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from the holy city: living by the Rule – 

action for justice and peace 

in society

Kathy Galloway

In 1966, the year that the first Act of Commitment on Peace was agreed by the Iona Community, these words appeared as its Preamble.

The Act of Commitment on International Peace was made by the Iona Community in unanimity. First in committee and then in community, there was complete consensus (June 1966). 

It is a solemn undertaking. It is our point of departure and not of arrival. It is our vow rather than our view. It is the first time that the Community has come to an agreed statement on a political topic. Previously the Community has expressed unanimous concern on certain subjects but left it to members to decide their own line of action. 

It has taken its place as part of the Commitment of membership, as serious as devotional discipline. And it is a commitment to action. It must be implemented in detailed individual and communal action.

This is the text of that first Commitment:

1. We believe that peacemaking is integral to the Gospel.

2. We believe that at the present time, international peacemaking is of unprecedented urgency and requires a massive effort.

3. We believe that racial discrimination and the ever-widening economic gap between the developed and the underdeveloped nations are major causes of international tension and conflict.

4. We believe that the use of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction is morally indefensible even by the standards of the ‘just war’ and politically ineffective as an instrument of policy, and that the attempt to maintain peace by their threat is dangerous and undesirable. 

5. We undertake to do everything in our power to make discussion, prayer and action about international peace an important part of the life of the church at all levels.

6. We undertake to work for the establishment of the United Nations as the principal organ of international integration and security, replacing military alliances.

7. We undertake to work for the closing of the economic gap between the developed and the underdeveloped nations.

8. We undertake to work for a British policy of renunciation of all weapons of mass destruction and promotion of their effective control by the United Nations, aimed at their limitation, reduction and removal. 

9. We undertake to work for the support and establishment of peace research centres.

10. We undertake to promote and, where possible, participate in large-scale international sharing and exchange of personnel and experience, as, for example, through visits, short-term service and long-term employment, paying special attention to exchange with Communist and with underdeveloped nations.  

A passion for peace

In this Commitment, one can clearly read the passionate and driving convictions of the Community’s Founder. As a very young man (he was only 23 when World War I ended), George MacLeod fought in the trenches and received the Military Cross for bravery, became converted to pacifism in the inter-war years, endured bitter hostility for his views during World War II (including being banned for a time from radio broadcasting), gave his Moderatorial Address to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1957 under the title ‘Bombs and Bishops’, a plea for church unity and nuclear disarmament (snappily linked as ‘Fusion and Fission’), launched ‘Mobilisation for Survival’, an initiative for unilateral nuclear disarmament in 1979, and continued to campaign for nuclear disarmament in both church and state until his death at the age of 95.

And yet this was a unanimous statement, not just that of one man. Underlying its major emphasis on militarisation and the build-up of nuclear weapons is the context of the Cold War; 1966 was just three years after the Cuban missile crisis, the nuclear stand-off between East and West at the Bay of Pigs. This was also an era of international transition and decolonisation, occurring simultaneously with neo-colonialism and the beginning of the Vietnam War. The recognition of the role played by economic injustice and racism in exacerbating and often causing global conflict reflects both the experience of those members of the Community working in immediate post-colonial African countries and the strong belief, expressed to me recently by Ian Fraser, that any Peace Commitment had to be rooted also in a commitment to justice.

It is perhaps harder for us today, with the ending of the Cold War, the disappearance of the threat of nuclear holocaust from our immediate frame of vision, and the embracing by churches (certainly in Scotland) of a consensus which has seen both Protestant and Roman Catholic church leaders refuse to celebrate military victories in the Falklands and the Gulf and publicly demonstrate against the renewal of the Trident missile system, to realise just how radical (and indeed offensive to many) the Act of Commitment on Peace actually was. 

And this opposition to weapons of mass destruction and to the arms trade, have remained a consistent and continuing part of the Community’s action for justice and peace, individually and collectively, ever since. It has embraced widespread activism as part of campaigning peace groups such as the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, Pax Christi, the Campaign Against the Arms Trade, the Fellowship of Reconciliation and Trident Ploughshares, and projects such as the Peace Tax Campaign, Parents for Survival, Greenham Common and the other assorted peace camps, the World Court Project and Faslane 365. The list of these organisations, campaigns and projects is much too long to be exhaustive here. The most visible mark of this commitment has been in demonstrations and non-violent civil disobedience at UK and US military bases, at local town halls, at Houses of Parliament and at ministries of defence. Indeed, two of the Community’s most indefatigable peace campaigners, Alan and Maire-Colette Wilkie, met on one such demonstration. Many members of the Community have been arrested for peaceful civil disobedience, and a number have served time in prison, most notably Ellen Moxley, who gained the distinction of becoming part of a numbered group, that is, the Faslane Three! 

Organisationally, this commitment was expressed by the Community’s employment of a Justice and Peace Worker, Helen Steven, throughout the 1970s and 80s, and by its practical, financial and spiritual support for Centrepeace, a fairtrade shop/peace and development centre in Glasgow, for Peace House, a residential peace centre in Perthshire, and for the Scottish Centre for Non-Violence at Scottish Churches House, Dunblane. Additionally, many members have supported peace and justice centres in other parts of the UK. At the heart of this enduring passion for peace has been the firm spiritual conviction that the way of Jesus Christ is one of non-violence. We are following one who was unequivocal in teaching that his followers should love their enemies, do good to those who hate them, bless those who curse them and pray for those who ill-treat them, and who died doing exactly that. 

Putting justice in the Rule

Active non-violence is not about being passive or spineless, nor is it the cheap grace that will do anything for a quiet life. As Ian

Fraser had remarked, and as was already implicit to some degree in the original Act of Commitment, peace is not a substitute for justice, rather it is the fruit of justice. In 1987, the Commitment was quite substantially rewritten.  The word ‘justice’ did not appear in 1966. In 1987, it appeared six times. Again, the context is significant; this was the middle of the Thatcher years in Britain when redundancy and unemployment was devastating traditional British industries, when the equality gap was beginning to widen again after the post-war years when it was narrower than it had ever been, and when globalisation and the structural readjustment that followed on the oil crisis of the 1970s was causing massive debt burdens in countries of the southern hemisphere.

The Iona Community began in part as a practical response to unemployment, poverty and the loss of human dignity that so often accompanies these. Economic justice had always been a central focus, mostly expressed in industrial mission, housing scheme and inner-city ministry and active membership in political parties. Now it was being spelled out more explicitly. By this time, the Community had many more lay members and this, perhaps inevitably, meant that this commitment, along with the commitment to racial justice, was being expressed in a much greater diversity of forms. In the early days of the Community, political activism had meant party political. The 1980s saw a great rise in campaigns and advocacy as expressions of political activism, and this was certainly true of the Community. Though membership of political parties is much less endangered in the Community than is sometimes imagined, and though many members remain active in party membership, it is probably true to say that most of our justice and peace action is carried out through a vast range of campaigns, community groups, social networks and caring and support groups. Organisationally, the development of member-originated working groups saw a strong focus on justice and peace issues such as opposition to Britain’s racist immigration laws and gender and sexual orientation. And recently, the two years of working with the theme of Poverty and Justice across the Community has reaffirmed this original commitment, involved us in much partnership working with groups such as Christian Aid, Church Action on Poverty and the Poverty Alliance and seen numerous members involved as Fairtraders (including turning their towns into Fairtrade Towns) and with Make Poverty History.

In 2002, clause 10 was added, which was essentially an equalities commitment, with an affirmation of diversity which in itself reflected the growing and welcome diversity of the membership. The 1987 version had also explicitly named ecological justice and the integrity of creation; the Community’s two years of working with the theme of Place is likely to add an undertaking to the Commitment to balance the environmental statements of belief. Organisationally the Community has committed itself to Christian Aid’s Climate Change Campaign, by which we will seek to cut our carbon footprint by 5% each year. This theme has also helped us focus on issues of habitat, housing and homelessness and hospitality and identity. Many members practise their commitment in relation to the kind of welcome our society offers to asylum seekers and refugees.

Reflection continued 

on pages 22 and 23 …

Practising what we preach

The Justice and Peace Commitment needs and deserves a much fuller account of its development, practice and impact, and there is not the space to do that here. But it’s worth thinking about some of its characteristics and the values these imply.

First, it is a discipline of learning. It recognises our need for information and education about the world and communities we live in, about its suffering and hope, its challenges and injustices, and crucially, about the views and aspirations of the people who experience these, who may sometimes include ourselves. We do this in many ways; through seeking the help of members and others who have significant experience, knowledge and expertise; through our own experience and study; and through encounter and exchange, which are specifically mandated in the Commitment. 

Second, it is a discipline of visibility. We seek to make the violence done to people and places visible; to say what we have seen, to ask what is still unseen, to break the culture of silence and to name names, especially when there is clear evidence of collusion in cover-ups. There are, of course, many ways to do this; through campaigns and lobbying and letter-writing. A recent example of this would be the way that Murdoch MacKenzie has mobilised members to write to their MPs in support of a public enquiry into British military brutality in Iraq, which was subsequently granted. Sometimes it is simply to draw attention by presence. When members of the Iona Community sit down outside Faslane Nuclear Base, we do not think that blockading is going to close the base then and there. We

do it to make visible once again the huge capacity for death and destruction contained in every Trident submarine. It is what EAPPI Accompaniers do in the West Bank and Gaza. It is what the Women in Black standing quietly in the centre of Edinburgh each week do, and what Glasgow Braendam Link did in George Square, Glasgow, every 17th October, to make the continuing reality of endemic poverty in the city visible.

But it is also about making alternatives visible. It’s easy to be critical, harder to be constructive, but if we don’t try to do that, we lack integrity. That is why the work at Camas is so important – it offers an alternative vision of community, ecology and sustainability to young people whose experience of those things is often entirely absent or destructive. It’s why the Jacob Project, offering practical alternatives to re-offending to young ex-offenders, is important. Less obviously, it’s what many Community members do as Samaritans, as prison visitors and tutors, in health education and community development and in dozens of other ways in their own communities and churches.

Third, it is a discipline of solidarity. My dictionary defines solidarity as ‘mutual interdependence between persons’ and ‘solid community in feeling and action’. It is the recognition of the Pauline teaching that ‘when one member of the body suffers, all the other members suffer with it; when one member rejoices, all the other members share its joy.’ This solidarity leads us to concrete action, to making the choice to stand beside others in suffering and joy. Solidarity is never just a thought or a belief, it is always active, in however small a way. It happens wherever people stand beside others in solidarity, watch

through long nights with them, bear witness for them, prepare food for those too weary or ill or despairing to do it themselves, look after the children for a while, get the shopping in, read to a friend or simply offer an encouraging word or smile or hug or shoulder to lean on. It happens when people respect another’s wishes, preserve their confidences, protect their need for solitude or privacy, refrain from telling them how to solve their problems or live their lives. I see this solidarity week by week throughout the year among the resident group and volunteers in our centres; costly, practical, undemonstrative, sacrificial accompaniment of each other, and of those who come to visit. It is not the particular preserve of Christians, or of any one nationality or culture. It is perhaps the best flowering of our mutual humanity, the highest regard that human beings can offer one another.

Fourth, it is a discipline of context. It takes account of the realities of specific situations and places. The Community’s strong involvement in the Anti-Apartheid movement, and in other earlier solidarity with sub-Saharan Africa, was rooted in the experience and witness of members living and working there, and in response to the expressed wishes of the people of these countries. Similarly in Israel/Palestine, where numerous members with first-hand experience have shared their stories with the rest of us and moved us to action for a just peace there.

Fifth, it is a discipline of community. That shows up in the fact that we cannot do this alone. We work in numerous partnerships with groups and organisations and people of goodwill of every kind. But it is

also an activity of mutuality and reciprocity within the Iona Community. None of us can do everything, nor should we, nor should we need to. When I go to Faslane, I know that I am not there just on my own behalf, but also on behalf of all the members who, for whatever reason, are unable to be there. I believe and trust that when Jan and Elisabeth and Colin and Warren are standing at a West Bank checkpoint with Palestinians unable to get to their fields, they have a whole company of Iona Community members (and others) standing behind them invisible to all but the eye of faith. In the hospitals and prisons and schools and community groups and housing and disability organisations and everywhere else that members seek to practise their commitment to justice and peace, however local, I hope they know that they are not alone. Our belonging together, gathered and scattered, expressed through our common prayer, is also equally expressed through our common witness. 

