The work of the Iona Community

by Kathy Galloway
In recent Coracles, I have been reflecting on the Rule of the Iona Community and the part it plays in our movement. It is the Rule which enables us to be active members wherever we live and it has always been a founding and abiding principle of our movement that our work is first and foremost what individual members do in their own locations, occupations and churches. Iona begins when we leave! 

But the Community is not just a membership movement; it is also a voluntary sector organisation (or NGO) with around 50 full- and part-time staff and an extensive volunteer programme, based in Glasgow, Iona and Mull. It is through this organisation that we do our corporate work as a movement, and it is the organisational face of the Community that is for many their first encounter with it. As I said in the first of this series of articles, this is often confusing for people, as they meet staff members on the islands or in Glasgow who may sometimes be members or Associate members, but are equally often people who have chosen to work for the Community without formal affiliation because they share its vision and values. We are fortunate indeed in our staff, who are extremely dedicated and creative. Without them, we would be unable to carry on the work that is the collective expression of our movement – in running our islands centres and shop; in publishing, youth work and worship resourcing on the mainland.  

Because our staff so often represent the public face of the Community, it is not always easy for people to see how the movement and the organisation relate to one another. It is certainly not the case that the members simply sit back and expect the staff to do all the work for them. Many members have indeed been staff members or volunteers themselves. We are all part of one body, in which, if one part suffers, all the other parts suffer with it, and if one part rejoices, all the other parts share its joy. But how does this work in practice?

There are many ways in which the Community’s membership and its organisational work intersect.

l In governance: As well as serving on the decision and policy-making bodies of the Community’s corporate work (its Council and operational committees) members particularly focus on a two-year theme which shapes and informs the Community’s organisational programmes and publications. This thematic approach follows a six-year cycle (Poverty, Place and Peace) and is planned through dedicated working groups. Staff members also serve on committees, and are additionally represented on Council by islands and mainland staff representatives.

l In practising community: As a movement, members build community in local action/reflection groups, account to one another for their use of money and time, and support each other’s professional and voluntary concerns. Members also offer practical and pastoral support to the common life of the centres on Iona and Mull.

As an organisation, staff members and volunteers live in community in two residential centres on Iona, Iona Abbey and the MacLeod Centre, and at Camas Outdoor Centre on the Ross of Mull, maintaining a year-round common life of worship, hospitality and action for justice and peace. Staff members in Glasgow, though non-residential, are also committed to community principles in decision making, meetings, worship and team-building, both on the mainland and with the islands staff.

l In offering hospitality: As a movement, many members offer hospitality to other members, staff members and volunteers of the Community in their homes. Some members also offer hospitality and other welcome services to refugees, asylum seekers and overseas visitors. 

As an organisation, the Community welcomes hundreds of guests to its islands centres each year to share in the common life, and thousands of day visitors to share in worship and planned activities. Mainland staff also welcomes members, islands staff and volunteers, visiting groups and individual guests in the Community’s mainland base in Glasgow.

l In empowering young people: As a movement, the Community has a branch dedicated to young people, the Youth Associate members, who are fully represented in all aspects of the Community’s life. Members of the Community also act as mentors and befrienders to young ex-offenders participating in the Jacob Project. 

As an organisation, the Community employs several people in a dedicated youth team who work to support and empower young people within and beyond our movement, through raising awareness about local and global issues of justice, working in schools and youth groups, encouraging leadership skills and organising international youth exchanges. 

The Youth Team is also the lead partner in the Jacob Project, which offers young offenders and ex-offenders positive alternatives to re-offending, and the ongoing support to take advantage of these. 

Camas Outdoor Centre on Mull offers a rewarding outdoor experience for young people. Adventure, environmental and creative activities make Camas a great resource for young people, schools and people with special needs.

Additionally, the Community offers an international volunteer programme on Iona and Mull which attracts many young people, and dedicated programmes for young people on Iona. 

l In revitalising worship: As a movement, many members are involved in discovering and creating new forms and resources for lively and engaged worship and spiritual practice at local, national and global level, through music, liturgy and the visual and dramatic arts. 

As an organisation, the Wild Goose Resource Group, a semi-autonomous project of the Iona Community, exists to support and equip congregations and clergy in the shaping and creation of new forms of relevant, participative worship and adult learning. Much of this creativity and learning is first used in the daily worship of Iona Abbey and at Holy City, a monthly worship and reflection event in Glasgow.

l In acting for social, economic and environmental justice: As a movement, members seek social transformation, and are engaged in church, civic and political structures at all levels. Through dedicated working groups on environmental justice and poverty and justice, members advocate and act for policy change on such issues as housing, gender and racial justice, immigration and asylum, climate and sustainability. The Community is involved in a wide range of partnership working and is committed, through Christian Aid’s Climate Change Campaign, to reducing its carbon footprint by 5% year on year.

As an organisation, the Community supports its work through its own fundraising and trading operations. It operates a balanced budget, seeks to bank and invest ethically and to purchase fairly-traded goods. It is an equal opportunities employer. Its residential staff is paid the same, regardless of job. It seeks to minimise salary differentials for non-residential staff. Staff travel by public transport wherever

possible. The Community is committed to reducing its energy consumption and environmental impact and actively seeks suppliers who share these goals. Additionally, in its island and mainland programmes and publications, the Community supports and promotes social justice campaigns and goals. 

l In peacemaking and healing: As a movement, members are committed through their Rule to non-violence and peacemaking, and a number have served as Accompaniers in conflict situations. They have a long-standing history of active opposition to the arms trade and to weapons of mass destruction, and are involved in the anti-Trident campaign. The Iona Prayer Circle, a worldwide network which offers regular prayer for people and places in distress, is coordinated by a member of the Community. 

As an organisation, the Community holds a weekly service of prayers for healing. Regular programmes on different aspects of peacemaking and healing are held in its centres.

l In communication and outreach: As a movement, members engage in public speaking and media work, lead seminars and workshops and facilitate programmes on the Community and its concerns in Britain and internationally.

Members are major contributors to Wild Goose Publications, the publishing house of the Iona Community, which produces high quality books, CDs and DVDs . As well as mail order, Wild Goose Publications has its own dedicated website through which purchases can be made: http://ionabooks.com 

Members are also significant contributors to Coracle, the magazine of the Iona Community.

As an organisation, the Community employs the editorial, production and marketing staff of Wild Goose Publications and Coracle. The Youth Team produce their own youth magazine, Juicy Bits, and the Wild Goose Resource Group produce GOOSEgander. The Community has its own website with links to ­international Associates and partner organisations at www.iona.org.uk 

All of this is a considerable amount of work and our annual budget is in the region of £1.75m. As a charity, we do not have shareholders; all our income goes to support our expenditure, and any surplus goes back into our work. Our income comes from three main sources: Sales from 

Wild Goose Publications and our book and gift shop on Iona (around 35%). Board income from our three centres (around 28%).

Donations, including Gift Aid (UK tax relief), almost all of which come from Members, Associates and Friends (around 16%).

In addition, we raise about 5% of our income from direct grants and fundraising. The rest comes from a mixture of sources, including interest, project income and reserves. We never borrow money or use credit, and only do work we have funding for! All our banking is with the Co-operative Bank, which is a mutual society with no shareholders, only members, and has an ethical investment policy. Our reserves are held in their investment bonds.

This careful stewardship of our resources has allowed us to continue our work for many years and the Community has worked long and hard to fundraise for capital expenditure over the last 20 years – building the MacLeod Centre, building Cul Shuna for staff accommodation, renovating Camas to a high standard of environmental sustainability, and now renovating the shop as a place of welcome and interpretation – and all of these without debt! As a movement, along with our staff and friends, we have done, and can do the seemingly impossible. But now we are facing serious financial challenges. 

The greatest impact will be made by something over which we, like everyone else, will have very little control, that is, energy costs. At present, our commercial energy

(that is, the supply to the Abbey, the Mac and the shop on Iona) is on a fixed-term, fixed rate contract. However, this is due to end in April 2009. We estimate that our energy costs will then rise between 80-100%. Rising fuel prices will also affect food costs and delivery charges. We are unsure of the net effect of this on costs, but we know it is already beginning to hit us hard.

Tourism in the Inner Hebrides is down by about 13% in 2008. If this continues, it will also affect donations and sales on Iona. The knock-on effect of a worsening economic outlook generally may also affect centre bookings. 2007 was a very good year, but it is hard to tell whether the drop this year is simply cyclical or part of a longer-term trend. We think it is realistic in these circumstances to anticipate and budget for a possible further 2% reduction in bookings.

Therefore we have looked at cutting expenditure in the areas we have greater control over. Staff and conveners have sought to identify significant savings across the departments. These have involved on the mainland several redundancies and reduced hours for two more posts, along with other cuts in both mainland and islands. This worrying situation is further exacerbated by the fact that we are increasingly having to draw down from our reserves. These funds, much of it in legacy income, have underwritten much of our recent work. But this income will begin to decrease dramatically in two years’ time.

It is important to emphasise here that these financial concerns have not come about because of profligacy, carelessness or bad management. We operate with tight margins, low salaries and no debt. We do extraordinary work, with a worldwide reach and impact. It is life-changing for many, and life-saving for some. It succeeds as much as it does through the dedication of staff and the support of our membership. The stark fact facing us now is that our work is under-funded, and unsustainable in the long-term. Nor is it as simple as saying that we can just cut all our mainland work (youth work, the support we give to the Wild Goose Resource Group, all outreach work). That would still not be enough, especially given the fact that our most variable costs, and all our property, are on the islands. Staff and committees are continuing to explore further economies and further income generation schemes. The Jacob Project is due for review next May. If it is not possible to obtain full stand-alone funding by then, this pioneering and valuable scheme will end. 

But we need to do more. If we are to continue, at whatever level we can, the work we believe in, we need to generate more income from our constituency. At present, the average individual giving of 280 full members is just over £200 a year. The average giving of 1600 Associate members is about £50 a year and that of 1400 Friends about £30 a year. (Another way of putting that is £4, £1 and 60 pence a week before Gift Aid.) Around two-thirds of this income goes to keeping the movement going – that is, in salaries (membership, admin, share of Leader, finance, etc), Coracle, mailings and members books, new members programme, share of office premises and costs. About 33% of movement giving (£75,000) is available to support the work done through the organisation. 

If the average regular giving of full members increased by £8 a month, that of Associates by £1 a month and that of Friends by 50 pence a month, we would generate an additional £50,000 each year that could go solely to supporting our work. I have already written to all our members, and they have responded positively. I know that some of you already give sacrificially, and that for some this would simply not be possible. I know that these are challenging and uncertain times economically. Nevertheless, I ask you to think seriously about this request. I believe that you value our work, to which you have already given your prayer, your time, your talents and your money. I hope you will feel able to respond.

