

BUT ON A QUIET DAY, IF YOU LISTEN CAREFULLY, 

YOU CAN ALMOST HEAR HER BREATHING.  

And a message by Nelson Mandela:

INJUSTICE MUST HAVE AN END, AS DAY MUST FOLLOW NIGHT. 

WE WILL SEE THE DEATH OF TYRANNY AND THE DAWN OF LIGHT AND MIRACLES.

This graffiti was like a sermon of Christ’s resurrection – it touched me deeply.

Other texts I came across near Jerusalem:  

I HATE ISRAEL – THIS WALL WILL FALL!

THIS WALL IS A SHAME 

ON THE JEWISH PEOPLE, 

ON MY PEOPLE!

On many shutters or doors of Arab residents in Hebron’s Old City I saw the message GAS THE ARABS 

This shows the hatred and despair of the 400 Jewish settlers in the inner, Old City of Hebron – 1600 soldiers are stationed there for their protection; they do not stop the many aggressive acts against the Arab population of Hebron. Jews and Moslems are both sons and daughters of Abraham – will there ever be peace between them? …

In 2007, on Israel Land Day, the 23rd of April, there was an alternative celebration, a beacon lighting right near the Knesset. Many of those gathered together, including EAs, knew each other, having met at peaceful demonstrations around Bethlehem. Representatives of many peace groups made speeches, which ended with the lighting of a beacon. There was a strong wind blowing; the flames of the beacons flickered but withstood the force of the wind. By nightfall twelve beacons gave light to the crowd below. 

PEACE: A poem from a mural in Dheisheh Refugee Camp, Bethlehem

If I could change the world

I’d dismantle all the bombs

If I could change the world

I would feed all the hungry

If I could change the world

I would shelter all the homeless

If I could change the world 

I would make all people free.

I cannot dismantle all the bombs

I cannot feed all the hungry

I cannot shelter all the homeless

I cannot make all people free

I cannot because 

there is only one of me.

When I have grown 

and I am strong

I will find many more of me.

We will dismantle all the bombs

We will feed all the hungry

We will shelter all the homeless.

by American peace activist Jojo White

In 1996, twenty-three-year-old Jojo was gunned down as he was walking home from work at Martin Luther King Jr Middle School; his last words to his killer were: ‘Peace, brother, One Love.’ Following Jojo’s death, his parents helped to fund the ‘Break the Silence Mural and Arts Project/Jojo White Solidarity Project’. In 2001, BTS brought Jews and Palestinians together to create a four-storey-high mural in Dheisheh Refugee Camp. On the mural is this poem by Jojo, written when he was eleven years old.

‘Dispersed but enclosed in love’ – the 2007 Associates’ Reports, plus some 2008 news

Continued from the April Coracle: reports from Iona Community Associate groups. This time, groups in Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands and the USA
GERMANY

As well as around 40 Associates of the Iona Community, there are 3 Members and 20 Friends in the German group. The nationwide activities enable Associates, Friends and Members from throughout the country to come together for a range of purposes. The regional groups have many similarities, but their different structures and working practices reflect the diverse characters, interests, approaches and needs of those involved in each. Surely a healthy sign!

Our regional groups are similar to family groups in the UK. Group members can account to one another voluntarily for keeping the Rule, in part or in its entirety. Alongside the Community’s daily prayer cycle, we have our own prayer list. Groups follow a pattern of personal sharing and support, eating together, discussing issues and concerns, worship, relaxing, singing …

The Berlin group has a core of six members (plus three children). In the latter part of the year the group focused on worship and prayer, and ecumenism (local and global). It chartered a boat for a day to experience seaborne community on the canals, rivers and lakes around Berlin. Two group members participated in the Rostock demo that coincided with the G8 Summit. There are links with the Berlin churches, human rights organisations and Christian groups; we also actively participate in public monthly inter-religious prayers for peace and in an inter-religious working group.

The Northern group continues to meet, but has been ­experiencing some teething problems, mainly because the group is spread across such a wide area, making it difficult to arrange meetings to which more than four or five people can come. However, several others have expressed interest in joining. As well as specific ‘Iona’ issues and concerns, including the particular demands and rewards of the Rule, the group looked at various political and church issues.

