from the holy city: 

Sheffield as a City of Sanctuary
Theologian and Methodist minister Inderjit Bhogal is Chair of the City of Sanctuary movement
The term ‘asylum seeker’ should be dropped. Don’t use it. I argued this in an article for the Methodist Recorder in April 2001. It is better to recognise instead that there are people seeking or taking sanctuary. There is an urgent need for a new and alternative vocabulary in the whole immigration debate, which will again become a hot topic in the weeks leading up to the General Election.

The term asylum has a historical use and connotation. It has been used to refer to institutions giving shelter and support to people suffering from mental illness who were considered to be a threat to society. Such places, where people were placed and forgotten about, belong to a bygone era. Such a use of the term is discontinued. It smacks of degradation and indignity. Why use such a term to refer to people desperate for the protection of their lives?

‘Asylum seeker’ is a term that has come to be synonymous with economic or illegal immigrants, benefit cheats and criminality, rather than as referring to people seeking safety from persecution and torture.

I welcome the report by the Independent Asylum Commission (March 2008) which uses the term ‘those seeking sanctuary’ to refer to those fleeing persecution and looking for protection.

The law should safeguard human rights and provide protection for the most vulnerable. Alongside the law, there is a moral and spiritual obligation on us all to provide sanctuary for those whose lives are in danger. There are sanctuaries for donkeys, seals, whales, and so on. Why not sanctuary for human beings? 

On 18th June 2007, during Refugee Week, the Lord Mayor of Sheffield pronounced from the steps of the City Town Hall that Sheffield City Council had declared support for Sheffield as a City of Sanctuary.

When I first shared the idea of Sheffield as a City of Sanctuary at a meeting in September 2005, I expected us to work four or five years to realise our objective. But after just two years we’d become a national movement and had the support of the Refugee Council. We have held two national conferences in Sheffield. The idea of sanctuary is catching the imagination of people.

I want to share the story of our achievement.

The objective of the City of Sanctuary movement in Sheffield is to create a culture of welcome and hospitality for those seeking sanctuary, refugees and other vulnerable migrants among us.

This work is urgent and important in our times of open hostility and hatred towards people who come here seeking protection and security – fleeing the torture of persecution or poverty.

I came to the UK with my family as a refugee in 1964.

Over the last 40 years I have observed, and often challenged, oppressive developments in our immigration and asylum laws and procedures.

About 30 years ago, I became part of a movement of churchy and not so churchy people to challenge these developments by protesting against unjust deportations. Sometimes this protest involved people taking sanctuary in churches or mosques, not to avoid or evade law but to challenge it publicly, and to seek a response from government. For a while in the mid 1980s I chaired the Sanctuary Working Group of the British Council of Churches’ Committee for Race Relations. We prepared guidelines for Churches on the whole theme of sanctuary.

I have continued to seek a fair deal for ‘asylum seekers’ particularly. In 1997 I walked all the way from the steps of Sheffield Town Hall to 10 Downing Street with a letter to the Prime Minister asking that ‘asylum seekers’ should not be detained in conventional prisons as they are not criminals.

As President of the British Methodist Conference (2000–2001), I visited the UK’s largest detention centres (such as Rochester Prison, Campsfield, Haslar, Tinsley, Harmondsworth, Lindholme and Maghaberry Prison in Lisburn, Northern Ireland). I shared what I observed in articles for the Methodist Recorder and also in a book entitled Unlocking the Doors (Penistone Publications, 2001).

What I saw and heard strengthened my resolve to seek the welfare of ‘asylum seekers’.

The roots of sanctuary are thousands of years old, and have their basis in such diverse cultures as ancient Egyptian, Hebrew and Greek. The Hebrew tradition enshrined the taking of sanctuary into the legal code of their new society when six Cities of Refuge were established according to the legislation set out in the Book of Numbers 35:6–34 (see also Joshua 20:1–9; Deuteronomy 4:41–43). These Cities were able to give refuge to anyone, including a foreigner, who was accused of manslaughter, thus preventing the automatic use of revenge as a rough, ready and indiscriminately unfair route to justice, ‘until there is a trial before the congregation’ (Numbers 35:12). The Rabbinic teaching is that roads leading to these Cities were to be kept in good repair, with clear finger posts, so that a refugee may be free to escape the hands of the avenger of blood and find safety.

The Hebrew tradition provided the basis for the incorporation of sanctuary into the life of Western European society through its adoption by the Christian Church. Christian sanctuaries, in early Church history, were for fugitive slaves. In Britain, the first Christian martyr, St Alban, was canonised because he was martyred for giving sanctuary to a fleeing person. With the transition of Christianity from a persecuted sect into an officially recognised and promoted religion, sanctuary became legally recognised, although always subject to certain restrictions, and often caught in the tension between the competing claims of church and state over the boundaries of their spheres of authority.

The earliest mention of sanctuary in England was in a code of laws issued by King Ethelbert in the year 600AD. Under Norman rule, there were two kinds of sanctuary: a general right to sanctuary which belonged to every church; a particular right to sanctuary which was granted to some cities by Royal Charter.

The general sanctuary offered protection to those who were guilty of capital felonies.

The sanctuaries of Royal Charter offered greater safety and were available in at least twenty-two churches, including Battle, Beverley, Colchester, Durham, Hexham, Norwich, Ripon, Southampton, Wells, Winchester, Westminster and York. They offered protection to debtors and criminals.

The right of sanctuary was to be confined to the designated church, the limits being extended to the precincts, and in some cases even to a larger area. For example at Beverley and Hexham, the boundaries of sanctuary covered the area within a radius of a mile from the church. The boundaries were marked by ‘sanctuary crosses’, some of which still remain. In Beverley, sanctuary was given for a month after which the person had to leave. They could return for another month if their life was still in danger, but had to leave after 30 days. If the person returned a third time, sanctuary was given permanently. 

In Durham Cathedral those seeking protection held and rattled the sanctuary knocker to gain entrance. Upon claiming sanctuary, people seeking sanctuary had to acknowledge their crime, and gained refuge for 40 days, and had breathing space to assess their situation. They could decide to go through legal processes or leave the country. In the 15th and 16th centuries the monks of Durham kept a record of the occasions when sanctuary was claimed – about six a year. Murder was the most common crime noted. Debt and theft are also mentioned.

There is a sanctuary knocker at St Gregory’s Church, Norwich, also.

In some churches there was a stone seat within the church, called the ‘frithstool’, on which, it is said, a sanctuary seeker had to sit in order to claim protection. There is a sanctuary seat in Beverley Minster and Sprotborough Parish Church. 

There was a strong tradition of sanctuary in the Middle Ages. In his book From the Thames to the Tamar, the Rev A. G. L’Estrange writes that at Beaulieu Abbey near Southampton, in the year 1539, there were no less than ‘thirty-two sanctuary men for debt, felony and murder’. He goes on to state that Beaulieu Abbey was held in reverence, and even the monarch would not violate it.