The Iona Community visits Cuba, 2008

Much of this edition of Coracle highlights the Iona Community’s solidarity trip to Cuba in March of this year (and earlier trips to Cuba made by Community Member Ian Fraser). Through these visits, Coracle focuses, as usual, on some of the wider concerns of the Community – hospitality, the environment, the Church, justice and peace, healing … Here Carolyn Smyth, who led the group in 2008, gives background into that trip; and Edelberto Valdes Fleites, an Iona Community Associate in Cuba, tells about how good it was to finally meet face-to-face.
Carolyn Smyth: 

Cuba is a long and beautiful island. It lies in a strategic position at the open end of the Gulf of Mexico, hence the great interest shown in it, historically, by Spain (and, briefly, Great Britain) and today by the United States. Its more recent communist government has only added to its attraction … for good and ill. My visits over the last six years, through the United Reformed Church, have persuaded me that there is much of great value that the world can learn from Cuba. It was partly for that reason that I was keen to take a group from the Iona Community to Cuba last spring. But there were two other reasons: firstly to meet and encourage the three Cuban Iona Community Associates and secondly to be in conversation with The Christian Centre for Reflection and Dialogue (CCRD).  

The Iona Community has been known about in Cuba for a decade or three. Ian Fraser was there several times in the 1970s and 1990s and Bruce Kenrick also visited the island in the 1970s; his consequent book A Man from the Interior: Cuba’s Quest is well worth a read! Other contacts have been made through the World Council of Churches, international ecumenical women’s meetings and, perhaps surprisingly to some, our own Associates in the United States, some of whose congregations have partners in Cuba. We were thus following in hallowed footsteps. We did indeed meet up with all three Associates – not for nearly long enough, but the connections have been made.

The invitation to stay in the CCRD came from its Founder Director, Raimundo Garcia Franco. I met him a couple of times last year and in conversation he said he was very interested to know more about the Iona Community and how we organise ourselves as a dispersed membership. His offer to host us and plan our programme was too good to miss!

And so it was that nine of us – six Members and three Youth Associates – came together, initially mostly strangers. We enjoyed a non-stop, challenging and hugely enjoyable journey within Cuba, getting to know each other and deepening our commitment to the Iona Community. What you read in these pages reflects this journey, yet is inevitably only a hint. These are more considered reflections; for a more immediate, day-to-day expression, find our blog on the Iona Community website at http://www.iona.org.uk/YACubaTrip.php.  

A huge thank you to all those who have supported and encouraged us, to the Family groups who so generously contributed towards the cost, and to our wonderful hosts and friends in Cuba.

Edelberto Valdes Fleites:

To live in a Third World country is a learning experience: sharing life teaches us to understand one another. But there is another important point: many times we give all the importance to material things and we who live in poor countries think that we have nothing to share. Having visitors from other countries shows us that we do have a lot of things to give. Having a group from the Iona Community in Cuba showed us that, in Christ, we are one people even though we live in many places.

We talked about our dreams and points of view. How to share all our experiences? Having more meetings in Cuba or in another Latin American country? Sending emails (it is fast but so cold!)? How to live the Iona spirit in Latin America with a Latin spirit? Isn’t the Iona Community so European and has to be more open to other cultures?

It was important not only for us to receive this group. It was very important to this group to see how we live, work and do many things with few amenities. Seeing faces was important; we knew some names but a name with a face is a person – and we saw them.

We felt important because we had something to say, something to show and to teach. We learned too, we heard, we prayed and ate together around a table and a table for Christians is a very strong symbol.

We, as Cubans, want to have a Cuban Community; we are taking the first steps, without a hurry, walking slowly but with strength. We want to be a Cuban Iona Community here in this beautiful, colourful and tropical country with open doors to friends around the world, serving our people, supporting each other and living in joy, peace and hope. 

Carbon accounting for the Cuba trip – changing our lifestyle

by Maggie Birley

Nine return flights to Cuba: in terms of carbon emissions that’s 15-35 tonnes, depending on which calculator you use (some take into consideration the extra altitude and the adverse effect that dumping carbon at that level has; others don’t, so that you don’t have to feel too guilty about flying). 

Before we even got on a plane we had to find carbon savings to account for the flight. Here is a quick summary of our options:

Option 1 – live in Cuba

35 tonnes of carbon is more than nine Cubans would produce in a whole year. Per capita carbon emissions in Cuba is 2.3 tonnes, while in the UK it’s nearer 9.5 tonnes – so perhaps if we were to stay in Cuba for six months to a year then we would make our savings! Unfortunately, we only had two weeks so that wouldn’t work.

Option 2 – plant trees

Each tree (according to carbon offset websites) offsets 730kg of carbon, so we would only need to plant 50 trees and then we would be more than covered. Well, that would have been easy, as Jim, my husband, is planting 4000 trees this year in our woodland – so we could head off without a guilty conscience. However, a quick look at the figures showed that they didn’t really tally. A tree captures and stores 730kg in its lifetime; however, most trees planted don’t live to maturity (e.g, the planting density of oak is 2,500 trees per hectare to achieve a final cover of 60-90 trees). Also, we would be emitting 35 tonnes over several hours, so we should really offset that over a year, not a hundred years.

Option 3 – change our way of life

It looked like we would have to make changes in our lifestyle, and this is what we have done. We don’t have the figures for everything, so we’ve split the figures into actual, estimated and unknown:

Changed electricity suppliers to a new green tariff (Ecotricity or Green Energy) – 5 tonnes +

Reduce flights (ironic as we were flying to Cuba!); but regular domestic flights and quick trips to Europe have been slashed – 

6 tonnes

Lobby for change at work – so far at least two employers have switched to new green tariffs
 – 23.6 tonnes (manufacturing), 10 tonnes (office) – estimate

Cycle – 1.3 tonnes

‘Downgrade’ car – unknown

Go vegetarian – 3 tonnes

Buy less and buy local – unknown

Plant over 4000 trees – unknown

Start conversations with friends and family – unknown

Total savings would be over 50 tonnes, and these are lifestyle changes that should be replicated every year. So perhaps we should fly to Cuba every year. And of course the longer we stay there, the lower our carbon footprint will be! l 

Prayer

Lord God, we pray about the contradictions in our lives: Aircraft and automobiles produce pollution. You have made us trustees of planet Earth, and look to us to care for creation.

But you have also set us in families, and given us friends across the world. Loving relationships are better nourished when people meet. So, we give thanks for the means of putting us in touch with each other, and pray that we may find ways to reduce pollution. Amen

Ian M Fraser (adapted), from Eggs & Ashes, Wild Goose Publications
Peak oil – the Cuban example
by Peter McColl

Inspired by the Transition Towns Movement, and by the film ‘The Power of Community: How Cuba Survived Peak Oil’, Youth Associate Peter McColl travelled to Cuba to learn (among other things) how the West might move beyond fossil fuel dependency.
When the USSR collapsed in 1991 one of the least noticed consequences was the effect on states that had been in the COMECON trading block (The Council for Mutual Economic Assistance). Cuba was one of the states that was hardest hit. The Cuban economy had relied on exports to the USSR, primarily of sugar, to pay for its fossil-fuel-dependent economy. Once the USSR went into meltdown there was no market for the Cuban produce, and more importantly no source of cheap oil. Cuba had to become the first society in the world to wean itself off oil. 

The consequences of this were substantial. During the ‘Special Period’, which stretched from 1991-1994, almost all Cubans lost weight, a parallel US dollar economy emerged, and the agricultural system went into crisis. Much of Cuba’s agriculture was soaked in fossil-fuel rich fertilisers and pesticides – chemicals that were no longer available.

Cuba was forced to adopt permaculture techniques, organic production and (quite literally) ground-breaking urban agriculture to feed its citizens. This is of interest because of the challenge our society faces in moving away from dependence on fossil fuels. 

The world is approaching ‘Peak oil’: the point at which the quantity of oil extracted exceeds the remaining supplies. This means that we all may very soon be experiencing something close to the experience in Cuba. Experiencing how Cuba has dealt with a transition away from fossil fuel dependence gives wonderful insight into how we, in Scotland and in Europe, can move away from a dependence on oil. 

We stayed at The Christian Centre for Reflection and Dialogue in Cardenas, where one of the major areas of activity is an out-of-town organic farm. Having sampled the produce throughout our stay, I think we’d all agree that it was very tasty, and quite plentiful. 

One of the highlights of the trip was a morning working on the farm, where we weeded beds, collected peppers and seeds and generally helped with the labour on the farm. Organic farms are better at generating employment than industrial farming, and this has allowed the CCRD to offer work to a significant number of people. The farm also acts as a social and educational centre for those living nearby. Classes in cooking and preserving food feature, as do handicrafts and a variety of general educational initiatives. The staff proudly showed off the bio-digesters, which take waste and generate heat, power and organic fertiliser.

These innovations allow the Centre to feed itself, its staff to take home a share of food, and help the rural community around the farm to improve its quality of life. There are a number of lessons we can learn from this. Not least that life after oil isn’t as bad as you might imagine. Of course, Cuba has at least three growing seasons, while Scotland has at most one, but the possibility of developing urban agriculture, regenerating rural areas through organic production and moving away from oil dependence makes a great deal of sense.

One of the most interesting aspects of the Cuban trip was seeing the effort government was willing to put into initiatives that they supported. The UK and Scottish governments accept the serious need to address both climate change and the problems posed by fossil fuel dependence, and yet they show little of the commitment that the Cuban government does. This is, in ways, understandable: where Cuba had the shock of losing its oil virtually overnight, our politicians see that any pre-emptive action will be unpopular, and therefore wait for the oil shock to hit. But concerted effort by government could easily replace all electricity generation with renewables. And the move to a food culture closer to our homes and tables may just be what is needed to create serious improvements in diet. 

My interest in the Cuban example feeds into my involvement in the Transition Towns Movement, which seeks not individual but community solutions to climate change and peak oil. Transition Initiatives focus on practical community action, rather than the favoured government approach of encouraging individuals to change their behaviour. Transition Towns aim to relocalise the economy, repair the social fabric destroyed over the past 30 years, and to respond to the impending crisis in a way that improves people’s lives.

The Iona Community is built on the principle of community action, and this is entirely consonant with a Transition Towns approach. 