The North Rhine Westphalia group continues to change (11-13 members, plus children) and to meet regularly every 6-8 weeks. Many of the group were involved in the 2007 Kirchentag. 

The Southwest group started the year as a group of five, including Elisabeth Miescher from Switzerland, and ended as a group of nine (plus one child)! It meets six times a year, including a weekend away together. The group uses these get-togethers to worship, share news, views and ideas, deal with organisational matters, have a meal and coffee together and look at key issues. Elisabeth Miescher’s three-month stay in Palestine/Israel as an Ecumenical Accompanier, and the Rule, provided the main stimuli for lively (sometimes controversial) discussions. The group maintains ties between meetings through email, text messages and telephone, as well as through daily readings (e.g. from Growing Hope, Gathered and Scattered, Wild Goose Publications).

Meeting together: The Annual Meeting in Haus Salem in October 2007 – our biggest yet – was organised and led by the Southwest group. The theme was ‘Living Together in Solidarity’.

One major event in 2007 was the Kirchentag in Cologne in June, where we had our own Iona Community Centre. Although the centre was somewhat on the margins of the main Kirchentag events, we still attracted many visitors to the various sessions, worship celebrations and the bookstall/info-room. 

We also ran our first ‘Taster Weekend’ in September in Haus Salem, a rewarding and enjoyable experience for all involved. Tom Damm, together with other musicians and singers, produced a CD of Iona/Scottish/Irish music. This is one of the items available (with more to follow) on the new Iona online shop open for business on the German website www.ionacommunity.de

Early in 2008, we had, for the first time, a stall (a 3mx3m tent!) at the Catholic equivalent of the Kirchentag: the Katholikentag. 

In 2008, there will be a Translation Workshop (to translate existing ‘Iona’ material into German), another Taster Weekend, and the annual gathering, at the end of October.

SWITZERLAND

The Swiss group (Zürich/Luzern), which was initiated by Reinhild Traitler, meets six to eight times a year in different places around Zürich. The focus points are the planning and celebration of ‘Iona-style’ worship and work for those ‘sans papier’ (people without proper papers, mostly immigrants).

THE NETHERLANDS

Four C’s – contact, context, communication and commitment – play an important role in the Dutch Iona Group (NIG).

Contact: The Dutch Iona Group organised three main events nationally:

l The 2007 Spring Conference was held in the Mennonite Conference and Holiday Resort in Schoorl. 63 adults (a mixed group of ‘veterans’ and ‘beginners’) plus 13 children participated in this weekend. This Spring Conference is explicitly meant as an introductory weekend for ‘Iona beginners’. (In 2008, the Spring Conference was again held in Schoorl, and was led by peace worker Jim Forest.)

l A Columba Day celebration was held on 9th June in Odijk. (In 2008, we met in Odijk again. Wil Derkse, from Nijmegan University, spoke about the Rule of St Benedict. We had a service in the little church there and renewed our commitment with the Iona Community.)

l An Autumn 2007 Conference was held in Stoutenburg; this was especially meant for members of the regional groups and the project group ‘Second Songbook’. On the Saturday afternoon we held a Big Sing.

The heart of the NIG is beating in the regional groups. In these groups people can meet, discuss themes and organise activities to deepen their commitment with Iona and the Iona Community, and to support and inspire each other. 

These groups are relatively small (6-13 members) and meet regularly (once every 4-6 weeks). Members discuss an issue, exchange personal news, eat together and sing or pray. In 2007 all four regional groups (North, Central-East, Utrecht and West) had quite a successful year. The Utrecht and Western groups even had to set up a waiting list. At the end of 2007 this waiting list was big enough to start a fifth regional group in the area of Utrecht/

Amersfoort!

Context: The NIG wants to inculturate the ideas of the Iona Community in Dutch society and to make the books and other resources available to a larger

public. At the beginning of 2007, the NIG started a second songbook project. The songbook will include 50 new translations: psalms, songs for special occasions, short African melodies. Some of the songs we translated ourselves, others were given to well-known authors. All translations were discussed thoroughly and tested on their ‘singability’ (at the Spring and Autumn Conferences). The songbook will be published in November 2008. 