However, by the time of Reformation, the sanctity of sanctuary was being discredited. Sanctuaries came to be seen as places of disrepute, and there were moves to curtail them.   

The number of sanctuaries were reduced to seven in the reign of Henry VIII, and in 1623, the general right to sanctuary was abolished by statute law, although the basis of sanctuary has always been moral and spiritual. Whitefriars, London was the last place of sanctuary used in England, but it was abolished by Act of Parliament in 1697.

The concept of sanctuary re-emerged in the 20th century, first in El Salvador, as a form of protection from the activities of death squads. From there it was taken up in the USA when churches sheltered Guatemalans and Salvadorians refused refuge.

In 1982, a Presbyterian church in Arizona, unwilling to see people sent back to certain detention, became the first church to offer sanctuary. Scores more followed, and were joined by synagogues.

There have been sanctuaries for migrants in Germany, Switzerland, Denmark and Sweden as well as in the UK. The best known sanctuary in UK was that taken by Viraj Mendis in a church in Manchester, 1988–89.

Five years ago I began to wonder, could Sheffield become a recognised City of Sanctuary for ‘asylum seekers’ and refugees? I shared the idea with Craig Barnett and together we began to work on it. 

Many people are now familiar with the idea of a ‘Fairtrade City’, in which a wide range of community groups and organisations make a commitment to using and selling fairtrade goods. In a similar way, a City of Sanctuary, we imagined, would be a place where significant numbers of schools, community groups, faith groups and cultural organisations, as well as local government, were committed to offering hospitality and support to refugees and ‘asylum seekers’ in their communities.

Many people who support refugees and ‘asylum seekers’ experience the difficulty of constantly reacting to ever-harsher legislation and media coverage. It can be difficult to feel a sense of achievement or progress towards a more hospitable and humane society. Working towards City of Sanctuary status for Sheffield we felt would represent a positive common goal and aspiration for a wide variety of organisations, groups and individuals. Just as with a ‘Fairtrade City’, it could embody a set of explicit goals for the number of local organisations that signed up to the initiative, and a commitment to broaden support for the idea in order to gradually influence the culture of the city as a whole.

Sheffield has an excellent record of support for ‘asylum seekers’ and refugees, and a diverse and thriving multicultural population. This made it ideally placed to be the first city to adopt the goal of becoming a City of Sanctuary for people in need of safety from persecution.

Other cities in the region and beyond are now following the direction. There are City of Sanctuary working groups in Sheffield, Leicester, Bradford, Coventry, Nottingham, Oxford, Swansea, Bristol, London, Ipswich, Hull, Chester, Wakefield, Huddersfield, Derby and Glasgow.

Following a meeting on 15th October 2005, to discuss sanctuary, many Sheffield city organisations adopted the following resolution:

Our organisation recognises the contribution of asylum seekers and refugees to the City of Sheffield, and is committed to offering hospitality to people who come here in need of safety from persecution. We support the goal of Sheffield becoming a recognised City of Sanctuary for asylum seekers and refugees.

We called for support from Sheffield’s faith leaders, political leaders, community organisations, educational institutions and all people committed to offering hospitality and support to ‘asylum seekers’ and refugees in our city.

Over 100 organisations have signed up so far, including community organisations, worship centres, students’ unions of both our universities, a number of businesses, faith leaders and our City Council that represents different political persuasions. The latest organisation to sign up in support is Sheffield Homes, one of the largest property holders in the city.

On 18th June 2007 Sheffield became the UK’s first City of Sanctuary.

The City of Sanctuary Committee, just eight of us, is consulting with all who support us to develop goals for a City of Sanctuary. With the City Council we have produced a vision that states what a City of Sanctuary looks like and some criteria for becoming a City of Sanctuary.

City of Sanctuary builds on the history of sanctuary. In the contemporary expression of Cities of Refuge, and buildings of sanctuary, the City of Sanctuary moves the idea towards a vision where local communities and organisations work together to counter and challenge hostility, and create a culture of welcome, hospitality and safety for all residents. City of Sanctuary is very much a grassroots movement. It is not a political movement or campaign, and does not seek to evade or avoid the law but to make it publicly accountable.  

City of Sanctuary offers a positive vision of a culture of welcome and hospitality for all those in need of safety. 
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Picture
Hosting refugees in need of short-term shelter has become a regular feature of Iain and Isabel Whyte’s home life. Iain writes: ‘The task is to provide shelter and a welcome, food and the possibility of whatever level of friendship is appropriate …‘
‘Still Human, Still Here’ was the title of a conference in Glasgow one winter Saturday. It focussed on the increasing reality of destitution for asylum seekers whose status was still to be determined and who had not yet had their support and housing approved. Very few of those seeking asylum are to be found begging in the streets but even if they are ‘invisible’ their plight is as real as any homeless people. When a ‘sleep-in’ was organised in Glasgow’s George Square it drew throughout the night a number of folk from many countries who were sleeping rough themselves. Bob Holman, former Professor of Social Policy, and I shared part of a tent with two young Zimbabweans. We listened to their story, conscious that we were hearing just a part.  

The conference appealed for hosts – those who had a spare room and could give this to a man or woman who needed it for a temporary period before housing was made available.

A number of us signed up and had telephone calls asking for help. With changed circumstances, we now offer shorter ‘breaks’ for those who need space for a day or two out of the city.

Overseas visitors have been a regular feature of our home-lives over many decades and we saw this as simply being another part of that, fitting it in alongside other commitments and juggling it with times when we had to be away from home.      

Over the years, we have had several short-term refugee guests, mainly from Africa but also from Asia. Some have come from countries where there is a very obvious reason for them to be refugees. Others are from places that seem, on the surface, to be ‘safe’ and ‘stable’. They might be from a minority that is unpopular with the government. Or they might, as in one situation, have traded with a rebel movement. A story from one of our guests was that she had a boyfriend who was in the liberation movement and she was threatened by both sides, neither of which believed that she was to be trusted. Stories are often told in pain and in part. Like pieces of an incomplete jigsaw, they emerge at the table or late at night over a drink or a cup of tea. Some of them are contradictory, or like the jigsaw, they don’t appear to fit together. In the confusion, which is partly caused by culture of language, there is the frustration of not having anything like the full picture.

It is a necessary lesson to learn that the hosts cannot begin to fully understand the problems, still less to solve them. We are so used, from our secure position, to want to be at least part of the solution and we can’t cope very easily with a lesser role. Those who have had pastoral ministries, as in the case of both of us, are particularly susceptible to this. But we have to learn that we can’t save the world and that sometimes what is asked of us is a relatively modest role of being one of a number of helpers in a particular situation. The task is to provide shelter and a welcome, food and the possibility, no more, of whatever level of friendship is appropriate for a short time.

Several of our guests have spent a lot of their time watching television in their own room. It is their space for a few days and we try not to intrude, whilst making it clear that they are welcome in other parts of the house. We fixed up one guest with some voluntary work where payment in kind was the norm and made contacts with a football team which needed players and in which he expressed an interest. Conscious of the very limited resources which government makes for the support of asylum seekers, we agreed informally for him to do some work for us that needed attention and for which reasonable remuneration could be given. None of these ideas worked out. We were in contact for a while. He came to our house for lunch or tea from time to time. Then his telephone line went dead and the emails bounced back. He vanished from our lives.

