from the holy city: Is God male and does it matter?
by Kathy Galloway

In 1996, the Iona Community Islands Committee, then responsible for all our work on Iona and at Camas, adopted the following Policy Statement.

1. Language is a powerful tool. It describes and shapes our images and perceptions of God, people and the world. We have a responsibility to use this powerful tool with justice.

2. Society and the churches have traditionally used male imagery alone to talk of i) God and ii) other human beings, thus perpetuating the myths that i) God is male and ii) all women feel included when the word 'men' is used.

3. The use of male language alone is a limited use of language which does not think creatively about including women, children, people of different ages, races, sexual orientation …

4. As followers of Jesus, who stood alongside the marginalised, the poor, the strangers, the outsiders, we have a responsibility to use language which is sensitive to all races, creeds, nationalities and sexes, rejecting the way of power, privilege, control and domination.

5. Worship is central to the life in community which guests and staff on Iona and at Camas share together. It is therefore vital that our services should be as welcoming and inclusive of all Christian and searching people as is possible. This will mean using inclusive language that:

i) Explores the range of materials relating to God in the Bible, reflecting God as both father and mother, Lord and servant, creator and lover, might and wisdom … ii) reflects the diversity of the people, the worshippers of God as a group of children and adults, women and men, black people and white people, able-bodied and disabled people, gay and straight people, etc.

6. We acknowledge the hurt and anger that we have caused where we have used exclusive language in worship and in our daily life and work, and ask for forgiveness from those who have, as a result, felt excluded, abused, ignored or forgotten.

7. We commit ourselves and all who offer a welcome on our behalf on Iona and at Camas to using positively inclusive language.

This is a very helpful statement, and the WGRG and on Iona subsequent Wardens and Resident Groups have done a great deal of work to put it into practice, particularly in the production and publication of the most recent (2000) edition of the Iona Abbey Worship Book. And yet, as I reread the statement, I reflect on my own experience of the language of worship. I have been a faithful church attender since the age of five. For the best part of half a century, I have rarely missed Sunday worship, primarily in the Church of Scotland, but also, often, in Anglican/Episcopal, Baptist, Methodist and Roman Catholic churches. Additionally, I have lived and worked in intentional Christian communities with the practice of daily worship for about twenty years. I reckon I have attended well over ten thousand church services in my lifetime. In that time, probably less than a hundred of these (1%) have not informed me, either subtly or overtly, that God is male!

This information has come through the language of the Bible or other devotional readings, of hymns and prayers chosen and written by worship leaders, but most of all, of course, because God is always ‘he’ – not just Jesus, which is natural and appropriate, but all three persons of the Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The masculinity of God is not something that most of us think of very much, if at all. We simply take it for granted, because it is what we have always known and is almost universally practised in religion, especially the religions of the Book (Judaism, Christianity and Islam). God is always male. To get a sense of how deep-rooted and all-pervading this actually is, and the impact it has on the way we understand God and the world, is almost impossible. Perhaps the nearest we can come to this is to try to imagine what it might be like if God (the One of the Three-in-One, as well as the first and third persons of the Trinity) had been always ‘She’, day after day, year after year, century after century, in every place where God is referenced, in every scripture, every text, every hymn, every act of worship, every work of theology. Or, if we are male, try to imagine always, in every circumstance, being ‘othered’.

Does this matter, this masculinity of God? In his On Christian Theology, Rowan Williams speaks of the risk of the Trinity becoming either a dyad of Father and Son (a complaint sometimes made by charismatic and Pentecostal Christians who have felt that mainstream churches have ignored or downplayed the Holy Spirit) or of Father and Spirit (the complaint of the mainstream churches who have felt that Pentecostalism has ignored or downplayed Jesus Christ). But I must confess that sometimes for me, the tempting dyad is that of Son and Spirit. Jesus makes sense of Christianity for me, and is the focus of my faith. Somewhere on the street, just there, up ahead of me, calling me by name, is Jesus, who is always getting personal. And in intimacy, in solitude, in the exchange of human relationships, in the life of the world, I discover the dynamic energy of the Holy Spirit that is both liberating and disciplined. But oh how I struggle with God the Father!

I should say immediately that this is nothing to do with not liking men. Anyone who knows me knows I like men; I like people and there are both men and women I love very much. Nor is my struggle in any way a rejection of fatherhood per se, as it is for some. ‘Father’ is a precious word to me; I have brothers and many friends who are wonderful fathers. I can relate intensely to the father, the abba in whom Jesus sought to reveal the nature of God. My struggle is with the patriarchal systems that the fatherhood of God is used to authorise and reinforce. 

Father Almighty …

Well, it’s big, isn’t it?

That’s what it’s trying to say.

Dead scary important big guy – 

kind, of course,

giving you life, and all that –

but just as likely to take it away at any time if you step out of line.

That kind of power.

Dead awesome, but still, not 

remote enough not to bother you.

In fact, so powerful that it makes it hard to breathe.

My Dad’s not like that.

My Dad doesn’t mind me being better at some things than him.

He likes it.

And he always respects my space.

I like my Dad.

So you can see why it doesn’t work for me.

My Dad’s the right size for a Dad.

God is something else …

Patriarchy is literally ‘rule by the father’ but more generally it refers to social situations where men are dominant over women in wealth, status and power. Patriarchy is associated with a set of ideas, a ‘patriarchal ideology’ that acts to explain and justify this dominance and attributes it to inherent natural differences between men and women. This ideology assumes that male norms operate throughout all social institutions and become the standard to which all persons adhere. Males become the unit of analysis, the point of reference, the norm. Women have been, and continue too often still to be constructed 

l after men (so they are named and viewed from a central male perspective)

l from men (so they have been denied the right truly to define their own identity) 

l for men (so their value is assessed according to how well they fulfill their serving roles).

Is the choice for women still the pleasant submission of Eden, or the penal subjection of the Fall? Many Christians would still answer ‘yes’. 

Is God always masculine because our scriptures and our faith stories emerged from the wholly patriarchal cultures of the Ancient Near East? Are the great majority of societies and cultures in the world today patriarchal because God is always masculine? These are still important questions. 

I believe that we who belong to a religion with deeply patriarchal roots have a great responsibility for watchfulness and rigorous self-critique in our own societies and structures. We have become painfully aware of the extent of abuse of the most vulnerable (an estimated 10% of children in developed nations). We know about the sexual abuse and violence, including incest and mass rape, about the forced marriages, ‘honour’ killings and human trafficking which require patriarchal systems to be possible. We are aware of the injustices that have been inflicted on women, on the poor, on the outsider, on those who do not conform. In the church, we are aware of the infantilising dependency relationships that create emotionally and spiritually stunted laity and clergy alike. Patriarchal structures do not encourage maturity. That we have often enjoyed the security of a benevolent paternalism does not provide sufficient response. That we ourselves have not done these things does not exempt us from the responsibility of being part of social or religious cultures that allow them to happen. That not all women are or feel oppressed by patriarchal systems and many, perhaps the majority of men do not use the power of patriarchy to oppress women (and their children and vulnerable or lower-status men) should not blind us to the authorisation which that power gives them to do so. A recent seminar of the World Council of Churches and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches stated that patriarchy has been the dominant influence in shaping men and oppressing women.

This is especially true when we take a global perspective. Remember that famous UN statistic. ‘Women make up half the world’s population, do 2/3 of the world’s productive work (80% of agricultural work in sub-Saharan Africa), own 10% of the world’s wealth and 1% of the world’s land.’ Women are still hugely disempowered. This is particularly true with regard to sexual health; in many places, women have no power to negotiate sexual activity. This makes them especially at risk of contracting HIV/AIDS, and then of being anathematised when they do. Added to the onerous responsibility of being the harder-working sex, women suffer more because of their role as primary carers. And their low profile in decision-making means that the kind of policies that would be family-friendly for women and their dependents often take second place to other interests; whether these be the interests of corporate shareholders, the military-industrial complex or powerful local elites.

That the recognition, affirmation and support of the human dignity and equality of women is a crucial factor, perhaps the crucial factor in a sustainable future for life on earth, is emphasised in the Millennium Development Goals adopted by the UN in 2000, and signed up to by 189 countries.

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

2. Achieve universal primary education

3. Promote gender equality and empower women

4. Reduce child mortality

5. Improve maternal health

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

7. Ensure environmental ­sustainability

8. Develop a global partnership for development.


Of course, these goals are about more than just the interests and well-being of women. But their achievement would benefit women disproportionately, precisely because women suffer their absence disproportionately. It is increasingly recognised that global, sustainable development depends on women. 

Goals 3 and 5 relate directly to women. But all of the others will either rely on or equally include women if they are to be successful.

Is this a long way from the masculinity of God? I don’t think it is. It may not seem so either to the million women who have left the churches in Britain in the last twenty years. Research has concluded that young women in particular were put off because they linked the Church to traditional values and gender roles. Nor does it seem a long way to the many women, including me, who have struggled to raise this concern again and again. We have met with indifference, disdain, mockery, anger, hostility, the suggestion that we are not Christian (or worse) and a profound discomfort that we should even talk about it, even within the Iona Community. In the last year alone, the CTBI Week of Prayer for Christian Unity working group refused to use an impeccably Trinitarian prayer by Ruth Burgess which used ‘she’ to speak of the Holy Spirit. One denomination sent out an injunction to all its members not to use a song about Sophia, Holy Wisdom, written by the women of Guyana for the World Day of Prayer. And for Protestants in particular there is not even the great panoply of female nuns, saints and mystics who form part of the liturgical and devotional canon of Roman Catholicism and Orthodoxy, nor the veneration of Mary which, for all its theological complexities, prevents these traditions from being as completely and austerely masculine as Protestantism (and which have in the Roman Catholic Church produced so much creative and inclusive God-language among women liturgists). 

I will probably continue to be a faithful worshipper. I will do this because I love the little struggling local community of faith I belong to and because I have a minister who takes these questions, and others, seriously and respectfully. I will do it because I still find in so much of the Bible, liturgy, hymns, ‘the room for hope to enter, the space where we are freed’. I will do it in solidarity with those in the Iona Community who make great sacrifices to remain in community in worship, such as the Roman Catholic members unable ever to take communion with us, yet always present. I will do it along with the women who believe, with Kenyan woman theologian Musimbi Kanyoro, that ‘during his life here on earth, Jesus visited the towns and villages and saw with his own eyes the problems facing the people. He saw poverty, the inequality, the religious and economic oppression, the unemployment, the depression, the physically ill and the socially unclean. His heart was filled with pity. He pronounced what his mission was all about: he came to preach the good news to the poor and to release those who are captives and give health to those who are ill.’ I will do it for the moments in worship when I glimpse the life that is held and encompassed in the divine mystery and love from which nothing can separate us. I will do it because ultimately this struggle is who I am and all I have to offer.

But I will do it always with brokenness, because I know that at the deepest level of my being, I do not trust the institutional church to care enough about the well-being of women to give up the power of patriarchy, even though Jesus did. In line with the policy statement of the Iona Community, I do not believe that God is male, however God is named. This is not a statement inconsistent with orthodox Christian theology. But it is certainly inconsistent with orthodox Christian practice.

The Turtle Island Project: 

Responding to the destruction 

of Earth through direct action

by Rev. George Cairns
The Turtle Island Project (TIP) in northern Michigan was founded in August 2007 by two midwest pastors who believe the future of humankind and world is at a crossroads. Since the advent of the atomic age, our species has had the potential (and perhaps the inclination) to dramatically alter or even destroy the Earth as a living planet. Accelerating population growth, with its attendant ills of destruction of wild habitat, addiction to fossil fuels, pollution and global climate change, place the continued existence of our Mother Earth in peril. Theologians speak of kairos, Greek for 'occasion' – the art of seizing the moment: a combination of understood context and proper timing. This is truly a kairos moment.