George MacLeod saw the need to rebuild the common life of the world as a response to the dire economic situation that the world, and Glasgow, faced in the 1930s. From the Iona project has sprung an effervescent flow of ideas, a witness in the face of injustice and a force for peace and solidarity. I hope that the Transition Towns Movement can emulate this success. 

For more information on the Transition Towns Movement: www.transitiontowns.org, 

or contact Eva Schonveld at eva@transitionscotland.org 

See also: www.peakoil.com

www.lifeafteroilcrash.net 

www.ccrd.org (The Christian Centre for Reflection and Dialogue in Cardenas)

Theology as the people’s work: God is at work in the world

by Ian M Fraser

In 1999, the Presbyterian Reformed Church in Cuba asked Ian Fraser to revisit Cuba to conduct a three-day workshop, mainly for laity, on ‘Theology as the people’s work’. They had earlier asked permission to translate into Spanish his book ‘Reinventing Theology as the People’s Work’ to make it a basic text for the education of clergy and laity. They knew all the material turned out by Latin American Liberation theologians. Ian wondered why they had turned to him. He writes:

I found the following: Whereas Latin American theologians tended to point out that lay people as well as clergy had theological responsibilities, my contention was that theology, by its very nature, is a particularly lay activity. It must not be confounded with pure scholarship, which provides an ingredient, not the whole. What is produced behind desks and within walls lacks the dimension provided by manifold immersion in life. God is at work in the world. Revelation of God’s being must be accompanied by serious attention to situations which face us, if God’s will and way are to be discerned. For the same reason, theology is by nature a communal exercise. It needs to draw into it a great variety of life-experiences which raise awkward questions and provide that depth which individual scholars, or a community of scholars only, are found to be too limited to offer. The very fact that lay people live and work in a great variety of situations in the world equips them – provided that they also give serious attention to the revelation of God’s mind and purpose in the Bible and in tradition. They have been disinherited. They need to reclaim what is their own.

Let me show how this can happen:

When the poll tax was imposed in the UK I refused to pay a penny and fought it through the courts. I had reached the European Court when the government abandoned attempts to enforce it. The tax had asked less of me, but it was crushing the poor. At the previous stage, when being judged by three Law Lords in the Court of Session, some of the regulars from the local inn asked me to tell them about my arguments. I started to do so: the legal argument based on the Act of Union, the theological argument based on requirements of natural justice, the moral argument against partners and neighbours keeping tabs on one another and telling tales. Then I broke off. I had a better idea.

 ‘I’II tell you what,’ I said. ‘I’II put a copy of my case against the poll tax on the pub counter and you can read it and judge for yourselves.’ It was in the local pub that this, basically theological, argument was debated. The place was appropriate – those who gathered there were all affected by the tax and, as human beings, had untapped resources for theological thinking which could be brought into play.

There is no end of places appropriate for doing theology – political meetings, resistance struggles, law courts, pubs! …

Prayer

Pray for those who are discovering the life-giving role of theology as the faith basis for managing life. That they may have confidence to play their part, counting their own language and experience adequate and appropriate for building up insights into gospel demand and promises.

That they may not be overconfident, as if God’s mind could be read and appreciated instantly without a struggle for light.

That they may be open to the ideas of others who are trying to find a true path however tentatively, and may honour the contribution of scholars, and submit their perceptions to one another so as to get nearer the truth.

Pray for those who feel threatened by this development and tempted to quench the Spirit. 

That they may learn the ­exhilaration of the new era Joel prophesied and be prepared for an exodus from entrenched positions – in a new community seeking the mind of Christ in our time. Amen

Visits to Cuban churches More than a cup of tea afterwards

by Katherine Rennie

During our two weeks in Cuba in 2008, we attended three church services and visited another three churches, all Presbyterian Reformed.

I found a number of common features:

1. Worship on a Sunday is more than the service and a cup of tea afterwards.

In one church the day began at 9:30am with prayers, followed by Bible study groups, and then a break for conversation and food and drinks. At the same time, there were some stalls selling books and other items to raise funds for the church. The service was then held at 11:30, by which time the visitors had integrated with the members of the church. Here there was a real sense of being family.

We attended a service at a church in Cardenas. During the service members of the congregation had shared something which had happened to them during the week, either of joy or of sadness. Other members of the congregation rejoiced with them, or gave them sympathy or encouragement in response. The service ended with the congregation standing in a circle, holding hands to sing the last song.

There was a strong fellowship amongst the church members – the worship involved spending time together and sharing, not merely going through a weekly routine.

2. The pastors with whom we spoke emphasised the importance of going out to the people – ‘not sitting in our offices in the churches’ – and their activities reflected this.

In one of the churches in Havana, visits to the elderly and lonely were made on a regular basis.The local Chinese community used a room in the church. There was a video/DVD library available to all in the community. This had been started because there is such a shortage of religious books. Groups with needs – alcoholics, people with mental health problems – attended yoga and other classes led by a psychologist.

Another church in Havana had turned their old school rooms into dorms, and these were let to groups like ourselves. A group of Americans from a Presbyterian church was staying there at the same time as us. One of the younger members had been to Iona!

The Havana church had a number of programmes, such as the provision of meals for the elderly. They had started a free programme of monthly concerts open to all. The pastor told us of how they were trying to find ways of reaching the black members of the community, as they had a mainly white congregation. At a national level the Church was running programmes on leadership, training in gender issues and training for elders. As the pastor put it: ‘We are trying to encourage active participation.’

We visited one of the churches in Varadero, which had also converted a part of their church building into flats. A centre nearby, which had links with the church, provided accommodation for people with special needs to come to stay for respite care. This included groups of alcoholics and children with learning disabilities. 

In Santa Clara the church we visited was in the process of building an educational centre. The church had already built a laundry for those living in the community who did not have such a facility.

3. The long-standing members of the churches had been through difficult times, particularly in the early days of the Revolution; many people left Cuba when Castro created an opportunity in the 1960s. I was very impressed by the resilience and faith shown by those who had remained during these times – for some churches the congregations were reduced to a handful – for some pastors there was time spent in the labour camp (the UMAP), but they never seemed to give up hope. And as far as I am aware things remained difficult for 30 years until the early 1990s. And still these brave and resourceful Christians seem to be looking for new ways to reach out to the people, despite the restrictions and limitations they find themselves living under.

It was interesting (and essential from the Cubans’ position) that many of the churches had established links with churches from other countries. 

A church in Oregon had established contact with the church in Havana. A group of churches in Leipzig had set up links with the church in Santa Clara and there had been exchange visits.

I was heartened by the optimism and drive which the pastors and individuals we met showed in circumstances which are still difficult. 

Cuba: vilification and reality

by Ian M Fraser

Vilification and reality: 

The USA and Cuba

Vilification can stem from a justified judgement that some actions or persons exert evil influence. It can also stem from a reaction of hatred where actions or persons show up one’s own priorities to disadvantage, and reveal an integrity which is baffling. Jesus warned followers of the latter. ‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account’ (Matthew 5:11). The USA’s vilification of Cuba falls into which category?

Spiritual journeys

Among recent presidents of the US only Jimmy Carter has refrained from vilification. George W. Bush has shown an increased virulence in his antagonism. He presents himself as someone who has a hotline to God through which he gets his instructions in making large choices. He fails to submit judgements to fellow Christians, such as the US churches which opposed the Iraq War, or the international community which failed to give him the green light for it. Thus what can be attributed to God and to personal overconfidence and ambition was not sorted out: he pandered to right-wing Christian ideology whose adherents could be trusted to vote for him.

Fidel Castro reacted against the Church in his youth. It did little to oppose the corrupt administration of the dictator Batista. As a student he encountered Marxism, was attracted by the concern for justice, and became a Marxist. But he did not swallow Marxism

whole. He kept an open mind. His relations with the Cuban communist party were fraught at times. He appreciated the link with the USSR which helped Cuba to establish a stable economy; but when in the missile crisis its representatives negotiated with Kennedy and Co. over his head, he looked more and more to the non-aligned countries until, in the early 1990s, Cuba became what in Latin American understanding was a ‘lay state’; that is, one no longer holding to one ideology but allowing different religions and ideologies to make their own way according to their ability to attract adherents.

I just missed him when, in 1973, I stayed with the recently founded ‘Christians for Socialism’ in Chile. Fidel had been with them till a day or two previously. They had talked long into the night – Fidel was always a good listener, keen to hear any viewpoint so that full integrity was given to the mind of the person who held it – as is testified by his recent biographer, Ignacio Ramonet (My Life, Fidel Castro, Allen Lane, 2007). Castro concluded: ‘With Christians such as you, Marxists such as I am can have not only tactical but strategic alliances.’

I was there when he spoke in the great square in Managua in 1980, when the first anniversary of the success of the revolution was celebrated. I stayed with Xabier Gorostiaga who was the equivalent of Chancellor of the Exchequer, responsible for economic development in the new Nicaragua. While I was there, a message came to Xabier, who was a Jesuit priest: could he please provide a list of theological books which Fidel should be reading. I was still there when the messenger returned the next day. Fidel had already read all these – what else should he be reading? I cannot imagine any equivalent happening with George W. Bush.

Fidel kept journeying in his thought. In the early 1990s he met with leaders of Protestant churches. A whole day of conversations was relayed on radio and TV to the Cuban people. Testimony is given to the fact that Fidel was a thoughtful, listening participant. Elmer Lavastida provided this account: ‘The meeting with President Fidel Castro was April 4, 1990 in Havana. The President recognised that Protestants had been “discriminated” by the Revolution, and he promised to try to amend that error. He also stated that it would not be an easy task since many of the Party officials were educated in the Soviet Union and therefore had strong anti-religious feelings. But he gave his word to try to convince them of the new focus. This is what I remember of that historical meeting. And soon after, the effects were felt in different areas in which we had expressed complaint. For example, access of Christian youth to university careers and specific jobs, entrance of bibles and other literature to Cuba, possibility of receiving Christians from abroad and Cubans travelling to other countries (especially the USA and Europe), openness for the prayer cell movement in private homes, access to radio.’ Thereabouts Cuba ceased to be a country governed by a Marxist ideology and became a lay state (though Western journalists kept labelling it ‘Marxist’ to get a more exciting headline). When I spent six weeks as a visiting lecturer at Matanzas Theological Seminary, I sat beside a young man in the local Sunday services. One day he told me that he was a ‘Marxist Christian’. For much of Cuba’s history these two words would have been in contrast to one another, no longer so. He was clear that the noun was ‘Christian’ – that was his life commitment. The adjective ‘Marxist’ was there to provide a justice edge to that direction of his life.