When we stay with friends in Africa or Asia or they with us in Scotland, we or they may come with all too much physical luggage, but we come to renew friendships and deepen our relationships. Refugees in need of short-term shelter come with very different baggage to complete strangers. Their reception by us may of course have deep consequences in their future lives. But we have no rights of expectation of the relationship and no right to know any more of their story than that which they choose to reveal. The offer of shelter may be frustratingly limited, but it is enough. 
PRAYER

God give us the maturity to accept that we cannot work miracles or save the world. 

God give us the patience to offer support to others on the margins without setting or altering their own margins.

God give us the assurance that our limited assistance is part of wider opportunities for growth that we will never see.

And make us content to be a small part of the picture. Amen 

Iain Whyte is a member of the Iona Community.
Travelling folk: India, Bulgaria, and the east end of Glasgow
Three reflections from Community folk on their recent journeys: Ninety-two-year-old Member Ian Fraser travels to Delhi to attend a global summit of house churches: basic Christian communities ‘born from below’, which by spontaneous combustion of the Holy Spirit have been spreading over India ‘like a forest fire’ … Associate and Wild Goose Resource Group member Jo Love trucks it through Bulgaria with the Communication Workers’ Union Humanitarian Aid Convoy to help deliver supplies for vulnerable children to hospitals, orphanages and Roma schools … And Associate David Rhodes travels from York up to Glasgow to take part in a ‘retreat on the streets’ offered by the Lodging House Mission … Christ is always ahead of us. Among the poor, the dispossessed, the marginalised …
PEOPLE, LOOK EAST. THE TIME IS NEAR, by Ian M Fraser

Peter Macdonald set up the last European Congress of Basic Ecclesial Communities in Edinburgh. It was an effective gathering which allowed developments to be shared. It was also effective in making it clear that the point had been reached which signalled it was time for closure. Not because there was no such need for meeting, but because the value of such meeting needed to be appreciated as their responsibility by a younger generation, who would need to find their own way and means of developing the vision they had inherited. Peter had the insight to see and accept that this point had been reached. The time had come to wait watchfully to see what God had up his/her sleeve to surprise us.

It came from the East, when representatives from forty countries gathered in Delhi for a Global Summit of House Churches. I was invited, and Liz and Martyn Gibson came too (Liz had, at one point, been the Community’s contact with basic Christian communities). We encountered a movement of youth, vitality and immense power. By spontaneous combustion of the Holy Spirit, house churches have been spreading over India like a forest fire. A conviction lay at the heart of the movement: house churches

had not simply to be looked on as the earliest form of church or a recurring form which took shape at times of crisis, but the quintessential form of church which allowed all members to have full participation in that definitive ministry which accompanied the High Priestly ministry of Jesus Christ. I was reminded of the understanding I had found as the basis of some basic Christian communities in Europe: the people of God must be self-convened before the Living-Word-in-Christ without human masters. All else is scaffolding, dispensible.

My impressions of the gathering were in essence very positive. But there were glitches. I thought at times there was evidence of a crusading spirit which fitted ill with Jesus’ sensitiveness to the integrity of all whom he encountered. Triumphalist chants reminded me of Maoist gatherings, with the Bible mentally waved in the air in place of the Red Book; in contrast with Paul’s awed glorifying of God in Romans 11: 33–36 and his hymn on love illuminating its facets in a way which gives substance for praise. ‘Worthy is the Lamb’ can be a triumphant shout – but the worship should also be worthy, drawing on God’s self-revelation, not merely sloganising it. I wondered at the timetable proposed for baptising the unreached, and how this definite programme related to the waiting on the Holy Spirit continually.

And yet and yet … I also remembered the watchword of the World Student Christian Federation: ‘The evangelisation of the world in this generation’ – the dynamic it supplied to bring everyone within the hearing of faith which produced such good fruit. That was in 1895!

I was not on the list of contributors but was asked to speak.

I told participants of the founding of the Iona Community, the hammering out of a Rule of life in the 1940s and the movement into Family Groups, precursors in some sense of the contemporary house churches (how much we owe to Ralph Morton).

I spoke of contacts for the World Council of Churches made forty years ago, covering Puerto Rico, Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panama and Venezuela, to enable me to ‘feel the life’ of the people there; and the feeling I got that something was brewing, not yet given clear definition as basic ecclesial communities or house churches but definitely ‘born from below’. This led me to gather representatives in the Pentecostal Centre in Venezuela, which provided absolutely basic accommodation and food (the culture shock of hotel meeting would have stifled representatives’ indigenous thinking) – a start to sharing the new life sprouting in the grassroots.

I mentioned the over 300 interviews with basic Christian communities which I had recorded while living among them, which Bessie Pereira of the Australian magazine Oikos commended to others as material of significance.

The global gathering rounded off, in a way for which I was grateful, the investment of time and prayer over a substantial part of my life to which the Spirit has led me.

I have been highly privileged. I had been on the spot to note the first stirrings of this new emergence of the basic church of and for the basic people – my wife, Margaret, and I were appointed by European communities in 1983 to the first group made responsible for bringing together basic Christian communities in occasional congresses to share their journeys. Now, still in my lifetime, comes the global articulation of this development.

There is a prayer I pray every working day: Lord Christ, reach deep into the deserts of your world to release springs of living water to refresh the face of the earth.

People, look East. The time is near l 

THE GIRL WHO HAD BARELY BLINKED, by Jo Love

They are almost without exception only found on a smaller scale and on the last page of a road map of Europe: Vidin. Kula. Montana. Sofia. Kyustendil. Bulgaria is an overlooked country. 

The drivers of last September’s convoy were in for a steep learning curve, outstripping the hairpin bends of the Romanian hills. After four eventful, unforgettable days across the Danube, unfamiliar names of unknown places came alive forever with memories – memories overwhelmingly of children. The mention of Kula and Kyustendil especially will unfailingly bring to mind profoundly heart-warming and heart-wrenching moments spent with just some of the real, little faces behind the grim statistics of abandonment and institutionalisation. We sensed a country where pride and need, desperation and dignity, progress and prejudice, are all part of the struggle to define present and future identity. 

This was a convoy of several ‘firsts’. It was simply the biggest CWUHA convoy ever to take to the road – eleven vehicles, twenty-two drivers – with the further first of having our youngest ever driver. With broad accents from Dublin, Liverpool, Edinburgh and Newcastle, to name but a few, we couldn’t begin to worry about understanding any Bulgarian!

The most significant first for the team, however, was that instead of splitting up to deliver our aid to where our respective loads were destined, we all visited all of the projects being supported – the hospitals, orphanages and Roma schools. The upside of having many hands on deck for unloading hardly needs stating, but there was also a well-placed affirmation of each other’s efforts as we all saw the sheer quality and quantity of what was being donated. And after each long and emotion-charged day, there was the solidarity of shared experience, talked through at length and sometimes with unembarrassed tears.