TIP co-founders Rev. Hubbard and myself both have lifelong histories of working with native peoples. The third member of the team is media advisor Greg Peterson, who has worked as a reporter for the Atlanta Constitution as well as for several other regional and national news services. He currently serves as the Great Lakes correspondent for the newspaper Indian Country Today.

We think that the catastrophic rate of loss of species, spiritual terrorism and many forms of human violence are integrally related to the loss of indigenous culture. The profound relationality of these cultures has been replaced by the objectivisation of the other: other people, other cultures and creation itself.

In Europe the indigenous cultures have largely been destroyed, although the oral traditions still carry glimpses of the wisdom of these peoples. Here in North America (Turtle Island) we are blessed to have indigenous teachers still with us. A few years ago, Kathy Galloway suggested that we have an opportunity to construct a specifically North American theology.  Because of the presence of native teachers here, we argue that Christians in North America have not just an opportunity but an ethical obligation to develop such an earth-based theology. This theology is not primarily academic in its emphasis. We gather insights by listening to the teachings of indigenous elders and gratefully receive these teachings as a resource for Christian theology. These teachings inevitably lead to new theological understandings with important practical as well as theoretical implications. They influence both how we understand ourselves and how we are to act in the world.

What is somewhat different here from much contemporary theology is that the underlying principle for our praxis is to deepen our relationships with all of creation. This is also the single most important aspect of Native American praxis. It is no coincidence that many Lakota prayers end with mitakuye oyasin (‘all my relations’), and other Native American prayers end with variants on this sentiment. 

You may ask: What can our praxis and a few unconventional folks do to encourage the radical change that is required if living creation on earth is to survive?

Our praxis has two major foci.

The first is to arrange dialogue workshops and fundraisers where our Native American friends direct the action. This work occurs in a context of ongoing relationship-building and support. One example was a benefit concert held for the White Buffalo Calf Woman Society, Inc., America's oldest domestic violence shelter for Native American women, in Mission, South Dakota. This concert was held in Custer, South Dakota at the Lutheran Fellowship Church on Sunday, August 12, 2007.

This brings us to the second major focus of our praxis: maximising exposure for our issues of concern. This benefit concert was held in a town named after the genocidal George Armstrong Custer. The local newspaper refused to list the benefit and did not cover it afterwards. However, many Custer residents who came said that this concert was the most positive race-relations event in many decades. The Native American press widely reported on the event. To put it simply, many Native Americans understand what we are doing and support our joint efforts.

The majority cultures here have been less responsive. The corporate media in this country will not cover this work any time soon. This work calls for repentance and a basic transformation of our society. We have used sympathetic print media and the internet to get the word out. We have had surprising successes in this way. Subsequently, we have developed our own production company, which has established a website: 

www.turtleislandproject.org

We also produce web videos and short documentaries concerning issues related to a North American theology.

We realise that we are not in control of the universe. We realise that our goals are seemingly impossible. The great Celtic theologian John Scotus Eriugena tells us that God is breathing God’s self into creation continuously. How can we breathe this in and not continue this work?

mitakuye oyasin 

George Cairns is an Associate of the Iona Community.

Pitching Tent

by Tex Sample

Quentin Bennett is a pastor in north central Kansas. Late one Friday afternoon he was working in his study at the church, with country music playing on the radio, when someone knocked at the door. Answering it, Quentin found a teenager that he knew from the youth group of the church. As he came in he gave Quentin a high sign that it was good music he heard. The young man had had some real trouble lately. Several weeks earlier he had lost a job, one that he needed very much because he was not from a well-to-do family. About a week after that the young woman he was in love with broke off the relationship. About that same time he went to the high school basketball game in his hometown and was jumped on by a local ‘tough’ and decked.

He told Quentin the basic outlines of the story, that it ‘hurt like hell’, that he had considered suicide but couldn’t go through with it. Even as they talked, however, Quentin knew that he was not connecting with him. The teen spoke without showing emotion; and Quentin was giving it his ‘Clinical Pastoral Education’ best with nods and ‘uh-huhs’, but Quentin knew they were not speaking the same language.

Soon the young man got up and began to pace the floor, saying that it was just too painful to talk about. Knowing that he was losing him, Quentin became anxious. The last thing he wanted was for this teen to walk out the door with not ‘feeling’ some sense of grace and hope. (As Quentin said, ‘I wanted to make sure he had something that would help him “make it through the night”.’)

‘Do you see any light at the end of the tunnel?’ Quentin asked.

‘I guess, but I’m never sure.’

In desperation, and trying to connect, Quentin responded, ‘You mean it’s like that [country] song “I see the light at the end of the tunnel, but I sure hope it’s not a train”.’

With that the teen stopped dead in his tracks, shot around to look at Quentin but with his face beaming in recognition that someone had finally understood. He almost shouted: ‘Exactly! That’s exactly what it’s been like with her. Every time I think things are “OK”, the light at the end of the tunnel turns out to be another freight train!’

Quentin is a quick study and came back quickly: ‘You know, when I go through tough times like this, I always think of Hank Williams’s song “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry”.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ the teen responded, almost shouting, ‘that song says more about what I feel than words could ever say!’

Quentin, now warming to the opportunity, reached out with, ‘Man, you need to understand “you got friends in low places”.’

‘I know it, and I would rather “have a bottle in front of me than a frontal lobotomy”, he came back, obviously now getting into it.

But with that comment Quentin sensed that he needed to introduce a bit of theology at this point. He offered Mike Reid’s song: ‘You need to “walk on faith”.’

‘Yeah, I know, I’m “standing knee- deep in a river and dying of thirst”.’

‘You need to “let go of the stone”.’

‘But “sometimes you’re the windshield and sometimes you’re the bug!”’ the young man countered with an authority that transcended his years.

Quentin asked him if he could resist attempting to call her.

‘I’m just gonna say to her: “If your phone doesn’t ring, baby, it’s me”.’

‘What if she gets in touch with you?’

‘I’m just gonna give her “a quarter and tell her to call someone who cares”.’

One-liners out of country songs went on like this for over an hour. After a session of quotations that obviously named the young man’s pain and provided him the next steps for coping with the situation, Quentin asked him if he would like to pray. He would. After the prayer he walked out the door, turned, and offered one last line, ‘Quentin, I know why “Bubba shot the jukebox”.’ With that, he laughed and walked away.

… The task of the church is to pitch tent with the indigenous practices of a people. Quentin embodies that kind of ministry in the session with the young man.  By such a suggestion I do not mean, nor would Quentin, that the church should simply accommodate itself … Pitching tent is not an automatic taking up of any practice that happens to be indigenous, no matter what it is.

I do not, however, see indigenisation as theologically neutral or bereft of Christian import. When Jesus pitches tent in the world, this is not simply a move of the Christ into the world so that a new ingredient is now part of the mix. That God pitches tent with us, that God makes habitation with us is an entirely new way of understanding the story of the world. Christ does not merely enter the story of the world; the story of the world is changed by his Incarnation … l

Tex Sample is the author of several books. ‘Pitching tent’ is an extract from White Soul: Country Music, the Church and Working Americans, Abingdon Press, Nashville, 1996 © Abingdon Press. Used by permission of Abingdon Press. To order: http://www.cokesbury.com

Tex also tells this story, and others, on the DVD ‘Living the Questions’, available from Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com

Let justice roll down: 

Church Action on Poverty’s 

Just Church programme

by Liam Purcell/Church Action on Poverty

How just is your church?

Are the gospel concerns for justice and peace reflected in worship services? In Bible studies? Do you encourage children and young people to get involved in work for justice? If you do have a justice and peace group, is it regarded as a minority pursuit for those who can be bothered? And does your church pay attention to poverty and injustice in the community around you, as well as overseas?

At Church Action on Poverty, we believe that an opposition to poverty and injustice is absolutely central to the gospel. These concerns should run through everything the church does, from its worship to its internal structures, from its children’s work to its engagement with the local community.

That’s why we developed Just Church. Just Church is a series of free modules you can use to explore how to embed a concern for justice into every area of church life. It’s adaptable to suit your circumstances, and can be used by churches, ecumenical groups, house groups or similar. It makes a great Lent course or study programme, but the emphasis is on deciding what action your group can take for justice. 

Just Church is already being used by hundreds of churches and groups across the country. You can find out about the programme, and download it free, at www.justchurch.info

‘At one of our diocesan Justice and Peace Days, I was involved in an exploratory run through some of the Just Church resources. We found them rightly challenging and very helpful. And affirming as well – they help you recognise the good things and strengths that already exist. I am recommending them as a valuable resource to all our parishes.’

– Rt Revd John Hawsthorne, Roman Catholic Bishop of Hallam

‘The scandal of structural and systemic poverty in Britain is one that should not be permitted to go hidden or unnoticed any longer. Just Church provides an excellent resource for challenging all of us to remember the biblical mandate to provide justice for the poor and the marginalised.’

– Dr Anthony G. Reddie, Research Fellow in Black Theological Studies, The Methodist Church & The Queen's Foundation, Birmingham

‘I think the materials on Just Church are very good indeed, and hope they will enable many local churches to embed the gospel concern for justice more deeply into their lives.’

– Baroness Kathleen Richardson 

We want to create more Just Churches – and we’re offering support and training to make that happen.

Church Action on Poverty offers short training workshops introducing the Just Church programme, giving pointers for group leaders, and suggesting ways of using the materials. 

Could we provide training in your area?

If there are people in your region who want to live out the gospel concern for justice in their community, we can help. We can inspire and equip local church leaders and members, helping them to start Just Church programmes in their own churches. 

We’d love to come and run a training workshop for an Iona Community family group – or for your diocese, circuit, church council, Churches Together group or other network. If you’d like to work in partnership with CAP to make it happen, please contact us now:

0161-236-9321 (ask for Liam) 

liamp@church-poverty.org.uk 

www.justchurch.info

www.church-poverty.org.uk 

Always the object of the story

by Erik Cramb

In 1988 when I was the parish minister in Yoker in Glasgow my phone rang one afternoon. The man on the other end said he’d looked my number up in the phone book and wondered if I was the Erik Cramb who had been in Mearnskirk Hospital some 40 years ago as a boy.

I said, ‘Yes, I am.’

He said, ‘I don’t expect you’ll remember me, but my name is George Graham.’

Not remembering the name at all, I said, as a wee joke, ‘The only George Graham I know is the Manager of Arsenal.’

‘Aye, I wish,’ he said. ‘No’ – and with a wee laugh of his own – ‘I’m the other one.’

‘I was wondering,’ he went on, ‘if it was possible to have a chat with you sometime soon.’

He told me he wasn’t able to get out any more and asked if I could go to see him. He lived in Langside on the city’s south side. I said it would be no problem.

A couple of days later I arrived at his door, one up in a fine sandstone tenement, and was let in by a woman of about 60 who turned out to be his sister. She asked me if I’d like a cup of tea and then ushered me into a front bedroom where this clearly very sick man lay. He had the raspy voice and the yellowed teeth of the dedicated chain smoker, but bright eyes and a welcoming smile that lit up the smoky room. He stretched out an emaciated arm and gave me a surprisingly firm handshake before indicating that I should take a seat at his bedside. The man was a complete stranger to me, but then, it had been 40 years.

His sister came in with a cup of tea – with saucer, oh the effects of being a minister – and a selection of chocolate biscuits.

Our conversation began with the kind of vague trivialities that

strangers exchange. George said that the great thing about having visitors was that he got to eat a chocolate biscuit, which normally he wasn’t allowed. I dutifully laughed and said I was much the same, as my wife tried hard to keep me eating healthily.

We soon moved from trivialities to reminiscences and then to the real point of the visit. He told me that he had lung cancer and he was wondering about his death and his funeral and whether or not it should be religious, because he didn’t really know whether or not he believed in God or any of that stuff.