Democracy

In Central America, especially in El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua (where the destabilising and undermining of the marvellous people’s revolution took priority) US policy was anti-democratic in a blatant and destructive way. Oppressive dictatorships were encouraged: in journeys in that region I heard the comment: ‘We don’t mind bastards being in charge, as long as they are our kind of bastards.’ In El Salvador from 1978-81, 30,000 people were killed by right-wing death squads. In the 1980s more than 100,000 of the indigenous Mayan people were displaced to Mexico, as well as tens of thousands killed. In 1981 in Guatemala an estimated 11,000 civilians were killed by death squads and soldiers.

If democracy was established, it was not approved unless it fitted in with US aspirations. When I returned from Chile in 1973, I wrote an article for The Scotsman saying that I could not see how Salvador Allende’s democratically elected government could stand up to the destabilising activities of the CIA. In the same year Pinochet took over. In our day the refusal of recognition for the democratically elected Hamas in Palestine – the refusal to allow it to have a part in negotiations for a Middle East solution – affirms that it is democracy which is favourable to US aspirations which is wanted, not democracy as such.

Fidel Castro is accused of keeping in his own hands major decisions, controlling the life of Cuba. In conversation with Ignacio Ramonet, he called the regime ‘democratic’. His remains the controlling voice. But he rightly argues that his is not a

dictatorship in line with Latin American oppressive dictatorships. I have been able to verify that in terms of local democracy.

US policies have made a tight regime necessary: During the literacy campaign (I have visited the Alphabetisation Centre in Havana),which reduced Cuban illiteracy to single figures, infiltrators picked off teachers who volunteered for assignments in remote areas. The BBC has noted 639 assassination attempts on Castro’s life. When Ignacio Ramonet interviewed him, he was still sleeping in a different bed every night and having rare contacts with his brother, Raúl – in case one bomb should dispose of them both.

It was by chance that I was able to be present at an example of local democracy. In Matanzas I heard that a local election was to take place just below the grounds of the theological seminary. About 70 or 80 people assembled from the nearby streets. Gender sensitivity was shown – one part of the meeting was chaired by a man, the other part by a woman. A candidate was to be chosen to represent the area to serve in the body which was responsible for local defence – to keep alert to possible hostile infiltration of the area, and for a variety of forms of social and neighbourly service.   Those nominated had to be presented in terms of their good neighbourliness in their home area and their responsible conduct at work. Over about two hours, about three nominations took place, the nominators being questioned about their testimony, and discussion, relating local needs to the gifts of particular people, being widely engaged in. Over the period of the meeting, one could discern a movement of minds to one person who eventually was elected.

Over the years, in face of hostile infiltration and assaults, Cuba has

kept a considerable democratic sense and major decisions have gained the assent of the people, as if there had been sensitive listening to the thinking going on ‘down below’.

Priorities

George W. Bush unwittingly gave socialism a good name by dismissing any comprehensive healthcare proposals for the US as ‘socialistic’. In his film Sicko, Michael Moore has highlighted the consequences when over 40 million citizens of the richest country in the world are deprived of such cover.

Two Cubans who participated in the 2007 International School of Theology at Scottish Churches House, Miriam and Elmer (Elmer, a pastor and Miriam a pastor and a doctor), were interviewed by John McLaren, editor of the internationally acclaimed Gargunnock News. John reports of Elmer: ‘He told me that, like any other country, Cuba has its pros and cons, but definite pros are its health service and its educational system which is free to all, right through to, and including, university.’

Vilification has been directed at both Nicaragua and Cuba because poor countries had the cheek to direct resources to much more positive and creative ends than the rich and powerful have been willing to address.

In Honduras I saw the broad roads – designed for military not agricultural vehicles – built with US money, which led right to the Nicaraguan border. Ronald Reagan’s illegally-funded and sponsored Contra army targeted the hated schools and medical centres in Nicaragua – and announced to high heaven that the Nicaraguan Revolution could not be tolerated! Reagan put it forth that Nicaragua had become a military menace to the US. It was a menace all right – but a moral menace by its priorities.

The International Court of Justice found the US guilty of the destruction of Nicaragua’s economy (which left that country with 60% unemployment). Disdain for international judgements was shown in that not one dollar was paid towards the reparations which the Court prescribed.

Human rights

In 1998 there was a strong movement to get the UN to condemn Cuba for breaches of human rights. The UN rejected these attempts to get Cuba picked on. The UN was ignored when it refused to give clearance for the war on Iraq.

When the sleazy, corrupt Batista dictatorship was overthrown, the Kennedy government, whose presidential predecessors had supported it, sponsored the Bay of Pigs invasion by Cuban exiles – just as Ronald Reagan had used the Contra army as cover for his assault on the Nicaraguan Revolution (Reagan called the Contras ‘freedom fighters’!). In each case the determination shown was to control the life of the people of another country to fit in with US ambitions.

When George W. Bush became President he increased hostile pressure on Cuba, intensifying the illegal blockade which deprived Cuba not only of goods normally available internationally but of medical supplies, for lack of which many children died. In 2007, Dr Aleida Guevara, daughter of Che, a paediatrician, toured Britain and, wherever she could find them, picked up life-saving cancer drugs. On one visit to Cuba I was asked to take with me particular medicines. From the first morning after arrival these were eagerly and gratefully put to use. Later I was able to link up a Matanzas hospital with a UK medical missionary organisation, a device which allowed medicines readily available here and in the US to slip through the blockade. In the US the only bodies I have come across who take their government to task about this deprivation of normal human rights are the churches (whose opposition to the Iraq War was also smothered).

During the Iraq War, illegal treatment of Iraqi combatants came to light, especially in Abu Ghraib. Guantánamo Bay ­– a US enclave in Cuba used to imprison suspects hostile to the US (who were not allowed normal rights of defence lawyers, limitation of time for interrogation, or due trial) – illustrates the way in which the Bush regime sat lightly to human rights. The Guardian of November 16th, 2007 reports the contents of a Pentagon manual leaked on the internet, giving main points concerning how prisoners are to be treated. The brushing aside of normal human rights comes through clearly. The Guardian provided a summary of the main points: 

A behaviour management plan to enhance and exploit the disorientation and disorganisation felt by a newly-arrived detainee.

A reward system to encourage cooperation.

Access to the Red Cross denied to some prisoners.

Guards told the line to take with the media: ‘We are making progress in the global war on terror through concerted effort with coalition partners.’

As of October 2008, the US still retains detainees at Guantánamo. 

International responsibilities

I was in Nicaragua during the 1980 celebrations of the first anniversary of the success of the Nicaraguan Revolution. Fidel Castro spoke from the platform in Managua (for only twenty minutes – his speeches to Cubans took hours!). He congratulated the people on their victory and urged them not to take Cuba as offering any pattern for their own task of shaping a society marked by justice. They should find their own way of doing this: ‘All you should look for from us is – to learn to avoid our mistakes.’ 

Now that Latin American countries are rejecting neo-colonialism and taking their life into their own hands, there is no attempt to take developments in Cuba as a pattern to adopt. Fidel did not follow the Marxist-Leninist line in waiting for the working class to be conscientised and develop mass initiatives to overthrow Batista. Castro did not get behind the strikes Frank País led in 1958. He operated from the Sierra Maestra where volunteers in increasing numbers joined him – an urban basis was not considered to be essential.

The Cuban Revolution was an inspiration to many who resisted the attempted domination of global powers-that-be. Fidel’s encouragement was ‘Find your way, drawing on indigenous resources.’

What is kept out of the headlines in the West, is Cuba’s extraordinary service offered to the world to equip medical personnel and to bring appropriate aid swiftly and efficiently to areas of the world which have suffered major disasters. 

a) With Venezuela, Cuba has committed itself to providing free medical training for 10,000 Latin Americans annually. An infrastructure to provide this training is being set up in Venezuela, which will share the responsibility with Cuban universities. This contrasts with our own practice in Britain of enticing doctors and nurses, who have been equipped in poor countries at their country’s expense, into our National Health Service.

b) In 1963, Cuba set up its first international medical brigade. In 1998 the government started to create machinery to send large-scale medical help to poor populations affected by natural disasters. After Hurricanes George and Mitch blew through Central America and the Caribbean, Cuba offered its medical personnel as part of an integrated health programme. The Dominican Republic, Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Haiti and Belize gladly accepted the proffered aid.

The Kashmir earthquake struck in October 2005: On 15 October an advance party of 200 emergency doctors arrived from Cuba with several tonnes of equipment. A few days later, Havana sent the necessary materials to erect and equip 30 field hospitals in mountain areas, most of which had never been previously visited by a doctor …

By the end of April 2006, shortly before their departure, the Cubans had treated 1.5 million patients, mostly women, and performed 13,000 surgical operations … (Le Monde Diplomatique)

Between 1963 and 2005 more than 100,000 doctors and health workers served in 97 countries, mostly in Africa and Latin America.   By March 2006, 25,000 Cuban professionals were working in 68 nations. This is more than even the World Health Organisation can deploy, while Médecins Sans Frontières sent 2,040 doctors and nurses abroad in 2003, and 2,290 in 2004. The most seriously ill patients are often brought to Cuba for treatment. Over the decades these have included Kim Phuc, the little girl shown in the famous war photograph running naked along a road in Vietnam, her skin burned by US napalm. Cuba also took in some 19,000 adults and children from the three Soviet republics most affected by the Chernobyl nuclear accident of 1986. Cultural sensitivity is shown by the medical teams. In Pakistan, the women on the Cuban team (who represented 44% of some 3,000 medical staff sent there) dressed appropriately and wore head scarves. Goodwill was quickly established; many Pakistanis even allowed their wives and daughters to be treated by male doctors.

When, in August 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated southern states in the US, the Governor of Louisiana, Kathleen Blanco, appealed to the international community for emergency medical aid. The Cuban government responded at once, offering Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama a taskforce of 1,600 doctors equipped specially to deal with such catastrophes, the necessary equipment and 36 tonnes of medical supplies to arrive within 48 hours. But the Cuban offer, made both to authorities on the spot and directly to George W. Bush, did not even receive a reply from either. More than 1,800 people died for want of aid and treatment.

Is it not a shame that a poor country like Cuba should undertake such an unselfish service to the world – in contrast to the policies of rich and powerful countries – and that this should move the rich and powerful to blanket out news of Cuba’s initiatives?

International responsibility of this kind should be blazoned abroad as an incentive to others.

Standing alone

We in Britain were given credit for standing alone against the Nazis when other European resistance collapsed.

Cuba should be given like credit.