Because finally, this is a discipline of prayer. Jesus’ way of non-violence, justice and love invites us to discover not just what we are against, but what we are for. It invites us to fullness of life. But fullness of life is not to be identified with having it all, or thinking we can. It requires a recognition that this fullness encompasses emptiness, that gain incorporates loss, that joy involves sorrow, that living means learning to let go, and to face death. All of this is so counter-cultural that I think it’s almost impossible to follow this way without a community and without prayer, however we understand or practise that prayer. We are not naïve. We know that we are powerless in the face of many tragedies and injustices, that suffering and death are part of the human condition, about which we have many stories or theologies, all of which are ultimately inadequate and some of which are bleak indeed. We cannot sustain this knowledge, and our own faltering and frailty, without prayer. What we do through our Justice and Peace Commitment is small. But that doesn’t make it insignificant. We do what we can, not what we can’t. We mourn what has been destroyed; we regret all that we cannot do. But we do not let it paralyse us. For we are also a community of resurrection. So we choose to live hopefully. 

The Justice and Peace Commitment of the Iona Community

We believe:

1. that the Gospel commands us to seek peace founded on justice and that costly reconciliation is at the heart of the Gospel;

2. that work for justice, peace and an equitable society is a matter of extreme urgency;

3. that God has given us partnership as stewards of creation and that we have a responsibility to live in a right relationship with the whole of God’s creation;

4. that, handled with integrity, creation can provide for the needs of all, but not for the greed which leads to injustice and inequality, and endangers life on earth;

5. that everyone should have the quality and dignity of a full life that requires adequate physical, social and political opportunity, without the oppression of poverty, injustice and fear;

6. that social and political action leading to justice for all people and encouraged by prayer and discussion, is a vital work of the Church at all levels;

7. that the use or threatened use of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction is theologically and morally indefensible and that opposition to their existence is an imperative of the Christian faith.

As Members and Family Groups we will:

8. engage in forms of political witness and action, prayerfully and thoughtfully, to promote just and peaceful social, political and economic structures;

9. work for a British policy of renunciation of all weapons of mass destruction and for the encouragement of other nations, individually or collectively, to do the same;

10. 
celebrate human diversity and actively work to combat discrimination on grounds of age, colour, disability, mental wellbeing, differing ability, gender, race, ethnic and cultural background, sexual orientation or religion;

11. work for the establishment of the United Nations Organisation as the principal organ of international reconciliation and security, in place of military alliances;

12. support and promote research and education into non-violent ways of achieving justice, peace and a sustainable global society;

13. 
work for reconciliation within and among nations by international sharing and exchange of experience and people, with particular concern for politically and economically oppressed nations. 

In 1966, the year that the first Act of Commitment on Peace was agreed by the Iona Community, these words appeared as its Preamble.

The Act of Commitment on International Peace was made by the Iona Community in unanimity. First in committee and then in community, there was complete consensus (June 1966). 

It is a solemn undertaking. It is our point of departure and not of arrival. It is our vow rather than our view. It is the first time that the Community has come to an agreed statement on a political topic. Previously the Community has expressed unanimous concern on certain subjects but left it to members to decide their own line of action. 

It has taken its place as part of the Commitment of membership, as serious as devotional discipline. And it is a commitment to action. It must be implemented in detailed individual and communal action.

This is the text of that first Commitment:

1. We believe that peacemaking is integral to the Gospel.

2. We believe that at the present time, international peacemaking is of unprecedented urgency and requires a massive effort.

3. We believe that racial discrimination and the ever-widening economic gap between the developed and the underdeveloped nations are major causes of international tension and conflict.

4. We believe that the use of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction is morally indefensible even by the standards of the ‘just war’ and politically ineffective as an instrument of policy, and that the attempt to maintain peace by their threat is dangerous and undesirable. 

5. We undertake to do everything in our power to make discussion, prayer and action about international peace an important part of the life of the church at all levels.

6. We undertake to work for the establishment of the United Nations as the principal organ of international integration and security, replacing military alliances.

7. We undertake to work for the closing of the economic gap between the developed and the underdeveloped nations.

8. We undertake to work for a British policy of renunciation of all weapons of mass destruction and promotion of their effective control by the United Nations, aimed at their limitation, reduction and removal. 

9. We undertake to work for the support and establishment of peace research centres.

10. We undertake to promote and, where possible, participate in large-scale international sharing and exchange of personnel and experience, as, for example, through visits, short-term service and long-term employment, paying special attention to exchange with Communist and with underdeveloped nations.  

A passion for peace

In this Commitment, one can clearly read the passionate and driving convictions of the Community’s Founder. As a very young man (he was only 23 when World War I ended), George MacLeod fought in the trenches and received the Military Cross for bravery, became converted to pacifism in the inter-war years, endured bitter hostility for his views during World War II (including being banned for a time from radio broadcasting), gave his Moderatorial Address to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1957 under the title ‘Bombs and Bishops’, a plea for church unity and nuclear disarmament (snappily linked as ‘Fusion and Fission’), launched ‘Mobilisation for Survival’, an initiative for unilateral nuclear disarmament in 1979, and continued to campaign for nuclear disarmament in both church and state until his death at the age of 95.

And yet this was a unanimous statement, not just that of one man. Underlying its major emphasis on militarisation and the build-up of nuclear weapons is the context of the Cold War; 1966 was just three years after the Cuban missile crisis, the nuclear stand-off between East and West at the Bay of Pigs. This was also an era of international transition and decolonisation, occurring simultaneously with neo-colonialism and the beginning of the Vietnam War. The recognition of the role played by economic injustice and racism in exacerbating and often causing global conflict reflects both the experience of those members of the Community working in immediate post-colonial African countries and the strong belief, expressed to me recently by Ian Fraser, that any Peace Commitment had to be rooted also in a commitment to justice.

It is perhaps harder for us today, with the ending of the Cold War, the disappearance of the threat of nuclear holocaust from our immediate frame of vision, and the embracing by churches (certainly in Scotland) of a consensus which has seen both Protestant and Roman Catholic church leaders refuse to celebrate military victories in the Falklands and the Gulf and publicly demonstrate against the renewal of the Trident missile system, to realise just how radical (and indeed offensive to many) the Act of Commitment on Peace actually was. 

And this opposition to weapons of mass destruction and to the arms trade, have remained a consistent and continuing part of the Community’s action for justice and peace, individually and collectively, ever since. It has embraced widespread activism as part of campaigning peace groups such as the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, Pax Christi, the Campaign Against the Arms Trade, the Fellowship of Reconciliation and Trident Ploughshares, and projects such as the Peace Tax Campaign, Parents for Survival, Greenham Common and the other assorted peace camps, the World Court Project and Faslane 365. The list of these organisations, campaigns and projects is much too long to be exhaustive here. The most visible mark of this commitment has been in demonstrations and non-violent civil disobedience at UK and US military bases, at local town halls, at Houses of Parliament and at ministries of defence. Indeed, two of the Community’s most indefatigable peace campaigners, Alan and Maire-Colette Wilkie, met on one such demonstration. Many members of the Community have been arrested for peaceful civil disobedience, and a number have served time in prison, most notably Ellen Moxley, who gained the distinction of becoming part of a numbered group, that is, the Faslane Three! 

Organisationally, this commitment was expressed by the Community’s employment of a Justice and Peace Worker, Helen Steven, throughout the 1970s and 80s, and by its practical, financial and spiritual support for Centrepeace, a fairtrade shop/peace and development centre in Glasgow, for Peace House, a residential peace centre in Perthshire, and for the Scottish Centre for Non-Violence at Scottish Churches House, Dunblane. Additionally, many members have supported peace and justice centres in other parts of the UK. At the heart of this enduring passion for peace has been the firm spiritual conviction that the way of Jesus Christ is one of non-violence. We are following one who was unequivocal in teaching that his followers should love their enemies, do good to those who hate them, bless those who curse them and pray for those who ill-treat them, and who died doing exactly that. 

Putting justice in the Rule

Active non-violence is not about being passive or spineless, nor is it the cheap grace that will do anything for a quiet life. As Ian

Fraser had remarked, and as was already implicit to some degree in the original Act of Commitment, peace is not a substitute for justice, rather it is the fruit of justice. In 1987, the Commitment was quite substantially rewritten.  The word ‘justice’ did not appear in 1966. In 1987, it appeared six times. Again, the context is significant; this was the middle of the Thatcher years in Britain when redundancy and unemployment was devastating traditional British industries, when the equality gap was beginning to widen again after the post-war years when it was narrower than it had ever been, and when globalisation and the structural readjustment that followed on the oil crisis of the 1970s was causing massive debt burdens in countries of the southern hemisphere.

The Iona Community began in part as a practical response to unemployment, poverty and the loss of human dignity that so often accompanies these. Economic justice had always been a central focus, mostly expressed in industrial mission, housing scheme and inner-city ministry and active membership in political parties. Now it was being spelled out more explicitly. By this time, the Community had many more lay members and this, perhaps inevitably, meant that this commitment, along with the commitment to racial justice, was being expressed in a much greater diversity of forms. In the early days of the Community, political activism had meant party political. The 1980s saw a great rise in campaigns and advocacy as expressions of political activism, and this was certainly true of the Community. Though membership of political parties is much less endangered in the Community than is sometimes imagined, and though many members remain active in party membership, it is probably true to say that most of our justice and peace action is carried out through a vast range of campaigns, community groups, social networks and caring and support groups. Organisationally, the development of member-originated working groups saw a strong focus on justice and peace issues such as opposition to Britain’s racist immigration laws and gender and sexual orientation. And recently, the two years of working with the theme of Poverty and Justice across the Community has reaffirmed this original commitment, involved us in much partnership working with groups such as Christian Aid, Church Action on Poverty and the Poverty Alliance and seen numerous members involved as Fairtraders (including turning their towns into Fairtrade Towns) and with Make Poverty History.

In 2002, clause 10 was added, which was essentially an equalities commitment, with an affirmation of diversity which in itself reflected the growing and welcome diversity of the membership. The 1987 version had also explicitly named ecological justice and the integrity of creation; the Community’s two years of working with the theme of Place is likely to add an undertaking to the Commitment to balance the environmental statements of belief. Organisationally the Community has committed itself to Christian Aid’s Climate Change Campaign, by which we will seek to cut our carbon footprint by 5% each year. This theme has also helped us focus on issues of habitat, housing and homelessness and hospitality and identity. Many members practise their commitment in relation to the kind of welcome our society offers to asylum seekers and refugees.

Practising what we preach

The Justice and Peace Commitment needs and deserves a much fuller account of its development, practice and impact, and there is not the space to do that here. But it’s worth thinking about some of its characteristics and the values these imply.

First, it is a discipline of learning. It recognises our need for information and education about the world and communities we live in, about its suffering and hope, its challenges and injustices, and crucially, about the views and aspirations of the people who experience these, who may sometimes include ourselves. We do this in many ways; through seeking the help of members and others who have significant experience, knowledge and expertise; through our own experience and study; and through encounter and exchange, which are specifically mandated in the Commitment. 

Second, it is a discipline of visibility. We seek to make the violence done to people and places visible; to say what we have seen, to ask what is still unseen, to break the culture of silence and to name names, especially when there is clear evidence of collusion in cover-ups. There are, of course, many ways to do this; through campaigns and lobbying and letter-writing. A recent example of this would be the way that Murdoch MacKenzie has mobilised members to write to their MPs in support of a public enquiry into British military brutality in Iraq, which was subsequently granted. Sometimes it is simply to draw attention by presence. When members of the Iona Community sit down outside Faslane Nuclear Base, we do not think that blockading is going to close the base then and there. We

do it to make visible once again the huge capacity for death and destruction contained in every Trident submarine. It is what EAPPI Accompaniers do in the West Bank and Gaza. It is what the Women in Black standing quietly in the centre of Edinburgh each week do, and what Glasgow Braendam Link did in George Square, Glasgow, every 17th October, to make the continuing reality of endemic poverty in the city visible.