As it turned out, he died little more than six weeks after that first visit of mine, and I did, at his request, conduct his funeral, in a tone that I hope reflected the mixture of hope and doubt that he felt. ‘Sometimes,’ he told me near the end, ‘I think it’ll come as an awful shock if there is something else … yet I can’t help hoping there is. I’d certainly like another go at life, with a better body this time.’ And he laughed shyly. I said, ‘My sentiments exactly.’

Over the course of these six weeks I made numerous visits to his bedside.

Two particular conversations I remember – both of which may be critical, I think, to my struggle with the Bible today.

The first was when the then Minister of State for Social Security had been on the radio and television the day of one of my visits talking about the nation’s social security bill and how it had to be cut. Amongst the proposed reforms was in the area of disability benefits.

‘Erik,’ George told me, ‘the truth is that for someone as severely disabled as I am it probably won’t make any difference, but every time a minister comes on and talks about benefit cuts it sends a shiver down your spine because you are absolutely powerless to do anything about it. See you,’ animatedly pointing and wagging a finger at me, ‘you get a chance to speak to people about these things. Don’t let these chances slip – don’t let our voice be silent.’

I still tremble to recall just how many chances I’ve let slip or failed to pursue. But I’ll leave that sin sticking to the wall for this story is not about my guilt.

The other conversation was quite an early one while we were trying to sort of touch base with each other. He would tell some stories about Pavilion 2, the children’s ward – boys’ ward actually – for polio victims, or infantile paralysis as it was then called. Bit by bit I began to recapture some vague memories.

George was in an iron lung for a long time, two and a half years, I think he told me. Anyone who has ever seen or heard an iron lung of the 1940s’ vintage will never forget it. They were monsters, completely enveloping the person inside. All that was outside the machine was the person’s head and they lay with a mirror, like a car’s rear view mirror, attached to the body of the machine to give the person a view of more than just the machine itself. Then there was the noise, the consistent chug, chug, chug as it did its ‘breathing’ task. They were monsters, but life-saving monsters.

It seems almost impossible to believe now, but way back in the 1940s, visiting in the children’s wards was one day a week, an hour on a Sunday afternoon. Most of us who had infantile paralysis were in hospital for substantial periods. I myself was in more than once for over a year; George, I think he said, had been in at one time for over seven years. And visiting was one day a week! Barbaric we would call it today, but these were days of Spartan regimes, and as we chatted we remembered how it was thought to be good for us to have our beds out on the verandas as much as possible – sometimes overnight. My memory was it was always freezing! There was certainly plenty of fresh air. Mearnskirk Hospital was out in the country just beyond the affluent Glasgow suburb of Newton Mearns. There was a large grassy expanse in front of Pavilion 2, leading to a row of high trees in which nested hundreds of crows, and to this day I sometimes have a wee shiver when I hear the call of crows.

We shared some of these memories and told each other stories of little things that we could recall.

‘Do you remember Christmas of 1947?’ George asked me.

‘No, not really,’ I replied hesitantly, for the truth is I wasn’t even sure that I was in the hospital that Christmas. I had been in the hospital one Christmas I thought, and had some vague memories of it, but whether it was 1947 or not I couldn’t be sure.

‘Ach, I’m sure you do. What age would you have been then?’

‘My birthday is Boxing Day, so if I was I would have been turning eight.’

‘You must remember then,’ he said undeterred and told this story which was so vivid I began to remember it, or at least believe I remembered it.

‘1947 was said to be Britain’s worst ever winter and the country was continually being disrupted by blizzards and blocked roads. 

‘On Christmas Day we were to get an extra visit … It turned out to be a disaster because the snow was so bad that the buses out to the hospital were not running and in these days very few people had cars … There may have been one or two parents who had cars and were able to make it, but for most of us it was just a disaster. Not only were we to get an extra visit, this extra visit also had the promise of our Christmas presents … Did your dad have a car?’

‘No,’ I said laughing. That I was

sure about.

I couldn’t really remember any of this, but as I got caught up in George’s story I could easily picture it and feel it, for you can’t imagine how we longed for each week’s Sunday afternoon visit. We would all be sitting upright in our beds – except for poor souls like George in iron lungs – stretching our necks to see down the passage beyond the ward doors where parents gathered before being allowed in at three o’clock on the dot!

Gosh, we laughed when we remembered the strictness of everything. No wonder people today look back on the days of ‘The Matron’. After all these years, one thing I can remember was the awe in which The Matron was held and the aura of fear that surrounded her visits. It was like God Almighty was about to visit. But then how could it be? God, a woman? Don’t be daft! Anyway, back to George’s story.

‘I was 15 by this time and was just waiting to be moved to the men’s ward, so I had to be tough while all you kids were greetin’ your heads off. “I want ma mammy, I want ma mammy.” Youse were all howlin’. I think some of the nurses were greetin’ too, but there was nothing anyone could do.

‘But then – oh, you must remember – just after tea the Staff Nurse told us we were to get a special treat; some young people from the church in Newton Mearns, who had promised to sing Christmas carols that night, had rung up to say they could still make it out to the hospital. The nurses were all enthusiastic and we brightened up a bit.

‘Then they came. You must remember! And the nurses left them to it and went off for a fag in their staffroom.’

‘I think so … vaguely,’ I offered sort of as an encouragement for him to get on with the story which by now had me truly hooked. I had no idea where it was going.

‘There was maybe about ten of them; they were all young, 15-20 years old probably, with a couple of guitars and one with a Bible. After singing some carols the one with the Bible told the story of Mary and the baby Jesus and the star and the wise men and the shepherds and all that stuff … I still remember he was telling us about how special the baby Jesus was. Which was fine by me. Then he started on about how special we were. God’s precious wee crippled children … remember?

‘I was the oldest in the ward and I just couldn’t help myself and shouted out “Shite!”, which was a very bad word back in those days. “That’s pure shite.” There was maybe a split-second’s silence and then some of you started thumping your wee wooden bedside cupboards – do you remember them? – youse started thumping them and chanting “Shite, shite, shite ……“

‘The guy with the Bible went off his head. Shouting at us to be quiet. Telling us how ungrateful we were. How they had battled through the snow to tell us of the love of the Lord Jesus and if we didn’t be quiet they were going to tell the nurses. And I just said,”Go on then, get out, tell the nurses.” And youse all kept up your thumping and chanting: “Shite” – thump – “Shite” – thump – “Shite …“‘

I was definitely beginning to remember. Even if I wasn’t there I wanted to claim to be there. The picture of a ward full of bed-bound children, the oldest just turned 15 and in an iron lung, routing a bunch of confident 15-20-year-olds full of energy and athleticism was wonderful.

George went on. ‘Right enough, they just couldn’t handle it. They went and got the nurses who came in and read the riot act to us, threatening that The Matron would hear about this. The youth fellowship people packed up their stuff and left in high dudgeon. The nurses told us all to get down under our blankets, and put out the lights. Some of the wee ones were crying because they thought we would all be in trouble with The Matron. We were all a bit scared of that, but I know most of us were having a wee laugh under the blankets for we knew we had won. It had been like the Jags gubbing Rangers.’

I wish I could have had another chat with George, but the days leading up to his death was not a time for questioning, it was a time for reassurance. If I could talk to him now I would like to ask him if, looking back over the years, he could put his finger on why he reacted so vehemently to the guy telling us we were extra special to God. Was it anger at the ‘cripple’ tag? Was it a reaction to the guy with the Bible’s bounding enthusiasm and good health? Was it that this guy dared to tell us what we were to God? Was the guy being patronising, or what? 

Or … Was it maybe an intuitive grasp that we were secondary in the whole episode, that what really mattered to these Christians was the opportunity for them to tell a bit of the Jesus story, and when that story was interrupted, then for them the night was ruined? Did they drive back through the snow feeling like minor martyrs? And why not indeed?: In most of the Gospel stories where there is a healing, the sick person is always the object of the story, mostly not even having their name recorded, but expected to be grateful. Always the stories focus on Jesus and the wonderful things he did. If he could do all these things, then why did people get sick or disabled in the first place?

But maybe what really got up George’s nose was the one obvious lingering thought: What kind of sodding God would send a blizzard on the one special extra visit? l

Erik Cramb is a Member of the Iona Community. He worked for many years as an Industrial chaplain.

Don’t eliminate the future: A report and reflection on the 17th International AIDS Conference
by Helen Galloway

Last August, 25 years after the first identification of what is now known as the HIV virus, Mexico City played host to the 17th International AIDS Conference. This biennial event is a chance for the field’s leading scientists, activists, researchers, aid workers, physicians and people living with HIV/AIDS to come together and present and discuss the key issues on the HIV agenda. This includes prevention and treatment interventions, support services and the latest biomedical advances. The AIDS 2008 theme, ‘Universal Action Now’, underscores the continued urgency of the HIV pandemic and the need for a unified worldwide response. I was sponsored, in part by Body Positive Tayside and by the Iona Community, to join the over 20,000 delegates attending this important event.

The conference began with a look at the current state of the epidemic. Epidemiologists report that globally there are an estimated 33 million people living with HIV. The overall number of people living with the virus has increased as a result of the ongoing number of new infections and the positive effects of the increasing availability of antiretroviral therapy (ART). The annual number of AIDS deaths globally has begun to decline in the last two years, in response to increased access to life-saving drugs in low-income countries. The G8 leaders’ attempt to provide 3 million people with antiretrovirals (ARVs) by 2005 has been achieved, albeit two years late. If we doubled that number today, it would still not be enough to reach all those who need treatment. AIDS 2008 marks the midpoint of the next big milestone, the 2010 global target on universal access to HIV/AIDS prevention, treatment, care and support, which will be reviewed in Vienna.

The annual number of new infections has declined from 3 million in 2003 to 2.7 million in 2007. Peter Piot, Executive Director of UNAIDS, praised the efforts of those involved in HIV/AIDS prevention, but also expressed concern at the slow speed of the decline in new cases and emphasised a move towards increased funding for research and prevention efforts. Patterns, trends and high-risk groups differ by continent, country and community. 95% of all people with HIV live in developing countries, whose chronically under-resourced health sectors are continuing to struggle to cope with the impact of the epidemic. Sub-Saharan Africa remains the most affected region, accounting for 63% of all HIV infections. The shape of the virus there is increasingly young and female. It is not uncommon for as many as four young women to be infected for every one young man in the same age group. In almost every region outside of sub-Saharan Africa, HIV disproportionately affects sex workers, injecting drug users and men who have sex with men. However, in many developed countries, rates of heterosexual transmission are increasing.

Scientists warned that HIV suppresses the immune response more than previously believed. While we have managed to successfully repress viral replication in many using ART, finding a way of eradicating the disease in an individual has proved to elude us so far. Despite recent disappointments from numerous substantial vaccine trials, Professor Robert Silicano, one of the key players in HIV-related genetic research, remained optimistic that a vaccine is possible, but said that it would likely be genetic-profile-dependent. Similar opinions were expressed with regards to a potential cure. Our best hope lies in attempting to eradicate the virus in those who are diagnosed in the pre-symptomatic stage. There have been high rates of success with using ARVs in the prevention of mother-to-child transmission, although while their effectiveness is proven, interventions are not reaching enough of those who need them. 

One of the key phrases at the conference this year was male circumcision. Results from trials in Kenya, Uganda and South Africa have shown that male circumcision reduces female-to-male HIV transmission rates by approximately 60%. In other words, an HIV-negative man who chooses to be circumcised will reduce his chances of contracting the HIV virus by an average of 60%. Although there is as yet no evidence that the procedure is protective to women, they will benefit from reduced overall transmission rates. The WHO has now included male circumcision as a key additional strategy for HIV prevention. 