In 1961 Cuba announced its intention to follow a Marxist-Leninist programme of economic development. In 1972 it became a full member of COMECON. The tie-up with the USSR proved beneficial, producing economic progress, e.g. in buying up the sugar cane crop. In 1991 came the collapse of the USSR. Fidel Castro was supposed to knuckle down to circumstance and take the capitalist road. But the Cuban response was otherwise. Sacrifices had to be made. In 1972, as a member of the first official delegation from the World Council of Churches to visit Cuba, I had rejoiced to see Varadero – under Batista made the playground of gamblers, gangsters and the leisured class – swept clean of them and made available to basic workers who went there with their families as a reward for some outstanding service. The need for foreign currency returned the Varadero area (Fidel hoped temporarily) to tourists. I saw it in both the before and after versions, and thought the latter not nearly as damaged as the lovely coastal area had been in Batista’s time – but I doubt whether it can ever return to the purpose of rewarding exceptional work on the part of basic workers, male and female, which gladdened my heart.

It was a difficult time when USSR finance was withdrawn. But Cuba retained its independence and pursued its different priorities.

As with Britain in the Second World War, refusal to bow the head and give in gave others heart. Cuba’s example has been an encouragement to Latin American countries to take charge of their own resources, resist neo-colonialism and give their people, especially poor people, a sense that their voice counts, that they could take charge of their own destiny. Here is real democracy.

Fidel considered the G8 summits to be an attempt by the powers-that-be to dominate the world to the disadvantage of poorer and weaker nations. He looked with hope to the new anti-globalisation forum which rejects G8 priorities and seeks, for instance, to introduce taxes on currency speculation. Fidel is, above everything else, a political animal, concerned to find just ways of working within nations and between nations.

Is vilification justified?

When I returned from Cuba on the first occasion, my report ended: ‘There is something fundamentally right about Cuba.’ When I returned from the first anniversary of the overthrow of the dictator Somoza in Nicaragua, my report ended: ‘This is too good a revolution for it to be allowed to succeed.’ Jesus was clear that pariah status may be wished on people without it being justified: ‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and speak all kinds of evil against you falsely.’ It is high time that the international community set its face against an illegal blockade of Cuba and all attempts to give it pariah status.

It may be suggested that Ignacio Ramonet’s recent biography is much too uncritical of Fidel. He simply says, in rebuttal, that the international media have been so selective and biased in reporting the words and work of Castro that it was time to give him opportunity to ‘put the record straight’, in Fidel’s own words. When I returned from my first visit to Cuba, I said to someone how marvellous it was to find people reappropriating their own history, instead of being tidied into the history of major competing powers. He answered, ‘The record will be as biased as the colonialist one.’ To this I replied, in turn, ‘But you can get nearer the truth if you have two histories which have particular biases, than if you have only one.’

I myself have left out cases of Fidel’s bad judgement, such as the military support of Ethiopia in its war against Eritrea (to fit in with Soviet policies). I have not made enough of the early failure to support Frank País and the urban revolutionaries. But I am not attempting a potted biography of Fidel Castro and the history of Cuba. I have been merely examining the possibility that attempts to defame Cuba and its leader are partly due to the threat of someone and some nation getting out of step with others; and, even more, that this taking of a different path presents national and international priorities which put to shame those of the powerful. 

The Cuba Solidarity Campaign campaigns in the UK against the US blockade of Cuba and for the Cuban people’s right to self-determination and sovereignty.

ONLINE PROTEST:

http://www.cuba-solidarity.org.uk/index.asp

‘To make a swift and effective protest against the United States' illegal blockade of Cuba, or to demonstrate your solidarity with the Cuban people, why not send an email message to President George W. Bush, or to UK Prime Minister Gordon Brown?’

George W. Bush 

president@whitehouse.gov

Vice-President Richard ‘Dick’ Cheney vice.president@whitehouse.gov

The UK Government and Houses of Parliament do not publish email addresses. 

http://www.Parliament.uk 

http://www.fco.gov.uk

Some books by Ian M Fraser:

Living a Countersign: From Iona to Basic Christian Communities

Reinventing Theology as the People’s Work

Strange Fire: Life Stories and Prayers

The Way Ahead: Grown-up Christians

All published by Wild Goose Publications 

www.ionabooks.com

Prayer and Action: Cuba

by Helen Boothroyd
This edition of Coracle highlights much that we will want to celebrate about Cuba and about its revolution: education and health systems unmatched in any other country of the global South; great generosity in offering its health expertise and personnel to countries in need around the world; an equality that is almost incomprehensible to those of us living in the ‘developed’ West, with our hedge fund ‘spivs’ and destitute asylum-seekers cheek by jowl yet worlds apart.

But some of the experiences recounted in these pages also help us realise the restrictions Cuban residents face – in entering and leaving the country; in communications – and so hint at another side of the Cuba story. Amnesty International issued a statement highlighting this other story in February 2008, when Raúl Castro formally took over the government from his brother Fidel, calling on the new regime to introduce much needed human rights reforms. Amnesty’s statement noted that for over forty years the Cuban government has severely restricted freedom of expression, association and assembly, and imprisoned political dissidents and journalists. Amnesty knew of almost 60 prisoners of conscience still locked up in Cuba at the start of 2008, including teachers and human rights activists. Charges included ‘showing contempt to the figure of Fidel Castro’ and sentences are up to 25 years. All print and broadcast media are under state control. Access to the internet continues to be restricted. People are held without charge for ‘counter-revolutionary activities’ or ‘proclivity to commit a crime’. Cuba retains the death penalty and Amnesty estimates a minimum of 40 people to be on death row. In 2003 three men were executed for hijacking a boat in order to flee the island.

While weaving our way through the complexity and contradictions of revolutionary Cuba, there are other things we need to remember too: That the Cuban people are still suffering under a draconian US economic boycott, which deprives them of vital medical supplies and impacts most severely on ill and vulnerable people. That Fidel Castro did latterly admit mistakes and end the persecution of previously oppressed groups, including religious people and gay people. That the Raúl Castro government has begun to improve the human rights situation across several issues. And that on the same island sits Guantánamo Bay, a US enclave whose name is synonymous with torture and despair, yet whose perpetrators shout their hypocritical criticisms of Cuba for human rights violations.

Yet none of these things makes Cuba’s human rights violations somehow more acceptable than those elsewhere or means that we should sweep them under the carpet. Rather we can recognise and celebrate all that is positive about the Cuban story, but at the same time call for real and lasting change in that which is wrong.

Pray for

The humility and grace for Britain and other wealthy countries to learn the valuable lessons that the Cuban Revolution teaches us about social care and equality, and to be willing to celebrate and affirm all that Cuban society has achieved, both at home and through its healthcare support to many other countries.

An end to the US economic embargo.

More rapid human rights reforms in Cuba and an end to all human rights violations there.

Those who suffer from oppression, imprisonment and intimidation in Cuba, or have done so in past years, and their families.

Action suggestion

Write to President Raúl Castro: 

Expressing support for all that Cuba has achieved in health, education and equality;

welcoming the recent moves towards addressing some of the human rights concerns;

highlighting the continuing serious human rights violations in Cuba and asking for much more rapid change to address all these concerns including: the unconditional release of all prisoners of conscience, a judicial review of all sentences passed after unfair trials, the abolition of the death penalty; and freedom of press, speech, communications and association.

Address

Sr. Raúl Castro Ruz,

Presidente de los Consejos de Estados y de Ministros 

Head of State and Government

La Habana,

Cuba 

Fax: 
00-53-7-8333085 (c/o Ministry of Foreign Affairs) or 

00-1-2127791697 (c/o Cuban Mission to the UN)

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

Poems inspired by the Cuba visit

A GRANDMOTHER’S GIFT

Many families have become split up since the Revolution, as family members have gone to live overseas. The costs of travel and restrictions on leaving/entering Cuba have made it difficult for them to be reunited. Often mail does not reach its destination and internet connections are unreliable, so written communication is also problematic.

A small, brown package …

Inside, a children’s Bible

And a letter, lovingly written

From a mother to her son she’s not seen for fifteen years

and a grandmother to a grandson she’s never met

Pride and pain

Yearning and resignation

Hope, that someday soon she might travel the long journey

to be reunited …

To embrace her son, hold him

and talk into the night

To experience the joy of her grandson

Tell him stories, read to him,

until he falls asleep …

and maybe dreams of Cuba

Until then, this gift

sent very special delivery

will do just fine …

Back in Scotland

I realise, this simple, uncomplicated act,

this kind of everyday, mundane thing, 

is something I’ve taken for granted all my life

The package slips effortlessly into the postbox

And leaves Inverkeithing … bound for Spain.

Neil Squires
CUBAN SPIRALS

In Cuba the world revolves in spirals

ever-changing, 

the revolution goes on

but evolving, adapting

Not the circle known to us all,

Reflect, Act, Evaluate,

but a spiral, moving, changing

‘We are doing things differently now –

we are the Reformed Church 

and must keep reforming’

Even the walls shout out, 

murals line the streets:

‘Evaluate everything – retain the good’

In quiet rooms, theologians and people speak,

‘Liberation theology doesn’t cover everything,

it needs adapting’

The spiral moves on …

Maggie Birley

THE BEAUTY OF CUBA

So much beauty:

In the expanses of white sands,

in the blues of sea and sky,

in the swaying dance of palm trees,

in the vivid colours of national dress,

in the joyful rhythm of the dance,

in the open friendly faces,

in the strong undiminishing faith …

So much beauty in a country that has experienced 

so much that is ugly and dark.

Katherine Rennie

RENE

During our time in Cuba, we were privileged to meet 

Rene Castellana, 

a ninety-four-year-old lay Presbyterian. 

Originally a psychologist, 

he is a legend within the Presbyterian Church in Cuba 

and is much loved and respected for the contribution 

he has made over the years, 

particularly in a pastoral role. 

He is also an amazing dancer 

and has a phenomenal knowledge of dances from

all around the world.  

He took great delight in dancing for us and with us 

and also told us a lovely story … He said:

‘When I die, I’ll teach the angels to dance. 

And I’ll know how to teach them to use their feet; 

I’ll know how to teach them to use their shoulders; 

I’ll know how to teach them to use their hips; 

but I won’t know how to teach them to use their wings.’

Neil Squires

ON BEING A TOURIST

After the rest of the group left for home – I stayed on for a week's holiday; but being a tourist wasn't the same …

Too quickly

the basis of the relationship

fundamentally

changed.

Where strangers had quickly

become friends

that transformation

became harder.

I was now a business proposition.

Who I was

diminished

What I had

became the goal.