But it is also about making alternatives visible. It’s easy to be critical, harder to be constructive, but if we don’t try to do that, we lack integrity. That is why the work at Camas is so important – it offers an alternative vision of community, ecology and sustainability to young people whose experience of those things is often entirely absent or destructive. It’s why the Jacob Project, offering practical alternatives to re-offending to young ex-offenders, is important. Less obviously, it’s what many Community members do as Samaritans, as prison visitors and tutors, in health education and community development and in dozens of other ways in their own communities and churches.

Third, it is a discipline of solidarity. My dictionary defines solidarity as ‘mutual interdependence between persons’ and ‘solid community in feeling and action’. It is the recognition of the Pauline teaching that ‘when one member of the body suffers, all the other members suffer with it; when one member rejoices, all the other members share its joy.’ This solidarity leads us to concrete action, to making the choice to stand beside others in suffering and joy. Solidarity is never just a thought or a belief, it is always active, in however small a way. It happens wherever people stand beside others in solidarity, watch

through long nights with them, bear witness for them, prepare food for those too weary or ill or despairing to do it themselves, look after the children for a while, get the shopping in, read to a friend or simply offer an encouraging word or smile or hug or shoulder to lean on. It happens when people respect another’s wishes, preserve their confidences, protect their need for solitude or privacy, refrain from telling them how to solve their problems or live their lives. I see this solidarity week by week throughout the year among the resident group and volunteers in our centres; costly, practical, undemonstrative, sacrificial accompaniment of each other, and of those who come to visit. It is not the particular preserve of Christians, or of any one nationality or culture. It is perhaps the best flowering of our mutual humanity, the highest regard that human beings can offer one another.

Fourth, it is a discipline of context. It takes account of the realities of specific situations and places. The Community’s strong involvement in the Anti-Apartheid movement, and in other earlier solidarity with sub-Saharan Africa, was rooted in the experience and witness of members living and working there, and in response to the expressed wishes of the people of these countries. Similarly in Israel/Palestine, where numerous members with first-hand experience have shared their stories with the rest of us and moved us to action for a just peace there.

Fifth, it is a discipline of community. That shows up in the fact that we cannot do this alone. We work in numerous partnerships with groups and organisations and people of goodwill of every kind. But it is

also an activity of mutuality and reciprocity within the Iona Community. None of us can do everything, nor should we, nor should we need to. When I go to Faslane, I know that I am not there just on my own behalf, but also on behalf of all the members who, for whatever reason, are unable to be there. I believe and trust that when Jan and Elisabeth and Colin and Warren are standing at a West Bank checkpoint with Palestinians unable to get to their fields, they have a whole company of Iona Community members (and others) standing behind them invisible to all but the eye of faith. In the hospitals and prisons and schools and community groups and housing and disability organisations and everywhere else that members seek to practise their commitment to justice and peace, however local, I hope they know that they are not alone. Our belonging together, gathered and scattered, expressed through our common prayer, is also equally expressed through our common witness. 

Because finally, this is a discipline of prayer. Jesus’ way of non-violence, justice and love invites us to discover not just what we are against, but what we are for. It invites us to fullness of life. But fullness of life is not to be identified with having it all, or thinking we can. It requires a recognition that this fullness encompasses emptiness, that gain incorporates loss, that joy involves sorrow, that living means learning to let go, and to face death. All of this is so counter-cultural that I think it’s almost impossible to follow this way without a community and without prayer, however we understand or practise that prayer. We are not naïve. We know that we are powerless in the face of many tragedies and injustices, that suffering and death are part of the human condition, about which we have many stories or theologies, all of which are ultimately inadequate and some of which are bleak indeed. We cannot sustain this knowledge, and our own faltering and frailty, without prayer. What we do through our Justice and Peace Commitment is small. But that doesn’t make it insignificant. We do what we can, not what we can’t. We mourn what has been destroyed; we regret all that we cannot do. But we do not let it paralyse us. For we are also a community of resurrection. So we choose to live hopefully. 

The Justice and Peace Commitment of the Iona Community

We believe:

1. that the Gospel commands us to seek peace founded on justice and that costly reconciliation is at the heart of the Gospel;

2. that work for justice, peace and an equitable society is a matter of extreme urgency;

3. that God has given us partnership as stewards of creation and that we have a responsibility to live in a right relationship with the whole of God’s creation;

4. that, handled with integrity, creation can provide for the needs of all, but not for the greed which leads to injustice and inequality, and endangers life on earth;

5. that everyone should have the quality and dignity of a full life that requires adequate physical, social and political opportunity, without the oppression of poverty, injustice and fear;

6. that social and political action leading to justice for all people and encouraged by prayer and discussion, is a vital work of the Church at all levels;

7. that the use or threatened use of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction is theologically and morally indefensible and that opposition to their existence is an imperative of the Christian faith.

As Members and Family Groups we will:

8. engage in forms of political witness and action, prayerfully and thoughtfully, to promote just and peaceful social, political and economic structures;

9. work for a British policy of renunciation of all weapons of mass destruction and for the encouragement of other nations, individually or collectively, to do the same;

10. 
celebrate human diversity and actively work to combat discrimination on grounds of age, colour, disability, mental wellbeing, differing ability, gender, race, ethnic and cultural background, sexual orientation or religion;

11. work for the establishment of the United Nations Organisation as the principal organ of international reconciliation and security, in place of military alliances;

12. support and promote research and education into non-violent ways of achieving justice, peace and a sustainable global society;

13. 
work for reconciliation within and among nations by international sharing and exchange of experience and people, with particular concern for politically and economically oppressed nations. 

Nuclear winter

by Bruce Kent

During World War Two I was sent away to relations in Canada, and spent my holidays in a place even more beautiful than Iona.

A remote village far up the Ottawa River, a land of lakes and trees, deep snow in winter and hot sun in summer. Moose to be seen at the edges of lakes and wolves to be heard howling in winter. The river, still half a mile wide a thousand miles from the sea, froze in the winter. Sleds and people crossed it without fear. Until the spring came. Then you could hear strange pingings and groanings. Sometimes sharp cracks, as bits of the ice broke away.

With a few weeks of these strange noises, the ice broke up and vanished down the river to melt back into the waters from which it had been formed.

This is a parable, as you will have guessed.

The ice of the nuclear weapon river has been frozen for a long time. Now there are cracks. Public opinion and official thinking is going through the time of breaking up.

The only good thing to come out of the disaster of the Iraq War is the growing conviction amongst ordinary people that not only is war costly and dangerous – it does not even work. It does not solve problems – it creates them.

What a loud crack we hear when Henry Kissinger finally admits that global nuclear weapon elimination is the only sensible step forward. We have long waited for such words from such a person.

That was not the sort of thing that we used to hear not so long ago.

‘The United States must possess the ability to wage nuclear war rationally,’ said Colin Gray of the US National Security Council in 1980. ‘Accidental nuclear war is not possible,’ said our Foreign Office in its Peace and Disarmament leaflet in the 1980s.

Mrs Thatcher had no doubts. Would she fire Polaris? ‘Of course,’ was her immediate reply in 1983.

In theory, of course, the nuclear weapon states were meant to be going in another direction. At least from the time of the 1968 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty we were all supposed to be heading for nuclear weapon elimination. But it was not two steps forward and one back. It was the reverse. A great game was played and is still played today. The nuclear weapon states did their best to look as if elimination was their goal, while making certain that they held on to their own nuclear arsenals into a very faraway future while doing their best to deny them to others.

Things are changing. There is now a detailed 100-page-long treaty in draft with the UN which covers every aspect of the nuclear weapon elimination process, from inspection, verification and de-altering to policing and criminality. Getting rid of nuclear weapons will certainly mean a revolution in our thinking about

so-called sovereign nation states. Yet it becomes clearer all the time to everyone that absolute sovereignty was always an illusion. We live in one small world and we all share the common conditions of humanity.

But we are not there yet. It was Einstein who long ago said that ‘the splitting of the atom has changed everything except our modes of thinking and thus we drift to unparalleled catastrophe.’

‘Our modes of thinking’. Many still live in the days of castle security. More weapons, bigger walls, a good drawbridge, more boiling oil and we will all be safe. But we do not live in a castle but in a rather run-down boarding house with poor drainage and no fire escapes. We, in the rich world, have taken over the West Wing. It makes no sense to imagine that the West Wing can fight the East, North or South Wings without bringing disaster down on everyone.

We need new ideas about security. Not really so new since at street and town level they are there already. Common security based on justice, community spirit, economic security and political rights as the foundation. Courts and the rule of law as their underpinning. Policing when it comes to enforcement. All normal ideas in relation to our immediate neighbours actually, but too often ignored in the jungle of interstate relations.

Christians, who make the ‘Our Father’ their common prayer, must be at the front of the change process. Some have always been there from the start of the nuclear weapon age. I remember in admiration the Dean of St Albans Abbey who refused to ring his abbey bells in 1945 to celebrate the surrender of the Japanese. He would not, he said, celebrate a war brought to an end by acts of

barbarity. That took courage.

Christians in Scotland have always been much clearer on these matters than their counterparts on the other side of the wall. I urge you to support your government’s call to be given at least Observer Status at the 2010 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty negotiations. Scotland’s support for the many non-nuclear countries who have endlessly voted for elimination will be of the greatest help. Serious negotiations have to start and the treaty is there on which to start. 

But do not wait till then. We need a great campaign of public education. Most people do not think about the dangers, are not aware of the costs and do not realise that there is a way out.

This is a moment of great opportunity. All those of a One World mind know already that the great problems facing our common humanity – poverty, environmental damage, global warming, war and nuclear catastrophe – all interconnect. This is the time to work together in partnership, not in the isolation which often so weakens the world of social change.

Actions to help Scotland gain Observer Status at the NPT negotiations in 2010:

l Write to the press 

l Raise the issue with your SNP, 


MP, MEP …

l Write the United Nations:


H.E. Sérgio Duarte,


High Representative 


United Nations Office of 

Disarmament Affairs,


United Nations,


Manhattan, New York, USA


Bruce Kent served as General Secretary of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and also as Chair. He is now the honorary Vice President of CND.

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament: http://www.cnduk.org

The Safety of Nuclear Energy: who decides?

by Alan Wilkie

Unless Coracle readers are already familiar with the World Health Organisation/International Atomic Energy Agency Agreement of 28th May, 1959, they may be surprised to learn, as I was recently, that for nearly fifty years the International Atomic Energy Agency has exercised rights of censorship over the publication of research by the World Health Organisation into the effects of exposure to ionising radiation. Consequently, much important scientific data on the safety aspects of nuclear installations has been deliberately excluded from public debate.

As set out in its Constitution of 7th May, 1948, the World Health Organisation works towards the resolution of public health problems, and to this end, it is mandated ‘to assist in developing an informed public opinion’. The principal statutory objective of the International Atomic Energy Agency is ‘to accelerate and enlarge the contribution of atomic energy to peace, health and prosperity throughout the world’. However, the WHO/IAEA Agreement stipulates that ‘whenever either organisation proposes to initiate a programme or activity on a subject in which the other organisation has or may have substantial interest, the first party shall consult the other with a view to adjusting the matter by mutual agreement’. The Agreement also provides (Article III) for the application of ‘certain limitations for the safeguarding of confidential information’. This confidentiality led to the non-publication of the Proceedings of the WHO Conference on Chernobyl, 23-27 November 1995, which were promised for March 1996. Dr Nakajima, who was Director-General at the time of the Conference, confirmed in an interview in 2001 that the censorship of these Proceedings was due to the legally defined relations between the WHO and the IAEA.

The subordinate position of the WHO to the IAEA was tragically illustrated when the Soviet Union asked the WHO to set up an international aid project for the victims of Chernobyl. In the event, the IAEA took over the assessment with the result that in the programme published in 1991 all references to the genetic effects of radiation were omitted but the incidence of dental caries was given a high priority. Consequently the assistance given by the United Nations was totally inadequate. In Ukraine, Belarus and the Russian Federation subsequent epidemiological studies have established that deaths and serious illnesses directly attributable to the Chernobyl disaster must be numbered in the thousands.