The hospital at Vidin, our first destination, was a gentle opener. Though ‘it’s all relative’ was never more truly the case. We saw the good news first. Funds raised by team members had been sent ahead of our trip and spent well at local suppliers. Several of the children’s wards were already boasting their brand-new blue and orange beds, cots and bedside lockers. With incredible timing, while we were there, a further delivery arrived and brand-new incubators came onto the premises, also the result of convoy fundraising. There was no taking away from the celebration of such tangible achievements. And there was equally no denying the shock of seeing those wards where old furnishings had not yet been replaced with new. In the midst of the gratitude expressed, we learned that this was the most generous charitable giving the hospital had ever received, and it was also the first time that aid had been targeted at helping the children’s wards.

There was similar joy to be had at Montana. It was not a place to retreat in horror at the prospect of being a patient there yourself, but compared with what we know at home, it was a huge step back, in time, in technology, in facilities. Montana was a tale of two hospitals – the rather dilapidated one in use, and the potentially upgraded version, in its towering naked-brick, semi-constructed state. The new-build had been halted indefinitely. There was no more money.

Sofia’s hospital was the one place we did not all venture, city-centre trucking being, to borrow from another of the team’s many tongues, ‘pure mental’. Thankfully there were enough of us to handle the most challenging unloadings of a number of operating tables. How they made it to the theatres, we can only guess – just getting them off a truck nearly cost a finger.

And so to our other destinations – a different kind of place. For some of us, it was the first experience of being in an orphanage. But whether first or umpteenth, these are hard places to be. Kula is a community of cared-for young people with many kinds of disability, physical and psycho-neurological. The Day Centre building was a promising facility, its airy activity rooms decorated with the children’s artwork. The neighbouring residential building looked even brighter and more modern, until we stepped inside. Even looking later at a photograph of the abysmal toilets, my lip still curls involuntarily, recalling the near nausea felt at the time of taking the shot. The downstairs kitchen and laundry were pitiful sights. Appliances belonged to some bygone age and the long, cold basement corridor was reminiscent of some derelict warehouse. Back upstairs, one of the bedrooms seemed at first to be empty too, but peeking round the door, it transpired one bed was occupied. A little girl of unidentifiable age was lying awkwardly, fully clothed and half-covered with a patterned sheet. Her high, wide forehead and the strange angles of her limbs disclosed perhaps spina bifida. She was wide awake and taking in this stranger. I wished I knew her name. I wished I knew her language. I wondered what chances she had to be out of that bed and playing. I wished I had a cuddly toy to leave in her arms. But with what we had – time and touch and murmurings, smiles and coos and gazes – we communicated. First came clasping hands, then a huge smile, a beautiful giggle, and a lively bouncing of those crooked legs. What was her story and how will life be for her in five, ten years? 

We met others who had, strictly speaking, outgrown the age and stage of residential care. The staff at Kula had set up a ‘Protected House’ – a garden cottage for four older boys, who proudly showed us round their home, despite its walls surely bulging at finding capacity for 22 sudden guests! In such tiny corners, such small drops in the ocean, there was real hope, but precarious hope. Can these young men stay in this protected, marginally independent base indefinitely? Who will decide and what alternatives could they possibly thrive on? 

Kyustendil too was filled with unanswered questions, though it’s impossible to say which is worse – to be left wondering or to find out the facts. Bulgaria has 160 orphanages and, cultural norms as they are, it is rare for disability to be accepted and embraced within the family. But that was not the relevant issue at Kyustendil. Our first deliveries and visit were to the misnamed Mother and Baby Centre. The stark, spartan rooms of cots set side by side are an affront to our every idea of what childhood should be. Yet some were there because their families believed they would be better off in the care of the state than remaining with economically impoverished parents of the Roma underclass. While the wheels of change slowly turn, there were and are tangible transformations within our power to bring about.

There were two children who stood out to me in the toddlers’ dorms. The first, because of his natural childlike inquisitiveness and trust. With curly hair, an angelic face and a bright-red jumper, he stood alert and curious in his cot, as though not wanting to miss a move of this invasion of big people. He loved being tickled and squirmed happily in my arms, looking round in every direction from the higher than usual vantage point, then homing in with fascination on my camera case, fingering the straps and discovering the funny sound Velcro makes and how the zip zipped. It wasn’t really me he didn’t want to let go of, only the camera case! 

A few cots away, a second curly- haired, wide-awake child occupied her cot. She was lying on her back with motionless arms spreadeagled beside her head, palms up. Crouching down to appear less fearsome, I offered a hand through the wooden cot bars. No reaction. With one finger, I played ‘round and round the garden’ in one of her tiny palms. No reaction. Only a hollow unblinking stare, the saddest and most perturbing non-encounter with a child that I have ever had.  

It was hard to be there. And harder still to walk away.

The staff we met were no doubt doing their under-resourced and unapplauded best. Only later did we learn of the genuine incredulity at our presence and aid being a promise carried through. It seemed that grand intentions declared from other well-meaning quarters had led only to disappointment. The difference we had made was now stacked high in the corridors and ready for unpacking after our departure – new cots, mattresses, clothes, toys, all kinds of play equipment and much more. Wonderfully, within a fortnight of returning home, an email arrived with a batch of photographs showing off the newly kitted-out playroom at the Centre. Children we had met only in their cots were on bikes, trikes and seesaws, exploring playhouses and clutching balls and dolls. I clicked onto the next photo and suddenly there was the girl who had barely blinked. She still looked aloof and unsmiling, but she was there, active and playing. 

Ironically, the children growing up in the ghetto-like shanty town of the Roma village we visited were absolute live wires. But here we witnessed a moment that summed up all too well the dire circumstances of the families living there. 

It all started in the dusty field between school and village that passed as their playground. The sight of ten lorries rolling in had brought all ages teeming from nearby houses and streets, with an enthusiasm probably not evident on school days! Among the multitude were as many adults as children – young mothers and wizened grandmothers, all vying for a share of our gifts, and smiling as they received toys and other goodies, to be given to the infant in their arms or a toddling latecomer. Included in the offerings were knitted teddies by the boxful. No convoy is complete without them. One particular boxful was rapidly emptying into the eager hands of children and adults alike, creating a buzz of movement and voices.

One woman arrived late on the scene herself and approached the hub of activity, only to see that the last teddy had just gone. She pointed at the box, which was upturned and shaken as a gesture of explanation and apology. The woman pointed at the box again, speaking her own language, but having no common understanding except to keep pointing. ‘Does she want the box? Do you think she’s asking for the box?’ Hesitantly, for fear of having picked her up wrongly, the box was gingerly offered. Big smiles, more chatter, and it was taken and paraded away. Did we really witness this? A woman made happy by the acquisition of a large cardboard box? But the story had not ended. A few minutes later she returned, this time carrying a plastic bag half-filled with fruit and vegetables. These were handed to her astounded benefactor, to express profuse gratitude – for a cardboard box.

