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from the holy city: 

closing responses

by Kathy Galloway

In work and worship

GOD IS WITH US

Gathered and scattered

GOD IS WITH US

Now and always,

GOD IS WITH US

Looking back over my seven years as Leader of the Iona Community is like looking into a kaleidoscope of memories; vivid and glowing images form in my mind’s eye, take shape, form patterns – then a slight nudge from another direction and they fold into one another, reassemble and form new patterns. Trying to capture it all is impossible. 

And from the welter, the words of the closing responses from the Community’s Office emerge as I reflect on this fascinating, complex, sometimes infuriating movement, in which there is frequently an element of ‘let us set our course north, while maintaining our southerly direction, always being open to the winds from the east and west’.

In work …

Coming as I do from a tradition steeped in the Protestant work ethic and knowing that it is still alive and kicking in the Iona Community, I know that what we in our prayer describe as ‘work’ encompasses far more than simply our paid employment or our job titles. The Community is full of people who don’t have either of these and yet are fully engaged, acting in the world, creating, serving, caring, responding, imagining the new into being. It has been a privilege to see and share something of this across the wider Community. 

Some of our engagement is organisational, of course; the work of hospitality and renewal that goes on in our islands centres; the work of outreach and resourcing that is carried out by the Wild Goose Resource Group, our youth team and Wild Goose Publications from Glasgow; the administrative work that supports all of these. This work is well-known to Coracle readers, and to those who visit the centres, use the resources or come into contact with the outreach. The Iona Community attracts many seekers, people looking for the intimacy and sharing, the support and challenge, the peace and tranquillity they expect to find in a Christian community. They are sometimes disappointed. The German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote that Christian community was not about finding any of these things, that it was a rare privilege if you did find them, and that Christian community was instead about doing God’s will. And he also wrote that people had to let go of their blueprint, their vision of the ideal community, in order to find the one that was actually there!  

It’s been my experience that the more I have been able to do this, the more I have discovered not just the commitment, not just the cost but also the great joy released in and through the work our staff and volunteers do. In spite of the painful and difficult times, the financial challenges, the wrestling with relationships, what I will most remember from the weeks I have spent on Iona and at Camas (about seventy), many of them programme weeks, are the mealtime conversations, the moments of deep encounter and shared silence, the sense of slightly nervous anticipation when people meet for the first time at the beginning of their week’s journey together, the excitement of shared exploration and discovery and the constancy of the fact (sometimes the miraculous fact) that the practical care – the meals on the table, the clean sheets, the lit candles, the rotas, the bookings – just goes on and on. This faithful attention to the ordinary things is beyond price. And the laughter! And the laughter also in the community that is the Glasgow office, which has been my home base, where the people work who are rarely seen but without whom the Community could not function, and who have been an unfailing source of support, encouragement and friendship as I come and go.

But the work of the Iona Community has always and equally been also what members do in their own communities and churches. In the last seven years, I have visited 28 family groups, 25 Associate/Iona groups and most of the far-flung members and had the opportunity to learn something of their work. Today, most of our members work in the church, in health services, in education, in social and community work and in parenting, with a healthy sprinkling of artists, musicians, gardeners and writers. They have been very good at extending invitations from their situations to the Leader – ‘since you are here anyway, perhaps we could ask you to preach/speak/lead a workshop/give a lecture/be a chaplain at our conference’ – and these have been some of my most enjoyable experiences. One of the things I love most about the Community is its passion for justice, peace and the integrity of creation – in its occupations and its preoccupations – and these opportunities have given me an insight into the considerable range of commitments of members, from the very local support for asylum-seeker neighbours and recycling projects, through national advocacy and party political engagement on Israel/Palestine, poverty, housing, disability, the arms trade and Trident, to the internationally-heard voices of people like Margaret Legum and John Bell. 

The concerns of the Community and the work of the members have also led us to many partnerships and invitations. Probably my most nerve-racking experience was preaching for the annual service of the Christian Socialist Movement with the then Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and a number of the British Cabinet in the congregation, knowing that what I was going to say was highly critical of British asylum and immigration policy and likely to be very unpopular with them (as it indeed proved). Elizabeth Wild had to walk me along a beach in Brighton to calm me down and I called upon the spirit of Stanley Hope to help me! Undoubtedly the most awesome moment was being invited to speak on behalf of the Scottish aid agencies to 70,000 people at the Make Poverty History rally in Edinburgh in 2005. 

In all of the passionate, gospel-inspired engagement which is the work of the Iona Community, do I believe God is with us? Yes, I do, not because we are always right, or always good, or even always well-intentioned, and certainly not because God is on our side. George MacLeod said that God is life; not religious life, nor Church life, but the whole life that we now live in the flesh … God is the Life of life.’ … And again, God is love, and love is never static, it is always outgoing. Closer than breathing, nearer than hands and feet, God is with us.

… and worship 

If our engagement is work, is our worship therefore play, that which has no monetary value, no purpose except delightful ones, no outcome except for gratitude and no moment beyond the present moment? It would be lovely to think so. But just as our work is part of our worship (lit. giving God what God is worth), worship involves work. For many who stay on Iona, the worship is a highlight of their visit. But if you live there for several years, and worship is part of your daily life, the number of times you go into the Abbey just because your feet carry you there is considerable. And even for those on a short visit, it’s remarkable how many faults there are to be found – this chorus is sexist and militaristic, that song is all about political correctness … there’s too much teaching of new songs, why are we singing these dull old hymns … this isn’t worship, it’s a pantomime, these services are much too wordy … this worship is off-puttingly evangelical, this worship is like the liberal intelligentsia at prayer … And that was only one week. It feels like work, not play! 

And yet the testimony of many, and certainly mine, is that the careful preparation, the willingness to take risks, to make mistakes, to think outside narrow categories, the dutiful showing-up, all make possible the moments of grace when worship indeed becomes a gift, a voice, a sign, an encounter, a joyful exchange, a transcendence. Grace is not a result of our efforts, it is received, not achieved, but our efforts open us to the possibility of receiving. The times when worship catches fire, when it refreshes, when it blows out the cobwebs, when it grounds us in lived reality, are when we have done the hard work of getting our self-absorption out of the way and can let God be God, others be themselves and enter that mysterious space where all are included and liberated. 

But the shape that worship takes is always going to be as diverse as people are diverse. Vivid for me are the shapes of Holy Week and Easter services on Iona, including a memorable Easter Day celebration where the word of life was spoken by children and the then-Warden made me very nervous by announcing his intention to rap the Eucharistic prayer – an intention in which he was completely vindicated. But equally vivid are memories of the cloisters full of people singing Hallelujah; of the Michael Chapel filled with colour, light and song celebrating the Advent Gospel Prefaces; of the Abbey full of people moving quietly from station to station to pray for racial justice; of a controversial, and for me most enjoyable, midsummer solstice service; of the blessing of the new Camas at Community Week; of the creative and thoughtful reflections on ‘reading the Big Book’ led by Camas volunteers, and of the profound silence and stillness of the Chapel of the Nets in October.

And vivid too the worship I have participated in across the Community; the Glasgow Pilgrimages with new members, staff, visiting Swedes and Dutch and Americans; preaching in the tiny church on the beach in Papa Westray, in Trinity College, Dublin on the weekend of EU enlargement, in George MacLeod’s old Oxford College, Oriel, in the West London Methodist Mission on Lord Soper’s centenary; walking a labyrinth in the snow in rural Saskatchewan; sharing communion outside the nuclear base at Faslane, and, probably the single most personally significant worship, going on pilgrimage to the slave fortress at Elmina in Ghana with 700 Christians from every part of the world and being impacted as never before with the meaning of sin, suffering, lamentation, repentance and forgiveness, hope and resurrection.

I have worshipped with Reformed and Methodist Christians, with Friends and Pentecostalists, with Roman Catholics and Baptists and Anglicans, with ecumenical prayer groups and justice and peace groups, with feminists and traditional women’s organisations (actually quite a lot of overlap there!), with survivors and campaigners and students and politicians, with the great and the good and the great and the good who live in poverty. I have been variously surprised, delighted, infuriated, enlightened, challenged and had all my prejudices confounded. In all of these expressions of God-consciousness, these yearnings for that which we cannot truly name, do I believe God is with us? Yes I do, not because it had the best songs or the properly liturgical framework or the most dynamic preachers, but because everything is every blessed thing, and the whole earth shall cry glory.

Gathered …

The Community gathered – in Community Weeks, plenaries, family groups and Associate/Iona groups – is perhaps the Community at its best. It’s certainly the Community at its noisiest and most opinionated! Well, it’s always going to be that way when such passionate engagement gets a chance to exchange its news and views. There are some things I have really loved about the Community gathered …

l A certain quality of what I can only describe as dauntlessness – the capacity to take on big challenges, major fundraising programmes, formidable opposition, numerous setbacks, and to never give up. I see this all the time individually and collectively, and am grateful for it.

l This is linked to a great solidarity – moving to stand beside others in suffering, in struggle, in celebration, supporting a cause or campaign which is not their own particular one simply because another member has sought their help and we belong together. I have been constantly moved and encouraged by the fact that almost everywhere I have visited or spoken, members and associate members have showed up, sometimes travelling long distances to do so, to offer me their support, and I thank them for it.

l And I give thanks also that the Iona Community has an almost unlimited capacity to loosen up and have some fun, because if you can’t do that, it’s all over. ‘If I can’t dance (sing/laugh/do stand-up/get dressed up/have a party), I don’t want your revolution.’ (Rosa Luxembourg). We do know how to have great parties.

As we gather, do I believe God is with us? Yes, I do, not because we are more enlightened or have better programmes and policies than others, but because we remind one another of the glorious emancipation of our true humanity that was the Incarnation … We are a community of very ordinary people, who know it, say it and thereby begin to grow … Indeed, we must serve all, to the point of death, and welcome every faith and every failure because we know in what image they were originally made.

… and scattered

On behalf of the Iona Community, I have visited Canada, the United States, Brazil, Ghana, South Africa, the Lebanon, Australia, Singapore and six countries in Europe. We are a community with global connections. It was a delight to pray the Community Office in Accra with Liz Paterson, a Scottish member, Youth Associate Stewart Graham and Roberto Jordan, and to discover that in 20 years as the sole Associate member in Argentina, it was the first time Roberto had prayed the Office with other people. It was a privilege to visit the JL Zwane Church in Gugulethu, where some of our members had accompanied that church’s remarkable and radical ministry to those living with HIV, and to meet with Spiwo Xapile, its minister. In Canada and the United States, I encountered wonderful hospitality and intense interest in the Iona Community – there are little clusters of people all over the place who share our purpose! And some of the best times have been with our closest relations, in Australia with the Wellspring Community and in Northern Ireland with the Corrymeela Community.

Breakfast on the terrace with a former vollie in Tasmania, an elegant lunch with Community members in Richmond, Virginia, dinner with gauchos and the Scottish delegates to the WCC Assembly in Porto Alegre, Brazil; beautiful Uppsala in the snow for a Swedish Festival of Theology, brilliant spring sunshine and new-born lambs in Orkney, watching the World Cup final on a huge screen on a beach in Durban in the summer, trees in full autumn splendour in Bielefeld, Germany – oh yes, a hard seven years to be sure! But it’s really just a reminder that the whole of the Iona Community does not begin to be encompassed by the Members Book – our family is in Shropshire and East Anglia, in the Scottish Borders and the hills of North Carolina, in Larkhall and Detroit, in Winnipeg and the Wirral, and in Malawi and Kenya and Cuba. It’s in members and staff members, Associates, Youth Associates, Friends, vollies and ex-vollies, guests, partners and affiliates, Prayer Circle intercessors and sponsors and those they pray for. 