In the case of Chernobyl it was clearly the deliberate policy of the IAEA to grossly understate the health consequences of a reactor meltdown in order to lessen the negative impact on public acceptance of nuclear power. The publication of relevant research into the effects of ionising radiation was prohibited. As the UK government plans a new series of nuclear power stations the question which must be asked is ‘Who decides what is safe?’ Is it our public health professionals, or is it the promoters of the power plants guided by the dictates of the International Atomic Energy Agency? l

Alan Wilkie is a Member of the Iona Community. The connection between nuclear power and the manufacture of nuclear weapons is well-established. Maybe we should be more afraid of Britain and America building more nuclear power plants than of Iran. In addition, nuclear waste from nuclear power plants (plutonium) remains dangerous for 25,000 years. While many politicians think in terms of ‘four more years’, Native American cultures consider the effects of actions upon ‘the seventh unborn generation’. (Ed.)

The Coracle Poetry Contest (on the theme of ‘peace)

From its beginning, Coracle has always tried to promote and encourage poetry. This contest is a way of continuing that tradition and of exploring the Iona Community’s area of focus for 2008-2009: ‘Peace’. The contest is also a fundraiser for the Iona Community.

Prizes: 

1st prize – £100 voucher for Wild Goose Publications, plus any one book from Sandstone Press 

(The Sandstone Press catalogue can be downloaded at www.sandstonepress.com)

2nd prize – £75 voucher for Wild Goose Publications, plus any one book from Sandstone Press

3rd prize – £50 voucher for Wild Goose Publications, plus any one book from Sandstone Press

Runner-up – £25 voucher for Wild Goose Publications, plus any one book from Sandstone Press

(Wild Goose is the publishing house of the Iona Community: www.ionabooks.com)

Winning poems and the runner-up will be published in Coracle.

Judges: Kathy Galloway (The Dream of Learning Our True Name, Wild Goose Publications, Talking to the Bones, SPCK); Jan Sutch Pickard (Between High and Low Water: Sojourner’s Songs; Out of Iona: Words from a Crossroads of the World, Wild Goose); Robert Davidson (Editor and Founder of Sandstone Press www.sandstonepress.com); Neil Paynter (Editor of Coracle and of several Wild Goose anthologies)

How to enter: 1. Write a poem on the theme of ‘peace’. The poem may be up to 40 lines long, written in any style. The competition is open to anyone in the world writing in English. For the £10.00 entrance fee writers can enter up to two poems:

Each poem must be printed on one side of A4 paper.

Each page must be numbered and include the title of the poem. 

Please send three copies of each poem. Thank you.

2. The competition will be judged ‘blind’, so – this is important – please make sure your name appears only on the entry form printed below. Send your poem(s), entry form and entry fee to:

The Coracle Poetry Contest, 

The Iona Community

140 Sauchiehall Street, 

4th Floor, Savoy House, 

Glasgow G2 3DH, United Kingdom

No copies of poems can be returned and no correspondence with judges can be entered into. If you have a question about the contest, email Lorna at Coracle: lorna@ionabooks.com or call 0141-332-6292. Prizes are non-transferable. Employees of the Iona Community at 140 Sauchiehall Street are not eligible. Poems submitted must not have been published previously in books (self-published books OK) or magazines and must be original to the person submitting them. The closing date to enter the contest is December 31, 2008. Winners will be announced in the April 2009 Coracle. Thank you. Peace and happy writing!


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


NAME  


ADDRESS


PHONE NUMBER AND EMAIL ADDRESS   


TITLE(S) OF YOUR POEM(S) 

METHOD OF PAYMENT (Cheque or Credit card): If paying by cheque, please attach your cheque, payable to ‘The Iona Community (poetry)’, to the entry form. If paying by credit card, please print your card number, with its start date, expiry date, issue number, below. If you would rather give your credit card details by telephone, call us in Glasgow at 0141-332-6292. Thank you very much.


CREDIT CARD DETAILS  

The Ashram Community: an inner-

city Iona Abbey?

by John Vincent

Revd Dr John Vincent is the Leader of the Ashram Community. He is also Emeritus Director and part-time Lecturer at the Urban Theology Unit and an Honorary Lecturer in Biblical Studies at the University of Sheffield and in Theology at the University of Birmingham.

Here John writes about recent developments at the Ashram Community, and about an upcoming week at Iona Abbey: Exploring Christian community in the 21st century.

On Saturday, 23rd February this year, 25 members and associates of Ashram Community met at our rambling inner-city base at 80-86 Spital Hill in Sheffield. It’s the former ‘Pinky’s Nightclub’, now being renovated and adapted, bit by bit. We showed them the two newly bought shops, and our new chapel/quiet room/library in a new cellar.

We had just, very reluctantly, sold our at present only non-Sheffield-based house in Parkfield/Stockton-on-Tees. After six years, we could get no Christian community residents, but had developed a costly ministry to asylum seekers, which our local pioneer members, Frank and Jenny Medhurst, could no longer organise. Local promised members never joined.

So, with the money, what do we do?

Encourage members in Nottingham or Rochdale or Bradford to buy a shop and house and run a project? But, we said, we cannot do that unless we have enough voluntary personnel locally, and some chance of others moving in to work the project. So do we rather put all our money into Sheffield and create a multi-faceted inner-city Iona Abbey, with all that that will entail?

There are plenty of unanswered questions. Will concentrating on a secure and many-faceted house in a single place end up with us caring for buildings, employees, local dependent people and time-consuming local neighbourhood politics? It is not unlike the question posed by Tony Jaques in his Dec/Jan Coracle article (‘The Othona Connection’).

Well, in May we had a weekend on ‘Hopes and Dreams’, so we have agreed on guidelines on future projects.

The facts are that we are nationwide (but not in Scotland, except for Eurig Scandrett, who is also an Iona Community Member), with 100 members and associates (who meet on weekends twice yearly, plus on holidays together), publications, a twice yearly newsletter (Act Together), working groups on agreed themes, and regional branches in SE Lancashire, Yorkshire, Manchester, Sheffield, Nottingham and London. (Iona Community members without a local Family Group are welcome to join in these.) The basis in people feels secure – you can become an associate or member if you agree with our Commitment:

l To hold to the truth as it is in Jesus

l To support each other in good and ill

l To challenge evil with the power of love

l To offer the Kingdom in political and economic witness

l To work for the new community of all creation

l To risk ourselves in a lifestyle of sharing1

Most members have discipleship partners, with whom they do a yearly commitment sheet under the above headings.

And we are a gift-led, not policy-led or even strategy-led, community. We try to follow where the gifts of any of us offer to open up a new avenue. And often that avenue is local. When we had five inner-city community houses in the 1970s-80s, we said, ‘The area now writes the agenda. The gospel writes what you bring to it.’ And we cannot complain now if most of our members are up to their necks in local things – typically running Traidcraft stalls and World Development or ecology campaigns in local churches, or fighting neighbourhood injustices in inner-city downtown places. But the dispersed community of members doing their Kingdom things still insists that it’s important and significant to also have a base as a focus for our community.

It takes me back to long talks with George MacLeod on Iona in the 1950s and 1960s. We started Ashram Community in 1967, and I took Ashram groups for weeks on Iona for several years. George let Grace and myself and our three children live in Dunsmeorach while he had a camp bed in the Abbey vestry. He visited us in Rochdale and Sheffield, opened houses, baptised our daughter, ruthlessly kept us to our vocation.

‘How can I be a NT scholar as well as a city missioner?’ I would ask him.

‘What you write on a Saturday is only legitimate if it’s been tested Monday to Friday,’ he replied.

The Urban Theology Unit (George and Donald Soper were patrons) was my attempt to bring the two together, and still is. But what I speak and write in UTU is only legitimate if it’s been tested – and for me the street-level testing is Ashram. Indeed, I’ve started a new line of ‘practice interpretation’ to build up the reverse methodology.2

So I need the project, and the community, and the New Roots Shop at Glossop Road, and the New Roots Café at Spital Hill, and Burngreave Ashram – not fully developed, but already a flat for Deacon Dave Havard, a community for five asylum seekers, a room rented by Turning Point for drug rehabilitation, a cellar space rented by a mental health arts project – and the basement chapel/quiet room/library. And a group of 16 (as yet!) working with it – like in the gospel, where 12 was enough – with a Sunday midday and weekend Gathering in homes or in the shop.3

Ashram and I will be back in Iona Abbey from 9-15 August this year. Maybe it has dug deep into my psyche that community has to be incarnational, and need-led, and heavy with commitment to the least and the last, and sustained by liturgies of secularity and commonness. And where did I learn that, if not from Iona? But how can we now be faithful, if not by being the Inner-city’s Iona Abbey?

We’ll not have the charisma, or the Wild Goose, or the island, or the history. But we’ll have the radical tradition, the obstinacy, the sense of privilege and obligation and joy at being a Kingdom of Heaven on Earth project in the Gorbals of Sheffield. 

Join us on Iona in August. We’ll

have sessions modestly on ‘Christian Community in the 21st Century’. Or visit us in Sheffield. We’re at Burngreave Ashram, 80-86 Spital Hill, Sheffield S4 7LE, 0114-2700972/Community office: 0114-2436688. l

Footnotes:

1. See Journeying with Ashram, Helen Tomlinson, Eurig Scandrett and John Vincent, Ashram Press, 178 Abbeyfield Road, Sheffield, S4 7AY Price £2.50+50p for p&p.

2. Mark: Gospel of Action: Personal and Community Responses, John Vincent (ed.), SPCK.

3. See ‘Outworkings: Twelve as Christian Community’, John Vincent, Expository Times, August 2008.

A call for volunteers

Burngreave Ashram is looking for short-term or long-term volunteers who would like to bring their individuality, insights and skills to help develop our inner-city multicultural, multi-faith Christian Community and Projects Development Centre: email: ashramcommunity@hotmail.com www.ashram.org.uk/burngreave.htm 

Act Justly by Daleep Mukarji
Daleep Mukarji, Director of Christian Aid, recently co-led a week at Iona Abbey. The theme of the week was Acting Justly.
The gap between the world’s rich and poor is getting wider both between and within countries. Global injustices such as poverty, inequality, discrimination, dehumanisation, denial of rights and of basic needs to survive remain rife. We can banish extreme poverty in our generation – it is possible; we have the resources and the essential methodologies. The world leaders have even made a commitment at the UN: the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), to reach certain measurable targets to banish hunger, unnecessary deaths of children, deaths of mothers in childbirth, and of people from treatable diseases. But sadly, we are failing by all accounts; we are unlikely to achieve what we have set out to do as a world community.

Today 1.3 billion people live in extreme poverty. Tonight 800 million people will go to bed hungry. This year, 12 million children will die before their fifth birthday – one child every 3 seconds – and about 100 million kids will never go to school. In the first years of this new century of unprecedented wealth we need to reject a world where such suffering and injustice exists amidst plenty.

But poverty is not about statistics or facts. It is about people all made in God’s image and all having basic human rights.

As Christians we can hope for and work for a better world. This means putting our faith into practice and working for a new society, free from poverty – turning our hope into action. Hope is about doing, not dreaming – being in solidarity with the poor and marginalised and building a movement for a

more just, inclusive and sustainable world. It is about working for the Kingdom – where helping people in need and loving our neighbours means participation in global poverty eradication.

Christian Aid takes seriously the root causes of poverty and asks why people are poor. There is no one answer and it varies depending on the situation. Poverty is a complex issue. While there are many real local causes in the history, culture, socioeconomic conditions, bad governance and corruption in the countries where Christian Aid works, it is also true that the nature of the global, political, financial and corporate scene contributes to this poverty of people and countries.

It is in this context that Christian Aid takes seriously the mobilisation and empowerment of people at various levels to be part of a growing movement for global justice and poverty eradication. The Old Testament prophets would address individuals, society, even national leaders or whole nations. Jesus reminded his followers that his mission was about the Kingdom and that ‘the Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom to the prisoners and recovery of sight to the blind, to release the

oppressed’ (Luke 4:18–19).

It is in this context that he sent his disciples, giving them power and authority to ‘preach the Kingdom of God and heal’ (Luke 9:2). This then is the role of the church today. Poverty eradication and working for social justice have become an integral part of the life and ministry of churches today. This brings new life to our faith and enables us to have a greater impact on the vital issues affecting poor people and developing countries. We saw this in the success of the Make Poverty History campaign in 2005.