Communication: Three times yearly we publish a digital newsletter called the Grieshog. In 2005 we started our own website www.ionagroep.nl

Commitment: Commitment was the theme of the 2007 Columba’s Day Celebration in Odijk. We invited Peter Millar to share his thoughts on commitment with us. ‘Dispersed, but enclosed in love’ – with these words he characterised the essence of the Iona Community. 

Commitment needs a kind of discipline. That is also true in the NIG. People can participate on different levels: reading the Grieshog, meeting in a regional group or project group, or gathering in the core group. A formal commitment with the Iona Community (as a Friend, Associate or Member) is not compulsory. But we see a growing formal commitment with the Iona Community. In November a third person started the Iona Community’s New Members’ Programme. The number of Associates grew from 8 at the beginning of 2007 to 12 at the end. 

We can think of a fifth C: 

Coordination: To guide the activities of the NIG we have a national core group. This core group consists of representatives of all regional groups and project groups, and all Members and Associates of the Iona Community in the Netherlands. The core group

meets twice a year. With a small amount of organising the NIG is blossoming.

THE NEW WORLD FOUNDATION, USA

In 2007 we received many enquiries from people wanting to know about becoming Associates and Friends. We have Associates in 40 of the 50 states and in the District of Columbia. Our Associates stretch from Maine to Hawaii, from Alaska to Florida. From time to time small groups of Associates and Friends gather in different places. We especially encourage Associates to find others and join with them in the renewal of vows, either on June 9th or near to that date. 

An important step forward came in 2007 when Paul Masquelier in San Jose, California established a website for the New World Foundation www.iona-nwf.org The site gives a history of the Iona Community, with good photographs of island, the Abbey and MacLeod Centre; makes it easy for people to apply to become Associates or Friends; and gives notice of meetings and events around the country. It has carried the schedule of John Bell's activities in the USA. It also carries information about the latest Wild Goose Publications. 

For information about becoming an Associate or Friend of the Iona Community, go to: www.iona.org.uk or email Lynn Harper, 

Membership Secretary: Lynn@iona.org.uk

In work and worship

GOD IS WITH US

Gathered and scattered

GOD IS WITH US

Now and always

GOD IS WITH US. AMEN

Closing responses of the Iona Community’s daily ‘Act of Prayer’

Christmas at Camas
by Ellie Stewart
Whatever your take on Christmas, it tends to be a time for lists.

Delia Smith has an interesting one. Her regime is a non-stop cooking frenzy that has you in the kitchen for eight days. Every minute is accounted for. You do get 5 minutes off on Christmas morning to tidy up the wrapping paper.

Preparing for Christmas at Camas generated some quality lists:

buy presents 
(must travel well in wheelbarrow) 

order lots of food and drink 
(must travel well in wheelbarrow)

invite friends and family 

(must travel well …)

Christmas at Camas was special and meaningful and it felt right. It was a time of 

short days, bright moons and bonfires. Of still nights and poor guitar playing. Of 

coffee, chocolate and Christmas cake.

So, compiled as a family project, the Camas Christmas Hit List is:

the quarry

the heather

the hills

the island





OK, it starts like a Calum Kennedy song.

the beach

the moon

the sea that you can kayak on


There’s poetry in it nonetheless.

the seals in the bay

the reindeer on the pier





Really … we have photos.

the big pots

Near perfect catering facilities.



the big boy cousins

the axe 

This worries me.

the track

the gong

the thermometer

The beds were as cold as the sea.

the wind turbine

But you could dry your socks.

walking

playing the guitar

kids cooking scones 

In timeless Camas tradition.

candles and stockings

Santa

Dot

Dr Who


In no particular order.

You’ll notice that our list did not feature stuffing sprouts or peeling grapes.

If our Camas Christmas had a smell it was wood smoke. The lingering image is of candlelight. Christmas at Camas was altogether simpler. And simple pleasures are 

often the best.