And as we scatter, do I believe God is with us? Yes, I do, because a corporate commitment is the fibre of our prayer … We are already passed from death unto life because we love the brothers and sisters.

Now and always …

If, as a community, we write at all, it can be no more than passing calculations in the sand, to point to the next obedience. We only have the Now. Returning guests and volunteers to Iona sometimes struggle because they try to recapture past experiences and find it impossible and are disappointed. But this is how it should be. We all love life, but the moment we try to hold it, we miss it. The fact that things change and move and flow is their life. Try to make them static and you die of worry … This is just as true of God who is the Life of life … you can only find God in the Now. But in the Now we also find the Always, and our unity with those members who have died, nineteen in the last seven years. I have often felt their presence with me. 

So the Community lives into the new Now with Peter as its Leader. He is a very good man, kind, generous and humorous, with a deep knowledge and love of the Community and I commend him to your prayers and to the encouragement and support you have given me so generously. Tim Gorringe wrote that along with our bodies, time is the most fundamental marker of grace in our lives. It is gift. In it, God is with us, now and always. I thank you all for this grace, this time of gift you have given me. 

All quotations in italics from Daily Readings with George MacLeod, edited by Ron Ferguson, Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com

Time up for Trident – 

and for the Union?

by Brian Quail

Mene, mene, tekel, upharsin … the writing is on the wall for Trident. In America, President Obama has stated that he wants a nuclear-free world within the term(s) of his Presidency – that means by 2017 at the latest. He has also ordered an immediate halt to the development and production of new nuclear weapons. In complete contrast, Gordon Brown wants the UK to replace Trident with an updated version after 2025, when Trident reaches its ‘use by’ date. He obviously imagines that we can live forever under the threat of nuclear global suicide. Meanwhile, three retired British army generals – Field Marshal Lord Bramall, General Lord Ramsbotham and General Sir Hugh Beach – have written to The Times, expressing their opposition to this replacement. 

In Scotland – where all the UK's WMDs are based – opposition to Trident and its replacement is firm. The Churches, the Trades Union and civil society in general totally reject the moral nihilism of the nuclear Bomb. 

On Tuesday, 3rd February in Edinburgh at a major conference discussing Trident, the former Vice President of the International Court of Justice (ICJ), Judge Christopher Weeramantry, backed attempts by the Scottish government to remove nuclear warheads from Scottish soil. Judge Weeramantry presided at the International Court at The Hague when it issued a historic opinion on the legal status of nuclear weapons in 1996. 

In Edinburgh he offered a devastating and eloquent indictment of the possession, development and threatened use of nuclear weapons. States such as

the UK, which found their defence on such weapons, are guilty of a callous brutality far worse than ancient tyrants such as Genghis Khan, Weeramantry argued. 

Since he is such an internationally prestigious legal expert, let me quote him at length:

The self-appointed nuclear policemen of the world need to realise how their actions totally destroy their credibility; there cannot be one law for some and another law for others. The right of nations such as Scotland to challenge the deployment of weapons which threaten their people, their environment and future generations is undeniable. Anti-nuclear civil resistance is the right of every citizen of this planet. For the nuclear threat, attacking as it does every core concept of human rights, calls for urgent and universal action for its prevention.

In truth, there is no rational argument in favour of this criminal and illegal WMD. So what is the secret? Why does it have such a hold on our society? I think Arundhati Roy hit the nail on the head when she wrote: Nuclear weapons pervade our thinking. Control our behaviour. Administer our societies. Inform our dreams. They bury themselves like meat hooks deep in the base of our brains. They are the purveyors of madness. They are the ultimate coloniser. Whiter than any white man that ever lived. The very heart of whiteness. (from The End of  Imagination)

We are the first victims of our nuclear idolatry. We must first strangle our humanity and any sense of compassion, before we can harden our hearts to do the unthinkable, and offer our holocaust to our gods of metal. British addiction to nuclear weapons is lodged in deeply-rooted subconscious attitudes and assumptions. The Bomb is intensely symbolic. It is the ultimate totem of Britishness, the Ark of our Imperial Covenant, our White Man's Burden. It is our Palladium, the physical manifestation of the Divine approval bestowed on us but forever taboo to lesser states outwith the law. 

The possession of the Bomb is thus intimately and inextricably linked to our self-identification as British, and all that this entails. This has produced tensions in the Labour Party, because there are two distinct and opposing tendencies within the history of the Labour movement. On the one hand we have the radical tradition, which regards the British state as being inherently imperialistic, one which must be essentially transformed.

On the other side we have the ‘accomodationist’ tendency, which basically buys into British nationalism, only in a much elevated and improved version. 

There is little historical tension between English national identity and Britishness. The British state, after all, grew out of English history. The two identities are in fact often collated and confused. In Scotland, however, the distinction is sharp. The 1707 Union was created with massive bribes (delivered courtesy of Daniel Defoe) and was hugely unpopular. Opposition came especially from the Edinburgh citizens, who rioted outside the Parliament buildings, when the Treaty was signed in a cellar to escape them. The Treaty and the red-coated escorts were pelted all the way over the Border, and

copies of the Treaty burnt at every mercat cross in Scotland. Troops were then sent to quell the riots. Later Scottish radical politicians and thinkers were not slow to make the connection between independence and peace. The Radicals of 1820, Thomas Muir of Huntershill, Robert Burns, James Thomson Callender, John Maclean, R. Cunningham Grahame, Hamish Henderson and many others, all saw clearly that the questions of peace and independence were absolutely inseparable. They realised that the bloody business of war was inseparable from the national question. 

The banner carried by the Radicals of 1820 bore the words ‘Scotland Free or a Desert': These words have an undreamt of significance today, when we face the choice of a free Scotland, or one forever (as Gordon Brown sees it) marked as a nuclear target, and thus fated to become a radioactive desert. This is the price we pay for membership of the British state. 

Recently, Eric Joyce said that the Labour Party has a ‘proud record in nuclear disarmament’. Nothing could be further from the truth. It was a Labour government (under Attlee) that went for the British atom bomb in the first place. The Labour Party supported the Chevaline enhancement programme. This was devised as an answer to the improved Soviet defences around Moscow, i.e. it was a first strike system – you don't fire bombs at empty missile silos. And today the British Labour Party supports Trident, and its replacement in 2025. 

Now Labour spokesmen are rehashing the old Tory (sensible and cautious) ‘multilateralist’ versus (reckless and irresponsible) ‘unilateralist' cop-out. The indisputable fact is, that no British nuclear weapon has ever been included in any nuclear 'disarmament’ negotiations at any place or any time – ever. British multilateralism does not exist. As Bruce Kent once famously said: ‘A unilateralist is a multilateralist who means what he says.’

There is a long history of decent and honourable people in the Labour Party who have opposed nuclear weapons on moral grounds – the Michael Foot and Jeremy Corbyn tradition. However, the brutal fact is that these people always have been, and always will be, outnumbered by British national Labour patriots. Remember Tony Blair's acolytes giving out free Union Jacks ahead of him as he made his triumphal walk to Downing Street? And Gordon Brown's constant use of the word ‘British’ (including the now infamous ‘British jobs for British workers’) has become tedious in the extreme. This is the mindset that clings to the ‘independent British deterrent’ (which, of course, never has been either independent or British). The desperate need to be up front with the Tory Party drives it into a perennial policy of ‘metoo-ism’. It must be seen as being ‘strong’ on defence, and uncompromising in supporting the great British state fetish, Trident. 

Our message then to our friends in England is this: our freedom is yours. An independent Scotland free from delusions of Britishness, leaves England free to rediscover and redefine Englishness without dreams of imperial British status and past glories, real or imagined. 

And a nuclear-free Scotland means a nuclear-free UK. Because Trident is not like a taxi; it cannot simply be shunted down to England. The four submarines cannot be transferred to Portsmouth or Plymouth. They do not have the technical resources to house the beast. Principally, the 200 nuclear bombs that are at present hidden in the mountains around Coulport cannot be taken south and buried somewhere in England. 

They don't have a big enough mountain. 

Trident didn't just appear out of the blue; it arose from a specific historical British matrix and is essentially linked to this political system. Since its formation in 1707, the British state has been inherently, congenitally and irredeemably an imperialist political construct. 

Trident is the ultimate symbol of this Britishness. The time has come for us to dump Trident in the trash can of history, and with it the British state that gave birth to the monster and still jealously nourishes it. 

A COSMIC GOLGOTHA

It was on the mountain top that Jesus was transfigured. He spoke with Moses and Elijah in the Ruach (Hebrew for spirit) world, on the mountain top. He was the At-one-ment, the key to the spiritual and the material: unifying love. And his whole body glistened, the preview of His resurrection body.

The Feast of the Transfiguration is August 6th. That is the day when we ‘happened’ to drop the bomb at Hiroshima. We took His body and we took His blood and we enacted a cosmic Golgotha. We took the key to love and we used it for bloody hell … When the word came through to Washington of the dropping of the atom bomb – ‘Mission successfully accomplished’ – Dr Oppenheimer, in large degree in our name its architect, was heard to say, ‘Today the world has seen sin.’

Should any reader of this suppose August 6th, 1945 was Nadir, the lowest point in human disobedience, let us remember that the world potential for perpetrating bloody hell (as ‘the lesser of two evils’) is now a million times Hiroshima.

George MacLeod, Coracle, 1945

Meditation and the new monasticism
by Laurence Freeman

I am delighted by the invitation of the Editor of Coracle to write this article, especially as it helps to strengthen the connection between the Iona Community and The World Community for Christian Meditation. Our two communities are, in their very different ways, expressing the same vitality of the monastic spirit in Christianity and its importance today for our struggling world.

May I begin by introducing ourselves. In 1975 the Irish Benedictine monk John Main, whose family roots were near the great Celtic monastic site of Skellig Michael, opened the first Christian Meditation Centre at his monastery in London. Conscious of the search among his contemporaries in the secular world for a deeper, more meaningful spiritual life, he had come to realise that a simple practical teaching on the prayer of the heart, found in the writings of John Cassian in the Desert tradition, connected strongly with this modern search. In the early 5th century, Cassian had brought the teachings of the Desert to the Western church through his twin monastic foundations, for men and women, at Marseilles, near Lerins, and above all through his great work the Conferences of the Fathers. St Patrick and many others of the Celtic missionary monks reflect the spirit of this contemplative spirituality. There is a convincing story that Patrick spent time training in this spirit in the region of Marseilles and Lerins before hearing the call to return to Ireland. The lifestyle of Celtic monasticism – ascetical, solitary, reading the Book of Nature, non-urban and loosely organised – resonates with that of the Fathers and Mothers of the Egyptian desert.

In the 9th and 10th Conferences of Cassian ‘On Prayer’, John Main found a Christian expression of a universal spiritual wisdom – the prayer of one word, monologistic prayer, as the scholars call it, leading through a radical simplicity to the first of the Beatitudes, poverty of spirit. Without diluting the simplicity or radicality of this prayer John Main presented it in a way that continues to deepen and transform the spiritual life of many people today, 25 years after his death. 