Yet, we cannot make poverty history in one year! We need to continue our efforts to help local partners make a difference in their communities and to work with them and others to build a safer and more inclusive world community – in the perspective of the Kingdom.

This is the mandate of Christian Aid – the churches’ agency. We give thanks for the many people who have prayed for us, enabled our work, given us their support and become part of our movement for change. We do not despair. We see signs of hope, success, life, and for many, a better world. Yet, there is more to be done. With God’s help and the support of many in Britain and Ireland, we will continue our efforts, our prophetic tradition of

speaking out, standing up for justice to do advocacy, lobbying and campaigning work here in the UK/Ireland, in Europe and globally, to influence key decision-makers and institutions like the World Bank/IMF/UN, WTO, G8 … Christian Aid has been active in a variety of campaigns to change policies and decisions of governments and others: The Fairtrade movement, the Trade Justice campaign, the Jubilee 2000 Debt Campaign, the Make Poverty History Campaign. Together, we have had some success: The UK government is committed to increasing the aid budget.

While we work on global justice issues, we also support partners who deal with such challenges in their local setting. We have helped the landless people’s movement MST in Brazil to get land for the poor. We have enabled churches and local NGOs in South Africa to deal with discrimination because of HIV/AIDS, and with the lack of key drugs to treat people with the disease. In India, we are working with local groups who help educate, mobilise and empower Dalits (the outcasts) and tribal people to be aware of their rights, to fight for a better share of the nation’s resources and to ensure they do not continue to experience violence or discrimination. Our advocacy work because of the humanitarian situation in Burma, Zimbabwe, Sudan, the Middle East and more recently Kenya (based on the experience and views of our local partners) helps us to get concerns heard at the global level.

Poverty and injustice invariably are about the abuse of power at local, national, regional and global levels. We believe ordinary citizens have power too. They can use their democratic, economic and moral power to hold their leaders, their governments and companies to account. We have shown that if we use this power, we can help make a difference.

‘What does the Lord require of you? To act justly, and to love kindness and to walk humbly with your God’ (Micah 6:8). We pray regularly: 

Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

May God answer our prayers. l

Christian Aid is the relief, development and advocacy agency of 41 sponsoring churches in the UK and Ireland. It enables and equips Christians and the wider community in the rich North to work with Churches, NGOs, people of all faiths and none in the developing world.

The essential purpose of Christian Aid is to:

• expose the scandal of poverty

• contribute to its evaluation and to

• challenge and change structures and systems that keep people poor and marginalised.

We are driven by the gospel of good news to the poor and inspired by the vision of a new earth where all people can live in justice, peace and dignity. Christian Aid’s work is founded on the Christian faith, inspired by hope and acts to change an unjust world. Christian Aid works in some of the world’s poorest communities in more than 50 countries wherever the need is greatest and regardless of religion. 

It works with more than 650 local organisations – our partners – to eradicate poverty and injustice.

www.christian-aid.org.uk

Sharing the Blessing: a new book by Kathy Galloway, written for Christian Aid

‘The first time I travelled outside the West, more than twenty years ago to an international peace conference organised by the Christian Conference of Asia, my well-meaning, white, western liberal map of the world was shredded into tiny pieces. The experience shattered my illusions, my confidence and all but shattered my faith, as I knew myself for the first time, not just in theory but in reality, as part of an oppressive, dehumanising, environmentally disastrous world order. So many conflicts and injustices had British imperialism in there somewhere. Our considerable involvement in the global arms trade made it possible for many countries to make war. But war is not only waged by weapons. War is waged by economic policy, by market forces, by trade rules, by property rights of every kind, from land to intellectual. And it is waged by environmental choices and business interests, as uprooted, dispossessed and threatened people everywhere from Bangladesh to Brazil can tells us. We are always, somewhere in the world, complicit …

It took me many months to see that, though I had been born into complicity, I was not responsible for what I did not do. I had no choice about the complicity I had been born into – but I was responsible for the complicity I did have a choice about. I could say, ‘This is the way things are – but I beg to differ.’ I could be non-conformist. I could choose in every way open to me to put an end to complicity.’ l

From Sharing the Blessing: Overcoming Poverty and Working for Justice, Kathy Galloway, SPCK/Christian Aid, £8.99 www.spck.org.uk 

Four poems from 

The Book of Mary

by Nicola Slee

The Book of Mary is the title of Nicola Slee’s most recent collection of poetry. By way of introduction to the poems included here, Nicola writes: “I've chosen four poems that all, in different ways, play with the idea of Mary's book (this is an idea that runs throughout the collection). The first, 'Annunciation', refuses the standard medieval image of a well-dressed Mary sitting reading in a room of her own; then 'Mary reading' turns that on its head and celebrates the idea of Mary as a reader and scholar; 'Eve and Mary in the garden' is a fantasy of these two representatives of the 'bad' and the 'good' woman in Christian tradition meeting and reconciling, and the image of a joint writing project expresses the notion of women's creativity and collaboration. ‘A litany for illeterate girls' takes the theme of reading in a wider direction.”
ANNUNCIATION

‘Miriam hardly had a room of her own.’  

Elizabeth Johnson

It was not as it has long been pictured.

I did not sit alone, in silken garbs, reading my book.

There was no enclosed garden.

Lilies did not grow in our hot Palestinian courtyards.

For a start, it was never quiet.

People were always coming and going in the compound: 


fetching water


ferrying animals or children


hanging out the washing


pounding corn

Or gathering for gossip under the dark olive trees.

And prayers were noisy, too.

We intoned the Shema in unison, the whole gabble of us, 

whoever happened to be around at the time.

Elders recited the scriptures while children grizzled

and goats shuffled in their pens.

Don’t imagine me rapt in ecstasy or fingering a rosary:

the prayers of Jewish girls are more pragmatic.

I was never alone, anyway.

There was always somebody wanting something:

‘Miriam, help me make the bread.’

‘Miriam, clear that trestle.’

‘Miriam, fetch more water.’

No angel wafted in on golden wings.

Gabriel barged in, banging his bag down on the table. 

It was the only way he could get my attention above the din. 

At least a dozen pairs of eyes turned to look where he stood,

dishevelled and dusty, shouting,

‘Miriam, there’s another job for you to do.’

IN PRAISE OF MARY READING 

In praise of the book

in praise of her book

That she had access to reading

that Anna had taught her to read 

(forget that this is anachronistic)

That she sits intently focused on the page

in a room of her own

That she is queen of every student

patron saint of all readers

That she reads 

in a world where women did not read

That she takes up headspace 

in a world where women’s learning is laughed at 

That she takes up bodyspace

in a world where women are squeezed out

That she will inspire the building 

of women’s libraries and public reading rooms

That she reads on

though women have been burned for reading

and for daring to think our own thoughts

That she insists on silence

and light on the page 

That she will cultivate her mind

she will cultivate her book 

In time, she may even write her own

EVE AND MARY IN THE GARDEN

Eve has warmed some apple pie and made strong tea,

Mary is bringing fresh cream and roses for the table.

Under the shade they throw off shoes,

settle down in armchairs and talk to high heaven.

Old now, beyond rivalry, they’ve nothing to prove.

Eve’s sexiness has sagged a little,

Mary's piety grown homely.

They laugh a lot more than they ever used to. 

Eve wouldn’t change a thing, she says,

Mary’s not so sure, herself.  

Putting the past behind them, they plot for the future –

years ahead of them still.

Eve eyes her vegetable patch, 

admiring the rows of onions, cabbages, leeks.

All organic, of course. 

She’s thinking of rearing a few chickens,

selling eggs and vegetables at the farmers’ market. 

Mary has books on her mind:

the hundreds she still wants to read, 

old favourites she wants to go back to,

her own, that have made her a household name.

The tea grows cold. There’s a bottle in the fridge.

They’ll fetch glasses and dishes of pistachios, pine nuts, olives.

The afternoon mellows into dusk.

Maybe they could collaborate,

write A Woman’s Green Guide to Paradise? 

Three volumes, at least.  

A LITANY FOR ILLETERATE GIRLS 

For all the ones who get sent to the fields

instead of to the schoolroom

For the ones who carry water rather than words

who never feel the weight of learning on their heads

For the ones who try to speak up

but are always hushed up 

For the ones who stay at home

while their brothers get the one chance of schooling

For the ones who put their books down

to cook the next meal

tend the sick child

walk the long mile

For the ones whose fathers say,

‘What use education for her?

She will only marry and bear children.’

For the ones who try to teach themselves

and fail for lack of a teacher

For the ones who are too tired to learn

too sick, too frightened, too easily discouraged

For we who take our learning for granted

For all the books we’ve casually bought and placed on the shelf


forgetting to open

Nicola Slee is a theologian and poet based at the Queen’s Foundation, Birmingham. She is the author of several books, including Praying like a Woman (SPCK) and Doing December Differently (with Rosie Miles), Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com

The Book of Mary is published by SPCK: www. spck.org.uk/0207-592-3900 

From the cover blurb of The Book of Mary:

Mary has been revered, admired, discussed and reflected upon more than any other woman in history. Even in more secular times her influence cannot be ignored: she has helped to shape contemporary attitudes towards what women are expected to be and do – or what they rebel against being and doing. In this book of reflections, prayers and poems, Nicola Slee shares something of her own journey with Mary: a journey of both ambivalence and attraction, identification and protest. In playful, experimental as well as thoughtful ways, Mary is presented in many voices and guises – some of them traditional, many of them surprising and new …

The great piano player: 

a short story

by Tom Gordon

It hadn’t been the best of holidays. The idea had been good: she and the wee one booking into the small hotel on the banks of the loch. Winnie was on her own now, without John. So she and Chloe deserved a break. And the all-in package at the ‘child friendly’ hotel sounded ideal. After all, there was an adventure park nearby, and pony trekking to be tried. There was childcare in the hotel – at least enough to allow a stressed out mother to get the odd meal in peace; and there was a children’s menu to satisfy even the fussiest of children. Yes, the idea had been good.

But it had rained! It hadn’t let up for one moment since they arrived. It had already rained enough to ensure that the annual rainfall for a loch-side village was likely to be sorted out in one, miserable, July school-holiday week. 

Oh, how it had rained! The adventure park was ‘Closed temporarily due to the unseasonal weather’. And after three days cooped up in the hotel lounge, Winnie came to the inevitable conclusion that, for her and Chloe, it hadn’t been the best of holidays.

And, on top of it all, there was the piano … A bored Chloe had discovered the hotel piano on day two of the holiday. The battered upright sat in a corner of the lounge, and it was a real struggle for a mother, aware of the other guests, to keep her little girl from continually creating a cacophony of horrible noise. The hotel staff didn’t have a key to lock the lid – she’d asked. The ample supply of colouring books on the hotel table weren’t nearly as much fun – she’d tried. A mum’s patience had worn very thin, and the other guests were bound to complain; they hadn’t yet – but they were bound to. (Lord preserve us from an open piano and a wee girl on a wet holiday in what used to be a quiet, loch-side hotel!)

Winnie was just coming back from the toilet – having warned extremely-bored-and-fidgety Chloe on pain of much retribution to finish colouring in the circus picture, and to stay well clear of the by now out-of-bounds piano – when she heard the inevitable racket – the shapeless, atonal tune battered out fortissimo. She was mortified, and even more so when she saw a matronly type rise wearily from her leather armchair in a corner of the lounge and head sternly towards the child. 

An embarrassed but protective mother was about to rush forward to ensure that her offspring didn’t have a heavy piano lid bashed down on her little fingers, when she halted in her tracks. For instead, the old lady stopped behind the piano stool and stood for a while as an engrossed Chloe, unaware of her presence, continued with her unique solo performance. Then, leaning forward, and with bony arms stretching round the child and her own fingers now poised over the keys, she whispered, ‘Keep playing, little one. You’re doing just fine.’ And for every note the little girl played, old, wrinkled hands played other notes around it. Here, a melodic chord; there, an arpeggio; now, an embroidered trill; then, a rising crescendo; again, a gentle phrase; at last, a concluding flourish …

The other residents in the lounge – including a relieved and amazed Winnie – broke into spontaneous applause. Both piano players turned to their admiring audience, one elderly lady, smiling, looking slightly embarrassed and surprised; and one beaming little girl, now standing on the piano stool with a friendly arm around her little shoulders, bowing, bowing, and bowing again. 