It is possible that there will be negative consequences to using  circumcision for prevention. Having sex before circumcision has completely healed increases risk of infection for the woman. And the main fear, of course, is that men who have been circumcised will negate using condoms. Circumcision alone is not the answer and must be used as part of a multi-factorial programme which focuses on condom use and incorporates counselling and educational strategies. Circumcision certainly shows a potential for reducing new infections at a level that has not been seen in any other form of prevention trials. What’s more, it’s a permanent physiological intervention, which studies have shown, if performed and followed up correctly, is of no negative consequence to the man. Cohort trials have also shown that men who have chosen to be circumcised as a preventative measure report no loss of sexual sensitivity and no propensity to accept it as an alternative to using condoms. To me, it seems like a major breakthrough that could provide us with a cost-effective method for significantly increasing our control over the HIV virus. My question then is: why did it take 25 years to discover?

For the first time at the conference, sex workers were given a place among the plenary speakers. Elena Reynaga, a sex worker and founder of the Argentine Association of Female Sex Workers, spoke passionately of her desire to have sex work recognised as a legal profession, stating that this would not only increase the safety and human rights of women all over the world but would also allow for sex workers to be better protected from both contracting and spreading HIV. She claimed that sex workers are regularly exploited by police officers, and beaten and raped as a result of having to work in a violent, criminalised environment. It is common for HIV to be spread in these ways. Only 33% of sex workers were covered by outreach prevention programmes in 2005. In relation to HIV, sex workers should be seen as part of the solution and not vilified as part of the problem. 

High on the agenda this year was a drive towards implementing prevention strategies that reflect the needs of young people (aged 15-24), who account for 45% of all new infections. We now have very strong evidence documenting that a comprehensive approach to sex education that links sex with relationships, emotions and physical development has been shown to delay the onset of sexual activity and increase the use of condoms when sex does occur. Yet morally-driven intervention programmes centred solely on the promotion of abstinence and marriage continue to drag on in many countries, despite large-scale government studies reporting that such programmes do not work. One such country is the United States, where a devotion to such failed approaches is outlined in the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). Denying the use of evidence-based prevention programmes not only does a disservice to the global HIV/AIDS struggle but also compromises the basic human right to live a healthy, HIV-free life.

It is not easy to challenge leaders who project culture as a reason not to adopt certain illness prevention methods into their communities. In modern society, culture is often viewed as something vulnerable that should be nurtured and protected. Last summer it was reported that community elders in Western Kenya rejected the incorporation of male circumcision into their HIV intervention programmes on the grounds that it was not in their culture, despite having HIV prevalence of over 20% in some areas. Similarly, Voluntary Counselling and Test Centres in sub-Saharan Africa will not test people under the age of 18 unless rape has occurred, and many countries continue to use the same old, tired ABC (Abstinence, Being Faithful, using Condoms) public health messages, educating young people under stringent rules that are out of touch with the society they live in. 

But the common acceptance of the phrase ‘it’s not in our culture’ provokes an unsettling response. To say something is not part of a culture implies that culture is a fixed entity. Why are we afraid of changing our culture, when incorporating changes can prevent suffering? HIV has already challenged what we know about the world in a number of diverse ways: it has opened our eyes to the nature of sexual relationships; altered family dynamics and exposed homophobia, gender-based violence and discrimination. Instead of defending the society we think we’ve got, we must accept the one we’ve actually got and make it our goal to create a better one. We must be critical of where we have gone wrong, challenge those who are in denial about the reality of our situation and not resort to the same old politically correct solutions. It is in our interests to listen to the voices and experiences of young people and offer them our support and guidance. Mary Crewe, Professor at Johannesburg University, spoke of the importance of creating a generation who really understands the HIV epidemic. 

Any universal action made now must be action that works. We cannot afford to waste time when so many lives are at risk. HIV is the most researched disease in human history, with contributions made at all levels. It is our responsibility to use this evidence to overcome political and ideological obstacles and deliver comprehensive prevention, treatment and support services based on both public health and human rights frameworks. Programmes must be uniquely tailored to different at-risk groups in order to sensitively attend to each emerging issue. Above all, we must learn from what HIV has taught us about the nature of the society we live in, about its relationships, its discriminations, its inequalities and how it affects people’s ability to make choices. A community health worker in Ethiopia reported recently on how a local woman, tired of hearing the letters A.B.C., and reflecting on how that message did not resonate within her own life, suggested an alternative – D.E.F.: Don’t Eliminate the Future. l

Helen Galloway is a public health Master’s student at Dundee University. She also works for Body Positive Tayside, a charity that supports people living with HIV and HCV.

PRAYER

Voice 1: Lord, we live in a world that is divided.

A world of obscene wealth and

a world of scandalous poverty.

A world of greed and conspicuous consumption,

and a world of hunger and famine.

A world where some live in the lap of luxury,

and many live in hell.

Voice 2: Lord, we live in a world where the gulf 

between rich and poor people is widening by the minute:

A world obsessed with the lifestyles of the ‘chosen few’,

and a world of people who are completely left out of the picture.

A world hungry to consume more and more resources,

and a world of advancing deserts and increasing debt.

A world witnessing great medical and technological breakthroughs,

and a world that is being pushed back into the Stone Age.

A world where people expect to live for ever,

and a world where millions won’t live to see their fortieth birthday.

A world of seemingly infinite choice.

And a world where people have no choice.

Voice 1: Lord, forgive us for creating divisions in your world.

For erecting barriers that shut out the poor and hungry

and that safeguard us and the many things we own;

barriers that keep us insulated and in a state of unreality;

barriers that separate us from those we see as different, strange, alien –

from those we view as dangerous and unclean and want to keep from entering our lives, our neighbourhoods, our world.

Barriers that stop us from reaching out to our sisters and brothers

and building your Kingdom of justice and peace.

Voice 2: Lord, we are grateful for all of the good things we have received.

We remember those gifts for a moment now:

the people who love and accept us,

the security of home and healthcare …

Lord, we remember the many, in our divided world, who do not have these things. 

Lord, open our hearts;

come close to us.

Help us to stop dividing up your world into first world, second world,

third world, fourth world –

to stop creating more and more barriers.

Help us to see your world as One World,

and all people on this beautiful planet as our sisters and brothers.

Lift our eyes to those in torment and anguish.

Help us to bring them comfort.

Lord, the starving are at our gates and we offer them crumbs!

Lord, have mercy.

Christ, free us.

Help us to open gates,

break down walls,

roll away stones,

lift heavy conditions,

heal divisions,

to share with our sisters and brothers the bread of life – 

food, water, medicine, love. Amen

Neil Paynter, from ‘HIV/AIDs: a liturgy of solidarity and justice’, Holy Ground: Liturgies and Worship Resources for an Engaged Spirituality, Neil Paynter and Helen Boothroyd, Wild Goose Publications www.iona.org.uk

This year I’m not coming

While visiting basic Christian communities in Italy, Ian M. Fraser collected the following poem. It was written by thirteen-year-old Massimiliano Tortis for a Christmas Eve Mass held in a public square. This is a translation of the poem. 

I’m not coming because I’m fed up with coming every year. 

On your earth no one listens to me. 

I speak of friendship and you kill each other. 

I told you to help each other and instead you think of yourselves. 

I told you to become poor and instead you always strive to become rich. 

I told you to break bread with the hungry and you exploit them. 

I told you not to rob and you instead make away with the money of the poor. 

How can I come on your earth – which I gave you?! 

How can I come on an earth divided into two categories: 

‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’?

How can I come on an earth which calls itself civil 

and then kills its brother and sister? 

Listen to me closely. I have but one thing to say: 

Repent, because the Kingdom of heaven is near. 

And you rich ones, pharisees and exploiters, will not enter my Kingdom. 

No! 

It will be those whom you have treated as beggars, 

as Cafoni*, as ignorant, who will enjoy eternal life. 

I gave you the Word in order to place it at the disposition of the weak, 

but you have made it private property to exploit the humble. 

I told you to preach my words, 

but you have closed yourselves in large buildings. 

Many babies are born in your world just as I was, in a stall –

a bare and dark stall in which mothers fear that the baby will awake 

because they have nothing to give it –

but you don’t even look at them. 

You beat people because of the colour of their skin. 

On Christmas, instead of thinking about the poor, 

you enjoy yourselves eating and drinking. 

You treat the poor like you treated me. 

But I say to you: Blessed are those who cry, for they will be consoled. 

Blessed are those who are hungry, for they will be satisfied. 

Blessed are those who are naked, for they will be clothed. 

My Kingdom will be composed precisely of these. 

* Could be translated as ‘human trash’

From Doing December Differently: An Alternative Christmas Handbook, Nicola Slee and Rosie Miles, 

Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com
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Moving beyond our skull-sized kingdoms

by Peter Millar

Shortly before his death in October 2008, the American writer David Foster Wallace gave a commencement speech to the graduating class at Kenyon College in Ohio. In that speech, Wallace spoke of the individual’s ‘default setting’. By this he meant our basic self-centredness. We may not talk much about it, he said, because it’s socially repulsive to think of self-centredness as our default setting, hard-wired into us at birth, but it is pretty much the same for all of us, deep down. Other people’s thoughts and feelings have to be communicated to us somehow, but our own are always immediate, urgent and real.

As we look out into 2009, I think it’s true to say that the world does not discourage any of us from operating on this default setting. The world of arms, of money (despite the recent turmoil within the global financial systems) and of power still hums along on the fuel of fear and contempt and frustration and craving and the worship of self. It can be said that our own present culture has harnessed these forces in ways that have yielded wealth, comfort and personal freedom. Wallace expresses this truth powerfully when he says: ‘The freedom to be lords of our own skull-sized kingdoms, alone at the centre of all creation.’

Yet for all of us as we begin a new year, having reflected once more on the narrative of Christmas, the search in our souls continues for that other range of freedoms which through the centuries millions have believed are rooted within a spiritual understanding of life. Is it still possible that qualities such as awareness, effort, attention and inner disciplines can collectively constitute another default setting within us?

T.S. Eliot in the Four Quartets wrote

‘These are only hints and guesses, hints followed by guesses; and the rest is prayer, observance, discipline, thought and action. The hint half guessed, the gift half understood, is Incarnation.’ (from ‘The Dry Salvages’)

In the last few weeks I have carried around a newspaper photograph showing over 100,000 people listening to Barack Obama speaking at the Gateway Arch in St Louis, Missouri. Thousands of those there carry banners with the simple words ‘Change We Need’. We sure do – and not only in the United States. We are all agreed on that. But along with that cry for change is also human hope – that kind of hope which continues to express itself in myriad ways within our present fragile world order.

And this is more than self- centredness or skull-sized kingdoms. It’s about some of these other default settings in our lives. Alternative settings which the Iona Community has articulated since its beginning: Being able to care about others and to sacrifice for them, over and over in silent gestures of love. That is freedom, and, as Wallace said in his commencement speech, the alternative is unconsciousness. A life lived bereft of seeds of hope.

Years ago, as I listened to the Christmas story in a tiny, crowded, thatched village church in South India, it came to me forcibly that if we accept this story to be true for our own lives, we are propelled day by day to be bearers of hope. We don’t have an alternative, for this is by its very nature a default setting in our souls. And those hard-working villagers around me in the church that day – so glibly described as ‘the poor of the world’ – were abundant proof of that fact. Materially poor they may have been, but as individuals they certainly did not occupy skull-sized kingdoms. For often they did not just go the second mile – they lived there!

And as a new year dawns, there is this continuing possibility for all of us, whatever our personal situation, of walking the second mile, not wearily, but in hope, laughter and freedom. I often forget that. Those around us can forget it. Society can encourage us to forget it. Yet the intimations of alternative default settings in our souls never entirely disappear. Even if just occasionally we recognise, deep down, that actually we are not the absolute centre of the universe or the most vivid and important person in existence!