His teaching can be summed up in these few words: sit down, sit still, close your eyes lightly. Silently, interiorly, begin to repeat your word and keep reciting it continually, faithfully, gently and in a loving attentiveness. He recommended the word maranatha. This is the oldest Christian prayer (used by St Paul, 1 Cor 16:22); in Aramaic meaning ‘Come, Lord.’ The prayer word, or mantra, is not a petition or invocation as much as a pure act of faith and love concentrating all the thoughts and wishes of the heart in a childlike trust. It is a way of ‘abandoning all the riches of thought and imagination’, as Cassian describes it, so as to come through poverty of spirit to that purity of heart which prepares us for the grace of the spiritual vision that unites us, in the prayer of Jesus and through the Holy Spirit, to God. St Augustine said that the whole purpose of the Christian life is to restore to health the eye of the heart by which God may be seen. 

A discipline, therefore, of the Christian life, not a secular technique for reducing stress – although the physical and psychological benefits of this way of meditation are well attested. Adapting this practice from the life of the desert to that of the modern world, John Main recommended integrating two periods of meditation (20 to 30 minutes) into daily life, morning and evening. As, of course, it does not replace other forms of prayer it can be flexibly incorporated into ordinary spiritual or mundane routines.

Reading Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s ideas at the end of his life about the ‘secret discipline’ that he felt needed to be restored to the heart of Christianity, it seems to me that this must include the practice of a contemplative discipline of prayer. Bonhoeffer broke through the horizons of his time and he understood – as did his prophetic contemporary Simone Weil – that the mystical and moral dimensions of the Gospel cannot be separated. The ‘one thing necessary’, as Jesus told Martha, is to ensure that Martha and Mary, representing the two halves of the human soul, must live in unison. 

One of John Main’s proven insights was to see the connection between contemplative prayer and a transformation of the way we live with others. ‘Meditation creates community’, he believed. Today this practice of Christian meditation has formed a global spiritual family which we have come to understand as a ‘monastery without walls’. As in any monastery there is a deep respect for the ordinary routine. The cult of the extraordinary and intense spiritual peaks is as foreign to the monastic life as to the Gospel itself. Instead there is a deepening commitment to a process of transformation: the ‘worship offered by mind and heart’, leading to a radically new way of relating to the world, as St Paul describes it in Romans 12. As emphasised in Celtic monasticism especially, Christ is then known to be present in every act and perception. The goal of the monk, according to Cassian, is to come to a condition of continuous prayer – to be conscious at all times of the Spirit praying in us. In this important sense we are all monks.

This is not a hard message to communicate in the Third World, where I have been spending more time recently and where our Community is growing at the grassroots. The prayer of poverty appeals to the poor, who often understand it better than we in the more distracted (and today, not so affluent) West. In the First World our compulsive and one-sided activism has not only created unsupportable self-contradictions in our economy and care for the environment. It has also handicapped the Churches in their mission of communicating the Gospel. Two questions could help to redress this imbalance.

Is meditation Christian? Apart from the Christian contemplative tradition itself, the very words of Jesus on prayer indicate that he was a teacher of contemplation. Going into our inner room, reducing our prayer-babble because we trust that God knows our needs even before we ask, eschewing anxiety, being mindful, living in the present – these are his teachings. And they form a powerful endorsement of the contemplative life of the Christian vocation.

As his disciples, is meditation justifiable in terms of our commitment to be peacemakers and to feel a thirst for justice? It would fail this test if the regular practice of meditation did not lead to a greater personal freedom and courage – to love and to serve. To understand how this happens we need to return to an early Christian understanding of prayer itself. Origen in the second century said that ‘we do not pray in order to get benefits from God but to become like God. Praying itself is good. It calms the mind, reduces sin and promotes good deeds.’ The early monks called meditation ‘pure prayer’. By their fruits …

Over the years our community has been led not only into inter- religious dialogue – a necessity for global peace today – but also to close collaboration in places of conflict such as Belfast and Sarajevo. In Haiti, the Solomon Islands, Fiji and Indonesia, which I have recently visited, the teaching of meditation is quite evidently a direct, if hard to measure, contribution to social and political change. This is not through direct action – although many meditators are also activists – but above all through a transformation of awareness. Such change in consciousness is not so much part of a war of words or propaganda as the effect of the power of silence. If you want to get the meal on the table and if you want it to be good, then Martha and Mary need to work together. The great missionary monks of the Celtic church bear a timeless witness to this truth of the Gospel.

Neglecting the contemplative dimension of religion sends religion off course, either into the lukewarmness and shallowness of much mainstream Christianity or the extreme intolerance of the American Christian Right or

Islamic fundamentalism. Monasticism has always known to keep this balance and train people to live it. Today the forms of monasticism must change. The Celtic model, with perhaps a little – but not too much – Roman organisation is again calling for attention. 

Monasticism was originally a lay movement in Christianity. Its being over-clericalised helped it to spread but diminished its spiritual influence. Today the essential monastic spirit is in resurgence – the centrality of contemplation, the love of solitude, the courage to live in community, the equal respect for marriage and other forms of life and perhaps, as our community has found, the opportunity to live as a monk for a period of time before marriage while remaining thereafter in the same community. Iona and the World Community reflect many of these awakenings in different forms. I hope we can benefit from sharing them at more depth in future. 

The websites of The World Community for Christian Meditation:

www.wccm.org

www.thespiritualsolution.com

www.meditationwithchildren.com

Recommended books by John Main: 

Monastery Without Walls

Word into Silence

Heart of Creation

Recommended books by Laurence Freeman:

Jesus: The Teacher Within

Light Within

Christian Meditation: Your Daily Practice

Living my deepest truth

by Joyce rupp

Approach this new door with great confidence in your heart, for you have so much to offer. Open each new door with trust, holding your dreams very near … Knowing the world is waiting for the goodness and the love you carry within you.

M.E. Miro

As I was writing Open the Door: A Journey to the True Self, my insights came from long years of attempting to know and accept both my strengths and weaknesses. The content of the book also evolved from numerous retreats and conferences where I not only spoke about the journey of discovering the true self, but listened and learned enormously from those who shared with me how they, too, have opened the door to the deeper part of who they are.

When I choose to open the door to my deeper self, I go with a firm resolution to learn and grow from whatever I find there. Oftentimes when I open my heart’s door through meditation, music, reflective reading, walking or other quiet experiences in nature, I recover my spiritual composure. What has fallen apart comes into place again. Sometimes my inner goodness reasserts itself. When this happens, I rejoice for another glimpse of the wholeness that resides within me. This awareness helps me regain my desire to be united with the Eternal One and to reclaim my commitment to be a woman of compassion. 

There are also times when I open the door to my deeper self and find elements of my false self there. I see the smug smallness, the shadowy selfishness and the unlived love due to my inadequacies and tightly held judgments. These revelations are also to be welcomed. Their appearance serves to remind me of where and how I stray from being my truest self. 

We each have a ‘best self’, a core spiritual orientation whose focus centers on expressing our innate goodness. This spiritual compass points toward purpose and meaning in our life. It leads us toward living as persons of great love, doing so through our own unique personalities. Often this nucleus of identity lies hidden beneath thick layers of who we think we are and underneath cultural notions of how we are to live. How easy it is to stray from the true self, from our central direction of love, to wobble off the path with self-oriented obsessions and endless ego pressures urging us to be other than who we really are.

Jesus described well the process of opening the door to our true self when he advised, ‘Lose your self in order to find your self.’ In effect, he was saying ‘Get to know all parts of who you think you are. Find out which aspects of yourself are most in sync with living the great commandment of love. Let go of all that keeps you from it.’ Yet, letting go of the false self – that which keeps us from our core direction – is tough. This pretentious dimension of us tends to hang on like a leech.

What I have discovered on my spiritual journey, is that knowledge and acceptance of the true self requires constant vigilance and intentional awareness of what takes place both interiorly and exteriorly. When I am aware, I see with the eyes of the true self. When I am unaware, I fall into old patterns of the false self. There is no need to be discouraged. All that is required is that I give myself to the process, repeatedly opening the door to the deepest part of my being, continually reorienting my heart, and coming forth each time a little bit freer and with a renewed desire to live the best of who I am. 

The following poem expresses my belief about the life-long process of opening the door to the true self. I offer it with the hope that each of us will trust our journey of knowing, claiming and living our innate goodness. 

LIVING MY DEEPEST TRUTH

Living my deepest truth

single-minded,

single-hearted,

unencumbered with ego desires

and the thousand gnawing claws

of a success-oriented culture.

How can I stand tall, free

from complexities

that pull me away from 

the one moment, the one life,

the one heart, the one divine?

Return always to the center.

If bent over, stand up.

If pulled away, draw back.

If cluttered, empty out.

Never give up

on the single-mind, single-heart.

Hold the desire,

lean toward the true path

always.

Each time

taller

and a bit freer. 

Joyce Rupp describes herself as ‘a spiritual midwife’. Along with writing, she is a conference speaker, retreat facilitator and spiritual guide. For information on her publications: www.joycerupp.com

Poetry by Kenneth Steven

THE STRANGEST GIFT

Sister Mary Teresa gave me a wasps' nest from the


convent garden –

Just the startings, the first leaves, a cocoon of



whisperings –

Made out of thousands of buzzings.

To think that these yellow-black thugs

Could make such finery, such parchment,

A whole home telling the story of their days,

Written and wrought so perfect

Stung me, remembering how I'd thumped them

With thick books, reduced them to squashes on walls,

Nothing more than broken bits on carpets.

This little bowl, this bit of beginning,

Rooted out by the gardener, reminds me

Of something bigger I keep choosing to forget,

About what beauty is, and where that beauty's found.

THE ISLAND

We came to the island

Reluctant, dragged our feet

Up over the gravel shore.

Three nights we remained

In the monastery's rattling emptiness

Our heads shorn cold, ears echoing song.

The wind came like scurrying creatures

Gnawing at fingers and feet;

Milk-blue moonlight filled the cloisters.

We prayed, and at first our prayers

Were ragged things, torn thoughts

That blew into the fierce dark.

Then in the waking pain of the second night

Something broke the jar of my heart

A softness flowed I had not known before.

On the third day I walked to the south end,

Met the sea leaping in fierce dogs –

My hands felt like skiffed flints.

But not only my hands,

I came back from the island, all of us came back,

Glass vessels, see-through, clear.

GEESE

This morning I caught them

Against the headlands of rain

Glowering in from the west;

Half a hundred twinklings

In the angry sky, a gust of somethings

Grey against the greyness.

And then they climbed in one gust

To climb the April sky

North, becoming a sprinkling of snowflakes

Underlit, to rise into a single skein –

An arrowhead ploughing the wind.

And I knew them as geese and stood watching

Their homing for Iceland;

I stood in the first splinters of rain

Watching until they were gone

And with them all my winter.

REMEMBERING THE AMISH OF ALMA, MICHIGAN

And I have seen them coming home on summer nights

Or bent above the washbowl in the kitchen,

Haloed in the window by the low sun's leaving;

Soft voices in the fields of gentle men with horses.

And in the town they walk their own way,

As though a reverence for what lies beneath their feet

Is in their shoes, and in their eyes a peace

No man may buy and few have ever found.