Having lifted Chloe down from the stool and with the applause dying away, the old lady returned to her leather armchair. A little girl with a huge smile ran to her mummy for a hug. And a bemused mother wiped away a tear, as she heard, from the far side of the lounge, someone asking: ‘Who’s the great piano player?’

Prayer

Living God,

I’m no great shakes as a piano player …

my fingers are fat and stubby

and I seem to hit the wrong keys 

all the time;

there’s a tune in my head that sounds good to me,

but I don’t know how to play it right.

I try so hard, but what I create

somehow turns out more like noise than music

once again.

Loving God,

come to me now, and stand with me;

don’t be distressed or annoyed by what you hear;

wrap your arms around me, 

and help me out; 

put your notes round my notes,

so that together 

we can make good music;

fit my tune into your glory song

that people might ask, 

‘Who’s the great piano player?’

once again.

Tom Gordon is Hospice Chaplain at the Marie Curie Centre, Edinburgh. He is the author of A Need for Living: Signposts on the Journey of Life and Beyond, and New Journeys Now Begin: Learning on the Path of Grief and Loss. www.ionabooks.com

Peace: a meander round words
by Ian M Fraser

Eirene, shalom, satyagraha

The Greek word eirene has a primarily negative reference. It is used for absence of war, resolution of factors which had divided communities. In the Septuagint, the Greek Old Testament dating from 270 AD, the word is used in a similar way. But the Hebrew word shalom is a much more ample word. When it is used in its own right it is positive, widely embracing. Then it stands not just for the absence of, or cessation of, disruptive activities, but for the emergence of a whole healthy and satisfying form of life. Jesus said: ‘I am come that they might have life, life abundant.’ That is a state where ‘All things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose’ (Romans 8:28). The heart of peace is in accommodating one’s own life to God’s will and purpose. This makes sense because God knows what life is given for, and life moves creatively when geared into that will and purpose. The word shalom relates peace to the state of affairs which God wants to see: a community of human beings who are co-workers with Christ in seeking the transformation of the world’s life in justice, truth and peace; so that persons and nations gain life abundant, and release the whole creation into God’s promise for it. Gandhi’s satyagraha, ‘truth force’, conveys that vision.

The heart of peace

Jesus Christ, tortured on the cross, stood with those who felt God-forsaken; yet in the end committed his spirit to the Father: his peace came from fulfilling the Father’s will. So Paul can say in Ephesians 2:14: ‘For he is our peace by breaking down the dividing wall of hostility between antagonistic groups.’ That is, to bring about peace there has to be sacrificial self-giving, as a factor in the establishment of peace. There will be times of rest and refreshment – but the heart of peace is in life available for what God wills, however rough and tumble life may be. Paul thought of Jesus racked with pain yet, thus, accomplishing the exodus from every form of slavery, which he brought off at Jerusalem (Luke 9:31); giving creation peace. Those who escape to sunny lands and leisure may gain a peace which is absence of worry and stress (though these may appear in a different form) and lose the peace which comes from using life self-sacrificially and creatively; achieving only ‘a little life with dried tubers’ (T.S. Eliot, ‘The Waste Land’) in place of life abundant. 

Dike, tsedaq/tsedagah, ‘life put right side up’

True peace can be thought of as a heat-seeking weapon aimed at the establishment and maintenance of justice in all relationships – personal, communal, international. The Greek dike is found only three times in the New Testament and then for retributive justice. There we find a more ample word. The Hebrew tsedaq/tsedagah is translated as the word ‘justice’ at times, but more often as ‘righteousness’. The establishing and cementing of right relationships, right practices, right and fair structures of society might be briefly called ‘life put right side up’. The core idea there is that of ‘agreement with the genuine norm’, the norm being the nature of God. True peace has to be the kind of peace which God is after. Accordingly, the peace of Christ will have justice at its heart necessarily, and will have salvation as its promise. Jesus spoke of the need to recognise and choose ‘the way whose gate is narrow and whose road is hard’ but which ‘leads to life’. The light which the Coming One would bring (Isaiah

9:2) is expressed as ‘a love of truth and peace’ in the book of Zechariah (8:19). John the Baptist’s father, another Zechariah, prophesied, in Luke 1:79, that the coming would be ‘to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.’ Light, truth and peace are together in Christ’s coming. 

Peace on earth

The peace which Christ came to bring challenges us to put God’s will and word before every other claim. That can mean a revaluing and redefining of the most intimate of relationships. On the way to the cross, Jesus responded to the cry ‘Blessed be the womb that bore you and the breasts that nursed you’ with ‘Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it.’ On the cross he gave his mother and ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’ to one another as mother and son. Peace which is an expression of the will of God can disrupt and remake relationships – it is not an easy, superficial peace. l

Ian M Fraser has been a pastor-labourer in heavy industry, a parish minister, Warden of Scottish Churches House, an Executive Secretary of the World Council of Churches, and Dean and Head of the Department of Mission at Selly Oak Colleges, Birmingham. He is the author of nineteen books, including Strange Fire, The Way Ahead: Grown-up Christians, and Reinventing Theology, which is used as a standard theological sourcebook around the world www.ionabooks.com Throughout his life Ian has travelled the globe, alone and with his wife, Margaret, visiting basic Christian communities. He is ninety years old.

This is the day that God has made;

WE WILL REJOICE AND BE GLAD IN IT.

We will not offer to God

OFFERINGS THAT COST US NOTHING.

Go in peace to love and to serve;

WE WILL SEEK PEACE AND PURSUE IT.

In the name of the Trinity of Love,

GOD IN COMMUNITY, HOLY AND ONE.

Closing responses of ‘The Morning Service’, Iona Abbey Worship Book (Wild Goose Publications)
A difficult birth: the struggle for democracy in Zimbabwe

 A reflection in the perilous aftermath of the elections

by Graham Shaw

I arrived in Zimbabwe a few days after the watershed elections and found there was great hope in the air – almost as tangible as the sweet smell of rain just before the first storm of the season mercifully breaks the African drought. The people had spoken. They had taken their courage in both hands. Defying every attempt by the ruling – better called, the ruining – clique to rig the elections, they had voted for change, and in such numbers as virtually to overwhelm the carefully-constructed mechanisms of the Mugabe regime. So even the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC), staffed by hand-picked Zanu-PF supporters, was forced to concede a greater number of seats in the House of Assembly to Tsvangirai’s MDC than to their own party, with the Mutambara faction of the MDC securing another 10 seats, to give the combined opposition control of Parliament. For the first time in the 28-year history of Zimbabwe, Zanu-PF had been defeated on the official count.  Moreover it was confidently predicted that Tsvangirai had won the presidential contest, though not perhaps with the 50 per cent plus one margin required to avoid a run-off election. In any event he could count on a combined anti-Mugabe vote to sweep Mugabe away if he were foolish enough not to concede before a second ballot.  

The excitement was like electricity in the air. Freedom, democracy and a return to the rule of law now seemed just days away.

But the delay in the official announcement of the presidential

vote was ominous, and when ZEC officials moved (with the ballot boxes) to a new command centre from which opposition and independent observers were excluded, the alarm bells really began to ring. The mood in the country swiftly changed from stunned amazement to dismay. As one activist to whom I spoke put it: ‘The old was refusing to die even though the new was already being born.’ The advent of freedom and democracy in Zimbabwe was to be a difficult birth indeed. Once again it was put on hold.

And I looked again at the tired people, worn down by years of long-suffering under a fascist regime. A regime that is not only brutal to its own people but entirely unconcerned at the economic meltdown for which it is responsible. The ruining elite have long cocooned themselves in a bubble of prosperity, so they do not feel the pain which their reckless, doctrinaire policies inflict on other Zimbabweans.

I looked at the empty shelves of the supermarkets, the endless queues waiting in desperate hope for some essential item, and the gaunt-faced pensioners calculating if it was to be one egg today at 15 million dollars or perhaps a tomato at only 10 million.

I looked at the helpless hundreds waiting for the weekly handout of a tiny portion of maize meal at a church feeding scheme. And then watched the desperate mother waiting patiently for the drugs needed for the emaciated baby on her back. Without the nursing care and free drugs supplied by the volunteer team at that church clinic she would be without hope indeed. The state clinics and hospitals have long since run out of essential drugs, and most can not even supply a paracetamol to their patients.

Then I looked at the potholes in the roads, the dangerously-tilted telephone poles and the traffic lights working intermittently. The generally run-down and shabby state of the infrastructure is further testimony to the cost of putting democracy on hold indefinitely.

I looked into the eyes that registered dull resignation to such a fate, and I felt a huge sense of outrage – such totally unnecessary suffering – caused by the unquenchable lust for power and the deep fear of justice on the part of the tiny clique now holding the nation to ransom. They have just decreed, unilaterally, that the suffering is to continue – indefinitely.

This voracious, corrupt and violent clique is in a state of undeclared war against its own people. They are defying the clearly expressed will of the people. They are certainly defying God.

‘How long, O Lord? Will you hide yourself for ever?’

Of course the fundamental issues in Zimbabwe go far deeper than one delinquent ruler refusing to relinquish the absolute power to which he has become accustomed. There are real historical grievances that have not been addressed. There are issues of governance and legitimacy involved, and behind them all the reality of a regime that has failed to transform itself from a liberation movement into a political organisation that is willing to operate within democratic structures and institutions. In Zimbabwe we are dealing with a ruling elite that will not tolerate alternative views. They have privatised the whole country.  They have also militarised Zimbabwe in order to secure their own perpetual rule.

One serious danger that emerges out of the military takeover in Zimbabwe is that the ruling cabal will seek to fix the Mugabe succession in their own way, installing, at a time convenient to themselves, their own man in State House. That the man could well be Emmerson Mnangagwa is a terrifying prospect for the country, for it was he who supervised the Gukurahundi massacre. He remains unrepentant to this day for such a monstrous crime.

In a country noted for its religious observance, the role of the Church is crucial. Realising this, Mugabe moved early either to coerce church leaders into silence through fear or to co-opt them to his cause, using the vast array of powers of patronage at his disposal for the purpose. Many in the mainline churches were thereby ‘neutralised’, though it was pleasing on this visit to see how powerfully engaged in the quest for social and political transformation are some of the new ecumenical alliances of church leaders. Most significant of these, in my judgement, is the Zimbabwe Christian Alliance, which arose out of the informal association, Churches in Bulawayo. In recent times it has so often been the Church in Bulawayo which has shown the way. The iconic Archbishop Pius Ncube (of Bulawayo) was one of those who blazed a trail which others are now following. 

For many in the Church the infamous ‘Operation Murambatsvina’ of 2005 was the wake-up call. When Mugabe sent his uniformed thugs on a blitzkrieg against those living on the margins of society and making their living in the informal sector – thereby depriving 700,000 people of their homes and livelihoods and impacting on the lives of two million others – the whole country felt the shock waves. After Murambatsvina the whole nation reacted with outrage – and from that point onwards many in the Church consciously sought to identify more closely with the poorest and with the victims of Mugabe’s misrule.

So today the Christian Alliance is actively involved, along with the Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace, in monitoring human rights abuses and empowering the victims to assert their human dignity and to claim their God-given rights. The Christian Alliance was also closely involved in monitoring the elections of 29th March, and is committed to seeking a way out of the present dangerous political impasse. 

While in Zimbabwe I took the opportunity to listen to a number of church leaders as well as to politicians and human rights activists. Time and again I would ask them what non-violent options remain to the opposition. Time and again I received broadly the same reply: We need the help of the international community.

Zimbabwe’s non-violent freedom fighters insist that Robert Mugabe, and the military junta through whom he now rules by decree, must be ostracised and isolated from the community of nations. The ultimate objective must be that SADC and the African Union will cease to legitimise the theft of the elections and rape of the country; but as a step in that direction, the Commonwealth, UN, EU and other democracies should increase the pressure on

Zimbabwe’s neighbours to recognise the fact that an unelected military junta is not a good neighbour for the region. And Thabo Mbeki in particular, who has shamelessly protected Mugabe from international criticism, thereby prolonging the suffering, must be made to realise that the days for his so-called ‘quiet diplomacy’ are over.  As Ban Ki-moon, the UN Secretary-General, has observed, nothing less than ‘the credibility of the democratic process in Africa could be at stake here’.