Camas is the Iona Community’s Adventure Centre on the Ross of Mull. www.iona.org.uk

Outwith the main season, Camas is available to groups on a self-catering basis. Please contact Dot Stewart, Camas Coordinator, for more information: 

camas@iona.org.uk

Or contact Carol Dougall, the Camas Administrator:

Tel: 01681-700404, abbey.bookings@iona.org.uk

Advertisements

THE JACOB PROJECT BEFRIENDER SERVICE

The Jacob Project was started by a London-based Christian volunteer organisation that saw the need to help ex-young-offenders reintegrate with society via voluntary work. Jacob (Scotland) began in 2006 as a partnership venture between Project Scotland, SPS Chaplaincy and the Church of Scotland Parish Development Fund, with the Iona Community as the lead partner. The project provides accommodation, full-time volunteer work, individual befriending and regular meetings with a Through Care worker. This holistic approach helps vulnerable young people make the long-term transition to paid employment or further training.

What is a Befriender?

A Befriender is an essential part of the support network and plays an important role in helping reintegrate a vulnerable young person. To what degree you become friends is up to you and a contract between the volunteer and you will be drawn up so that expectations and boundaries are clear.

Befrienders will be expected to meet regularly (at least once a fortnight and more frequently during the first month) on an informal basis with their Jacob Project volunteer. They can meet for a coffee and a chat or provide occasional practical help with day-to-day tasks (for which travel expenses will be offered).

Our training days take place in a variety of locations, including Polmont Young Offenders Institute. You will have the opportunity to meet current Befrienders and staff, as well as some of the volunteers who have been through the Jacob Project. 

If you would like to consider becoming a Befriender then please get in touch with the Project Through Care worker at:

The Iona Community Office: 0141 332 6343 Or email Jacob@iona.org.uk

NEW TITLES FROM WILD GOOSE PUBLICATIONS

Christ of the Celts:

The Healing of Creation

J. Philip Newell

£10.99

Internationally acclaimed for his work on Celtic spirituality, J. Philip Newell here addresses the question ‘Who is Christ for us today?’ and explores what it is that makes Celtic spirituality ­particularly relevant for the modern world.

Bare Feet and Buttercups:

Resources for Ordinary Time

Ruth Burgess

£14.99

Another rich collection of resources edited by Ruth Burgess. Prayers, stories, responses, songs, poems, reflections and meditations, written by Iona Community members, associates, friends and others.

We Walk His Way

Shorter Songs for Worship

John L. Bell/Wild Goose Collective

Book £10.99/CD £12.99

A sequel to two highly successful collections of short songs for use in worship. Includes material from the developing world along with recent output from the Wild Goose Resource Group.

To Order: Wild Goose Publications

140 Sauchiehall Street, 

4th Floor, Savoy House

Glasgow G2 3DH

www.ionabooks.com

0141-332-6292

THE CORACLE POETRY CONTEST (on the theme of ‘peace’)

Prizes from Wild Goose Publications (www.ionabooks.com) 

and Sandstone Press (www.sandstonepress.com)

£10.00 entry fee

Enter up to two poems. Winners will be printed in Coracle

Deadline to enter: December 31, 2008

For full details and an entry form, go to: www.iona.org.uk

Reviews

God at Ground Level: Reappraising Church Decline in the UK Through the Experience of Grass Roots Communities and Situations

edited by Peter Cruchley-Jones, 

pub. Peter Lang, 2008 (www.peterlang.net)

The statistics of church decline in the UK, especially in the mainstream denominations, are so stark and so unavoidable that they evoke an extraordinary range of response, from predictions of the death of the church to grim warnings about the dangers of secularisation or frantic efforts to hold on to religious (and secular) power as it slips away, to many kinds of mission and outreach based on the presumption that if we only communicate our message better, people will hear and receive. But these somewhat reactive responses often overlook the somewhat more subtle and nuanced realities on the ground. This short and helpful book explores the experience of God at ground level and interrogates many of the assumptions we hold about church decline in the UK (or at least, in England and Wales). From researching attitudes to infant baptism in an Anglican church in Birmingham and First Communion in Roman Catholic Liverpool, where these rites were found to represent not any kind of ecclesial or theological incorporation but rather a social and familial rite of passage and an indicator of good parenting, to the spiritual experience of women academics indicating a ‘patchwork’ theology of hidden fragments or URC churches in Birmingham and Cardiff exploring the contested (and contexted) ground between religion and spirituality, or religion and science, this is fascinating stuff. A youth congregation in Chichester consciously detaches itself from a Christendom model of church, and associates itself with Celtic Christianity (whatever they mean by that!) in search of a primal and personal religious experience different from the institutional. The book suggests that though churches, as inherited social forms of Christian organisation, are increasingly losing their usefulness, this is not the same as the end of Christianity. Definitely worth reading! reviewed by Kathy Galloway