And sometimes when I meet them I feel like him who


went

With all his father's wealth and lived in laughter far away

And woke one day to find he'd nothing left.

I feel like turning just like him for home –

That I may also start again.

The Strangest Gift and Geese, from Salt and Light, 

St Andrew Press

The Island and Remembering the Amish of Alma, Michigan are new poems © Kenneth Steven

Poems reproduced by permission of Kenneth Steven

www.kennethsteven.co.uk

Earth pilgrim

a conversation with 

Satish Kumar

by Joy Mead

Satish Kumar became a Jain monk in India at the age of nine. He left the order at eighteen to become a Gandhian environmentalist and, driven by love, worked for land reform. Then, inspired by Bertrand Russell’s stand against atomic weapons, he left India on a peace walk to the four atomic capitals of the world. He settled in London and later he became Editor of Resurgence magazine, set up the Small School in Hartland and was a member of the group designing Schumacher College, named for E. F. Schumacher (Small is Beautiful) and founded on the conviction that a new vision is needed for human society and its relationship to the earth. Satish is still Director of Programmes at Schumacher College. He is the author of several books, including No Destination: An Autobiography and You Are Therefore I am: a Declaration of Dependence.   

I talked with Satish in the appropriate and appealing setting of Schumacher College.

JOY: I have been sharing with a diverse group of people: bakers, artists, poets, gardeners … thoughts about what holds a community together. With you my thinking begins to open out to community in the ecological sense: different species living together in the same space – a sacred space not ours by right as humans but belonging to all the life of that place.  

Please could you tell me about Schumacher College and the way reverential ecology, based on a relational worldview, makes a difference to thinking about and being in community – how the vision is being made real.

SATISH: Schumacher College is a community of learners. We are learning to live in harmony with ourselves, with our fellow human beings and, particularly to start with, our fellow learners. 

First of all, we must see the human body as a ‘community’. We have to be in harmony with ourselves: our senses, our spirit, our mind, our body, our heart, our feelings, our knowledge, our intuition, our intellect, our consciousness. Unless we are in touch with ourselves we cannot move outwards.

We flourish in relationship with others. Here at Schumacher College we have two kinds of community: people who are here longer-term: staff members and students who live here for one year, between 15 and 20 people; and the enlarged community created regularly when another 20 people come on courses, for one, two or three weeks.   

JOY: What is the shape of your day here?

SATISH: We start the day with meditation between 7.15 and 7.45 – a community activity. But meditation is more than sitting in a quiet room for half an hour in the morning. Throughout the day it’s being attentive and aware, being mindful of our speech, of our thought, of all our activities … Mindfulness permeates the day … so that meditation becomes a way of life.

After breakfast the whole college community comes together at 8.30 for what I call a ‘community meeting’ when we think about new guests coming, activities happening, announcements, who is doing what, who is coming, who is going.  

Then from 8.45 to 9.00 we do what we call manual tasks, manual work, because it’s not just an intellectual thing we are pursuing.  We have to be in harmony with our own place and in order to create a sense of place we have to look after it, we have to maintain it, so we will spend 45 minutes working in the garden, or working in the kitchen, or sweeping the floor, or cleaning the toilets, tidying, washing up. Whatever work is needed, together we do that work mindfully.

Then we have half an hour to wash, change and get ready for classes at ten o’clock. We have three hours of study with a teacher, but there is conversation and mutual learning.  

At one o’clock we share lunch together. It’s a sacred meal, a gift of the earth we receive with gratitude.

In the afternoons there are field trips. We learn from each other, from our teachers and also from nature, the great teacher. We observe the generosity, beauty, integrity and harmony of nature.  Nature is the greatest source of learning and you can’t learn from nature unless you are in nature and with nature. So we take our students out to the moor, to the sea …

Dinner is at 6.30, and after that another class where students participate, teach each other, give presentations.  

JOY: And of course you cook together, don’t you?

SATISH: Yes, I meet with a group of students in the kitchen and together we learn how to cook mindfully: relating to each other and the ingredients. We are going to feed the community so our feeling for the community goes into the food. The food serves not only to feed the body. It creates a bonding and a belonging.

JOY: But there’s more, isn’t there, to making community, more than the bonding process of doing things together?

SATISH: Yes, I’ve told you the shape of the day but we have to enlarge our sense to a larger human community and then enlarge that sense even further to a vision of earth community of which humans are a part. One of our inspirations is Thomas Berry. He says: ‘The earth is not a collection of objects, it’s a communion of subjects.’ And when you are a communion you can form community.  

Earth does not belong to humans, humans belong to the earth, so our great reverence and love for the earth, for nature, for life becomes our driving force. Our ecological lifestyle isn’t about fear or doom, gloom and disaster but love of community, love of earth.

JOY: So, here at Schumacher College, ecology is affirming. People take hope back to their own communities. Do you hear from them again?

SATISH: Very much so. We have what you might call a community of around 1000 people who have been inspired and moved by the work we do here. They go home and start projects: organic farms, schools, NGOs or new university courses. We are training leaders here and they become catalysts for change in their own communities. We stay in touch with them and they come back whenever they need re-energising and there’s regular communication at all levels. People who have been here know one another, so when visiting other places they stay with one another. When I go to other places I write to people from that area who’ve been here to say that I’m coming. This way there is a network of people supporting one another and sharing ideas. The sense of community is very strong.

JOY: What you are describing has similarities with what happens within the Iona Community and on Iona.

SATISH: I stayed on Iona with the Iona Community. It’s a very strong community. I used to know George MacLeod. We were good friends. I was working for peace and disarmament and he was a peacemaker so he was a great support and inspiration to me when I started The London School of Non-Violence. He came to speak there.  

George MacLeod and I met many times and I went as a volunteer to Iona when the Abbey buildings were being restored and helped with the building work, carrying stones and things like that. 

JOY: And have you been back since then?

SATISH: In 1986, when I was 50, I travelled around Great Britain for four months, walking 2000 miles as a pilgrim, and Iona was my deep north. I stayed in the Abbey which I’d helped to restore. I spoke to members of the Community about my pilgrimage and I wrote about the experience in my book No Destination. I love the earth and feel that earth is my home – that is how I walked to Iona, as an earth pilgrim.

JOY: Please tell me a bit more of what that word ‘home’ means to you.

SATISH: When I’m in human communities: cities, towns, I don’t feel at home. I feel I’m an exile.  When I’m in mountains, hills, forest, moorlands … then I’m home.

JOY: How did you feel when you arrived on Iona?

SATISH: I walked there but even if you go by train, take the boat to Mull, then bus across Mull, then the Iona boat, you begin to feel that you are arriving at the edge of the world … and it’s so peaceful, quiet, serene. There is no sin at Iona. Iona is pure and if you go with pure heart your fear, anxiety, anger and pride melts away. These things do not last at Iona. I felt at home at Iona.

JOY: Yes, but with that there is the social and political awareness so significant within the Iona Community. You don’t cut yourself off from a world where there is oppression and suffering and a need to work for justice and peace. You come to the island with awareness of things that are wrong, of what needs to be said and done, struggles that are going on.

SATISH: That’s right, it’s not retreat. It’s a peaceful place but not a passive place. It’s an active place where you can be renewed, invigorated, inspired to communicate with the world, to go back, whether to Glasgow or London or wherever you come from, to work for transformation, for justice and peace, for equity in the world … all that George MacLeod stood for. I feel personally that when I went to Iona I was re-energised to be on the front line. 

JOY: Does the renewal, the energising, come from a sense of peace, of homecoming, of solidarity – or all of these? Is the peace of home a place or something you carry within you?

SATISH: Home for me is under a tree, home is on Dartmoor, home is by the River Dart.

JOY: It’s where you feel the earth, the rhythm in your feet?

SATISH: Yes, and the birds and animals are members of my earth community, but I get my renewal, ideas, inspiration from being in communion with people.

JOY: And what about Resurgence? 

SATISH: Resurgence is an informal dispersed community of readers who share ideas and interests. It’s a strong community because we are in touch through correspondence. We have week-ends and summer camps where readers come together and share thoughts. There are also monthly Resurgence local groups. 

JOY: So activism can be through writing? For example is a poem that works for transformation a form of activism?

SATISH: Pen is mightier than the sword! Many activists like Gandhi, Martin Luther King … use their writing to wake people up. Resurgence, my books and my talks are all part of the way I try to wake people up. I’m an activist for the weak, the oppressed, the exploited, and my speaking and writing give me energy to stand with them.

But it wouldn’t be the whole truth to say that I write, therefore I am a writer. Writing involves much more than just being able to think and write. It is as much true to say that you are a reader, therefore I am a writer. The relationship between the reader and the writer, the paper and the pen and the publisher and the subject matter are all equally important aspects of writing. This is linked-up or joined-up thinking. It is a participatory, relational, connective and integrated way of looking at life and seeing it whole.    

JOY: And this energy is what might be called the spirituality, isn’t it? So many people say they have no spirituality, they have no faith. I find this puzzling. I wonder what is meant by the words ‘people of no faith’. People go to bed at night in faith that they will wake up in the morning. People plant seeds in the ground in faith that plants will grow. Everybody has some sort of faith.

SATISH: It has become fashionable to say: ‘I have no faith.’ People no longer trust their own senses: their ears, eyes, nose, and they don’t trust their hands. René Descartes questioned the existence of the world and then said: ‘I think, therefore I am.’

For goodness sake, it’s all about more than the mind. You can hear, see, smell, taste, touch … you can love.     

JOY: And hasn’t Descartes’ ‘I think therefore I am’, his dualism, his denial of interconnectedness and interdependence, led to fragmentation, separation, alienation and isolation?

SATISH: Yes, and Cartesian education is still in fashion. All the universities, all the schools more or less discard anything other than scientific, rational, objective knowledge. What you cannot measure does not exist. So love, faith, trust, compassion do not exist because you can’t measure them. I don’t know about soul, intuition or consciousness because I can’t measure them. What can’t be measured doesn’t seem to matter. 

JOY: It’s taking reason and logic to extremes, isn’t it?

SATISH: To extremes, yes. Logic has a place. Reason has a place. In our bodies we have a mind. We need to use it. But we also have a heart. We have intuition and insight. We have love and feeling. We are holistic beings. My existence is a network of influences. I exist in a web of relationships: in reciprocity, mutuality and community. I am because earth, air, fire and water are. I am because my parents, teachers and my friends are. I am because Buddha, Krishna and Christ are: they are part of my thinking. Shakespeare is, therefore I am. Beethoven is, therefore I am. Van Gogh is, therefore I am. Gandhi is, therefore I am. You are, therefore I am. 

So I embrace intellect, logic and reason but not at the exclusion of love, intuition, spirit, faith.

JOY: And wonder too.

SATISH: Yes, wonder and mystery: when you look at the natural world and say ‘Wow’. There is a coherence in the earth and that coherence is something you can trust, so I would say there’s no dualism between reason and faith.  

JOY: I feel it every time I make a loaf of bread: I measure the ingredients, I know the science of how it works … but I still wonder at the result. 

SATISH: Exactly!

JOY: Now we’ve wandered through all sorts of ideas. That’s what happens in a real conversation! But let’s go back to George MacLeod. He talked of ‘the demanding common task’. What do you think is our ‘demanding common task’ – we who have no abbey to rebuild?! Is it renewing relationship?