The UN must also be brought in to assist the process. The world body has already accepted the broad principle that where a national government cannot or will not act to protect its own citizens the normal doctrine of national sovereignty gives way to the duty to intervene. The principle certainly fits the facts on the ground in Zimbabwe today. It is pleasing to note that the Secretary-General himself has already proposed sending international observers to monitor any run-off election, but more needs to be done – and urgently – towards stabilising the situation and protecting those already under attack from a murderous regime.

China’s mischievous policy on Zimbabwe also needs to be addressed. For too long the international community has accepted as an unchangeable fact of life that China will continue to succour and provide sustenance to Mugabe’s rule. The despicable attempt by the Chinese to ship to Zimbabwe post-haste – at the request of Mugabe’s generals – no fewer than three million rounds of AK-47 ammunition, 1,500 rocket-propelled grenades and more than 3,000 mortar rounds, together with mortar tubes, is surely a step too far. Thank God for the alert trade unions and civic groups in South Africa that

alerted the world to the danger – and to the complicity of their own government. At the very least, China should know that if it persists in its support of a dangerous, destabilising and anti-democratic regime in Africa there will be a heavy cost to pay at the Olympics. 

Finally there is an important role for the World Church to play, both in pressing for the serious engagement of the international community in confronting the Zimbabwean tyranny and in standing in solidarity with those brave Christians in Zimbabwe who are already risking so much in the struggle for freedom. On my short visit I saw for myself something of the cost of their discipleship. They live within a lawless state and are extremely vulnerable to the murderous regime. Many are without the resources they need or any effective support networks. They do not complain, but surely showing our solidarity is the very least we can do. They are, after all, the front-line workers of the kingdom.

And we must certainly continue to pray: that the nation will be delivered from the dread virus of sin that has already destroyed so many and so much in the beloved country. The words of Karl Barth come to mind: ‘To clasp hands in prayer is the beginning of an uprising against the disorder of the world’. 

Graham Shaw is an Associate member of the Iona Community. He wrote this reflection on April 25, 2008 in Bulawayo., Zimbabwe. To read the full reflection, go to the Iona Community’s website: www.iona.org.uk

Goodness is stronger than evil;

love is stronger than hate;

light is stronger than darkness;

life is stronger than death.

Victory is ours, victory is ours through him who loved us.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu

Can any good thing come out of Zimbabwe? Signs of real prophetic hope
by Iain Whyte
As a counterbalance to the all too authentic accounts coming from Zimbabwe of violence and oppression, it is important to know that there are many candles being courageously lit in that country by some tremendous people. Here are three examples.

Herbert and Alice Chikomo are known to some of us in the Community. Rev. Herbert Chikomo is one of the wisest and most experienced of Zimbabwean churchmen. Now a sprightly nonagenarian, he was minister of Harare City Church at a time when it needed to be transformed into an interracial congregation. After he retired, his wife, Alice, a former teacher now in her late 80s, fulfilled a long-held ambition of helping street children towards a better life. She has run the Presbyterian Children’s Club quietly, sensitively, and with similar wisdom for the past eleven years.

The Club (so-called because it is not an official ‘school’) has volunteer teachers, supplies school uniforms, which are handed in when the children return to the streets, and provides a midday meal of healthy food in increasingly difficult circumstance. Where possible, the children are sponsored for attendance at regular schools, and many have been reunited with their parents. For some of those in danger of violence or other abuse, the Chikomo’s home of more than forty years is now a refuge for the children, whilst the Chikomos have moved to a flat in Harare. Last September, as we drove away, I asked Alice if she was sad to leave her home. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m so delighted that the children are going to be there.’

Densen Mafinyani from the Council of Churches told me that for several years Alice Chikomo had to face opposition from within the congregation, who were unhappy about the ‘security’ or respectability of having all these children on the premises. ‘She simply sat quietly, smiled, and carried on,’ he said. The sea change was very evident when I preached again in the congregation last autumn. In the notice of welcome to me it noted that I was a friend of Harare City Presbyterian and of ‘Our Social Work Project’. The eagle had finally landed.

How Alice Chikomo continues with such energy in the midst of the increasingly difficult situation is a modern-day miracle. In a recent email she expressed real anxiety about obtaining food for the children. But there was no hint of resignation, still less defeat. Alice will continue while she has the strength, and her supporters can simply give thanks for the courage, faith and cheerfulness of this remarkable sister who has liberated so many young people in the outworking of her faith. 

Maxwell Kapachawo is either very polite or humbly satisfied with simple fare. At his request he joined me a year past in December at Love Street football ground to see a dreary draw and said that he was very impressed by St Mirren. Maxwell is a Pentecostal minister and a partner of Christian Aid. He is Director of ZINERELA (Zimbabwe Network of Religious Leaders Living with or Personally Affected by HIV/AIDS), an organisation whose task is to raise awareness and offer education, especially within communities where such an issue is not easily discussed. He is a man with a wife and a young family.  

Maxwell became ill in 2001 and three years later decided to openly speak about being HIV positive. His Bishop had demanded that he leave the ministry, and for a time Maxwell felt that God had abandoned him and that the illness was a result of sin. Fortunately a wise, older pastor persuaded him that the illness was medical and not moral and that he had a ministry to give. To hear Maxwell speak with such enthusiasm about his work, and how it is enabling people to be honest about themselves, convinces me that Christian Aid could hardly support a more vital enterprise.

Three weeks after Maxwell told his congregation about his situation he discovered that half of them had voluntarily gone for testing. The fear of discovery or admitting that they might be affected was dispelled by seeing their pastor facing life with such verve and good humour. Stigma and taboo are the two most difficult barriers for the work of ZINERELA but Maxwell believes that the organisation has made considerable inroads in shifting attitudes. Maxwell draws heavily on the gospel examples of Jesus, who cut through the barrier of ‘untouchability’ and embraced all as sisters and brothers. Few people I know are so inclusive in their attitude and so alive with anticipation – even when watching St Mirren.

In the 6th century BC the prophet Jeremiah decided to buy a field in an area occupied by the Chaldeans. His friends thought he was mad. In 2008 Tawanda Karasa plans to start a street paper like the Big Issue in Harare, Zimbabwe.  Only in his mid-twenties, he is already a highly respected social activist and human rights worker in a situation where both require very considerable courage.

I first met Tawanda in Cape Town two years ago when he was manager of the Zimbabwe Homeless World Cup team. Zimbabwe was participating for the first time in the tournament and the difficulty of obtaining passports and visas was no minor one. I saw him act as controller, organiser, mentor and guide to the team, ably supported by two friends. Once again this year, in Copenhagen, he brought a team and returned with them, despite the temptations of disappearing into Europe that proved too much for some of the other African squads. But last September I was able to see what Youth Achievement Soccer for Development, the project that Tawanda manages, really did on the ground. Hatcliffe is one of the areas worst affected by the clearance of houses and informal small stalls known as ‘Operation Murambatsvina’ (‘Sweep away the garbage’). It is the community where Tawanda and his friends organise 400 young people in football training and life skills, including HIV/AIDS education. In two huts leased from a school, volunteer teachers help those who cannot even afford the modest school fees. In the dry dusty ground, with destroyed houses in the background, Tawanda with his friends Petros and Samuel are making sure that some young Zimbabweans know that they are valued. When Densen Mafinyani collected me from a day in Hatcliffe he said of this trio: ‘These are the hope of the future for our country.’

Three very different projects. Three very different people. It is a well worked cliché to say that Alice, Maxwell and Tawanda are inspiring. But I can’t better it. I know that their work and their spirit are signs of real prophetic hope in the midst of Zimbabwe’s suffering. 

Iain Whyte is a Member of the Iona Community and Treasurer of the Britain/Zimbabwe Society. He can supply contact details for any wishing to donate to these projects.

Iain reports that Tawanda has had to go into hiding for his life in the present violence sweeping Zimbabwe. He and other courageous Zimbabweans value our solidarity and our prayers.

Campaign Against Poverty and Homelessness – Colonsay-style
by Katherine Rennie

I attended an information session in Glasgow about the Campaign Against Poverty and Homelessness last October. I wondered what, if anything, I could arrange on the isle of Colonsay, where I live.

The dynamics on Colonsay did not lend themselves to the sort of event envisaged in other places, but I thought that doing a project in Kilchattan School could be educational and fun for the children.

I consulted the headteacher, Carol, and Sheena, who teaches Religious and Moral Education, and we looked at some material. The most useful material for children was on the Church Action on Poverty’s Just Church website. We planned a four-week programme that would take us up to the Campaign Against Poverty and Homelessness Week of Action (27th Jan-3rd Feb), at the end of which Carol organised an open day for parents and other residents to view the children’s work.

The school on Colonsay is a little like the one on Iona in terms of size. At the moment there are ten children, ranging from 5-10 years of age (plus three preschool children). They are a delightful, bright and engaging group – I wouldn’t have expected a 10-year- old to ask me: ‘What about the fifth gospel.’!

Sheena and I structured the project so that each week the children talked about a particular topic: e.g. poverty, injustice, prayer … I then read a story from Luke’s Gospel: the Great Banquet, the story of Zacchaeus, the judge and the widow. We then discussed the story in connection to the particular topic.

The children then did some creative work representing the Bible stories: they made a model of Jesus talking to Zacchaeus, with sand, twigs, pebbles and two wooden clothes pegs for Zacchaeus and Jesus. A long strip of paper became the banquet table, on which the children drew a feast of food; then round the table they drew all the people invited. I thought it looked very impressive. Following the talk about injustice and prayer, the children wrote their own prayers. I shall use a few of them in the next service I lead.

I believe that the children gained a lot from the project. They were asked for feedback, and the main point most of them made was that they had not understood before what poverty really was. I believe, therefore, that the most worthwhile outcome of the project is that the children will be more aware in the future of what poverty is, and of the consequences of being poor.

I shall make a follow-up visit when the national report by Housing Justice is circulated in the autumn.

Personally I found the experience very rewarding and inspiring, because I found a group of youngsters who wanted to listen, learn, question and respond to the issues we were looking at. l

Prayers from the children of Kilchattan School

Dear God, please help the people in war and stop poverty. 

Dear God, please help all poor people in the world.

Dear God, help the poor and answer their prayers, and try to help us stop murders and war. 

Amen

Katherine Rennie is a Member of the Iona Community. Colonsay is an island in the Inner Hebrides. It is about 15 miles north of Mull and Iona.

The Just Church website (Church Action on Poverty): www.church-poverty.org.uk/just-church

Prayer and Action: Tibet
by Helen Boothroyd

A year after the Communist government came to power in China in 1949 they sent 40,000 troops to invade Tibet. In 1959 a national uprising against Chinese rule was brutally suppressed, with at least 100,000 Tibetans killed and the same number fleeing the country, including the Dalai Lama, Tibet's spiritual and temporal ruler. 

In the following years China has annexed much of the original Tibet to various Chinese provinces. It calls the remainder the ‘Tibet Autonomous Region’, but autonomy is in name only. All local legislation is subject to approval of the Beijing government and all local government to the regional party, which is not run by Tibetans. The Chinese government has encouraged large numbers of Chinese people to settle in Tibet, putting Tibetans in the minority in many areas, including Lhasa, and causing chronic unemployment among Tibetan people. Chinese replaced Tibetan as the official language. Secondary-school children are taught all classes in Chinese. Tibetan children cannot learn English unless they forfeit study of their own language, yet English is a requirement for most university courses.

The Tibetan people have made valiant efforts to keep their culture and Buddhist faith alive in the face of oppression. Most resistance has been peaceful, in keeping with the Dalai Lama’s teachings. Yet decade after decade the Chinese government has responded to all protest with great brutality. Some 1.2 million Tibetans are estimated to have been killed by the regime since 1950. Beatings and torture of those imprisoned for their peaceful resistance and beliefs are common and many have died under torture. Prison conditions are appalling. Wanted Tibetans take great risks to flee persecution, crossing the 19,000 ft Nangpa-La pass below Everest without adequate food or clothing. Many perish on the way.