Paths of Exile: Narratives of St Columba and the Praxis of Iona by James Lewis, Cloverdale Books, 2007

James Lewis is, according to the blurb of this book, ‘currently a member of the faculty of Wichita Collegiate School’ and ‘the co-founder of the St Columba Centre for Congregational Development and the Iona Ministry’s program for congregational renewal – Voyage to Iona’. As I read this the usual alarm bells were ringing and I feared another manifestation of the Celtic bandwagon, on the move especially in the United States. But I’m happy to say that the book to a large extent confounded my expectations. While much of it reads like the ‘beefed up’ PhD thesis I suspect it is, rendered more accessible to general readership, its conclusions are for the most part sound and helpful.

James Lewis seeks to explore the evidence of the tradition and heritage of Columba with a view to discerning what he describes, rather annoyingly, as ‘the Ionan praxis’, a ‘way-of-being-in-the-world’ that might be instructive to us today. He analyses the historical material in comprehensive detail and identifies the main elements of the Columban monastic tradition, highlighting in particular the key emphases on penitence, peregrinatio (to be understood as exile rather than pilgrimage) and mission/witness. In passing he has interesting insights to offer on the continuing tension between the Irish/Celtic and Roman traditions after the Synod of Whitby and on the bias of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica.

In an appendix Lewis discusses the possible contemporary application of his conclusions. While his reservations about the prevalence of an oversimplified and essentially romantic approach to ‘Celtic spirituality’ and his emphasis on the communal dimension and the significance of the local place where each person’s vocation ‘to exist as a living example of humility and forgiveness’ are much to be welcomed, his total omission in this context of any reference at all to George MacLeod and the witness, concerns and work of the Iona Community, and to the valuable work in this whole field of Ian Bradley, is, to say the least, hard to understand. reviewed by Norman Shanks

A touching place: news and letters
THE JUBILEE APPEAL, News from Scottish Churches House 

Scottish Churches House is in the middle of its Jubilee Appeal, aiming at raising at least £500,000 to transform Scottish Churches House in Dunblane into a modern conference and hospitality centre to be at the forefront of the churches work together over the next 50 years. At this point £400,000 has been donated.

Scottish Churches House is a unique resource belonging to the Scottish churches. It is a place of hospitality where for the last 50 years there has been radical thinking, encounters designed to resolve conflicts, and educational, cultural and spiritual programmes.  The House is a window of the churches onto the cultural and civic life of Scotland: the place where faith meets social and political realities.

The Jubilee Appeal will enable the House to continue to be a vital place where the challenging issues of the day can be explored. www.scottishchurcheshouse.co.uk

From LETTERS to Coracle:

On Making Poverty History

‘… The success of the Make Poverty History Campaign made us believe that the impossible could be done; it raised our aspirations to make global poverty history. Mobilising public opinion we must put pressure on politicians and parties to deliver a more equal sharing, but we must now focus our attention nearer home to make UK poverty history, as well as global. Our task and challenge is to bring this home, to write petitions, ask awkward questions at elections, of our MP, and join in demonstrations. We can do it.’

On making a difference

‘… I came to Iona for the first time in July 2007 and stayed at the Abbey … Thank you for all you are doing, it really does make a difference! …

Iona, Iona in my heart and soul. Iona, Iona everywhere I go …‘

NEW BOOKS of interest by Iona Community Members and Associates

Warren Bardsley is the author of the excellent Against the Tide: The Story of Adomnán of Iona (Wild Goose Publications). His new book is Fair City: One Community’s Fairtrade Campaign. The book tells the story of Lichfield’s campaign to become a Fairtrade City. Of interest to anyone involved in the Fairtrade movement. To order: www.churchinthemarketplace

publications.org.uk

John Davies is a priest in Liverpool and contributor to many Wild Goose Publications. His new book is Walking the M62. During the months of September and October 2007, John took a walk across the north of England following the route of the M62 motorway east to west. This is an edited version of the daily entries John posted on his walk website. To order: www.lulu.com/content/1454947