SATISH: The demanding common task at the moment is to re-connect with our earth, with humanity, with all life – to understand how nature works and to understand how human society can live in harmony. We have become disconnected. This disconnection is our greatest problem, and the cause of our social, political, spiritual, ecological crises.  

Whoever we are … we breathe air, drink water, eat food from Mother Earth.

JOY: We all have the same basic needs.

SATISH: The moment we realise the connections we will begin to understand that there are no problems which human ingenuity,  imagination, creativity and spirit cannot solve. At the moment we think all we have are politics and weapons … 

JOY: … and money.

SATISH: Yes … and making money. 

JOY: Perhaps this would be a good time to ask about Slow Sunday.

SATISH: Yes, if we want to connect with ourselves, with one another, with the earth then we have to slow down and develop an attitude of mind that encourages living naturally.

Sunday is a good place to start. Sunday is a day of rest when we can be in touch with the soil, we can garden, we can walk, meditate, paint, write poetry, bake bread,  sleep. We can do things that take time. When God made time, he made plenty of it. Why are we in a hurry? Where are we going in a hurry? We can’t have speed and connectedness.

JOY: It seems simple enough but is there the will or even the desire to do it?

SATISH: My suggestion to the world is make Sunday a Slow Sunday to mitigate climate change – if we don’t rush, don’t shop, don’t go to petrol stations, don’t fly on Sundays, then at a stroke we can reduce 5% of carbon emissions – and also for our own sanity, to give ourselves space and time to live. Resurgence has launched this idea – inspired by Schumacher’s ‘Small is beautiful’ and Gandhi’s ‘Be the change you want to see in the world’ – that we take part in actions that symbolise a rejection of commercialism, a passion for the planet and a desire for change. We believe that big change is possible through small meaningful actions at a local level.  It is only by changing our immediate environment that we can pave the way for change on a larger scale. Resurgence has launched the Slow Sunday idea not only as a religious imperative but as an ecological, personal, social, family imperative. 

JOY: Is wholeness or salvation actually about doing less and being more?

SATISH: We are human beings not human doings. So our doing should emerge effortlessly, naturally, harmoniously out of our being, like breathing, hearing, seeing, talking, tasting …… without thought of goals but with thoughts of delight and joy.

JOY: And how much does beauty matter?

SATISH: A great deal. Our culture is starved of beauty. Beauty is food for the soul. So beauty is central to all my teachings. My mother used to say do not make anything, do not have anything, unless it is beautiful, it is useful, it is durable.

JOY: That’s William Morris, isn’t it?

SATISH: William Morris – the same. So my mother’s wisdom and William Morris’s wisdom are the same – a common sense universal perennial wisdom. Beautiful, usable, durable. Beauty is the window through which we can reach out for a balanced, socially just, ecologically sustainable, spiritually fulfilling lifestyle … all through beauty.

JOY: In the grounds of Buckfast Abbey where I stopped off earlier, and found some time to make a few notes about beauty, I discovered a little Methodist chapel and I talked to the Methodist minister who happened to be there. He told me something of its history: that the chapel was there on a country lane before the Abbey was built. It had then, and still has, a modest and enduring beauty.

SATISH: Yes, it has humility, harmony and sense of coherence. You can be very simple and elegant – that’s beauty. So whether it’s your food, your clothes, your house, simplicity is essential for beauty. A flower unfolding, a child  … these are beautiful. 

JOY: So how do we make beautiful communities?

SATISH: Only through following the path of humility … out of humility will grow a sense of relationship … and grace. Grace is part of beauty. If you are gracious then community is stronger and more beautiful. I don’t live in a community for my sake but for an opportunity to serve others, to share. A family, a college, a business, even a magazine can be a community. Where there is a sense of service, that is community. The House of Commons could be a community if it only had a sense of relationship and service, but today governments, businesses and so on seem to have lost their sense of humility, mutuality, relationship and service. 

Beauty and community go together. If a community has no beauty then it is not a community.  

JOY: So a sense of community isn’t about bonding activities but about a basis of relationship, compassion, humility and sharing.  

SATISH: A community has to have a communion, which basically means sharing and participation. Then you transform ordinary into extraordinary. Every meal shared becomes a sacred meal. If there’s no communion, there’s no community. 

JOY: Thank you, Satish. We have covered a lot of ground in a way that wasn’t planned but was imagined – not discussion but an exchange of feelings going where it wishes!

SATISH: Yes, a conversation … not an interview. l

Find out more about Schumacher College at www.schumachercollege.org.uk or read Holistic Education: Learning from Schumacher College, by Anne Phillips (with contributions from Satish Kumar, amongst others)

Find out more about Resurgence and Slow Sunday at www.resurgence.org 

Books by Satish Kumar are available from Green Books, Foxhole, Dartington, Totnes, TQ9 6EB, 01803-863-260

www.greenbooks.co.uk

Also available, Earth Pilgrim: A Spiritual Journey into the Landscape of Dartmoor, with Satish Kumar, a BBC DVD (available from Resurgence) 

Joy Mead’s books include The One Loaf: An Everyday Celebration, A Telling Place: Reflections on Stories of Women in the Bible, Making Peace in Practice and Poetry, and Where Are the Altars? (Wild Goose Publications) www.ionabooks.com

TWO POEMS BY JOY MEAD

MAPPING OR DREAMING

The oystercatcher’s cry

is a rumour

we don’t understand

and never will

while the corncrake mocks

from a place in the grass

we think we know

but never find.

These things live without

our knowing their meaning.

They have little need of our seeking

and will, it seems,

always find us.

IONA STONES

At this bright edge

light plays on stones

and wind overlays them

like a fine cloth.

I can feel their secrets,

the way they hold

colours, not passive

but still … waiting.

Stones will be here

at the end.

There is it seems

some connection

between an old woman resting

against the Abbey wall

and a stone being warmed

by the sun.

From Where Are the Altars?, Joy Mead, 

Wild Goose Publications, 2007 

www.ionabooks.com

Prayer and action: Sri Lanka

by Helen Boothroyd

In mid-May the government of Sri Lanka declared that Asia’s longest civil war was over, after they used overwhelming military force to defeat the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) at the climax of a bloody conflict which left thousands of civilians dead, as well as many thousand soldiers killed on both sides. 

Twenty-five years ago, the Tamil- based LTTE set itself in armed conflict with the Sinhalese- dominated Sri Lankan government, with the aim of creating an independent Tamil state in the north of the island of Sri Lanka. The war has been bloody with many atrocities committed on both sides. Many people in the West do not realise that the suicide bomber is not a new phenomenon, nor did it originate with Muslim combatants, but was first employed and used many times by the LTTE.

As fighting escalated again in 2009, many civilians were trapped in the war zone, refused escape by the LTTE, bombed by government forces. Despite the pleas of the Red Cross and international community, and the horrific reports being sent out by medics and aid workers trying to help those who were trapped and injured, the government continued its attack until it considered that it had achieved complete military victory, and, even as defeat stared them in the face, the LTTE continued to commit their own atrocities against civilians and to prevent the escape of many.

The brutal last phase of the war has left a devastated landscape, thousands grieving for their relatives and hundreds of thousands of homeless refugees. Nearly 300,000 people are living in  government-run camps where conditions are cramped and facilities stretched. Many of these people have survived weeks under heavy combat and are badly injured, malnourished, exhausted and traumatised. On average, 20 people are living in tents meant to house 4 people. This overcrowding, along with the monsoon rains, means that there is a serious risk of diseases such as cholera, typhoid and dysentery. The need for humanitarian assistance for emergency relief, reconstruction and redevelopment is immense. 

During the war years, and especially in recent times, the Sri Lankan government has abused human rights on a massive scale, even outside the war zone. Journalists and human rights workers have been murdered and have disappeared in increasing numbers. Amnesty International reports continuing widespread and serious human rights violations, including enforced disappearance, extra-judicial executions, torture and other ill-treatment, forced recruitment by paramilitary groups, and sexual violence. The government would not allow the media into the war zone and tried to cover up the plight of civilians. The LTTE also committed many human rights abuses and atrocities, including the use of phosphorus bombs, the forced recruitment of child soldiers and the harassment, disappearance and killing of dissenting civilians. 

The UN and governments around the world should put strong pressure on the Sri Lankan government to end the terrible catalogue of human rights abuses taking place, investigate murders and atrocities and release those disappeared and imprisoned.

Pray for:

Lasting peace

Real reconstruction

All the victims of war and

atrocity

An end to human rights abuses

The development of just and fair policies for all the communities of Sri Lanka …

A prayer from Sri Lanka

Eternal God, 

we confess to you our sinfulness.

You made the world a paradise

but we have turned our lands into

places of tears and unhappiness.

People are fighting with each other

race against race.

The holocaust of chauvinism

sweeps through countries

devouring humanity

terrorising us into submission.

Liberating One,

free us from all bondage

so that our faith in you

will make us free

to create with courage

a new world –

new societies.

(From Prayers Encircling the World: An International Anthology of 300 Prayers, SPCK, 1998)

Action suggestions

1. Donate money to one of the reputable aid agencies which are running appeals for emergency relief and reconstruction work.

2. Write to the Foreign Secretary, David Miliband, to thank him for his efforts to end the war, and ask that pressure continue to be put on the Sri Lankan government to adequately address the humanitarian crisis, provide unhindered access to international aid workers and monitors, and end human rights abuses. Ask the Foreign Secretary to work through the UN for an international commission of enquiry to address the long history of human rights violations by the Sri Lankan government and abuses by the Tamil Tigers and other paramilitary groups. 

3. Check the Amnesty International website for current actions on human rights cases in Sri Lanka and write a letter, fax or email on a case. www.amnesty.org

Llyn, Aberdaron, and Bardsey Island – through the needle’s eye
by Jim Cotter

They have quite a bit in common, Iona and Bardsey (in Welsh, Ynys Enlli). Both are islands of pilgrimage, of early missionary monks, of names dear to Scottish and Welsh history and Christianity, of contemplation westwards beyond the setting sun. Both are places of scouring winds, starry skies, evening calm, slanting sunlight, beauty in miniature. Both are reached across unpredictable waters. Bardsey is still cut off frequently in the winter, more than occasionally in the summer. No car ferry and timetabled crossings here!

There are differences of course. Few people live on Bardsey throughout the year, it has fewer visitors or facilities for them, there has been no rebuilding of the medieval ruins. A few can pray together in the tower of the Augustinian abbey, sheltered from the wind but open to the sky. There is a nineteenth-century chapel used by pilgrim and retreat groups in the summer, but there is no resident religious community. 

The islands themselves incline you to prayer, if you are at all open to things of the spirit – though they are not places of easy comfort. You might find a calm hollow or you might brave the summit of the hill – or gather round a rock in the middle of a field, to celebrate communion, or stand on a beach with seals for company, to open heart and soul to wind and wave. In any case, given time, these islands will strip you of layer after layer of delusion: they are truth-unfolding.

There is but one mechanical vehicle on Enlli, a tractor with trailer. There is little noise from human beings: both retreatants and bird watchers have good reason to preserve the quiet. And if you visit for more than a day, you need to bring all your food for a week with you. And the weather being as unpredictable as it is, you will live that week with at least a little uncertainty as to whether you will get back to the mainland on the day you have planned.