This 60-year history of oppression provides the context to understand the 2008 protests. The Chinese government’s response has again been brutal. Hundreds of Tibetans have been killed by the security forces. Many others have been dragged from their homes and monasteries and taken away to prison and torture. Once again a state of high fear has been created to try to crush the Tibetan people.

Even though there is no generally accepted legal basis for China's claim of sovereignty over Tibet, the world has taken little notice of the terrible oppression of the Tibetan people over many decades. China’s economic power has taken precedence with our governments. Perhaps it still does. But as the Olympics draw near, the world’s eyes are at last focused on what China is doing in Tibet. We should not let this opportunity pass. The world must not turn away again and condemn Tibet to more decades of suffering.

Pray for

l An end to the killing, torture and imprisonment of Tibetans who have dared to protest their situation and seek change.

l Real dialogue to be opened between the Chinese government and the representatives of the Tibetan people about the future of Tibet.

l The wisdom of the Dalai Lama to be heard and respected.

l Governments of the world to put a higher priority on human rights and to use the Olympics as an opportunity to speak out for these rights for the people of Tibet.

Action suggestions:

Find out more information at www.freetibet.org and consider joining the Free Tibet Campaign.

Write to your MP, asking them to urge the Prime Minister to use the opportunity presented by the Olympics to remind the Chinese government of its promises on human rights and press freedoms, made when they were awarded the Games; and demand that these be applied with regard to Tibet.

Go to www.amnesty.org.uk/actions and search on the keyword ‘Tibet’ for the most recent action suggested by Amnesty International.

Sign up to the Free Tibet Campaign urgent campaigns email network to respond to the situation as it develops. Email: mail@freetibet.org with the subject heading SUBSCRIBE URGENT CAMPAIGN LIST. 

If you live near London, consider supporting the vigil for Tibetan freedom which takes place every Wednesday, 6.00pm-8.00pm opposite the Chinese Embassy (49-51 Portland Place).

JIM HUGHES (1930–2008): 

AN APPRECIATION OF A LIFE WELL SPENT, by Allan Gordon

JIM HUGHES (1930–2008): 

AN APPRECIATION OF A LIFE WELL SPENT, by Allan Gordon

The death of Jim Hughes on 13 March after a short illness has left a huge gap in the lives of his family, his friends and the Iona Community. Jim had a rare ability to relate to others irrespective of their age, gender or background. Many felt their lives or their career paths were changed for the better because Jim was such an effective listener and inspirational communicator. Ideas flowed from him and his ability to empower people is his lasting legacy. You came away from time alone with Jim, enthused, energised and motivated. 

Jim was born and educated in Ayrshire. He read for his degree in Electrical Engineering in Glasgow, and it was during these years that he met Margaret at a dance in his home town of Prestwick. Following marriage they moved to Portsmouth where Jim was very active in the local church (he and Margaret led groups to Iona for years). It was during one of these camps that George MacLeod, Founder of the Iona Community, learned about Jim's work in industry and George told Jim to meet him for coffee in London in two weeks’ time, before he was due to preach at St Paul’s. After two hours with George, Jim had his strong conviction that God was needed in the workplace and that he wanted to join the Iona Community reinforced! As a lay Member of the Community for almost 50 years, Jim brought to it a real awareness of life in the industrial and business sectors. He became Convenor of Council (meetings never dragged on!), and he played important roles in the Review of Strategic Priorities and in helping the Community manage its increasingly growing organisation and with budget management. Jim had also trained as a marriage guidance counsellor and he was able to use his counselling skills in many diverse places. He always seemed to have time for those who needed it. 

In the workplace Jim had developed his distinctive management style. He was interested in the development and personal growth of his staff. They were encouraged to be open, to share problems and come up with solutions. The whole workforce felt valued. Jim was as popular on the factory floor as he was in the boardroom. His management skills, his power of lateral thinking saw him solve many intractable industrial disputes. His faith was always a cornerstone of his life: everyone matters to God, everyone mattered to Jim. He was appointed a Visiting Professor at Strathclyde University. His classes were very popular. Jim never lectured, never needed a single note in front of him. He was never happier than when in a spontaneous flowing dialogue with his students. He so loved enabling others. They were given a problem; they had to come up with solutions. It was participative. Jim was the facilitator in this as in so many things he was involved in.

Outside of work Jim had a wide variety of interests. Married to Margaret for over 50 years, he described her as his muse. He was a loving father to Rhona and Malcolm and such an inspirational grandfather. Competitiveness knew no equal on the squash court – he had just qualified to represent Scotland over-75s when his illness struck. One of my personal regrets is that in spite of Jim making himself hoarse, he could not encourage Scotland to more wins at Murrayfield! He enjoyed winning. Jim also enjoyed nothing more than sharing a meal with family, friends or colleagues. He was always so full of conversation and ideas and there was often so much fun and laughter. This appreciation would be very incomplete without mention of his poetical skills. In poetry he found a new expressive way to share his intellect and insights. He published his work as one of a group of four poets known as the Makars, who recite to full houses regularly. One of the Makars, Rowena M. Love, wrote this tribute poem for Jim, which was read aloud at his funeral:

His Master’s Voice

You gave voice to silent things:

comma, hat, rainbow,

letting them giggle, laugh,

shout out loud. Simply whisper.

On the page of time we shared,

you were more comet than comma,

ideas burning brightly as you dashed,

while your goodness 

outshone constellations.

Brimful of enthusiasm,

capping each suggestion 

with more of your own.

Every act adorned 

with faith's peacock feathers.

Your poems no prentice piece,

but that of a master, 

carved sharp, stark,

richly shadowed with meaning.

I feel your voice in my heart

like a squash ball.

It makes me smile.

photo of Jim Hughes by Chris Polhill

The several hundred people who gathered for Donald Rennie’s funeral services testified, in their number, variety of age and connection with Donald, to the many places and ways in which Donald, in the 77 years of his life and 52 years of ordained ministry, touched the lives of others with God’s creative grace, community-making justice, outrageous fun and humour and faithful love. 

Dundee born and bred, Donald inherited the musical genes of his parents and, while taking lessons on the violin, taught himself, by ear and aptitude, piano, organ, double bass – indeed any stringed instrument. He composed and recorded music, built organs, mended violins, conducted congregational orchestras, encouraged the music of others, and, until his last illness intervened, was teaching himself to make a violin from scratch.

A pupil of Harris Academy, Donald chose theology over music, going to St Andrews University in 1949 as the top student in the Bursary Competition. An MA degree was followed by Divinity Studies at St Mary’s College, and in 1955 he began a two-year assistantship at Govan Old. Ordained in 1956, he also joined the Iona Community and was an active and committed Member of the Community for the rest of his life. In 1957 Donald married Ann Beckett and their partnership brought joy to them and great blessing to family, friends and the communities in which they lived and worked over the next 50 years.

Donald’s ministry took him to Balornock North Parish then to Greenock: St Ninians. During his ten years in Greenock, Donald developed an interest in prison work as chaplain to Gateside Prison. In 1974 Donald was called to Cults East. Whether ministering in West of Scotland housing schemes or in this North East suburban parish, Donald brought his many talents, high-voltage enthusiasm and happy ability to make connections with others to all he undertook – whether worship, sermon and prayer, turning wooden communion cups on his lathe, film, photography and printing work. His concern for social justice and service to the world led him into prison chaplaincy at Craiginches and industrial mission work in the North East, as chaplain to the North East Farmers and in pioneering work with the Holland Russell Shipyard. In 1991 Donald became a full-time Industrial Chaplain for the last five years of his active ministry. 

Retirement took Donald and Ann to Auchenblae. As a member of West Mearns Parish Church and the community, Donald was never less than creatively and cheerfully active in service to others, initiating a number of community and church activities, serving on the Community Council, and always a huge support to his minister. Six years of battling cancer could not stop Donald playing his fiddle at the 50th anniversary celebrations of his ordination and wedding, and at Roxburghe House, Aberdeen, days before his peaceful death there on the 9th of April. Donald is survived by his wife, Ann, their sons Duncan and Graeme and his wife, Kate, daughter, Ruth, and her husband, Ron, and five grandchildren. We hold them in our prayers; and we thank God for every remembrance of Donald and his full life and ministry. To quote George MacLeod: ‘He has gone from our midst, but he did not have far to go.’
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A touching place: news and letters
Iona becomes a Fairtrade island

Iona gained the award of Fairtrade Island after a comprehensive application was submitted to the Fairtrade Foundation (www.fairtrade.org.uk). Not only did Iona reach the targets required, in some cases it well exceeded them. The Fairtrade Foundation were also most impressed with the level of involvement and commitment from different organisations and individuals on the island. (From Gillian Cummins, Associate and former Abbey Musician)

Bread for the road

I was pushed to the edge

left out on a wing

and without a prayer.

You took my hand and showed me

the community of edge-dancers

wing-walkers 

and God-wrestlers.

Liz Breuilly

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

Did God create me?
by Alix Brown

Did God create me – hard-wired in the womb –

to be just half of what I could become?

Did He assume that body, mind and spirit

could not be true to all the strands of DNA

carefully woven?

Was that His purpose, laid out in His Word?

Was this my cross to bear? 

Did God create me to be made in His image

or in yours?

To fit into a first-century world or a twenty-first?

Did He create me not to use my brain, my mind

to gather knowledge and understanding?

Did He create me to be bound by tribal practices or cultural codes

of societies long vanished?

Did God create His Word

to be unchanging, unchangeable, fixed for every time and place?

Did He set out, in stark, unbending prose, 

the way we all should be?

Perhaps. But not my God.

My own belief: He gave us principles of love to live by.

Minds and brains to learn, to grow, to progress.

Spirit to respond to Him and all that He has made.

Bodies to work, to lean on and to love.

For the Word of God in scripture,

transmitted and transmuted by un-numbered human brains,

themselves hard-wired and circumscribed by

culture and experience,

thanks be to God.

For the Word of God within us,

borne of the Spirit but tempered and forged

by individual experience,

which limits what we see and understand

as through the darkened glass,

thanks be to God.

For the Word of God among us,

shown – for how else can it be? – in our relationships –

our love expressed in all the ways we can

in body, mind and spirit,

thanks be to God.

GAY PRIDE DAY is celebrated in June and July in many cities and countries around the world – Alleluia! Thanks be to God for all of God’s gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered saints. Thanks be to God for beautiful, creative, Spirit-filled people like: Adrienne Rich, Tchaikovsky, Ben Bradshaw, Plato, Allen Ginsberg, Leonard Bernstein, Rudolf Nureyev, Garcia Lorca, Graham Norton, Peter Allen, Colette, Bishop Gene Robinson, John Henry Newman, Stephen Fry, Bayard Rustin, Billy Jean King, Sappho, Oscar Wilde, the Very Revd Jeffrey John, Gertrude Stein, Sir John Gielgud, Marlene Dietrich, Freddie Mercury, Virginia Woolf, Frida Kahlo, K.D. Lang, W.H. Auden, St Apollinaris/Dorotheus, E.M. Forster, David & Jonathan …
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The 10 countries with the highest military expenditure in 2007 (US$ billion): 

1. USA, 547



2. UK, 59.7



3. China, 58.3 (estimated figure)



4. France, 53.6


5. Japan, 43.6 

  

6. Germany, 36.9

 

7. Russia, 35.4 (estimated figure)


8. Saudi Arabia, 33.8 



9. Italy, 33.1

 

10. India, 24.2 



Figures from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), www.sipri.org

Think about how all that money (some of it your taxes) could have been used: food, hospitals, doctors, nurses, antiretroviral AIDS drugs, finding a vaccine for malaria, affordable housing, schools, youth centres, sustainable energy, pensions, the arts, beauty …

Does it make you feel sad? Does it make you feel angry?

Think about all that money being spent year after year, year after year … on death. 

What a colossal, immoral, insane waste. 

Martin Luther King wrote: ‘A nation that continues year after year to spend more money on military defence than on programs of social uplift is approaching spiritual doom.’

O God, 

lead us from death to life, from falsehood to truth. Lead us from despair to hope, from fear to trust. 

Lead us from hate to love, from war to peace. 

Let peace fill our hearts, our world, our universe.