And as we keep moving beyond our skull-sized kingdoms into compassion, risk-taking and multiple solidarities, may we hear these simple yet relevant words from Ralph Waldo Emerson:

To laugh, often and much; to win the respect of others and the affection of children; to earn the appreciation of honest critics and to endure the betrayal of false friends; to appreciate beauty; to find the best in others; to leave the world a bit better, whether by a child, a garden patch or a redeemed social condition; to know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived. This is the meaning of success. 

Prayer

Loving God, take our hands, take our lives, ordinary as wheat or cornmeal, daily as bread – our stumbling generosity, our simple actions – and find them good enough to help prepare the feast for all your people. Amen (from Christian Aid) l

Peter Millar is the author of several books, including Our Hearts Still Sing: Daily Readings, Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com, and Waymarks: Signposts to Discovering God’s Presence in the World, Canterbury Press. He is an activist, accompanier and a Member of the Iona Community.                                                     

The present-day story

by Sarah Brown

Associate Sarah Brown travelled to Palestine/Israel earlier this year with other candidates for the ministry for a nine-day study trip. During their stay, the group visited sites of importance for Muslims, Jews and Christians, and reflected on the places where Jesus lived and died, and on the current political situation. The following is from a longer piece, adapted for worship. The voices were inspired by people Sarah met and talked to …
My voice will haunt your mind (Gaza and Jerusalem)

… A public bus took us to Sabeel, a Christian centre for liberation theology, where we were welcomed by Rev. Dr Naim Ateek, Founder of Sabeel, who brought us into the present-day story of the streets that Jesus once walked.

Naim described the harsh realities of the divisions in Israel/Palestine. He believes we are sitting on the edge of apartheid. He spoke of ethnic cleansing. Of fear, greed and mistrust. On both sides. He spoke of Gaza being the world’s biggest prison. 

The Palestinian Muslim community have the world’s highest birth rate at the moment. Demographically, it will not be long before the Palestinians and the Israelis are equal. But what is really needed to help make changes is the international community. The voice of the Palestinians is not being heard. Naim believes that we need to hear the voices of the prophets, rather than just those of the government. 

But Naim sees signs of hope. He can definitely see them in God. And he can hear it from the Jewish people who want peace. He can see it in Jimmy Carter’s book Palestine: Peace Not Apartheid – a title that Carter was advised against.

For Naim, as for all Palestinians, the main issue is water. Israel controls all the water and sells Palestinians water which came from their land in the first place. At first you wonder why their cars are so dirty. You suppose it’s just because it’s so dusty. But no ­– their cars are dirty because they have no water. Their cars are dirty because their water has been stolen. Their cars are dirty because of the swimming pools in the settlement apartments; and because of the potshots taken at the water tanks on the rooftops of their homes. Not only are their cars dirty, their crops are unwatered, and they have little water for washing, and have to buy bottled water to drink. Water is a key component of a peace solution.

I got an up-to-date insight into the situation and how it is affecting real life when I went to visit my friend Rebekah, who lives in Jerusalem. I travelled by car to her home and she showed me how close the ’security’ wall is to where she lives. It is a mere two blocks from her house and is now an obstruction in her daily living. She has family who used to be a 10-minute walk from her home and were a regular part of her life. Now, she has to travel by car for over an hour and through checkpoints in order to visit her cousin. Her cousin has sunk into a deep depression and has not spoken to her family since the wall has been built. She rarely leaves the house and has lost all sense of hope about the future getting better, since from what she sees from her home things are only getting worse.

Voice 1: I can’t speak to you of my pain … My depression set in deeper as each concrete slab locked me in my prison. My own home that I played in as a child, that was my safe house and refuge, is now my prison. The road I used to walk for ice cream with my cousin every Sunday is now sliced by a sharp knife-edge that I cannot bear to see or hear of. 

I do not leave my house. I cannot find the words to speak to my family. They make the hour-long detour by car for what used to be a 10-minute walk, and I cannot find the words within me to say ‘marhabba’ (‘You are welcome’). For who is welcome in a prison? Prisons are not welcoming places. They strip you of your identity, you have no choices that are your own, so how can I say to those I love that they are welcome in a place of such cruelty?

Some days I would simply rather die than live in a place I can see only memories in and no future. 

My days of hoping for peace are gone. Not in my lifetime will this evil world change for the better. The poison has seeped into the land and water supply, and those that build their new houses and water their lush green lawns allow it to take root inside themselves and their children. 

We are getting weaker. We have no fight left. We love this place, but cannot get up and fight any more. 

Can you hear me? Will my voice haunt your mind? Will you be my voice in the world?

Chant: ‘Ya Rabba Ssalami’ (‘God of Peace and Justice’), original text and melody: Palestinian/Lebanese traditional; translation and arrangement, John L. Bell, from We Will Walk His Way, John L. Bell, Wild Goose Publications, 2008

A glimmer of normal life 

(West Bank)

On Saturday we spent some time in the West Bank. First we travelled to Hebron to meet the Ecumenical Accompaniers there, who took us through the ghost town that the Palestinian part of Hebron has become. We saw how the streets had become segregated, parts where Palestinians were not allowed to walk. We could see the CCTV monitoring us there. (Even in the busy streets of Jerusalem’s markets you become aware of your every move being watched.)

In Hebron there were empty streets, closed shop fronts, and the few shop owners whose shops were still open came rushing out when they saw us – desperate for us to buy anything from them, to have some small income to support their family.

Voice 2: Can I help you? Come. Come into my shop. I make with you a good price for whatever you want. Come this way. Would you like coffee or tea? It is our custom. Please, coffee or tea? See the colours, they are beautiful. This is my best piece. For you I will give my best piece. See the work in this? This is better than all that is in my shop. I see in you a beautiful mind and this is perfect for you. For your bedroom. For your wall. This goes anywhere in your home. I don’t give you the price I give Americans. The Americans think they are the best of all the world. The men, they think they are kings. The women think they are most beautiful. See their perfect noses high in the air. They spend their money and have so much they don’t care. I like you. I know you don’t have much money. I make with you a fair price. 

Chant: ‘Ya Rabba Ssalami’ 

The Ecumenical Accompaniers are there as observers, as witnesses to what happens in the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. They are not there to take sides, but to communicate with both sides. They are there to ease the situation where possible: Some walk Palestinian children to school, to keep them from being attacked, or blocked from their education. Some are present at checkpoints and assist farmers to get to their fields. What is refreshing is that a sense of humanity can be found with the Ecumenical Accompaniers. An investment of time can be in something as normal as a game of football on the street – a glimmer of normal life in a place where the new normal can be so frightening.

Sounds: of guns, bombs, street fighting … followed by the ‘everyday’  sounds of children running, laughing, playing … Silence …

Chant: ‘Ya Rabba Ssalami’ 

Bullet-proof glass (Hebron)

In order to enter the part of the street where the mosque and synagogue marking the burial sites of the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are, you must go through a security checkpoint. We walked through metal detectors, which went off for every single person passing through. We were told that they can be set to go off at the slightest thing in order to have an excuse to search people. Most of us were subjected to a body search, and then the contents of our bags were examined. 

Previously, Jews, Christians and Muslims all worshipped together here without divisions and only after a massacre in 1929, when 67 Jews were killed at the hands of Arabs, did they separate into different areas for worship. Now, even the tomb of Abraham has bullet-proof glass around it, so that shots can’t be fired into each other’s areas. This one place which is common ground to three faiths is not even a place where people can stand together. As I took off my shoes, because I was on holy ground, I reflected on the sadness of it all.

Readings: ‘Friend of God’ (From The Old Testament, The Koran, The New Testament)

Voice 1: But you, Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen, the offspring of Abraham, my friend; you whom I took from the ends of the earth, and called from its farthest corners, saying to you, ‘You are my servant …’ (Isaiah 41: 8–9)

Voice 2: Who is better than he that resigneth himself to God, and worketh righteousness, and followeth the religion of Abraham the faithful? And truly God took Abraham for his friend. (Surah iv. 124)

Voice 3: Thus the scripture was fulfilled that says, ‘Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness’, and he was called the friend of God. (James 2:23)

Chant: ‘Ya Rabba Ssalami’ 

Caged in

Walking through the marketplace in Hebron, we noticed we were caged in. Above our heads was wire fencing – scattered with rubbish, stones and concrete breeze-blocks that had been thrown by Israeli settlers …

Voice 3: This has been our family shop since my grandfather. All the goods are made here. Nothing from China in our shop! All made locally. I am from Gaza. I used to drive here from there, but now I cannot. The checkpoints make life too difficult. One hour used to get me here from there, but one day it took me six hours. I left at 8 in the morning and did not get here till 2 o’clock. I was so tired from all the waiting and the questions that I did not open my shop. I just came in and lay down on the floor. So now I live in Ramallah. But even there it takes sometimes more than one hour at the checkpoint. But with Israeli plates I can travel through faster than those without. So you see how difficult things are with us? It is like that in Scotland? With the English government, no?

Chant: ‘Ya Rabba Ssalami’ 

Outside the marketplace, we re-entered the area where we had first begun our tour of Hebron. We were met by four armed soldiers in an armed vehicle, who demanded to know where we were going. Our progress had been monitored by the CCTV, the soldiers on the street and the soldiers on the rooftops, who had seemed to be radioing our every move as we travelled on foot.

Ibrahim

Our next stop was the home of our friend Ibrahim. Ibrahim told us of the destructive actions taken against his family and home by his Israeli settler neighbours. A washing machine had been thrown at him from the settler’s home above his, narrowly missing him. He told us of his neighbour’s pregnant wife who had gone to the checkpoint and had not been permitted through to give birth in a hospital. She gave birth at the checkpoint, and is still recovering four months on from the complications it caused. 

Ibrahim told us that he can never leave his home empty. Someone must always be there in case attempts are made to knock it down or set it on fire. There is no such thing as feeling safe here. We were shown the vines that had been cut. We were shown films that had been made of the violence that schoolchildren are exposed to walking to and from school. We saw clips of Israelis opening fire on homes and schools to frighten the Palestinians from coming out onto the streets. Yet, in spite of it all, we were welcomed by Ibrahim and shown great hospitality. We were told the story, that we might tell it to someone else …

Bible reading: Luke 2:1–7

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. (NRSV) l

O Little Town of Bethlehem

The following rewording of ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ was written by Rev. Stacy Smith (an Associate of the Iona Community and a member of the New World Foundation in the USA, www.iona-nwf.org). Stacy says: ‘I recently returned from visiting Palestine and was struck by the irony of Bethlehem, a town known to many of us as the peaceful birthplace of Christ. Yet walking past the grey walls and razor wire, and speaking with the people living in the town, I realised how incorrect our perceptions are. This is an attempt to create a more realistic, justice-focused version of the hymn.’

O little town of Bethlehem,

what song have you this night

but one of fears

and ceaseless tears

and truth kept from our sight.

We sing of dreams and silence,

yet silent we have been.

Reach through the wall

and sing for all

the song you bear within.

Some websites: 

Sabeel, The Ecumenical Liberation Theology Centre, Jerusalem www.sabeel.org

The Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme www.eappi.org

Palestine Solidarity Campaign www.palestinecampaign.org

Boycott Israeli Goods Campaign

www.bigcampaign.org

Stop Arming Israel (War on 

Want) www.stoparmingisrael.org

January 27th is Holocaust Memorial Day: http://www.hmd.org.uk/
In the mirror of your eyes: The European Project for Interreligious Learning (EPIL)
by Reinhild Traitler-Espiritu

‘ENOUGH IS ENOUGH – GERMANY SAYS NO TO ISLAMISATION.’ With these and similar slogans an anti-Islamic Front recently organised a major demonstration against the construction of a mosque in Cologne, and called on people to defend ‘their Christian values and traditions’.

Even though the City of Cologne, the religious communities, as well as countless citizens' groups, were able to organise a massive show of solidarity with their Muslim co- citizens, the incident nonetheless shows how anti-Islamic postures play upon a whole range of popular sentiments: Suddenly Christian values are used to justify militant xenophobia (of course by people who normally don't care much about religion!); women's rights are championed by conservatives, who have not exactly been known for feminist leanings, but who now find it opportune to exploit public misgivings about scarves and burkas.