Both islands are approached along peninsulas: the southwest prong of Mull and the tapering Pen Llyn of northwest Wales – two of the many that jut out westwards along Europe’s edge. Pen Llyn adds something else to the pilgrim journey – I pass on an idea, but I don’t know if it would work on Mull. As you travel westwards, if you keep roughly to a line equidistant from each coast, most of the first half of the journey will be without sight or sound of the sea. Imagine it as a time-line of your life. Say, 40 miles and half a mile for each year. The older you get, the further west you travel, the more the ocean (eternity?) impinges. 

Shrink the scale, and imagine yourself walking the last eight miles of the peninsula, from Rhiw, via Llanfaelrhys and Aberdaron, to Uwchmynydd and the old coastguard station, which gives you a marvellous view southeastwards of the entire sweep of Bae Ceredigion, Cardigan Bay, with Pembrokeshire and the Preseli Hills visible on a clear day, and two miles to the west, Bardsey Island, and, again on a clear day, further west the Wicklow Mountains of Ireland. This time, treat each tenth of a mile as a year. The steepest part of the journey is the last half mile. The journey doesn’t end easily. The life challenge is writ in the ups and downs of the lanes, the wind doing its part in stripping you of your surface, grasping self, allowing your deeper, generous self to emerge as your centre and your strength. For most of the last mile Bardsey is visible, and you sit down at the end of the road to look at the island, with its hill the shape of a narrow oval, a needle’s eye indeed. You have to be slimmed down to squeeze through. For the Hebrew mind, ‘salvation’ can mean ‘wide open spaces of freedom’. But the cost is the needle’s eye. And, one way or another, you will come to the point of no return at the end of your life’s peninsula. 

Where next? Ireland?! Those early

missionary monks, who came to Bardsey when their travelling days were done, could see the line of their work as they looked back along Bae Ceredigion, and having given thanks, turned their eyes westwards, through the needle’s eye, into the setting sun, and beyond all known horizons. 

No wonder the Spirit has continued to draw people here to ‘die’, either symbolically or chronologically speaking. Unlike visitors to Iona these days, most of those who travel down the Llyn Peninsula reach St Hywyn’s Church in Aberdaron, pausing for the prayer of pilgrims (and maybe for a poem or two by R.S.Thomas, who was vicar of the parish here from 1967-1978, and whose work was that of a pilgrim soul, searching and seeking a generation or two ahead of his time) and refreshment in one of the local hostelries, and drive or walk to the last point west on the mainland. Relatively few actually cross to Bardsey Island. It has probably been always like that, given the treacherous water of the sound. But no matter. The peninsula or the island – or both – will draw you back, and, if you let them, they will shape the inscape of your being. It seems as if the gospel itself is etched in the landscape. The spirit of the place will take up its home within you, and you may discover it coming alive in the details of every day, not least in the streets of the cities and the corridors and rooms of the houses, in the journeys towards reconciliation, in the peacemaking and the justice shaping, in liberating word and healing touch and broken bread. 

The land and the poems, the sense of presence and the profound silences, the everyday language and the everyday events, they all speak to us, and, in this our day, with so much of what has been inherited fading away and no longer carrying power and meaning, we may find we need less than we thought, and, whatever our particular faith, or brand of a faith, or far from the institutions of belief, we may discover in the places that lure us, our common humanity and a divinity that is nearer to us than breathing – and nearer to us than the wind and the sea and the rocks of the ancient pilgrim places. l 

Jim Cotter is an ordained Anglican who ministers in the parish of Aberdaron in north-west Wales to householders and to visitors, and who writes and publishes, in association with the Canterbury Press, as Cairns Publications.

www.st-hywyn.org.uk

www.aberdaronlink.co.uk

www.bardsey.org

www.cottercairns.co.uk

A TRIBUTE TO MEMBER RICHARD BAXTER

by Stewart McGregor

Richard served and sang his way through life and ministry with gentle humour and unfailing kindness. In the ‘50s when schoolboys at camp wanted a chorus master, or more recently, when someone was needed to lead the singing of a Malawian hymn; when a young minister was looking for support from a more experienced colleague or when a manse baby was to be baptised; when shop or office workers in central Edinburgh wanted to share confidences with a sensitive listener or when a volunteer was required to celebrate communion at our Family Group meeting, we turned to Richard Baxter, knowing that he would say ‘yes’ if he possibly could.

Richard delighted in discovering, learning, singing and teaching a new song or hymn. He developed a vast ecumenical and international repertoire and knew which song was best suited to any occasion. At Blantyre airport in May 1965, when Scottish families were being summarily expelled from Malawi, he sang in defiant affirmation ‘He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands’; frequently at Faslane he gave voice to peace songs; and in his retirement, the choir at St Andrew’s and St George's was regularly strengthened by his rich baritone.

In 1954, after study at Glasgow University and work as Secretary of SCM in Schools in Scotland, Richard was ordained and married Ray Friedenthal. She had been born into a German-Jewish family and expelled aged 11 to the UK, where she settled happily and became a social worker, researcher and teacher. Richard and Ray went to Central Africa where Richard served, first as a Church of Scotland missionary partner and then as a minister of the Church of Central Africa Presbyterian, alongside other Community members in Nyasaland/Malawi. In 1965 he was appointed the first Warden of the Anglican/Presbyterian Lay Training Centre at Chilema. The warmth of his personality, his language and teaching skills, his intuitive insights, his youthful enthusiasm and his ability to blend traditional Christian theology and Malawian culture in joyful counterpoint equipped him ideally for this pioneering post. Malawians remember him with great affection, and at his funeral Colin Cameron read a letter from Dr Francis Moto, the Malawian High Commissioner in the United Kingdom, recalling Richard’s unique contribution and his qualities.

Richard, Ray and their family returned from Malawi to Scotland in November 1969, to Richard’s 5-year appointment as Warden of Scottish Churches House, Dunblane, set up to be a centre in which lay people could meet and learn, much as Chilema had been. It was a time of worldwide ecumenical ferment. The WCC Assembly in Uppsala in 1968 had challenged the member churches to renounce divisive ‘morphological fundamentalism’ and, doing nothing separately that they could do together, to share the work of mission and service, identifying, proclaiming and embodying the presence and peace of Jesus wherever they were. Richard took up the challenge, valuing the best he found in each participating denomination and in the people from all walks of life who visited Dunblane. Although in the early ‘70s church leaders dragged their ecumenical feet and the churches entered a period of separate introspective decline, many lay persons and groups found friendship, inspiration and the ability to work together at Dunblane through Richard’s work.

From ‘75 to ‘82, Richard continued his ministry in the rural parish of Kirkmahoe, Dumfriesshire, and from ‘83 to ‘90 he served as Assistant Minister in St Andrew’s and St George’s, Edinburgh with special responsibility for visiting shops and offices in the city centre. He called it ‘holy floor-walking and evangelical eating’ and enjoyed its informality and variety immensely. Thereafter, in his ‘retirement’, he worked for eight months as locum at the Sea of Galilee Centre in Tiberias, for two periods at South Leith as Assistant Minister (he specially enjoyed that team ministry with Jack Kellet, Ewan Aitken and others) and for four years as a presbytery chaplain. A wonderfully diverse and fruitful ministry of his fourth age!

Richard joined the Iona Community in 1959 while home on leave from Malawi. He said he particularly valued the friendship, discipline, encouragement and support which Community membership gave him while in isolated and demanding situations in Malawi. George MacLeod was an enormous source of strength, replying to Richard's letters the very day he received them and Richard knew Community members were praying for him. He himself was deeply committed to the Community Rule and, far more faithfully than many of us, practised it in study, prayer and peacemaking. Rain, hail or shine, each morning he walked the Braid Hills, his Miles Christi and other reading material in his hands, wrapped in transparent plastic if the weather was inclement. This before heading off with Ray to aquafit sessions at the Commonwealth Pool twice a week. Trained as a Royal Marine Commando towards the end of WW2 and himself a commando trainer in small boat sailing and rock climbing, throughout his life Richard valued the discipline he learned in the Marines and practised in the Community. He was passionate for peace. After years of political neutrality and soul-searching, the commando became a pacifist, well informed and active over Iraq, Trident, Israel/Palestine and Africa, especially Central Africa, not to mention the much more local concerns in which he was engaged.

It was in Edinburgh 2 Family Group that Chris and I became more fully aware of Richard and Ray’s gifts, the richness of their marriage and the depth of their involvement with children, grandchildren and their many friends. At our meetings, when family life and family problems were discussed we could count on much Baxter wisdom born of faith, personal experience and their training together in transactional analysis and pastoral counselling. Their contrasting formative years and upbringing complemented each other, Ray’s childhood in Hitler’s Germany, Richard’s in the warmth and comparative security of a Glasgow manse.

Always open and transparent, Richard was loved and admired by people of all ages, especially younger people. He thrived in company, maintaining strong links with colleagues and friends from the different spheres of his ministry. He was a regular attender at plenaries and Family Groups, where he circulated illustrated cartoons, much to our amusement. It was typical of him that he had been visiting a Malawi friend in St Andrews the day he died. Richard made friends wherever he went and an enormous company of them met to celebrate his life at St A’s and St G’s on 16 February.

Like his 17th-century namesake, Richard Baxter was a man of God who expressed his faith in music and hymnody; a nonconformist when his church lost its way, a conformist when it held to the truth of the gospel; a man who loved justice, freedom and peace and sought them for the oppressed even to the point of conscientious lawbreaking; a welcome visitor; a tireless team worker; a gifted speaker and biblical preacher; above all an enthusiast for people, for goodness and for God. Whatever Richard found to do, he did it with all his might, exuberantly! Over the past 50 years, in countless ways, he has enriched the life of our Community and Family Groups. Grateful that we lived in his time, that our paths crossed and that he embraced us in his prayers (and in his ample arms!), we thank God for Richard’s life and assure Ray and his family of our love. l 

A TRIBUTE TO MEMBER 
LEITH FISHER 

by Norman Shanks 

Two months on as I write, the shock of Leith’s so sudden death has hardly waned – among all his friends, in his former congregation at Wellington in Glasgow, around the church circles where he was so involved, above all of course within his family.

The wonderful service on March 21st that filled Wellington to capacity, at which David Lunan presided (currently Moderator of the Church of Scotland’s General Assembly, and Leith’s friend and colleague from their seven years or so working with young people in Glasgow’s east end) and Ally spoke so memorably on behalf of the family, was inspiring and supportive. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many Iona Community Members, Associates, Friends and supporters gathered together; and we were very much in the minority of all those who came together because Leith touched our lives and we wanted in turn to celebrate and give thanks for his life.

As I recall it was quite a few years after I joined the Community that I got to know Leith, perhaps even met him, although I’d heard of him from my first contact with Iona. But he holidayed there in July (Tigh Shee full with all the family and their friends too) and we tended to go in August. And his parish duties and other commitments and interests were so extensive and demanding that he never touched down for very long at Community plenaries – although almost always he would ‘look in’. When we moved to Glasgow, almost 20 years ago now, we became members of the Glasgow West Family Group which Leith and Nonie had joined a few months before on their move to Wellington from Falkirk Old; and we became good friends.