In the weeks following our arrival back home, we saw many of each other’s photos; many of the same places and people show up, but each from a different angle; not quite the same perspective. And some are unique to one person; something noticed that no one else took in. So too our stories and what stays with us long after the ferry crossing and the long drive back to what we are unbelievably privileged to know as our normality. What we did counted. And it put places and people onto the map of our consciousness, into the path of our concern. 

Vidin. Kula. Montana. Sofia. Kyustendil. l
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RETREAT ON THE STREETS, by David Rhodes

Religious retreats conjure up images of country houses and pastoral calm, but a very different retreat took place recently – on the streets of the east end of Glasgow.  

The ‘Retreat on the Streets’ was offered by the city’s Lodging House Mission, which supports people who are without permanent accommodation. The city’s chaplain to homeless people, Ann Lyall, organised the event after hearing of similar retreats run by the ecumenical One City Project in Leeds.

More than a dozen people gathered at the Mission on a drizzly morning ready to spend seven hours on their own on the streets of Glasgow with just £1.50p to last them the day.  

Ann said: ‘The idea was to leave behind our money and possessions and simply spend an extended period of time reflecting on God’s love for the city – and in particular His concern for the vulnerable and marginalised. 

‘Like many homeless people in the city, we had no agenda to keep us busy through the day and, having virtually no money, we learned a little of what it might be like to have few choices – and very little power.

‘We were not pretending to be poor but we were trying, as best we could, to walk in the shoes of those who are. And after seven hours on the streets, we began to understand a little of what other people have to endure every day of their lives. For one thing, we were footsore and weary!’

Another of the participants was Anne Craig from UNLOCK in Glasgow, which encourages people in challenging urban situations to discover how their own stories relate to stories from the Bible. 

Anne, who helped to organise the retreat, said: ‘We knew that we would be going back to the Mission for a period of prayer and reflection when our time on the streets came to an end – and after that we would go back to our warm and welcoming homes. So, in that sense, we were not experiencing what it is to be ‘poor’ or homeless ourselves. 

‘But it’s interesting how, towards the end of the retreat, the imagination begins to kick in and you start thinking: But what if I was not part of a supportive faith group? What if I didn’t have a warm home to go to? What if I had to spend all night out on the streets? What if I had to spend every night on the streets? And suddenly the words of Jesus about having been sent to bring good news for the poor acquire a new power and significance.’

The day, which was the third to have been run in the city, began with a simple briefing. This included the story of a woman who had taken part in an earlier retreat. Feeling tired after several hours walking the streets, she sat down on a wall in the city centre. By chance she fell into conversation with a homeless man who seemed to be interested in what she was doing. 

She felt rather embarrassed to tell him that she was taking part in a ‘retreat’ on the city streets, but the man did not laugh at her as she expected. Instead he sat in silence for a few moments and then said: ‘A lot of us on the streets believe in God, you know. We have no one else to cry to in the night.’ 

For some people the ‘retreat on the streets’ experience has an immediate and powerful effect. Participants say things like: ‘This has really opened up the gospel for me.’ Or: ‘I have lived here all my life, but never seen the city as I have today.’ Often they will say they felt surprisingly close to God on the streets, even though they never went near a church. Or that, like the woman in the story, people they met by chance seemed to speak something of God to them.

For others it may be months or even years before the experience begins to bear fruit. But it is interesting that many people ask to repeat the inner-city retreat experience. And for almost all of them, the retreat remains an important reminder of what the Gospel is about. 

Now other groups, like the Church Urban Fund, are exploring this way of using the urban setting for prayer and reflection – and to be reminded that every part of our world, the beautiful and the not so beautiful, is loved by God. And every inch of our city streets is precious to Him. 
Lodging House Mission: www.lhmglasgow.co.uk

For more information about The Church Urban Fund, contact Hilary Elliott at CUF on 0207-898-1654. 

For more about Unlock: www.unlockglasgow.org.uk www.unlock-urban.org.uk

David Rhodes is the author of several books, including Faith in Dark Places, and Sparrow Story (SPCK) www.turbulentbooks.co.uk
The Iona Community’s Annual Report, 2009
Rebuilding the common life through working for social, economic and political justice

The work of the Iona Community is that of its members dispersed around the country and beyond who are united by its fivefold Rule. Members seek to be part of an inspired and engaged community of women and men who are active in local churches and communities and passionate campaigners for justice and peace.

The Iona Community, through its worship and work, bears witness to a God whose love is unconditional. Through their common faith, common task and common life, members and staff mediate the grace of God for one another and to others. It is God’s grace that moves Christians from apathy to empathy, from passivity to prayer, from indifference to action. The grace of God is at the centre of the Iona Community’s worship, discipleship and common life. It is the source of the Community’s passion for peace-making and justice-seeking.

At the end of a decade characterised by corporate greed, growing economic inequality, conflict and militarisation, and environmental degradation, the Community is challenged by young people from around the world who come to Iona seeking examples of life and faith that are driven neither by the pursuit of personal wealth and addiction to consumerism, nor by narrow dogma and sectarianism. 

For many people, old and young, social justice and climate change are the great moral and spiritual crises of today and they are looking for a belief system capable of transforming people to change the world. The Iona Community seeks to model Christian spirituality, to rebuild the common life through working for social, economic and political justice. The Community works for the renewal of the Church by exploring new and radically inclusive approaches to worship and spirituality.

The Community acknowledges that ‘for change to come, we must be that change’.

Through the practice of the Rule members hold one another accountable for their prayer life and priorities, for the use of their income and of the Earth’s resources, and for actions towards peace and justice. Life in Christian community is simultaneously a spiritual and political statement. 

Membership

There are currently 265 Members, 1583 Associate Members, 1403 Friends and 41 Youth Associates. Nine new members were hallowed into full membership in July 2009. All twelve places for the 2009/10 New Members’ Programme have been filled, and the following year’s programme is already 

oversubscribed. 

In August a gathering of 34 Members, Associates and Friends took place in Boldern, Switzerland. Participants came from Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and Switzerland, evidence of the growth of ‘Iona-inspired networks’ in Continental Europe and further afield.  

A commitment to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation is a fundamental part of the Rule of the Iona Community, and a key aspect of members’ lives both as individuals and as a community.  

The themes of Poverty, Place and Peace have provided a focus to this part of the Rule. The Peace Working Group of the Community conducted an audit to provide evidence of how individuals, local Family Groups and the whole Community endeavours to fulfil the commitment to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation. Members' involvement varies according to the area they live in and their individual circumstances and particular concerns but it is clear that across the Community there is an unwavering commitment to peace and justice, reflected in many types of activity, from quiet peace-making in local neighbourhoods and family relationships, to political lobbying and non-violent opposition to weapons of mass destruction.

MAINLAND WORK

Youth Development

The work of the Youth Department continued in 2009 with considerable success.