What happened in Cologne was probably more than just an unfortunate incident on an autumn weekend in Germany. Many similar slogans are used in other countries. They cash in on widespread ignorance and fear, as well as spread longings for a social and cultural context that is clear and simple, rather than complex and challenging. But for better or worse, Europe has become a continent of many religions. The question is how people of different faiths (and of no faith for that matter) will organise their life together in the best possible way. Our forebears often chose the battlefield to solve that question, and those who use polarising methods today place themselves in that tradition. 

But we can also choose the House of Parliament, the courts, the classroom, the community festival, and the table where we share food, to find some creative, future- oriented ways to live together as people of different faiths.

To do precisely that, the European Project for Interreligious Learning was established some eight years ago. A group of Christian and Muslim women, who had worked together in various ecumenical and interreligious contexts, decided to create an alternative to the omnipresent discourse on the ‘clash of civilisations’. Why not instead speak of the mutually inspiring dialogue and cooperation between civilisations? Europe has always been at its best when it has opened itself to new ideas from outside. Our group was a good example: we were educators, theologians, community organisers, politicians, from Barcelona and Berlin, from Zurich, Sarajewo and Beirut, from Vienna and Cologne; of different age groups and cultures, but all convinced that it is possible to develop relationships of fairness and respect between people of different faiths and cultures.

Our idea was simple: we worked with the assumption that inter-religious problems are usually connected to a specific place, to the history, traditions and mentality of its people. On this basis we developed a curriculum in which travelling from place to place and immersing all participants in an issue by looking at it through the eyes and experience of a local community were part of the learning process. 

This ‘simple’ idea of course came with a whole lot of pedagogical and organisational problems that had to be solved. The only thing that was clear from the beginning was our focus on Christian-Muslim dialogue (which we considered crucial for Europe); our emphasis on women (whose competences are usually overlooked in the olympic heights of interreligious encounters); and our wish to be relevant for everyday life situations.

Everything else had to be decided together. We did that in the dialogical manner that we had developed in several workshops, and which we wanted to use throughout the project: It consisted of various methods that helped us to see ourselves through the eyes of others. 

I remember many sessions of patiently listening to each other (as all of us struggled to work in a foreign language, English!); of trying to change perspective often to incorporate differing views, until we arrived at a consensus and everyone was behind the plan. Five one-week modules would unfold five crucial areas of dialogue, each time in a different location. The modules would work through issues such as learning to acknowledge difference; the history of Christian-Muslim relations in Europe; the use and misuse of religion for non-religious purposes; and the challenges of integrating different religious views and communities into a common European future. 

In between modules, participants would meet in country, or rather ‘city’, groups, deepen the insights, and translate them into their own situation. We worked with a number of Christian, Muslim and secular partners in each of the five cities related to the project. And a small international board of Christian and Muslim experts guided our work from the beginning.

The dynamic that developed between people in the local situations and the visiting students of the ‘roaming college’, as well as the intercultural, interreligious mix of the group itself, proved to become the main motors of the learning process. I remember so many situations where the reactions of the visitors prompted a much deeper probing:

In the first EPIL study course (2002-2004), the Office for Integration of the City of Barcelona was our partner for the module on historic memories. A number of Christian historians and sociologists introduced EPIL students to their new focus of research on the history of Al Andalus (the Muslim period of Iberian history). During the week, however, the group got more and more frustrated: One of our rules of dialogue says that people should speak for themselves. For centuries the memory of Islam in Spain had been erased, and now it was evoked by well-meaning Christian academics, again without Muslim participation! This frustration finally led to an open debate about the issue of ‘who speaks for whom?’, and what integration requires from minority and majority populations.

In EPIL's second study course (2007-2009), the module on history took place in Vienna, a city with an omnipresent memory of the Turkish sieges of the 16th and 17th centuries. This memory is regularly exploited by the right- wing Freedom Party of Austria. However, to our great surprise, in our visits and in our lectures we constantly heard another historic memory evoked: In 1912, Austria passed one of the most progressive laws on religious freedom, fully acknowledging Islam. We realised that people have to make choices as far as history is concerned. We can choose traditions of tolerance and respect that are also present in European history.

In Vienna we saw the results of many creative initiatives: most impressive were the interreligious counselling team at the General Hospital; and the ease with which Muslim students, among them girls with scarves, blended into their classrooms in school. 

What makes EPIL so special for me, however, is its spirituality. Across the whole project, every morning begins with an interreligious meditation prepared by one of the country groups.

There have been many moving moments. Once we spent a whole ‘spirituality day’, inviting each other to participate in our respective spiritual traditions – not an easy task, considering that among the Christians in EPIL there are different types of Protestants, Orthodox Christians and Roman Catholics, and among the Muslims, Sunnis, Shi'ites and Druze. Many things were strange, but I also felt that praying together in this spirit of faithfulness to our own traditions, yet with mutual acceptance, was quite natural. At that moment I could not place doctrinal divisions higher than our common struggle to put the commandment to love and respect one another into practice. 

On another occasion we were asked to cut up a large piece of white cloth. I became aware of how painful it is to destroy something. It was a powerful symbol of our being so fragmented, so cut away from the whole. We cannot recreate the original unity; rather, we are invited to embrace diversity. Each one of us has a piece! 

I think what is most important is how people understand the ‘piece’ that is theirs and how they perceive the other pieces that belong to their neighbours. In EPIL we are trying to look at ourselves through the eyes of others, and trying to put our precious pieces together to create a beautiful mosaic. It is a way of making life richer and more secure! l

Reinhild Traitler-Espiritu is a Member of the Iona Community, and Coordinator, together with Teny Pirri-Simonian, of EPIL. She is also a member of the Interreligious Conference of European Women Theologians (ICETH), and is involved in a number of interreligious initiatives, notably the Interreligious Theology course for women in the German-speaking part of Switzerland. 

Members of an emerging Austrian Iona group were responsible for organising the EPIL module, Vienna/October 2007.

‘In the Mirror of Your Eyes: the Story of the European Project for Interreligious Learning’, edited by Reinhild Traitler, is available from EPIL: epil.ch@hisspeed.ch 

http://www.epil.ch
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The 2009 Edinburgh International Festival of 

Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace, 

Saturday, 28 February–Sunday, 15 March, 2009

The 6th Annual Edinburgh International Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace will bring together people from a wide range of spiritual backgrounds.

Festival Contact Information:

Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace,

4 William Black Place, South Queensferry, Edinburgh, EH30 9PZ, Scotland

T: +44 (0)131-331-4469, E: mesp2009@hotmail.co.uk

www.mesp.org.uk

Festival Directors:

Neill Walker and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz

Become a Friend or an Associate and receive Coracle

For details on becoming a Friend or an Associate of the Iona Community, email Lynn Harper, Membership Secretary: Lynn@iona.org.uk, or go to www.iona.org.uk

Coracle: 

‘Work and worship, 

Prayer and politics, 

Sacred and secular’

Come spend some time in community at 

the Abbey or the MacLeod Centre during 

Lent and Easter, 2009

Space available for the following weeks:

21st-27th March: 'Exploring Lent' (Abbey, MacLeod)

4th-7th April: Palm Sunday weekend (MacLeod)

 For more information: Tel: +44 1681-700404

mac.bookings@iona.org.uk

abbey.bookings@iona.org.uk

http://www.iona.org.uk/2009_Programmes.php

Camas Centre, Mull

Who would you want to share Camas with?

With a self-catering winter break you can choose!

Active days spent exploring, walking to deserted beaches, or learning about the history and geology of the area can be balanced with lazy evenings around the fire in the cosy common room and nights spent stargazing, far away from the glare of any streetlights. Winter accommodation is in simple, but insulated, bunk rooms sleeping 2 people in each, up to a maximum of 12. 

Also: Themed weeks in 2009

9-15 May: Off Grid, Off Oil – a low-carbon life

16-22 May: Reading the Big Book

26 Sept-2 Oct: Ballads & Blethers

3-9 October: Wheesht …

10-16 October: Holiday Week

For more information, visit www.iona.org.uk

Call: 01681-700404

Email: camas@iona.org.uk

From Wild Goose Publications

BOOKS FOR LENT AND EASTER

Eggs and Ashes: Practical & Liturgical Resources for Lent and Holy Week, Ruth Burgess and Chris Polhill

Eggs and Ashes includes a Lent discipline for those who care about the environment, liturgies, responses, prayers, poems, reflections, meditations, stories, stations of the cross, sermons, monologues and songs, with some all-age resources – written by Iona Community Members, Associates, friends and others. £14.99 (plus post+packaging)

Stages on the Way: Worship Resources for Lent, Holy Week and Easter, WIld Goose Resource Group

This book traces Jesus's road to the cross through Lent, Holy Week and Easter. Its prime purpose is to resource worship that enables people to sense the hope, apprehension and joy of Easter as felt by Jesus's friends. The range and diversity offers a unique source of elements for lay and clergy worship planners and enablers. 

£10.00 (plus post+packaging)

Lent & Easter Readings from Iona, Neil Paynter (ed.)

This book of readings from members and staff of the Iona Community aims to help us reappraise our lives during the period leading up to Easter. Lent is traditionally a time of repentance and penitence but it also offers an opportunity to see the world afresh, with a new sense of wonder. £9.99 (plus post+packaging)

Iona Dawn: Through Holy Week with the Iona Community, Neil Paynter (ed.)

The dramatic events of the days leading up to Easter Sunday are expressed through biblical readings and the reflections of several well-known Iona Community members: Ruth Burgess, Jan Sutch Pickard, Tom Gordon, Brian Woodcock, Peter Millar, Kathy Galloway, Leith Fisher, Joy Mead, John Davies, Yvonne Morland. £8.99 (plus post+packaging)

Enemy of Apathy (songbook): Sixty-two Songs and Chants for Lent, Eastertide and Pentecost, John L. Bell /Graham Maule

£6.50 (plus post+packaging)

The Courage to Say No:

Sixteen Songs for Lent and Easter, Wild Goose Resource Group Songbook £6.00 (plus post+packaging)/CD £7.83 (plus p+p)

TO ORDER: 0141-332-6292 

admin@ionabooks.com 

www.ionabooks.com

Become a Resident on Iona

Are you looking for an alternative, countercultural and spiritually challenging way to live? Then consider joining the Resident Group at our centres on the isle of Iona, to share a common life and extend our ministry of hospitality to guests from all over the world. For current vacancies, check the Iona Community’s website:

www.iona.org.uk

Prayer and Action: 

Timor Leste/East Timor

by Helen Boothroyd

‘So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.’ James 2:17

‘A far-away country; a people of whom we know nothing.’ The words of Neville Chamberlain, used with reference to Czechoslovakia in 1938 to justify his accommodation with Hitler. 

But these words first impinged on my consciousness when John Pilger used them as the opening to his powerful 1990s’ television documentary about East Timor; a programme which raised the awareness of myself and others about a terrible complicity of Britain in an invasion and gross human rights violation in our own time.

As colonial Portugal pulled out of East Timor in 1975, the neighbouring giant of Indonesia moved in with massive force to crush and occupy this tiny country through great brutality and oppression. Over the 24 years that followed, approximately a third of the East Timorese population died at the hands of the Indonesian military or through starvation directly resulting from the occupation. Throughout this period, British arms companies continued to make massive arms sales to the Suharto dictatorship, including BAe Systems’ Hawk Jets used to bomb civilians in East Timor. 

Yet most people in Britain had never even heard of East Timor, let alone had any awareness of the horrors being perpetrated there. Pilger’s documentary aimed to change that. When I went to work on the Resident group on Iona, it was Pilger’s passionate wake-up call that inspired me to lead a couple of Monday evening services of prayers for justice and peace to raise awareness/pray for the people of East Timor and encourage the congregation to take action to stop Britain’s assistance to the Indonesian military.