Rachel McCann, editor of Camas: the Flow, has edited a new collection: Brighid’s Runes: A Collection of Women’s Soul Poetry. A book of around 40 poems by over 20 women from Scotland, Ireland, Wales and England. The book ‘celebrates the sacred in the everyday and our interconnectedness with the earth’. Proceeds from the sale of the book will go towards supporting women’s and earth-healing projects, especially the Greenbelt Movement (www.greenbelt.org), established by Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Maathai. For further information, email Rachel: rmicamc@yahoo.co.uk 

Mary Palmer is a poet, workshop leader and another regular contributor to Wild Goose Publication anthologies. Her new book is Iona. Several of the poems in Iona have appeared in Coracle. For more information and to order: www.awenpublications.co.uk

Bread for the road

‘It was East Harlem’s crying need for social healing that had compelled so many of its people to reject the church as irrelevant, for its preoccupation with ‘the things of the spirit’ seemed to sanctify the unjust world which they endured. In any case, the core of the Gospel was not that the Word became spirit, but that the Word became flesh. And this meant that the Gospel had to be expressed in very human terms, in terms of social action, in terms of flesh and blood …’

Bruce Kenrick, from Come Out the Wilderness: Taking the Gospel to a Notorious Slum, Collins, 1963

Bruce Kenrick is a Member of the Iona Community who died in 2007.

Fell to earth here

Fell to earth here

like those erratic boulders

brought over from the Ross of Mull

by the ice sheet: 

covering a few miles in centuries

of scraping, grinding, sliding, 

painfully commuting

before finding a footing on Iona –

rosy granite among grey gneiss –

out of place and yet at home.

So this block of stone from Kemnay

far to the east:

quarried, commissioned, carved, 

came on a long journey, taking years:

resting here, welcomed there.

It was never a dolorous way

except for the last day

when gale matched grief 

and doubt about surviving

this last mile of wild water. 

But, care of Calmac, made it across

and fell to earth here.

Hit the earth hard

and ah, now it hurts.

Jesus is falling

under the burden of the cross,

carrying our mortality –

the concentration of our fears –

crushed under the weight

of all those words

of hope and blame and power

we lay on God.

Jesus is falling, slantwise,

like salt rain before the gale,

like sweat, like tears;

falling in silence

under a grey sky

and with barely a witness.

A stone from a long way off

is pinning him down here

on muddy earth, in a field of cows,

against the fence, 

outside the vallum –

the boundary of blessing – 

on common ground.

The glacier of time

crawls on and melts.

The stone has come to rest

where it will stay

while generations pass and pause:

deciphering its story,

seeing the skill that shaped,

the faith that carried it across the water,

the love that moved

maker and made,

carver and makar,

so this stray stone found

its place in the universe:

falling to earth here.

Fallen Christ, a sculpture in granite, was given to Iona – the island and the Community – in 2008, a joint gift from Jim Hughes and the sculptor Ronald Rae. Before the sculpture finally came to rest on Iona, it was on exhibition at Holyrood Park, Edinburgh; Salisbury Cathedral and Regent's Park, London. 

Fallen Christ: height, 5ft; width, 8ft; depth, 7ft; weight, 7 tonnes.

To see other public works by Ronald Rae, visit www.ronaldrae.co.uk  

Back cover

Just a cup of tea

For many years I have accompanied a Kurdish couple, Leila and Hasan. They came to Switzerland seeking asylum, because Hasan had been politically active and was going to be put in prison. 

I visited them in times when they lived in shabby housing with many other asylum-seekers; when they were hiding with another family. Now, finally, they have their own apartment. Over all that time, they have always offered me hospitality – a cup of tea, many cups some days, and, if there was an oven to bake with, some homemade bread or biscuits.

I have tried to explain official letters written in German, and we have discussed next steps; I have been to court with Hasan. So I have learnt about the many hardships in the lives of asylum-seekers – yet my most profound experience during these years has been their warm hospitality: sharing simple meals, stories and even laughter. I am convinced that our laws and restrictions would change if more people made an effort to meet refugees.

Last Christmas Eve, Hasan played his flute for me for the first time, a herdsman’s flute – simple and moving songs. An angel passed through the kitchen as we sat round the table. 

Elisabeth C. Miescher