Leith seemed almost part of the very fabric of the Community. He had become a Member in 1966, soon after completing his training for ministry at Trinity College, Glasgow; like many other Community Members he served his assistantship at Govan Old, with David Orr; Nonie’s parents, Uist and Pat Macdonald, had been involved for many years, with Uist one of the original Members and Pat later to become a Member in her own right. Leith was always closely engaged with some aspect of the Community’s life and activities – through his interest in the youth work, through the Iona programme, through his convenership of the Iona Community Board, the mainland and publishing committees, and in so many other less formal ways.

However, Leith was never really ‘a committee person’: his wisdom and down-to-earth realism prevented him from attaching undue importance to structures and processes; and yet his sense of duty and devotion to both church and Community led him to play a full part, and his insight, reliability, experience and skills as leader and someone who could often see a way through complex and demanding situations meant that he was always in demand. So, among other things, he served on the Church of Scotland’s Board of Parish Education and Church and Nation Committee, and his interest in worship, music and hymns led to his continuing involvement in the Panel on Worship, the committee that produced CH4, and latterly his convenership of a task group on Communion. At presbytery level for about ten years, until just after his retirement he creatively and conscientiously fulfilled the very demanding responsibility of co-ordinating the preparation of a mission strategy and ‘Presbytery plan’ for Glasgow.

How he balanced all his commitments, his congregational work, his family life, and a remarkable range of outside interests (his upbringing in Greenock left him with an abiding interest in the footballing fortunes of Morton, among others, and in Clyde steamers, Calmac and cycle trips) was always a mystery to me – and yet he seemed to manage to do so well, although his time-keeping could be a little flexible, it was by no means unknown for his ‘eyes to rest’ for a while at Family Group and other meetings, and his bedtime was later than that of most people I know. It was late at night that he tended to do his reading; and David Lunan at the thanksgiving service described him, with justification, as ‘the best read minister in the Church of Scotland’. 

Leith was entirely without airs and graces, craggy and unassuming of appearance, so that it may have been easy for people at first sight to underestimate, even hardly to notice him. He was a very gifted person but he wore his considerable talents with a remarkable self-effacing lightness. There was a boyish mischievousness about him and, although he had little time for pomposity or pretentiousness, he had the ability to bring situations and people down to earth with gentleness and humour. He had an acute social conscience and a strong sense of justice but entirely without stridency: for example, he was a regular at Faslane and a consistent supporter of initiatives to combat poverty and homelessness; at local level he engaged in interfaith and ecumenical activity; largely due to him Wellington was one of the first congregations to receive an eco-congregation award; and he was one of the prime movers in discussions to start a L’Arche project in Glasgow. 

Leith was also a fairly private person with a deep and quiet strength. He was a very good friend to many, a faithful pastor and an empowerer who had the ability to discern people’s potential and the confidence to let them get on with it. In his retirement he and Nonie were enjoying their new home in Clydebank, discovering a slightly more relaxed rhythm of life, and enjoying spending more time with their grandchildren, although both of them continued also with many of their previous commitments. It is so sad that, following the tragic cycling accident on Arran last August, death came so suddenly when he had just seemed to be back to something like his old self – the sticks cast aside, the sparkle and characteristic banter recovered, the one-day-a-week involvement at Cranhill Church resumed, his writing and some of the committee involvement picked up again. 

Two particular memories occur to me that somehow sum Leith up – the mince he invariably cooked and brought to our regular Family Group Epiphany parties – straightforward, down-to-earth, nothing fancy or pretentious, high quality; and his writings – his wonderful hymns, speaking with insight, depth and a faith-filled humanity of our reaching out to the divine and God touching our lives, his Gospel commentaries, and his doggerel, skilful and humorous, tailored for congregational and other social occasions. Our loving sympathy continues to go to Leith’s family – his brother Jimmy, his mother-in-law Pat, and, above all, Nonie, Calum and Andrea, with Stina, Leonie and Freya, Katie and Andy, Ally, Duncan, and Shona and Judith. l 

Round your table, through your giving,

show us how to live and pray

till your kingdom’s way of living

is the bread we share each day:

bread for us and for our neighbour,

bread for body, mind and soul,

bread of heaven and human labour –

broken bread that makes us whole.

From ‘For Your Generous Providing’ by Leith Fisher © Panel on Worship, Common Ground: A Song Book for All the Churches, St Andrew Press, 1998
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BE A GUEST OF THE IONA COMMUNITY 

IN 2009 

VACANCIES AT THE ABBEY 
26 September–2 October, Prayer Circle week/

Gathering Place week 

13–16 October, 3-night break

24–30 October, Gathering Place week

Christmas – come stay on Iona at Christmastime!

Abbey.Bookings@iona.org.uk

Tel: 01681-700-404

VACANCIES AT THE MACLEOD CENTRE

3–9 October, Out & About week at the Mac

13–16 October, 3-night break   

Mac autumn weeks:

29 August–4 September

12–18 September

19–25 September

26 September–2 October

17–23 October, Associates, Friends/Gathering Place week

mac.bookings@iona.org.uk

Tel: 01681-700-404

VACANCIES AT CAMAS CENTRE, MULL

Autumn Adult Weeks

September 26–October 2: Ballads & Blethers

This week there will be the opportunity to enjoy, learn and share songs and stories of Mull, Iona and further afield. A light-hearted programme with time spent out and about exploring the local area as well as cooryin' in around our wood-burning stove.   

Led by two residents of the Ross of Mull: Jan Sutch Pickard, a member of both the Iona Community and the Scottish Storytelling Network, and Gillian Cummins, a former Iona Community Musician.

3–9 October: Wheesht

A week for quiet relaxation. An easy-going programme which could include leisurely walks, quiet sessions in our art and craft room, exploring deserted beaches, times of silence, and plenty of time to sit in our cosy common room. Turn off your mobile phone, leave your worries at home, and let the tide carry away all your stresses and strains as it ebbs out of the bay.

10–16 October: Holiday Week

For individuals, families and small groups. The programme will be flexible, with options focussed on fun, relaxation, exploration and rejuvenation.

camas@iona.org.uk

Tel: 01681-700-404

www.iona.org.uk

NEW BOOKS FROM WILD GOOSE PUBLICATIONS

Ten Things They Never Told Me About Jesus, 

John L. Bell

Not another book about what we already know, but a book about what we overlook. In Ten Things They Never Told Me About Jesus John Bell explores facets of the personal life, relationships and ministry of Jesus which are seldom the stuff of preaching or conversation, but which are all rooted in the Gospels and are necessary if we are to be freed from the passive stereotypes which still dominate thinking about Christ. Much of the book is rooted in encounters with people on the periphery of religious life and in situations where politeness was not a prerequisite for discussing faith. £10.99 (plus post+packaging)

Through Wood, Alison Swinfen

This collection of prayers and poems has its roots in the Gaelic alphabet and in the tradition of understanding Christ as the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, as the Tree of Life. It is woven together by the author with the history, qualities and lore of wood as used in Scotland, and across Europe, mindful that most of us, today, are as dislocated from wood as we are from the land. Our furniture comes flat-packed, self-assembled, with such unpoetic names as chip board and MDF, signs indeed of the technological, bureaucratic, consumer individualism that tears at our social and cultural fabric, and pretends that there is life without history, and without such time and resonant old names as are given us through wood. Alison Swinfen is a Professor of Languages and Intercultural Studies, and Associate Dean, Faculty of Education, University of Glasgow. She is a member of the Iona Community. £9.99 (plus post+packaging)

Down to Earth, Neil Paynter, illustrations by Iain Campbell

The stories in this book come out of the author’s experience of working in homeless shelters in North America and Britain, as a nurse’s aide with the elderly and as a mental health worker. A book about searching for, and finding, Jesus, God and the Holy Spirit in down-to-earth places.  ‘If we think about what is happening in our world at this present time, this book’s publication is timely. It allows us to look again at our true humanity, and to reflect on those qualities of the spirit which enable human beings to survive through all the odds. And not only to survive, but to live with the ability to dance in the storm.’ (Peter Millar, from the Foreword) £12.99 (plus post+packaging)

TO ORDER: 0141-332-6292 

admin@ionabooks.com/www.ionabooks.com

AND INTRODUCING … GOLDEN EGGS: NEW DIGITAL DOWNLOADS ON VARIOUS CONCERNS AND THEMES 
Available in July: ‘Sexuality: Readings, Prayers and Other Liturgical Resources’. And coming soon – Golden Eggs on the environment and money. Along with Golden Eggs, there are many other downloads available now from the Wild Goose Publications website. Here are just a handful: 

Pilgrim Liturgy for Healing, by Ruth Burgess/ What the Lord Requires of Us: A liturgy of healing, by Kathy Galloway/ Made in God's Image: A liturgy for victims of violence and exclusion, by Kathy Galloway/ Keep On Keeping On: An order of prayer for people with chronic illness, by John Harvey/ In Our Lives They're Special: A liturgy for carers, by Anna Briggs

 www.ionabooks.com

Reviews

Understanding Gregory Bateson: Mind, Beauty and the Sacred Earth, 

by Noel G. Charlton, State University of New York Press, 2008, paperback, ISBN 978-0-7914-7452-5 www.sunypress.edu

Reviewed by Alastair McIntosh

In the past it was common for the monastic life to comprise three elements – prayer, work and study. While the Iona Community is not exactly monastic, this reviewer at least always finds it pleasing to see these principles expressed in balance. In this respect, Noel Charlton is a Community Member who does not fail us. Many will already be familiar with Noel as a thoughtful and caring hand in those ventures behind which, over the years, he has placed his weight. The prayer and the work side of things have never been in question. The publication of this erudite volume, based on his PhD research, confirms his place as an Iona Community scholar. 

Noel’s focus is the English anthropologist and whole systems thinker, Gregory Bateson (1904 –1980). Bateson was in many ways typical of the intellectual creativity and spiritual stuck-ness that came out of 20th-century English upper middle-class society. Like his father he became a scientist, but what distinguished him was his pushing at the boundaries so as to be ‘verging on theologian in his final years’. 

His father, William Bateson, was the first director of the John Innes Horticultural Institute and a trustee of the British Museum. A confirmed atheist, ‘there was no question of religious belief’ and yet, the Bible was regularly read after breakfast so that the children would ‘not grow up to be empty-headed atheists’.

While at Charterhouse for boarding school in 1918, his eldest brother was killed in the war. The second brother survived but later committed suicide – in part from the stress caused by father pushing what was now the eldest son to be a worthy scientific successor. Here we see the roots of Bateson’s famous double-bind theory – much beloved of that celebrated maverick psychiatrist with Iona Community associations, R.D. Laing – that schizophrenia results from a child being forced into no-win situations. As Bateson said of his own childhood, ‘There was no expectation that we would be any good – but there was a strong feeling that we ought to be.’

Instead of becoming a geneticist like his father, Gregory revolted and developed an interest in psychology and anthropology. His father had always skirted around the issue of ‘Mind’ and yet, kept ‘one eye cocked upon it’ and, as early as 1907, had said: ‘We commonly think of animals and plants as matter, but they are really systems through which matter is continually passing.’ Gregory’s intellectual trajectory could be seen as an investigation into that system, one that led to the view that what gave it coherence was Mind. 

He commenced his field work in Papua New Guinea in 1927 and there met his first wife, Margaret Mead, whose work on the courtship rituals of South Pacific islanders led her to become an early proponent of sexual liberation. Their daughter, Mary Catherine Bateson, would become a major interpreter of her father’s extensive and wide-ranging work.