It happens everywhere, of course.

Perhaps it hurts more

in Cuba

because a cherished,

impossible?

dream

is tarnished by a

certain 

reality.

Carolyn Smyth

The Ecumenical Theological Seminary in Matanzas, Cuba

by Ian M Fraser

When Ian Fraser visited the Ecumenical Theological Seminary in Matanzas in the 1970s he found an institution unafraid to take new steps in mission, ministry and theological education. In our time, when a conservative, reactionary, uninspired (and uninspiring) Church often takes ‘timid little steps’, or just sits with words, his account from 1977 is still topical … The Iona Community visited the seminary again in 2008, and walked the seminary’s labyrinth. Like Ian, they too found a community taking creative new steps in ministry and mission.

From Ian Fraser’s travel notes, Cuba, 1977:

Israel Batista, who earns his salary part-time in secular employment but teaches at the Theological Seminary in Matanzas, described the change which is taking place in theological training. On one day of each week, students in training go to work in the sugar fields or on community projects, or they might serve on the committees for the Defence of the Revolution. Their theological work in this respect is to reflect on what Christian participation in such tasks means. There is a development of mobile theological education: resource people going out to two centres where the Church can be built up in its theological perspectives, on the spot. Israel discerned three areas in which they were seeking to do new work. They were trying to develop a biblical theology which was very close to the practical decisions and events of daily life. Added to this they offered the opportunity to think out the theological basis for different social/political Christian attitudes. Thirdly, they developed a dynamic interchange between clergy and laity, and laity and laity about the significance of life as they encountered it. We are too slow to take account of these new ways of mission and ministry and these new forms of theological education in our own country. Luis Reinoso described experiments in Peru. They had started with laying aside a year in which theological students had an ‘immersion experience’, spending three months each with peasants up in the Andes, fishermen in the north, and slum-dwellers in Lima, committed to finding the theological insights in these situations. There had followed a time of reflection and evaluation – and now there was a conviction that students must spend a whole year with each kind of community, laying aside three or four hours each day for reflection and study, but otherwise participating fully in the work and life of the community.

‘Would this mean an end to classical theological education?’ I asked Luis. ‘Yes,’ came the reply. ‘We would rather use writers from our own national heritage so the students may draw on sources of their own culture. But remember, this would just be an experiment. My own guess would be that, once we have experimented for some years, it might well be that two thirds of the training is done this way, and about one third in what you would call the classical way.’

Ofelia Ortega, a teacher at the Theological Seminary, Dean of Education of the Presbyterian Church, a pastor, wife and mother, was engagingly frank about the new promise she thought the Revolution brought and the essential question mark it places against the life of the Church. She saw the Revolution as developing a great dynamic advance, while the churches took timid little steps in roughly the same direction, trailing further and further behind. ‘It is change that convinces people that change is possible. Effective change has been the work of the Revolution, not the result of what we teach – for that was just words. People see around them a much better life, and much juster; a much more human life – and then they know that life can be transformed.’

‘If that is so,’ I said, ‘why is the Church needed at all?’

‘Because of the need for love,’ she answered. ‘They need a good interpretation of history, they must show real humanity to one another, they must help to establish a community of real love.’

‘But,’ I asked, ‘doesn’t the Revolution do that much more effectively?’

‘I think we will be struggling with that,’ she said frankly. ‘I do not feel that we have answers. I do know that we have something in our faith that men need.’ …l 

Prayer 

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. Amen

George MacLeod, Iona Abbey Worship Book 

www.ionabooks.com

The 2008 Visit

by Katherine Rennie

The Ecumenical Theological Seminary sits at the top of the city of Matanzas, overlooking the bay and out across the sea.

What a wonderful location! And the lecture buildings, accommodation and chapel are all surrounded by trees, shrubs and flowers. What a beautiful environment in which to learn.

The Dean of the seminary, Francisco Marrero Gutiérrez, a Presbyterian pastor, is one of the three Associate members of the Iona Community in Cuba. He visited Iona for a week in 2001.

He told us about the seminary: It was founded in 1946 by the Methodist, Anglican and Presbyterian Churches (although the Methodists have since withdrawn from the Board of trustees because of theological differences). It is the only ecumenical seminary in Cuba.

The seminary offers degree courses and other qualifications for ministry. It also offers training for lay workers and Sunday school teachers, and courses on subjects such as conflict resolution. It is the only seminary in Cuba where there is full training for pastors.

47 students and 20 teachers live on campus, but in total there are 582 students and 33 teachers. Students come from Evangelical, Presbyterian, Baptist and Pentecostal churches, as well as from the Quakers. International students include Canadians, South Koreans and Latin Americans.

The seminary has its own chapel. A labyrinth has been made beside it and a number of our group walked the path and found the experience meaningful. The chaplain is keen that they learn more about Iona worship.

The seminary also has its own organic garden, which was begun by the previous Principal, Rev. Ofelia Ortega, who is known to some Community Members. The produce from the garden feeds both the seminary community and the local people.

We were invited to take part in a service of healing on the morning of our visit. A student with a disability gave a testimony of how she had come to terms with her pain through her artwork, and one of our group gave a summary of the healing service held on Tuesday evenings in Iona Abbey.

The student reflected on her need of healing ‘inside’, and on how her art helped her to face the pain; and she, in turn, was helping others to use their art to do likewise, through an art group. Two of her beautiful tapestries were hanging in the chapel; one depicted ‘her struggle with her pain’. 

What a privilege to be part of that service and to have the opportunity to take in the tranquility of the surroundings and to listen to the students and teachers over a meal.

The other highlight was an exhibition by the art group in the home of the chaplain. It was a collection of beautiful and varied work. l 

Prayer

Christ, the healer, 

we give you thanks

for places of healing 

all around the world.

Places where we can be still, 

and discover afresh

the wonder and immensity 

of your love. Amen

Peter Millar, from An Iona Prayer Book, Canterbury Press
The distillation of the Cuban spirit Three hours on the first Sunday after Easter
by Fred Booth

In the five years Ellen, Kirsty and I served with the United Church of Jamaica and Grand Cayman, we became very aware of the generous giant of an island which lay just over the horizon to the north.

We had arrived in Jamaica in 1976 as the rainy season began, and from our manse in the hills to the west of Montego Bay we could see distant flashes of lightning and hear muffled thunder as low clouds hit the high peaks of Cuba’s Sierra Maestra where the Revolution had begun twenty years earlier.

One night the manse door was banged on by distressed Rastafarians. One of their brothers, grief-stricken by the death of a friend, had almost severed his hand with a machete. Could we rush him to Savannah-la-Mar Hospital? It was Ellen who did, and a Cuban doctor who saved his hand. We later discovered that Fidel Castro had filled the void created by the exodus of many medical professionals who had taken their expertise elsewhere when Michael Manley was returned to power.

Then when we moved to Grand Cayman in 1980, ‘Baby Doc’ Duvalier was terrorising Haiti. One night, eighteen Haitians got into a makeshift boat to flee to Miami. They sailed along the lee of Cuba and came to a fishing village where the residents said, ‘You can stay here.’ But as they headed on, with provisions freely given, a storm snapped their mast and they drifted south to Grand Cayman where they told us of the Cubans’ kindness.

So when all these years later, the Iona Community’s solidarity visit to Cuba was on offer, gratitude, as well as curiosity, took me to Havana, where the irrepressible Frankie, our proudly Presbyterian guide for the first week, whisked us the 130 miles to The Centre for Reflection and Dialogue in Cardenas, and with Raimundo, the Centre’s Director, and Katia, its translator, put words to the passion and vision of the Cuban people and their Church.

The weekly three-hour gathering of Luyanó congregation on our first Sunday morning distilled for me the essence of this remarkable island. By now we were back in Havana, had listened to the intensity of its poetry and song in Dos Gardenias Nightclub, had jostled through the narrow streets of the old town with its grandeur, panache and defiant resilience, and were now within the Sabbath stillness of Iglesia Presbiteriana Reformada Luyanó.

Around 9am regulars and newcomers of all ages began echoing the nineteenth-century building with ‘Buenos días’ and broad smiles as they made their way to the classrooms where teachers hugged the children and heard their stories, youth leaders engaged with teenagers, and adults explored in depth the probing questions of the Easter text. Here was warmth, humanity and humility. Here was an openness to the life-opening Christ who had emerged from the open tomb.

An hour later we headed into the sunshine and shade of what had been the playground when the church had doubled as a school. This was breaktime but also sharing time, as Cubans pressed juice and cake into European hands and you wished you could say more in their language than just ‘Gracias’. Trestle tables were set out with an array of books to borrow or buy, and an assortment of handicrafts to raise funds for a local project. Among the books, several dealing with church and society; among the minglers, Raquel, our chaperone for the second week, who pointed to them and said, ‘It is necessary for us to think through this encounter between Christianity and communism because we have to believe that when the Church prayed for change during Batista’s dictatorship, God sent Castro.’

Back in the cool of the sanctuary, that Cuban Christian perception had sharpened our attentiveness to whatever Word would come through the worship – but first service sheets were waved in greeting to strangers, we sang a welcome song, then a ‘Happy Birthday’ to somebody, scriptures were read with verve, testimonies given for mutual encouragement, prayers of depth and breadth led with involving devotion, hymns sung with joy and ‘Thine Be the Glory’ anthemed with vigorous conviction.

Then came Rev. Dora’s sermon on Thomas. Here, she said, was a disciple who struggled through unsettling doubt to profoundest faith: from ‘I will not believe’ to ‘My Lord and my God’. I sensed that not a few heads and hearts were nodding at that, as if to say, And we will keep going too, because we want to believe that Christ himself stands among us sustaining our personal, collective and national journeying and endurance, and acknowledging its fundamental integrity by saying to us all ‘Peace be with you’.

So there, for me – in those three hours on the first Sunday after Easter – was the distillation of the Cuban spirit: its commitment to knowing in order to keep growing; its relaxed and genuine sharing and supporting; its grounded, participative worship which searches out the truth and energy that are in Christ.

I’m glad I joined my eight fellow travellers, not only to say thanks to this generous island, and to try to discover what makes it tick, but also to experience again and celebrate what community and Community membership can mean. For forty years I’ve kept signing up to our Iona family, because like Cuba, it stubbornly insists that there are values and visions that are non-negotiable.

Thank you to Carolyn Smyth for unobtrusively shepherding us through our Cuban fortnight and thanks, too, to everyone within and beyond the Community who helped us get there, be there and come back, if only to say – ‘try to go there yourself and be enriched’. 