A youth festival on Iona, with a large percentage of Scottish young people as participants, clearly demonstrated the success of ongoing youth work on the ground. The enthusiasm of the under 16s, also from Scottish youth centres, who wanted to remain involved after a successful week in the MacLeod Centre, was also an indication of good youth work practice sustained over a long period.  

Throughout the year, work in secondary schools and youth centres across the Central Belt offered a wide range of workshops and reflective experiences. Feedback from teachers, youth leaders and young people remains positive, highlighting the innovative and creative ways we offer a radical and inclusive Christianity to young people.

In HM Young Offenders Institution Polmont, ‘life choices’ youth work with young offenders continues to link one of the Community’s past concerns (borstal boys) with the present (young offenders) as does our firm partnership with the Chaplaincy in Polmont. The Youth Department has continued to offer a range of work, particularly an anti-sectarianism programme, which has come to the attention of the Scottish Government. Community Safety Minister Fergus Ewing saw the course being delivered, and suggested we expand the work in 2010 by piloting the programme in two adult prisons.

2009 saw many challenges for the Jacob Project, a through-care scheme which has supported eight young ex-offenders to a new life and new opportunities. The Project’s pilot period concludes at the end of 2010.

Young adults continue to be empowered to take on leadership roles. Some were trained as youth leaders for our residential events; others presented the voices of young people at policy level; while others again represented the Community abroad at international events. 

‘Being a Youth Associate gives me a sense of belonging and purpose, the opportunity to be a part of Community projects and to continue contact with special places like Camas, and sometimes the opportunity for trips abroad.’

Andy Hardie, Youth Associate

‘I’m not being melodramatic, but without the Jacob Project I would have almost certainly come out of jail in a box … No one gives a monkey’s about you when you come out of jail. No one does. Whereas the Jacob Project actually says: “We do. We want you to fulfil your potential”.‘ 

A Jacob Project volunteer

Wild Goose Publications

Wild Goose Publications, the publishing house of the Iona Community, published eight titles in 2009: Acorns and Archangels: Resources for Ordinary Time – the Feast of the Transfiguration to All Hallows’, by Ruth Burgess; Down to Earth: Stories and Sketches, by Neil Paynter & Iain Campbell; Through Wood: Prayers and Poems Reconnecting with the Forest, by Alison Swinfen; 10 Things They Never Told Me About Jesus: A Beginner’s Guide to a Larger Christ, by John L. Bell; 50 Great Prayers from the Iona Community, edited by Neil Paynter; Light of the World: Daily Readings for Advent, by Neil Paynter & Peter Millar; A Blessing to Follow: Contemporary Parables for Living, by Tom Gordon; and a revised edition of Iona: God's Energy: the Vision and Spirituality of the Iona Community, by Norman Shanks.

Wild Goose Publications has also taken forward its digitisation programme, publishing e-books and many separate liturgy and worship resource downloads on various subjects. Customers – especially those in North America and other parts of the world – find these a convenient and quick way of accessing material, and they are rapidly increasing in popularity.

‘It’s wonderful that all this excellent material is available by download now!’ 

A Wild Goose reader

Coracle

The Community’s magazine, Coracle, is published quarterly and an online e-bulletin, ‘e-Coracle’, provides up-to-date news and topical views. Both publications are circulated worldwide, keeping readers informed of the life and work of the Community, offering resources for reflection and worship and providing a platform for the sharing of provocative and diverse perspectives on global and local issues of social justice.

I spent yesterday evening reading Coracle and am still only halfway through. Really solid stuff and courageous theology …

A Coracle reader 

Wild Goose Resource Group

The Wild Goose Resource Group, a semi-autonomous project of the Iona Community, which exists to enable the shaping and creation of new forms of relevant, participative worship, continues to make a significant impact on the life of churches throughout Scotland and far beyond.

10 Things They Never Told Me About Jesus by John L. Bell was published last summer, followed by the new WGRG liturgy booklet, Harvesting the World, suitable for contemporary harvest celebrations. The team led a week, ‘Voices from the Edge’, on Iona, sharing songs and experiences of those who are not 'mainstream' but who have much to offer for the renewal of the Church's worship and witness.

The WGRG hosted a day seminar with Jeff Procter-Murphy and David Felten (creators of Living the Questions), exploring the task of promoting progressive Christianity in Britain, Europe and the USA, and an evening with Tex Sample, master storyteller and contributor to Living the Questions. 

John Bell was invited again to give talks at the 2009 Greenbelt Festival, and the Wild Goose Resource Group were involved in leading worship, Big Sings and workshops, representing the Community as part of the Northern Lights tent.

The Holy City 2008–2009 session ended with an experimental event at Glasgow’s West End Festival, and the 2009–2010 series began in October in Glasgow’s city centre. This year’s theme is ‘Revised Standard Visions: Imagining Another World’.

John has been working recently in North America, New Zealand and Australia, as well as the UK at conferences, churches, retreat centres, colleges and seminaries.

Graham Maule became involved in ‘The Project’, a Scottish festival of arts, culture and faith. Jo Love joined the WGRG in September as a third resource worker. 

Dear John, 

Part of my Christmas week was to read your book 10 Things They Never Told Me About Jesus … Thank you! I am so grateful for the fresh eyes on the familiar stories and your liberating words. I found myself giggling with how ridiculous our image of Jesus often is. And I loved how you drew attention to how God used (and uses!) women. Reading the book was a refreshing drink …

From a letter

The Growing Hope Appeal

Funds raised by the Growing Hope Appeal have enabled the redevelopment of Camas, the Community’s outdoor centre on Mull, the creation of a new Welcome Centre and Shop on Iona and now, in the third and final stage of the Appeal, will be used for much-needed improvement and extension of staff accommodation in Dunsmeorach, the large house opposite the Abbey, which originally belonged to George MacLeod. The work is due to start later this year.

The Community is grateful for the donations and ongoing fundraising activities of Members, Associates and Friends and for the support of the wider Church and numerous trusts and grant-making bodies. 

As you implanted hope in us

as we grew,

help us to nourish its growth

in us and in our world.

From a prayer by Member Kate Mcllhagga, from The Green Heart of the Snowdrop, Wild Goose Publications 

ISLANDS WORK

The Abbey and the MacLeod Centre

The 2009 season at the Community’s centres on Iona was, as always, full of challenges, surprises and good memories. Despite the difficult economic context, bookings held up well both in the Abbey, with over 1400 guests through the season from March to October, and at the MacLeod Centre, with over 1100 guests. In both centres, in addition to individual guests from all over the world, there were many church-related and other (for example, school) groups. Highlights of the season included the Church of Scotland Children’s Assembly – welcoming young people from all over Scotland, together with some from overseas (New Zealand, Zambia, Hungary, Malawi, Kenya). The event will return in the 2010 season.

Introduction of a more flexible weekly programme (under a ‘Gathering Place’ theme), with opportunities to explore concerns of the Community, was generally well received.