After active service in the Second World War, Gregory and Margaret went separate ways. His intellectual attention – now spurred on by nuclear proliferation and a growing awareness of ecological crisis – moved increasingly towards trying to understand how human beings interact with the environment as integrated ‘whole’ or ‘holistic’ systems. He was, as we might say today, a human ecologist. 

The dominant scientific worldview at this time was reductionist. The ‘whole’ was to explained only as the sum of the parts. Bateson turned that round. He explored what holds the parts together in the whole. He proposed that the parts interact with each other and with the whole via Mind in what he called ‘an ecology of Mind’. By 1970 Bateson had become convinced, as Noel Charlton sums it up, ‘that mankind and the rest of living nature was a single interrelated mental system and that the most embracing scale of this was related to the idea of divinity’.

As Bateson himself said in a 1970 lecture: ‘The individual mind is immanent but not only in the body. It is immanent also in pathways and messages outside the body; and there is a larger Mind of which the individual mind is only a sub-system. This larger Mind is comparable to God and is perhaps what some people mean by ‘God’, but it is still immanent in the total interconnected system and planetary ecology … a part – if you will – of God.’

All that said, Bateson thought of himself throughout nearly all of his life as a ‘fourth-generation atheist’. But in wrestling with the challenges thrown up by scientific observation of the world, Bateson is pushed more and more towards some kind of a spiritual resolution. His Mind, with a capital M, becomes the proxy of a very Oxbridge intellectual’s proxy for God, with a capital G. 

Bateson became an inspirational figure for the post-sixties counterculture. Indeed, his ‘ecology of Mind’ is credited with being one of the inspirations for the internet. And towards the end of his life one gets the impression from Noel Charlton’s account that, privately, he was, to use the vernacular, ‘tripping’. He could see a worldview that was alternative to the mainstream, but whether for personal or strategic reasons he just couldn’t quite go the full way and tell his eminently square intellectual reference group, ‘ToTiDo.’ Unlike Timothy Leary who coined the phrase in America or Aldous Huxley back home, he couldn’t quite tell them to ‘Turn on, Tune in, and Drop out’ – of the mind-numbing, life-denying and metaphysically blind prison of secular materialism and, for that matter, of its counterpoint in conventional religious observance. 

It is worth observing that Margaret Mead, over in America, was able to go further. Her insight into initiation rituals that had been crafted in the South Pacific led to her being invited, in 1967, by the Anglican Fr. Bonnell Spencer to be a consultant on his Subcommittee for the Revision of the Book of Common Prayer. Such was her enthusiasm and the Subcommittee’s appreciation of her contributions that, during six years of service, she missed only one meeting. According to Jane Howard her biographer, ‘Ritual, in Mead’s view, was not to be relegated to the past. It was, instead, an exceedingly important part of life in all human culture, and people now needed what she called a “cosmic sense” – a sense of connection with the universal – as much as they needed to feel connected with their fellow human beings.’ In particular, she pressed to retain the liturgical role of Satan. Howard tells us: ‘She wanted no modern dodge for the question, in the Book of Common Prayer: “Do you renounce the devil and all his works”.’ As she cheekily explained to the Subcommittee members: ‘Bishops may not, but anthropologists do.’

Like Mead, Gregory Bateson was a product of his culture and the subculture of his social class. But his task was perhaps harder than her swinging-sixties American one. The constipated mores of English intellectual life during the mid-20th century – does not the expression ‘British logical positivism’ say it all? – seem at times to have forced him to function through a straitjacket. And yet, he too was perhaps serving a Subcommittee – in his case, of Mind. He too was an agent of cultural initiatory deepening, transforming a turgid base intellectual worldview into something that might more readily give life. 

This rigorous biography and exegesis reveals how Gregory Bateson built a bridge from mind in its prosaic sense, to Mind as an interconnecting intelligence that gives coherence to material reality, and from there, onwards to whispered intimations of ‘God’. Bateson emerges as something of a latter-day prophet speaking both to, and through, the condition of his people. As a scholarly work it is not a light read. But the elucidation is rewarding. Noel Charlton has cast spiritual light on one of the great transformative ‘atheist’ intellectuals of our times. l 

Alastair McIntosh represents the Quakers on the Iona Community Board. The author of Soil and Soul, his most recent books are Hell and High Water: Climate Change, Hope and the Human Condition, and Rekindling Community: Connecting People, Environment and Spirituality. 

Now More Than Ever, Here More Than Anywhere: 50 Years of Scottish Songs for Nuclear Disarmament, edited by Penny Stone, www.banthebomb

This passionately and lovingly edited book ‘celebrates fifty years of Scottish CND by telling the story of anti-nuclear campaigning through the songs that have been sung’. There is a goldmine of material here: from classic folk songs by Woody Guthrie, Hamish Henderson, Leon Rosselson and Dick Gaughan, to songs that have grown out of demos at Greenham Common and Faslane, to the Wild Goose Resource Group's 'Stand Firm'. It also includes contributions from Helen Steven, Penny Stone and Victoria Rudebark – and the powerful new song, 'Better Things', by Scottish singer-songwriter Karine Polwart. Not only is this an inspiring and very useful book; it is designed with a brave, free-wheeling spirit, which somehow sings of hope and possibility. Available through Scottish CND. (ed.)

A touching place: news and letters
VOLUNTEERING WITH THE IONA COMMUNITY: ISAAC'S STORY

Following a three-year stint on the Resident group on Iona, Nick Prance lived for some months in Gugulethu, South Africa, a township where other Iona Community folk have spent time, walking alongside the community there. While he was in Gugulethu, Nick wrote regular emails back to fellow Community members; in one of his letters there was a reflection inspired by Isaac, a young lad at the JL Zwane Church. Last September, after a fair bit of negotiation, Isaac came to volunteer on Iona for 11 weeks. Nick recently received a newsletter from JL Zwane, and in it was the following reflection by Isaac. Nick says: ‘I thought it was very interesting, and also contained some pretty good theology!'

Isaac’s story

When I left for Iona on September 1st, 2008, I had no idea what to expect. I had never travelled overseas before or even stepped onboard an aeroplane. I arrived in Glasgow airport. After an hour of being questioned at immigration services I made my way out into the city. I spent the night at the house of Rev. Norman Shanks, a member of the Iona Community. The next morning I boarded the train and was off to Oban. From Oban I took a ferry to the isle of Mull, there I boarded a bus to another ferry, which brought me to my final destination: the isle of Iona. I was greeted with a warm welcome and some excitement from Chris Redhead, who was responsible for staffing on the island. I worked in the MacLeod Centre. The MacLeod Centre hosted up to 40 guests a week. I had never cooked before and I had to learn everything from scratch. I was under the supervision of a resident worker by the name of Fran McIntyre. She was a great cook and an inspiring teacher. She made cooking look easy and I enjoyed working daily in the Mac kitchen. Each day there were morning and evening services; this was strange to me because I was used to attending church only on Sundays. The morning service was much more formal than I had expected; its purpose was to invigorate us for our daily chores. Each day I retired to the evening service, which I really enjoyed because they were more expressive, musical and vibrant. During the day we interacted with the island’s visitors while we worked, being in fellowship and making them feel at home. I met people from all backgrounds, working towards the same common vision of Iona: Christianity being a way of life in everything you do. It was wonderful for me to get feedback from the visitors I encountered while on the island. I was sad as I left the island, leaving behind new friends and a wonderful experience. I made my way to Forres to spend a few days with Rev. Barry Boyd, who showed me around the Highlands of Scotland. After my stay in Forres, I went to Edinburgh to visit with Nick Prance, who was responsible for making this wonderful experience happen. I volunteered for 11 weeks and I learned the value of giving oneself to a cause for no personal gain. Every single moment, every day and every little detail played its own part in my experience on Iona. There was never a moment that was more important than another. I hope that the part I played made a difference, as little as it was.

Isaac Sobe

SHARING A STORY THAT BEGAN ON IONA

The Community recently received this encouraging piece of news from Tracey Lewis, who was a guest on Iona:

'I just wanted to communicate a bit of good news – arising out of a visit to Iona. In the summer of 2007, a group from our church, Trinity-Henleaze URC in Bristol, spent a week at the MacLeod Centre. There we met two people from the Opstandingskerk in Houten, Netherlands. A good relationship was born. Last May, 27 people from Bristol travelled to Houten for a weekend of music and friendship. This weekend (1–4 May), 20 from Houten will visit Bristol. We share a story that began on Iona – and a love of music kindled by the wonderful songs and spirituality that comes through Iona music. So thank you, Iona Community – and please pray for us in nurturing this relationship.’

Following up, Tracey writes:

'We had a wonderful weekend together at the beginning of May – and when asked the question of what to do together next, the resounding answer was to try a joint visit to Iona. So we are hoping to organise this in the not too distant future.'

FROM JOHN DILLON, THE NEW BOARD PRESIDENT OF THE NEW WORLD FOUNDATION:

Greetings and blessings from the new board of the IC–NWF. I am writing this letter with two aims in mind. First, to give a heartfelt thank you to the retiring board members. For some 30 years they have voluntarily laboured to act as a conduit of the Iona Community's activity, gathered financial donations, raised funds for special projects and helped keep the Community's issues and influence in the USA. A special debt of gratitude is owed to Mason and Prue Wilson who have been involved from day one. Thank you, one and all, and I pray the new board will adequately follow the example of your faithful service. Secondly, introductions: John Dillon, President: Member since 1988, presently a PC (USA) pastor transferred from Church of Scotland in 1993, previously served on Iona Community Council, Publications Committee and as Associate Member Representative. Scott Blythe, Treasurer: Member since 1997, transferred from Church of Scotland to PC (USA) in 2008, served on Iona Community Finance Committee and Islands Staff. Sharon Core, Secretary: Associate member, PC (USA) pastor. Ann Held: Associate and PC (USA) pastor. Jim Sirbaugh: Associate and retired PC (USA) pastor. Rebbecca Held: Associate and previous volunteer island staff. Bill Klein: Associate, staff member on islands and Glasgow in the 1970s, pastor with PC (USA). We welcome any ideas or suggestions about how the IC-NWF can better serve you and our Community.

John Dillon

BECOME A FRIEND OR AN ASSOCIATE AND RECEIVE CORACLE AND THE NEW, MONTHLY IONA COMMUNITY E-BULLETIN

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

Coracle: ‘Work and worship, Prayer and politics, Sacred and secular …‘

www.iona.org.uk/coracle.php

BREAD FOR THE ROAD

May you meet God

in every place, in every person

and in the depths of your own heart.

Jan Sutch Pickard, from A Book of Blessings, Ruth Burgess (ed.), Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com

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
A prayer for the road

O Christ, you are within each of us.

It is not just the interior of these walls:

it is our own inner being you have renewed.

We are your temple not made with human hands.

We are your body. 

If every wall should crumble, and every church decay,

we are your habitation.

Nearer are you than breathing,

closer than hands and feet.

Ours are the eyes with which you, in the mystery,

look out with compassion on the world.

Yet we bless you for this place,

for your directing of us, your redeeming of us

and your indwelling.

Take us outside, O Christ, outside holiness,

out to where soldiers curse

and nations clash 

at the crossroads of the world.

So shall this building continue to be justified.

We ask it for your own name’s sake.