Some resource suggestions from 2008 group leader and Cuba veteran Carolyn Smyth

Films

Before Night Falls – the story of gay Cuban writer Reinaldo Arenas, who fled to the US in 1980.

Buena Vista Social Club – a celebration of Cuban music.

Fresa y Chocolata (Strawberry and Chocolate) – a fictional story exploring homosexuality.

Suite Habana 2003 – documentary, without dialogue, following the lives of thirteen people over one day and how they intertwine.

The Motorcycle Diaries – based on Che Guevara’s diaries of his motorcycle tour across South America before he met Fidel Castro.

Cuban musicians to check out  

Ibrahim Ferrer, Ruben Gonzalez, Benny Moré, Eliades Ochoa, Silvio Rodríguez, Compay Segundo, Los Van Van …

Websites

About Cuba and holidaying there – www.cuba-junky.com/index.html

Cuba Solidarity Campaign – www.cuba-solidarity.org.uk

Newspaper of the Cuban Communist Party – www.granma.cu/ingles/index.html 

‘The future belongs to the people, and gradually, or in one strike, they will take power, here and in every country.’ From The Motorcycle Diaries: Notes on a Latin American Journey, Che Guevara, Harper Perennial

Advertisements and notices

IONA IN LONDON

There are a number of events organised by Members of the Iona Community in London throughout the year. Why not join us for singing and worship in London?

We hold a small alternative evening worship service, usually on the third Sunday of the month/Wee Sings/and a weekly Taizé service. All welcome. For further information: 

www.holycity-london.org.uk

CAMAS CENTRE

Who would you want to share Camas with?

With a self-catering winter break you can choose!

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

Also: Themed weeks in 2009

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

16-22 May: Reading the Big Book

26 Sept-2 Oct: Ballads & Blethers

3-9 October: Wheesht …

10-16 October: Holiday Week

For more information visit www.iona.org.uk

Call: 01681-700-404

Email: camas@iona.org.uk

FROM WILD GOOSE PUBLICATIONS

Reinventing Theology as the People’s Work, Ian M Fraser

Book: £9.99, Digital download: £4.99

The underlying conviction of this book is that just as ministry belongs to more than just the clergy, so does the task of ­theologising belong to all and not just to the professional theologian. With an MA and BD with distinction in Systematic Theology, Ian Fraser entered industry in 1942 as a pastor/labourer. Far from abandoning the ministry he was in fact searching for authentic ministry and a more relevant theology. 

We Walk His Way: Shorter Songs for Worship, 

John L. Bell/Wild Goose Collective 

CD: £12.99, Music book: £10.99

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

Going Home Another Way: Reflections and Worship Resources for Christmastide – Christmas Eve to Epiphany, Neil Paynter (ed.) 

Book: £10.99

Bible readings, reflections and worship resources from Iona Community Members and Associates – Helen Boothroyd, Ruth Burgess, David Coleman and Zam Walker, John Davies, Leith Fisher, Ian M Fraser, Kathy Galloway, Tom Gordon, John Harvey, Peter Millar, Jan Sutch Pickard, Norman Shanks, Thom M Shuman, Alison Swinfen, Brian Woodcock.

TO ORDER

Phone: 0141-332-6292

Email: admin@ionabooks.com

Or order online at www.ionabooks.com

Prices quoted don’t include post and packing

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

For current vacancies, check the Iona Community’s website

www.iona.org.uk

Become a Friend or an Associate and receive Coracle

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

Coracle: 

‘Work and worship, 

Prayer and politics, 

Sacred and secular’

The Garnethill Centre

A small independent charity established in 1980. 

We maintain a special availability for church workers (whether ordained or not) and their families.

CLINICAL SERVICES

counselling and psychotherapy for individuals

group psychotherapy

supervision for counsellors and pastoral workers

All staff professionally qualified

TRAINING PROGRAMMES

Certificate in Counselling Skills 


(one year, part-time)

Diploma in Psychodynamic Counselling 


(two years, part-time)

Both courses are validated by COSCA

Subsidies and bursaries available for all the above

Contact Marjorie or Moira at 0141-333-0730

28 Rose Street

Glasgow 

G3 6RE

t: 0141-333-0730

e: admin@garnethillcentre.org.uk

w: www.garnethillcentre.org.uk

On the same journey: the Cuban visit to Iona, September 2008
Nelson Rodruiguez, a teacher at the Ecumenical Seminary in Matanzas, and Joel Dopico, a pastor of the Presbyterian Reformed Church in Cuba, visited Iona in September. The trip was organised by the United Reformed Church, Synod of Scotland, as part of their partnership with the Presbyterian Reformed Church in Cuba … Nelson and Joel were asked their impressions of Iona …

Nelson

I heard about the Iona Community from a colleague, Francisco Marrero, who is a professor at the Matanzas Theological Seminary. He visited Iona and shared with me his impressions about the place and its music and liturgy. At the same time I visited the United States to participate in a meeting of APCE (The Association of Presbyterian Church Educators) and John Bell led the worship services using the Iona music.

I was impressed visiting the Iona Community because it represented for me a new way to see God in the diversity of nationalities and creeds, being together as one as the Lord wants.

This visit has been part of my pilgrimage of faith. Iona filled my spirit to enable me to go back to Cuba and live a renewed life struggling for justice, peace, hope and love.

Joel

I heard about the Iona Community while I was visiting Canada for four months in 2004. I was visiting the United Church in Castlegar, a small town in BC, and my friend Rosemary Manarin told me about Iona and she gave me some liturgies and information from Iona. From that moment a visit to Iona was part of my dreams.

It is hard to express with words how many feelings the visit to Iona made me experience. The nature and the sunset, the colours, the peacefulness. As we were walking and seeing all those ancient places and the cross it was for me like an affirmation of my faith. The other thing that made a large impression on me after the history of Iona was the ability to bring so many people from all over the world and of different faiths together. To be able to meet them and worship with them. This was a very fulfilling time for me. I met people from Germany, Australia, USA, Scotland, from different paths and different theological backgrounds. We were on the same journey, the journey of living spirituality and actions for justice and peace in the world. To be in front of the cross took me back to my calling. God called me to serve and to follow him working for the kingdom of justice, love and peace. 

Prayer

You are an island in the sea, 

O God,

you are a hill on the shore,

you are a star in the darkness,

you are a staff to the weak.

God, help me to give light, love and support to others. Amen 

From the Carmina Gadelica (adapted)

Outside Holiness

(websites, podcasts, blogs, 

books, movies, music …)

FILMS

The Power of Community: How Cuba Survived Peak Oil, Arthur Morgan Institute for Community Solutions

A recommendation from Youth Associate Peter McColl

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1990, Cuba's economy went into a tailspin. With imports of oil cut by more than half – and food by 80 percent – people were desperate. This film tells of the hardships and struggles as well as the community and creativity of the Cuban people during this difficult time. Cubans share how they transitioned from a highly mechanised, industrial agricultural system to one using organic methods of farming and local, urban gardens.

The Arthur Morgan Institute for Community Solutions is a non-profit organisation that designs and teaches low-energy solutions to the current unsustainable, fossil-fuel based, industrialised and centralised way of living. (Taken from the Power of Community website: www.powerofcommunity.org)

Sicko, Michael Moore, Dog Eat Dog Films, 2007

Sicko is a straight-from-the-heart portrait of the crazy and sometimes cruel US healthcare system, told from the vantage of everyday people faced with extraordinary and bizarre challenges in their quest for basic health coverage.

In the tradition of Mark Twain or Will Rogers, Sicko uses humour to tell these compelling stories, leading the audience to conclude that an alternative system is the only possible answer. (Taken from the Michael Moore website:  www.michaelmoore.com)

The Future Is Unwritten: Joe Strummer, directed by Julien Temple, Film 4, 2007

The Clash were always more than a punk band. Their lyrics were like political manifestos (‘Know Your Rights’, ‘The Call-up’), they championed The Sandinistas in Nicaragua, played at anti-Nazi Party rallies in Thatcher’s fascist Britain. The Future Is Unwritten is a biography of Clash founder Joe Strummer, who died in 2002. It details his time living in squats in West London in the ‘70s, ’80s superstardom in America, and the ‘campfire years’. A film about protest, passion and community. 

At the end of the film, Joe says, movingly: ‘And so now I'd like to say: People can change anything they want to; and that means everything in the world. People are running about following their little tracks – I am one of them. But we've all gotta stop, just stop following our own little mouse trails. People can do anything; this is something that I'm beginning to learn. People are out there doing bad things to each other; it's because they've been dehumanised. It's time to take that humanity back into the centre of the ring and follow that for a time. Greed – it ain't going anywhere! They should have that in a big billboard across Times Square. Without people you're nothing … That’s my spiel.’ 

For the Word of God in scripture, for the Word of God among us, 

for the Word of God within us, thanks be to God. (ed.) 

BOOKS

Poems from Guantánamo: The Detainees Speak, Marc Falkoff, University of Iowa Press, 2007

Since 2002, at least 775 men have been held in the US detention center at Guantánamo Bay. In hundreds of cases, even the circumstances of their initial detainment are questionable.

This collection gives voice to the men held at Guantánamo. Available only because of the tireless efforts of pro bono attorneys who submitted each line to Pentagon scrutiny, Poems from Guantánamo brings together twenty-two poems by seventeen detainees.

If, in the words of Audre Lorde, poetry ‘forms the quality of light within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and change’, these verses – some originally written in toothpaste, others scratched onto foam drinking cups with pebbles and furtively handed to attorneys – are the most basic form of the art.

Marc Falkoff is attorney for seventeen Guantánamo prisoners. (Taken from the University of Iowa Press website: www.uipress.uiowa.edu)

Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being and Why No One Saw It Coming, Paul Hawken, Viking Press, 2007

This book was recently recommended to me by Sandra Kramer, Publishing Manager of Wild Goose Publications. (ed.)

Paul Hawken has spent over a decade researching organisations dedicated to restoring the environment and fostering social justice. From billion-dollar nonprofits to single-person dot.causes, these groups collectively comprise the largest movement on earth, a movement that has no name, leader or location, and that has gone largely ignored by politicians and the media. Like nature itself, it is organising from the bottom up, in every city, town and culture, and is emerging to be an extraordinary and creative expression of people's needs worldwide. Blessed Unrest explores the diversity of the movement, its brilliant ideas, innovative strategies and hidden history, which date back many centuries. A culmination of Hawken's many years of leadership in the environmental and social justice fields, it will inspire and delight any and all who despair of the world's fate. Fundamentally, it is a description of humanity's collective genius, and the unstoppable movement to reimagine our relationship to the environment and one another. (Taken from the Blessed Unrest website: www.blessedunrest.com)

WEBSITES

Liberty

In a country (Britain) where there’s a ‘security’ camera on every street corner and they’d like to lock us away for 42 days without charge, you sometimes wonder if we’re living in a democracy – or ‘somewhere like Cuba’. One morning I think we’re all going to wake up and find that the whole world has finally become one great big fascist state, ruled by corporations, run by governments … Liberty is an organisation that works to protect our quickly eroding rights and freedoms. (ed.)