As always the Community is immensely grateful to its resident staff (around 20 people on one- year or three-year contracts). Along with volunteer staff from all over the world (120 people coming for periods of six weeks to three months or so) they provide hospitality for almost 100 guests each week at the Community’s Iona centres, and at Camas. We are richly blessed by their gifts and commitment which contribute so much to building community and welcoming guests each week. Without their dedication and diversity the common life for guests and staff would be greatly diminished.

The leadership of Jamie Schmeling, a minister of the Reformed Church in America, who took over as MacLeod Centre Warden in April, and the team-building achievements of Malcolm King, Abbey Warden, contributed significantly to the creation of a real sense of common purpose throughout the season. 

The refurbishment of the Community’s shop on Iona to incorporate the welcome and interpretation centre (the second phase of the Community’s ‘Growing Hope Appeal’) was completed in March within budget and timetable. The new building considerably both enhances the Community’s welcome to day-visitors as well as guests and provides new opportunities to promote the sale of books and an attractive range of goods. 

Meanwhile, the implementation of a programme of planned maintenance for the Community’s properties on Iona remains a priority. 

‘I came to Iona looking for some time away by myself … But when I came to the centres and met folk, all I wanted to do was to spend time with new friends, rather than to just be alone.’

A MacLeod Centre guest

Camas

Camas is the Community’s outdoor education centre on Mull, with an emphasis on environmental sustainability, community-building and adventure activities. Camas appeals particularly, though not exclusively, to young people, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Mary Ireson took up the post of Camas Coordinator in July and with an experienced staff team led another successful season. Groups were drawn from Scotland, England and Sweden, from schools, universities, churches and residential social work centres. Some young people who are keen on environmental issues took part in the John Muir Trust Award scheme. Adult weeks featured a stimulating combination of storytelling, music-making, peat-cutting, kayaking and the whole experience of sustainable living. 

Some comments from Camas guests:

‘We’ve had a fantastic, challenging, enlightening week in a beautiful wild place.’

‘The best week of my year and one of the best of my life so far.’

‘Camas provides a wonderful opportunity for our pupils to enjoy time together, learning more about each other and sharing more of themselves with others.’

‘Camas is better than Xbox 360 … I would give up TV for this lifestyle.’
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Meet the Resident Group on Iona
and the Camas team on Mull, 2010
THE TEAM ON IONA

Fiona Barker – Assistant Shop Manager: Although I'm originally from North Nottinghamshire I have spent the last ten years living in Birmingham, initially studying and then working as a nursery and reception teacher in an inner-city school. I came to Iona as a shop vollie in August 2009 and am now looking forward to working here more long-term. I enjoy knitting, reading and spending time talking to others.

Hilary Blake – Programme Coordinator: Ian and I are in our second year on the Resident Group. Last year I enjoyed: 15 pilgrimages, many programme sessions with guests, fascinating conversations with Mac Covers, tea breaks with staff and collaborating with guests on worship services. Outside of work I knitted some warm clothes, improved my spinning and read. This year I hope to do more swimming, camping and spinning. Now we live in Shuna, I hope to have a little time to spend looking out of the window at the sea, Mull, the ferry and the life of the village.

Lorna Bowry – Hospitality Team Support Worker: After volunteering quite a few times in the last few years, here I am as a ressie! I was born in Welwyn Garden City in Hertfordshire and brought up in Edinburgh, where as a child I enjoyed making many mud pies and playing with action men, while being scared of my big sister’s love of Barbie dolls. Really looking forward to the year ahead, with many cups of tea, much chocolate, new challenges and great company.

Carol Dougall – Bookings Administrator: Last year I promoted myself to ‘Administrator’ after 35 years of being a ‘secretary’ and I'm expecting it to make a big difference to how people treat me (well, I can dream!). I'm still reeling from the shock of being the ‘old retainer’ on staff now that Brik has retired, and wondering whether it's still a bit too early to start saying ‘Oh, I can't do that, I'm too old …‘ My New Year resolution was to stop saying ‘We always used to …’ but I've broken that already. 

Elizabeth Fletcher – Abbey Housekeeper: I am going into my second year as Abbey Housekeeper and I am looking forward to meeting new vollies and guests from around the world, as well as making copious amounts of tea. I love to wrap up warm with a large, strong cup of tea and good book or film to relax in my time off.

Linda Godfrey – Admin Team, Finance: I move back to Ayrshire this summer after two years working on the Admin Team. I enjoy sitting by the coal fire, drinking cups of tea and watching DVDs while the wind howls and the rain batters the windows of Shuna. Over the remaining weeks, I look foward to swimming in the sea and a few more trips around the island in my kayak.

Michelle Harris – Shop Manager:

This will be my second year as a Resident staff member. I have lived in at least ten towns/cities, three countries and went to seven schools. I try to travel light, live simply and hold close the difference between needs and wants. Be always aware of those that have and those that do not. To live a faithful life, listening and following God’s call for me.

Julie Howell – Centres Resource Coordinator: Julie was so swept up in learning a huge new job, living in community, going to meetings and doing staff induction that she didn’t have time to write anything!

Anja Jardine – Abbey Cook: Anja, living on Iona, loves being back in the Abbey kitchen. When not cooking you’ll find her at the beach with daughter, Freya, taking photographs or going sailing with boat Freya and husband, Mark.

Dalcie Jespersen – Admin Team, Finance: Going into my second year here on Iona, moving into Finance. Numbers make me happy … well, at least I am happy when things ‘balance’. Really looking forward to the return of the guests – they are why we are here, and give back to us every bit of what we give to them in some form or another! 

Sarah Macdonald – MacLeod Centre Housekeeper: Sarah spent last year answering panicked phone calls from the staffing department and making the Edinburgh to Iona journey no less than eight (or was it nine?) times to fill the gap of missing volunteers. This year she is answering another call and is joining the Resident Team, as she practically was one already. She is a happy, quirky soul who likes good films, rainbows and toe socks. She is also the most likely member of the Resident Group to explode from extreme chocolate-puddle pudding consumption.

Shuggie Mailey – Maintenance Team Leader: I have been working on Iona for more than three years now. I live on Mull in a house I built myself, which I share with my wife, four children, a dog and a pony, and I think I have one of the best commutes in Britain. I get great satisfaction from working with vollies – all sorts of people – and no two days are alike.

Catherine Martindale – Reception Administrator: I'm halfway through my three-year stint on Iona, and now settled into Welcome Centre Reception. It’s great to have the opportunity to meet people as they come into the shop; I really enjoy being amongst all the activity. So come in and say hello. I have recently caught the Resident Group knitting bug – never thought I would see the day! But it does give me somewhere to look when Doctor Who gets scary. 

Francess McIntyre – Mac Cook: Still here until September. Will be buying a little house in Cumbria, ready for the next step of my journey. Come visit 'the Mac' when you're on Iona – please bring the coffee.

Ian Miller –Gardener/Programme Support: I'm continuing this year as Gardener/Programme Support Worker and expect that there's still masses to learn about both parts of the job. I continue to miss both real beer and Radio 4, but still think Iona’s one of the best places in the world to turn compost. Useful facts about me include that I used to be a computer geek for a living, and that I'm married to Hilary.