A gradual building of international pressure resulted in a referendum on independence in East Timor in 1999. The result was an overwhelming vote in favour. The Timorese people wanted to live in a free and independent country. But the Indonesian army was not prepared to lose their hold that easily. They funded and supported a brutal militia force to terrorise the people and try to prevent independence. The militia carried out murder, rape, torture and forced deportations against the civilian population in an attempt to prevent freedom. 

At last the world really woke up. The international community demanded that Indonesia end the brutality and the occupation, and provided a transitional UN force so that the mandate of the Timorese people for independence could become a reality. The independent country of Timor Leste was finally born in 2002. And immediately, it dropped out of our news again. In the years since independence, and despite my interest in the country, it has been hard to keep up with news of Timor Leste’s progress. 

Occasionally information would trickle through that all was still not at peace. Some Timorese, including those who had benefited from the occupation, were not happy with the new democratic government. There were also legitimate concerns about the slow pace of development, with continuing appalling levels of poverty and unemployment. Factionalism developed in the armed forces; and when significant numbers were dismissed by the government for striking they formed an armed opposition which led rioting and violence in 2006. 

Then, in February 2008, our news bulletins proclaimed that these armed opponents had tried to assassinate the President, José Ramos-Horta, winner of the 1996 Nobel Peace Prize, and the Prime Minister, Xanana Gusmão; that Ramos-Horta had been critically injured and taken to Australia for treatment. Then our news went silent again. It was hard to find out even whether the President was still alive. Thankfully, Ramos-Horta did recover and was able to return to Timor Leste and to government.

There are increasing questions about some aspects of the governance of Timor Leste; accusations of corruption and heavy-handed policing, including a crackdown in July this year on university students protesting against government spending plans. Nevertheless, the government is prioritising poverty alleviation, using some of Timor Leste’s revenues from offshore oil to subsidise food and fuel for the poorest. One of the major problems is that home production in Timor Leste is still very low; currently, 90% of goods are imported. The country needs international help and support to become more self-sufficient and build up its economy.

Pray for

l Justice for the victims of atrocities during the Indonesian occupation, but also reconciliation between old enemies in this small nation.

l Wise government and respect for human rights.

l Adequate support from governments and NGOs around the world for poverty alleviation and economic development for the people of Timor Leste.

l All involved in solidarity and support for the people of Timor Leste.

l The church leadership in this strongly Roman Catholic country.

Action suggestions

1. Share information: When I wanted to feature Timor Leste in this column I hoped it would be easy to find out the latest situation via the internet. Far from it. There are very few solidarity groups listed around the world; very little information. If you or an organisation you are involved in has up- to-date news from Timor Leste, please share it; perhaps using the pages of Coracle we can all become better informed and better able to support nation- building in this small new democratic country.

2. Encourage NGO support. The much needed reconstruction in Timor Leste is being supported by a variety of NGOs but even they seem to be putting out little information about it. Most British NGOs do not mention Timor Leste on their websites. An exception is CAFOD: 

www.cafod.org.uk/east-timor 

Consider making a donation to CAFOD, explicitly welcoming the help that they are providing for Timor Leste. If you give regularly to another NGO, ask if they work with partners in Timor Leste; if not, encourage them to consider doing so; if so, ask them to better publicise their work there. 

3. Campaign to end the UK’s massive trade in arms to oppressive regimes – see www.caat.org.uk for specific action ideas and to support Campaign Against the Arms Trade.  

Helen Boothroyd is an Associate Member of the Iona Community and co-author of Holy Ground: Liturgies and Worship Resources for an Engaged Spirituality, Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com

Keith Dowding

(1911–2008)

A remembrance

Iona Community Member Keith Dowding was a tireless campaigner for social justice. He worked in the army as a chaplain, in Australia as a parish minister, in Glasgow with people on low incomes, in India and Nigeria for Save the Children … Maureen Palmer remembers her good friend …
Keith Dowding, former Moderator of the Uniting Church in Western Australia, died in August 2008 at the age of 96, near his home in Menora, W.A.

He had been a Member of the Iona Community since the very early 1950s. His name is on my list of Members of the Community for 1952. (I was then a Youth Associate, having been with the youth camps in 1951, staying at Rose Cottage.) Keith was Secretary at Community House, Glasgow in 1950 and visited Iona many times during the next 50 years. As far as I can remember, his last visit was for the 1400th anniversary of the death of St Columba in 1997. He was then 86 years old.

My husband, Cyril, and I first met Keith through a very good friend of ours – Bruce Dowding Pearce of Perth, Australia, a second cousin of Keith’s. To us Keith was a very special person and I feel honoured to have known him. We visited, and met his family on several occasions, in Australia, and he in turn stayed with us in South Stoke, Oxfordshire. On one occasion he read the lessons at evensong in our small village church. A member of the congregation, having no idea who Keith was, said how beautifully the lessons were read – ‘just like a professional!’.

Keith was very much a political person in Australia (his son Peter was at one time State Premier), a prominent member of the Labour Party, and a staunch advocate for the abolition of apartheid.

When Keith returned from Iona in 1997 he came to us for a few days, celebrating my husband’s birthday, and enjoying the company of our family and dear friend Bruce Pearce. We bade him farewell at Heathrow a few days later – the last time we were to see him. Sadly, this vibrant and loving person became ill and was in hospital and a nursing home for five years. His devoted wife, Jane, nursed him for most of this time, ably supported by his sons, Peter and Simon.

I do wonder if there are any Members of the Community who remember my good friend. I was very fortunate to visit Iona once again in the company of my husband and daughter in 2004, and joined by our friend Bruce Pearce – this was a very moving experience. l

If anyone would like to contact Maureen Palmer (née Huber) with memories of Keith, please email or write Coracle, and your message will be passed on.

Fred Edwards 

(1931–2008)

An appreciation

Forty-three years ago a probation officer from Liverpool came to take a course in Glasgow and ended up in the ‘monastery’, a peripatetic house for divinity students that saw through its doors quite a few future members of the Iona Community. First impressions were of a big, bluff man whose interest in theology was limited to the vaguely curious. Isabel and I were at the very start of our relationship and Fred Edwards’s somewhat blunt Liverpudlian humour gave no clue to the kind of quality which he would bring to our lives in the years that followed. 

There are some folk who are great with causes and campaigns but have little time for relationships with people, especially with those who are not in the forefront of public life. Others are great at interpersonal relationships but would hesitate to stick their neck out politically or to take on the ‘principalities and powers’. Fred was a lifelong campaigner on numerous fronts and yet found his greatest delight in warm friendship with an incredible variety of people, only a fraction of whom were present at his packed thanksgiving service in Edinburgh.

Fred’s minister Tom Burt gave a sample of the breathtaking list of his involvements in political and social issues, from the provision of water to rural Cambodia to ensuring decent accommodation for vulnerable folk through Hanover Housing. In between were many others such as campaigning on disability issues with Graham Monteith, chairing the Edinburgh Community Mental Health Chaplaincy Committee and environmental awareness work, for which he received an award in his last weeks for outstanding service. All this in addition to pastoral work in presbytery, preaching in his local church in Carlops, and keeping the church cleaning squad regaled with stories as he wielded a brush. I teased him that he was easier to contact when he headed the largest social work department in Europe than in retirement. ‘Ah,’ said Fred. ‘But now I’m a full-time volunteer.’

Some of us remember that at the time in the ‘80s when he faced huge pressures in public life, he quietly spent every weekend in the Western Infirmary in Glasgow looking after the stream of visitors to our mutual friend, the former warden of Community House, Campbell Robertson. Fred sat in an anteroom and quietly but persuasively ensured that Campbell’s well-wishers did not totally exhaust the patient. More recently someone from the same village as Fred and Mary told me that when her late husband was in his final months he would often ask to see Fred. ‘Whatever he was doing,’ she said, ‘became less important than going to see Henry.’

To the end, a theological and philosophical discussion with Fred was immensely stimulating and challenging. He was always referring to the latest book or magazine article. Fred asserted that over the years his credo had narrowed but deepened. His rejection of an ‘interventionist’ God and his growing ability to ‘love the mystery’ and widen his spiritual horizon undoubtedly enabled him to face death with a peace and contentment that was awesome and inspirational. 

Last May even when his illness was beginning to limit his activities, Fred met, over a meal at our house, Mel Young, founder of The Big Issue in Scotland and of the Homeless World Cup. Several days afterwards Mel was astonished to receive an email from Fred asking what he could do to further the cause of battling global homelessness. The second commandment meant for Fred, as he put it, ‘taking responsibility for as much of the world as I can’. 

Brian Watt’s moving poem at Fred’s service included the lines:

You who have made us 

who cared less 

care more.

You have changed our introspection, our self-absorption

into concern for the world 

and for one another.

We who have been privileged to be friends of the big man, on Iona, in Scotland and England and in the world, have a huge gap in our lives but an equally huge well of gratitude.

The launch of the Jacob Project at the Scottish Parliament
by Neil Paynter

The launch of the Jacob Project (Scotland) was held at the Scottish Parliament on November 5th. The event was hosted by MSP Pauline McNeill, and was attended by partners of the Jacob Project – the Scottish Prison Service, Project Scotland, the Iona Community and the Parish Development Fund – and by other agency workers and MSPs. Speakers included Helen Wass-O’Donnell (Manager of the Jacob Project and the Iona Community’s Youth Development Coordinator), Pauline McNeill, Derek McGill (Polmont Prison Governor) and Kathy Galloway.

The evening not only marked the official launch of the project, but was a celebration of all the dedicated work that has been done to set up the Jacob Project and bring it to life. Over the past year, a pilot project has been running, supporting five young ex-offenders from Polmont Young Offenders Institute: Scott, Robert, Callum, Ryan and Darren. Through the pilot, the Jacob Project has proved itself to be effective at reducing re-offending, innovative and life-changing.

What is the Jacob Project?

Jacob is a scheme that begins while a young offender is still in jail. Through building up a relationship with a throughcare worker, a young person leaves prison on release day with accommodation; with a Project Scotland work placement, through which they can give something back to society and develop new skills and confidence; with the support of an individual befriender, or befrienders, who provide weekly support; and with ongoing individual advocacy support from the throughcare worker, who enables links to additional support, like counselling and addiction services. The research organisation the Matrix Knowledge Group, using data from the UK and US, has assessed that services delivering comprehensive throughcare offer a better return on public money, and in fact lower the re-offending rate by 40%.

By providing accommodation (more often housing close to work placements and away from old influences), befriending, throughcare support, a work placement and links to services, the Jacob Project works in a holistic way. 

At the launch, Derek McGill stressed that this way of working is what is needed to help reduce re-offending. ‘Post-prison support is crucial,’ he said. ‘That support has to be in there. If you don’t do that, put the effort in when someone leaves prison, you’re just setting up people for failure. There is no doubt in my mind that giving an ex-offender structure to their day, decent accommodation, and someone to talk to about their issues and problems makes a real difference to their choices and direction in life.’

Does Jacob work?

The Jacob Project pilot has produced impressive results. Of the five ex-offenders in the pilot project, all five have remained out of jail. A 100% success rate. Three of the young men have their own flats, with their own tenancies, and are beginning to look for employment, having successfully completed their Project Scotland volunteer placements.

Helen Wass-O’Donnell underlined how positive and encouraging this outcome is – re-offending among young people in Scotland can be as high as 69% in under 21s. Recent statistics from the Police Commission (Sept 2008) are shocking and a wake-up call: 82% of young offenders had been in Polmont before.

Citing statistics from the Guardian (July 2008), Helen said that each prison place in the UK costs £119,000; and that the annual cost to keep each person in prison exceeds £40,000 on average. It costs around £11,500 per person per annum on the Jacob scheme.