From the Liberty website, www.liberty-human-rights.org.uk:

Liberty is also known as the National Council for Civil Liberties. Founded in 1934, we are a cross party, non-party membership organisation at the heart of the movement for fundamental rights and freedoms. We promote the values of individual human dignity, equal treatment and fairness as the foundations of a democratic society. 

Liberty campaigns to protect basic rights and freedoms through the courts, in Parliament and in the wider community. We do this through a combination of public campaigning, test case litigation, parliamentary lobbying, policy analysis and the provision of free advice and information. 

Number 10 petition: ‘Baroness Thatcher is not deserving of a state funeral …’

‘Baroness Margaret Hilda Thatcher is not deserving of a state funeral. To deem her worthy of such an honour is to overlook a host of awful things, like her support for General Augusto Pinochet, and to overlook many more deserving candidates.’

http://petitions.number10.gov.uk/thatchfuneral/

When the time comes, I’II be listening to ‘Tramp the Dirt Down’ by Elvis Costello and watching my old ‘Spitting Image’ videos. If you want to hear ‘Tramp the Dirt Down’, go to You Tube; search for Tramp the Dirt Down+Elvis Costello. (ed.)

The New Economics Foundation

The New Economics movement is about ‘putting people and the planet first’ – a sign of hope, as we witness the slow collapse of late capitalism and the world feels the effects of 450 million-dollar bonuses for bankers …

From the New Economics website, www.neweconomics.org:

nef is an independent think-and-do tank that inspires and demonstrates real economic well-being. We aim to improve quality of life by promoting innovative solutions that challenge mainstream thinking on economic, environment and social issues. 

nef was founded in 1986 by the leaders of The Other Economic Summit which forced issues such as international debt onto the agenda of the G7 and G8 summits.

We are unique in combining rigorous analysis and policy debate with practical solutions on the ground, often run and designed with the help of local people. We also create new ways of measuring progress towards increased well-being and ­environmental sustainability. 

MUSIC

The Woody Guthrie Foundation

‘A folk song is what's wrong and how to fix it or it could be who's hungry and where their mouth is or who's out of work and where the job is or who's broke and where the money is or who's carrying a gun and where the peace is.’ – Woody Guthrie

For music, archives and information about the work of the Woody Guthrie Foundation: 

www.woodyguthrie.org

Dick Gaughan

Dick Gaughan is sometimes called the Scottish Woody Guthrie.

On Dick’s latest CD, Lucky for Some (Greentrax), he sings:

‘I used to hear you talk a lot about the coming revolution.

I used to hear you quote 

the thoughts of Chairman Mao.

I used to see you salute that poster of Che Guevara.

I guess it wouldn't look too chic in the house you live in now.

Maybe somewhere along the road you just stopped dreaming.

Maybe the pain of life 

just squeezed the love out of 

your heart.

Maybe the fire in your soul 

just stopped burning.

Or maybe you just forgot … 

maybe you just forgot …‘

(from ‘Whatever Happened’ by Dick Gaughan)

www.dickgaughan.com

www.musicscotland.com

If you’re interested in other passionate socialist songwriters/ poets, try Attila the Stockbroker:

www.attilathestockbroker.com

www.myspace.com/

attilastockbroker

A touching place

news and letters

ANNOUNCING THE NEW 

‘IONA COMMUNITY E-BULLETIN’ 

AND A CHANGE TO CORACLE

In the New Year, communications from the Iona Community will be increasing! In addition to Coracle, which will be delivered to your door, four times a year, there will now be a new monthly Iona Community e-bulletin which will be emailed out to Members, Associates and Friends, and which will be accessible online on the Iona Community website (www.iona.org.uk).

I’m excited about editing the new e-bulletin – which will include Iona/Camas/mainland news, stories about what Members, Associates and Friends are working at, concerns and campaigns, reflections, reviews, links and podcasts, a job spot, letters – and beautiful, full-colour photos. I have a lot of ideas, energy and passion, and the e-bulletin will evolve. I want it to be newsy and to emphasise faith in action, but also to have a devotional, prayerful feel. ‘The Word of God cannot be dissociated from the Action of God.’ 

The Coracle will remain the same in style and look, for now, and will continue to carry a good balance of news and longer in-depth pieces. It will change from five to six issues a year to four issues. Four issues of a printed magazine a year is a usual number for a regular publication: a quarterly (spring, summer, autumn, winter; Lent, Easter, Ordinary Time, Christmas). It’s essential that the printed Coracle appears regularly to connect with Members, Associates, Friends and others who aren’t online, and maybe don’t want to be. The Iona Community’s Annual Report will be mailed out once a year as usual.

Although I’ve loved editing Coracle in the past year I’ve occasionally found it frustrating. There were times when I wanted to highlight a campaign, say, but by the time I got the magazine planned, edited, laid out, printed and mailed … the emphasis of the campaign had changed, or a website address had changed, or the news had become ‘old’. The world/life seems to move so much more quickly in these times. With the e-bulletin there will be no delay waiting to get it printed … no time waiting for it to be mailed out. There is a discipline in waiting, I realise, but considering the state of our world I sometimes feel a need to act now. You feel that time is running out some days. So if you want to tell me about what you’re doing, or about something inspirational someone else is doing, email or write me and I’II try to include your news in the e-bulletin, or in Coracle. I’II have more space to work with now. Let’s get the word out, create more of a global community …

I hope that Coracle and the e-bulletin will strike a good balance between the newsy and the in-depth, the polemic and the more considered, the immediate and the prophetic …

What do you want to read about in Coracle and in the new Iona Community e-bulletin? Write in and talk to me. My job is to present and reflect the concerns of the Iona Community.

Love,

Peace,

Neil (Paynter)

neil@ionabooks.com

THANK YOU

Thank you to Barbara Baker for a Barbara Baker Trust grant to Coracle to help cover the production costs of this edition.

THE CORACLE POETRY CONTEST (ON THE THEME OF ‘PEACE’)

Prizes from Wild Goose Publications (www.ionabooks.org.uk) and Sandstone Press (www.sandstonepress.com). 

£10.00 entry fee. Enter up to two poems. Winners will be printed in Coracle. 

Deadline to enter: December 31, 2008

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

Bread for the road

As we come marching, marching, unnumbered women dead 

go crying through our singing 

their ancient cry for bread.

Smart art and love and beauty their drudging spirits knew.

Yes, it is bread we fight for – 

but we fight for roses too!

From ‘Bread and Roses’ by James Oppenheim, Big Red Songbook, Pluto Press, 1977. (Written after seeing a group of women, during the 1912 Lawrence textile strike, carrying a banner proclaiming ‘We Want Bread And Roses Too’.)

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

God and oil: a conversation between God and George W Bush
by Ian M Fraser

In my dream, George W. Bush died and appeared before God. He did not wait for God to speak. Adopting a cowboy stance, he blurted, ‘Though I say it myself, I think we worked well together in my presidency – so I’m glad to meet you.’ …

GOD: Why did you set in course the destruction of Iraq?

GEORGE W: Well, Saddam was your enemy; and we had to do something about 9/11.

GOD: He was not involved.

GEORGE W: He was handy. In any case, he brutally oppressed his own people.

GOD: You mean Halabja, where dissident Kurds were massacred by poisoned gas in 1988?

GEORGE W: That’s it.

GOD: Well, why did your father, in his presidency, cosy up to Saddam, in spite of all that?

GEORGE W: You must get allies where you can find them! In any case, Saddam kept defying UN mandates.

GOD: More than Israel? Why did you not attack Israel?

GEORGE W: You know that Israel is on your side. You know that Saddam had to be removed.

GOD: Guilt shows where a warring country honours its own dead, but does not even count the numbers of opponents killed. To shrug off these as mere ‘collateral damage’ is to act as if lives I gave held no importance if they were of those you call enemies. You wanted oil.

GEORGE W: Honest to God, it never crossed my mind.

GOD: Don’t take my name in vain. Come clean about negotiations.

GEORGE W: What negotiations?

GOD: Those which follow up the pressure which has succeeded in getting Iraq to open up to foreign investors six of its major oil fields. Negotiations are proceeding with Exxon Mobil, Chevron, Shell, BP and Total, to take advantage of this opportunity.

GEORGE W: But that is generous of us! Iraq needs capital.

GOD: Iraq needs reparations for the destruction imposed on it – your responsibility was to rebuild, not to exploit.

GEORGE W: But they do need income. The plan has always been to put all this into the control of the Iraq National Oil Company.

GOD: Then why is this the basis of negotiations: that foreign oil companies will keep 75% of the value, leaving 25% to Iraqis? There is a difference between getting national earnings from national resources and blatant exploitation!

GEORGE W: I have always been on the side of law …

GOD: Under Geneva Conventions, invading a country to purloin its national assets is illegal.

GEORGE W: Lord, I didn’t know, I didn’t know …

GOD: Among liars I know, you are especially unconvincing. Depart from me …

GEORGE W: Come on, God. That’s unfair. I have always promoted you.

GOD: Depart from me …

Back cover

IMAGES OF CUBA

Ornate buildings, plaster peeling, walls crumbling,

a wealthy colonial past;

out of town, wooden shacks bundled together,

poverty on the edge;

modern hotels rising into the sky,

home to wealthy tourists in Varadero.

Quaint forms of transport in Cardenas,

horse and carriage, bicycles;

1950s Buicks and Cadillacs in Havana,

maintained with ingenuity;

an inadequate transport system

affecting every aspect of life.

Need and despair etched on the faces of those

in doorways, offering knick-knacks for sale;

desperation in the older generation

openly begging in the streets;

free health service, free education for all,

the other side of the Revolution.

Pastors who refused the opportunity to leave,

determined that Christianity should not be defeated;

churches nurtured by persistent and faithful believers

through times of persecution and hurt;

now freer, allowed to flourish,

seeking new ways to touch the hearts of all.

A recurring image:

The character of people shining through.

In their dance, their song, their art …

Their faith, showing a love of life that has

survived all adversity.

Katherine Rennie