Derek McGill said that it costs £23,000 a year to keep someone in Polmont. 

The Jacob Project, in its pilot, has already helped five young ex-offenders to stay out of jail. By supporting and expanding the Jacob Project, savings of public money and resources could multiply significantly.

But it’s not just about money and statistics. Kathy Galloway said that the Jacob Project was about investing in people in the longer-term; about giving people who genuinely want to change their lives – people who have been in difficult situations, under a lot of pressure, with not a lot of support – time to change their lives. 

‘And any civilised society, any country with a claim to being a progressive country, committed to social justice, has to be able to give people a chance to change their lives,’ she said. ‘Everybody gets a chance – and most of us need a second chance, and Jacob is about giving people a second chance. That’s one thing that’s at the heart of the Christian Gospel. But I think it’s also something that’s at the heart of the social justice commitment of this parliament – that people should be given another chance.’

Derek McGill said, ‘The Jacob Project seeks to allow these young men to discover that they are people of potential. Everybody anywhere has got one talent. They can do something different. What we need to do is to determine what that talent is, and help the person identify what we can do and why. That’s where Jacob comes in. They can help that person use the talent on the outside.’

And Jacob has already helped the young men it has been supporting to discover and develop their talents, skills and confidence: 

‘I never had much self-esteem before; I wasn’t very confident; I was quite quiet,’ said Scott, a Jacob Project volunteer. ‘All that has changed. I’m now confident enough to stand up in front of people and talk. I do peer support, drama facilitation, outreach work, among other things.’

Another Jacob Project volunteer, Robert, has recently completed a volunteer placement in a local charity shop. He said that the job had helped him with communicating and problem solving. ‘The Jacob Project has been a big help to me,’ he said.

Funding

Funding for the Jacob Project is secure only until spring 2009. The Jacob Project needs consistent funding for it to really fly. It needs the kind of support that will really strengthen it and embed it: It needs the support of the Scottish Government and more MSPs.

The Jacob Project has proved that it can reduce re-offending rates, save public money and change lives.

Do we really care about our young people? Are young people really ‘the future’? Or is that just talk? Do we want to bring our young people back into our communities, or leave them to find a sense of community in gangs? Do we want to offer creative outlets of expression, and to look at solutions to re-offending that are realistic and holistic, or do we want to live in the past and to do things in a piecemeal way that is not joined-up? It’s our choice.

‘I do honestly and genuinely believe that projects like this are quite needed, if we are going to find alternatives to the cycle of re-offending,’ said MSP Pauline McNeill, in her summing up. l

To support the Jacob Project, or to find out more, contact Helen Wass-O’Donnell at: The Iona Community, 4th Floor, Savoy House, Glasgow G2 3DH, 0141-332-6343, jacob@iona.org.uk

SOME THOUGHTS ON THE JACOB PROJECT …

From Russell McLarty:

As a prison chaplain I often heard the same concerns from young men. They feared that they would return to their home communities landing back into the same circle of friends and acquaintances.This would lead them back into addiction and crime with the inevitable return to prison.  

The Jacob Project offers such young men hope for a new start, purpose in volunteering and support through the project worker and volunteer befrienders. 

I often used to tell people with addiction one of Jesus’s shortest and least known parables: ‘When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, “I will return to the house I left.” When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first.’ (Matthew 12:43–48)

These young men immediately knew the truth in the parable that you need to fill the space left by the demon of drugs or alcohol. The Jacob Project looks to help fill that empty space, and the friendship offered through befrienders is one of the most important things for these Jacob volunteers who need lots of encouragement.

From Donald Scott:

The Jacob Project offers young ex-offenders an opportunity to break the cycle of re-offending so prevalent within this group. Many of the young men I talk to in Polmont have very low expectations of being able to bring about change on their own. Social, environmental and family factors are often real barriers to change. By providing something to do, somewhere to stay, and someone to talk to, Jacob offers an alternative to the usual pattern presented to a young offender leaving Polmont. It allows choice. That makes change possible.

Donald Scott is the Chaplain at Polmont Young Offenders Institute. He is an Associate of the Iona Community. 

Russell McLarty is Interim Minister at St Andrew's & St George's, Edinburgh. He previously worked in Blackhill-Provanmill-Royston, Glasgow for twenty-one years, including involvement as chairperson of a community drug support project and as a Barlinnie Prison Chaplain.

A touching place: news

Big Blockade at Aldermaston

Iona Community Members were among activists who participated in the non-violent protest at Aldermaston, Britain and America’s nuclear bomb factory, on October 27th. Chris Gidden led an act of prayer which stopped at the different gates of the factory, while other Members participated in the blockade. To choose life and help support some other groups working to turn swords into ploughshares, go to: http://ccnd.gn.apc.org www.banthebomb.org

www.tridentploughshares.co.uk 

The Iona Community Associates’ Common Fund

The Associates’ Common Fund consists of voluntary contributions by Associate Members of the Community. Contributions can be sent at any time: by cheque to the Treasurer; by direct debit (details from the Treasurer); through the Associates’ Economic Discipline (details from the Leader). The money in the Fund often goes to projects and activities in the developing world, and anyone who contributes to the Fund can recommend possible recipients. Dispersal of the Fund is decided at the Associates’ Advisory Group meeting in January each year.

A new Director appointed for  Scottish Churches House

Carol Stobie has been appointed the new Director of Scottish Churches House. Carol has had a 20-year career in community education. She holds a degree in Scottish studies and psychology, and has lectured on Scottish tradition and culture. An Associate of the Association for Coaching in Scotland, she has devised and delivered courses in life coaching. Carol is an Associate of the Iona Community, reflecting her commitment to the ecumenical cause. www.scottishchurcheshouse.org

New books and contributions by Associates and Members

Iona Community Associate Alastair McIntosh has two new books: Between Hell and High Water: Climate Change, Hope and the Human Condition (Birlinn); and Rekindling Community: Connecting People, Environment and Spirituality (Green Books). Between Hell and High Water asks: ‘Could the answer to global warming be discovering a sense of spirituality, reconnecting with the very natural world we are damaging?’ Rekindling Community is a Schumacher Briefing, and explores the spiritual dimension of communites. http://birlinn.co.uk http://greenbooks.co.uk

Associate Noel G. Charlton has published a book about thinker and environmentalist Gregory Bateson. Joanna Macy says about Understanding Gregory Bateson: Mind, Beauty and the Sacred Earth (State University of New York Press): ‘This is a publishing event of the first order: an incomparably lucid exploration of Bateson’s unique insights into the nature of mind and of the living Earth …‘ www.sunypress.edu

A short while back, Associate Tony Gibson published Streetwide – Worldwide: Where People Power Begins (Jon Carpenter), a sequel to The Power in Our Hands. Lord Richard Best (former Director of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation) says about Street Worldwide and Tony’s work: ‘Tony has played a pivotal role. For communities, he provided a practical framework and a method of working which helped them to identify needs, prioritise – act. For policy-makers and funders, he demonstrates that letting go and handing power to communities leads to dramatic and life-changing results.’ (Jon Carpenter Publishing, Alder House, Market Street, Charlbury OX7 3PH Phone and fax 01608-811-969) 

Another Associate, John Davies, has written A Song for Every Morning: Dedication and Defiance with St Patrick’s Breastplate, with a foreword by Kathy Galloway, www.scm-canterburypress.co.uk. John spent much of his ministry as an Anglican priest in the townships of South Africa. He served as Principal of the College of the Ascension, Selly Oak, and as Bishop of Shrewsbury. All royalties from John's book will go to the Iona Community.

Member Peter MacDonald has published an inspiring essay about the development of St George’s West Church, Edinburgh, where he is Minister, in Church at the City Centre, Paul Ballard (ed.), Epworth Press, 

www.scm-canterburypress.co.uk

And, former Leader Norman Shanks has a substantial essay on ‘The Worship of the Iona Community and its Global Impact’ coming out in February in Worship and Liturgy in Context: Studies and Case Studies of Contemporary Christian Practice, Duncan Forrester and Doug Gay, SCM Press www.scm-canterburypress.co.uk

Different Voices magazine

Different Voices is a new quarterly which intends ‘to address church music and music makers in the widest possible way in Scotland’. Community Member Douglas Galbraith is Editor of the magazine. The launch copy of Different Voices included articles by John L. Bell and Associate Ian Bradley. 

differentvoices@hotmail.com

Bread for the road

Following Greenpeace estimates … Trident can be reckoned to cost £45,000 per day since the birth of Christ.

Helen Steven

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

Terminal

by Jan Sutch Pickard

So that’s it then.

The logical conclusion.

Bethlehem sealed off

from the world by a concrete wall.

Of course there’s still a way through:

no longer a checkpoint;

something much more civilised –

a terminal.

Not a terminus:

things don’t end here –

don’t be ridiculous!

Think of an airport:

passengers processed, due procedures,

security, a streamlined system,

efficient, hygienic.

Please keep this terminal clean. 

White wall, polished floors,

glass booths. Bullet-proof.

Please follow the instructions.

Failure to do so may result

in your being turned back.

It’s for your own safety.

Pilgrims with passports one way.

Other people, huddled humanity,

have got used to queuing; coming and going

with difficulty between home and work,

home and school, home and hospital:

Hard, if Bethlehem is home.

The jostling crowd watch the time,

talk to each other, complain, listen,

laugh at absurdities, look anxious,

shrug helplessly, wait wearily

for the red light on the turnstile gate

to click to green; then, one by one

(not with their neighbours,

parents separated from children)

each is allowed through the cage,

to the X-ray machine, 

goes through that, 

waits while bags are checked, 

standing still, under surveillance

from armed soldiers on a catwalk above.

They walk forward, one by one,

to the booth with the bullet-proof glass

to show their IDs, and the permits

to continue lives in the world outside.

There’s no eye contact.

A sterile environment. Minimum risk.

Catching the bus for Jerusalem

a man, at the end of his patience, exclaims:

‘This bloody checkpoint!’

Thank God for human emotion

and honesty, which refuses 

to keep this tidy solution clean.

Or let this terminal

be a euphemism for humiliation,

and the fear which only gets more

when people on two sides

cannot look each other in the face.

Crossing this polished floor,

how far we’ve come

from the baby born on the earth

of a stable, among straw and dung;

among human voices and animal warmth.

Herded through pens,

how different our journey

from the local shepherds, 

who came and went freely

to see with their own eyes

and to share good news.

Caught between gates and guns,

how far from the angels

who proclaimed peace on earth

to all people of goodwill – 

even though the official sign outside

tells us Have a good day.

But this is still Bethlehem,

just one place in an unjust world, 

where the people stand

on common ground, with little hope.

And where God is present, incarnate, 

in the arms of a woman

like you or me

standing at a closed gate

waiting for the light. 

From Between High and Low Water: Sojourner Songs, Jan Sutch Pickard, 

Wild Goose Publications, 2008 

www.ionabooks.com

Jan Sutch Pickard volunteered as an Ecumenical Accompanier in Palestine/Israel. She is a former Iona Abbey Warden and the author of Dandelions and Thistles: Biblical Reflections from the Iona Community, and Out of Iona: Words from a Crossroads of the World (Wild Goose Publications).

Back cover

Thoughts on porridge

(front cover has a photo of steaming porridge in a bowl)

Thoughts on porridge

Warm us

inside and outside

with the breath of life …

Get us through the day, God,

nourish us

warm us

breathe on us

and bless us:

fill us with life …

If the smoke

from a candle

is a symbol

of our prayer to God,

is the steam

from hot porridge

a symbol

of God's love for us? …

Take

eat

smile

be warmed

be thankful …

The Israelites got

a fiery pillar

and manna in the wilderness

The Scots get

dancing steam

and porridge on the table …

Nourishing God,

you feed us well

Thank you.

by Ruth Burgess/photo by David Coleman