Paul Nowak – Assistant Bookings Administrator: I've been here two years now and I can no longer remember what I did before. My main hobbies during the season are drinking tea, eating chocolate and watching Doctor Who. Sometimes I get to do all these things at once.

Chris Redhead – Volunteer Coordinator: This is the last year of my three years in Staffing – I leave in September. I think that, as I have already been a Resident before, in Front Office for three years, I now deserve to retire in peace and go back to Devon and a leisurely life of decorating, gardening and baby-minding. In an interlude between my times on Iona, though, I became a Member, so ‘I’ll be back’!

Jamie Schmeling – Mac Warden and Acting Warden: Ten months ago, I left the WGRG team in Glasgow to run the Mac. It’s been an adventure with many unexpected events – including at least three Red Admiral butterflies hatching in the Mac flat and a lightning storm when leading Thursday night communion. I paint, read, sew, knit/crochet, travel and photograph.

Alison Stewart – Sacristan/ Programme Support: I arrived on Iona last January intending to stay until November, but didn't quite manage to leave. So here I am for another year of candle-filling, book straightening and generally developing the obsessive side of my personality. When I'm not working, I'm usually to be found with a large mug of tea and my knitting in front of an episode of Doctor Who or playing Kate Rusby on the guitar.

Laura Stone – Musician/ Programme Support: Before Iona, I was trained as a teacher (maths and English) and then worked in mental health, with music as a strong hobby. I love being able to do music ministry full-time here, and I hope eventually to make a career of it. I also enjoy reading, crafts, dancing, cats, hugs, sunrises, road trips, choirs.

Natalie Weiner – Craft Worker/Programme Support: Well, I've finally made a leap into the ressie world after two seasons as a vollie, and I am super excited about the next 10 months. Now, I am not a classically trained artist or anything, so don't be afraid to come in and explore your creative side; I just really enjoy seeing the unique community that forms in the craft room each week between ressies, vollies and guests who brave the sometimes scary task of creating ‘art’ together. So I hope y'all come visit me in the craft room and explore your creative side! (and yes, I am from the American South, if you couldn’t guess by the word ‘y'all’). 

THE TEAM AT CAMAS

Becky Chenery – Camas Gardener: I once took my bike for a ride and was lost for three days. I like riding my bike, I like a crunchy pear, a ceilidh at full throttle, and warm toes. And I like growing vegetables – I can’t wait to be in the garden, getting my hands dirty. 

Josef Goth – Camas Programme Activity Worker: I can’t sit still for more than 5 minutes at a time, I am from Sweden, I like food, music, guitars, singing loud and often, football, juggling, and wearing hats. 

Mary Ireson – Camas Coordinator: I like singing, playing guitar and crocheting hats; I get very excited about animal sightings in the bay. I have wild hair to go with my wild coastal life. I like running and am going to run a whole marathon in May and want you all to sponsor me lots so the Camas crew can get a new beach hut. 

Emily Wilkins – Camas Programme Worker: I like Wild Berry tea and I am a big wildlife enthusiast. I have a positive outlook on life, and laugh even when I am annoyed. I’m back for my third and final year – it will definitely be one of the top three. My wellies are one of my favourite possessions! 

Christ, the Master Carpenter
Member Rosemary Power explores a classic Iona Community prayer …
O Christ, the Master Carpenter,

who at the last, through wood and nails,

purchased our whole salvation,

wield well your tools

in the workshop of your world,

so that we who come rough-hewn to your bench

may here be fashioned 

to a truer beauty of your hand.

We ask it for your own name’s sake. Amen

One of the best-loved prayers associated with the Iona Community is this perfectly honed poem where every word counts in the cadences and in the biblical imagery that express a radical Christian theology. The crux of the prayer is that we might take the step of allowing Christ to heal and shape us, for our fulfilment, an act that in turns allows us to serve others.  

Selected by George MacLeod in the early days of the Community, it has been popularised by it, though it is also used independently across the English-speaking world, usually with the replacements given here of ‘our’ for the original ‘man’s’ whole salvation and ‘your’ for ‘thy’. Apart from its beauty and apparent simplicity, the prayer displays how MacLeod’s own theology had moved from the Calvinism of his Church of Scotland background to one more akin to the Eastern Orthodox Church. Further, it has similarities to prayers he would have known in translation from early Christian Ireland, which, together with Hebridean folk prayers, are the sources from which he developed his understanding of a ‘Celtic Church’.   As occasionally happens, the Reformed tradition meets the mystical.  

The prayer is considerably earlier than the Community, and while it is usually treated as anonymous, it was composed by Arthur Gray Butler (1831–1909). Butler had been educated at Rugby School and was a sportsman, headmaster, Anglican clergyman, and from 1875–95 Dean of Oriel College, Oxford. He was also a poet and a novelist, whose works are now almost completely forgotten. 

In view of his privileged background and the social distinctions made in his time between a life of letters and a life of manual labour, the very imagery of the prayer broke the usual conventions. Butler does not use the symbolism of Christ’s authority through images of King or Lord, which repel or bewilder many of us living in societies suspicious of religious or secular hierarchies, but addresses Christ through his trade. He has moved outside his society’s expectations of social distinction, wealth and power, to acknowledge the historical position of Christ as someone who worked with his body to make his living. Even the word ‘Master’, while retaining its biblical connotations, is here used primarily to denote mastery not of people but of a skill, a word used without gender distinctions in manual trades and in Butler’s own academic profession. 

The mastery is of the God incarnate among ordinary people, with gifts like theirs which can be honed. The prayer implies that we are all called to participate in the redemptive process and our skilfulness in our own work engages us in its accomplishment. To MacLeod and his contemporaries this would have been particularly pointed as they attempted to cross social boundaries and gain the manual skills that enabled the Abbey to be rebuilt. 

The image of Christ as skilled carpenter who uses wood to its best effect, for its beauty and its usefulness, is a powerful one, and the prayer comes to this image through the crucifixion, where the tools of Christ’s creative trade are turned against him, distorted to destroy life. While this prayer may be intensely comforting to some who have been wounded by life, the imagery may at first sight be repellent to others aware of some of the harsher theologies of the cross. 

The underlying theology of the prayer seems to be that of ‘moral atonement’. The word ‘atonement’ comes from medieval English, meaning at-one-ment, becoming at one with another, and sits well with the various forms of Moral Atonement theory, as they focus more on what humans need than on what God requires. Moreover, in this theology the daily life, teaching and healing ministry of Jesus are seen as part of the means by which salvation is brought, culminating in the cross.  Christ is the model whom we are drawn to follow out of love. In the Western Church, Moral Atonement theory was developed in the twelfth century by Peter Abelard, and was further developed in the mid-twentieth century, especially in the Catholic tradition where some writers take the modelling ourselves in Christ to mean that we are called in love to share Christ’s cross where Christ is suffering in the world today. We are invited out of love to join our suffering to that of Christ, to alleviate suffering where we meet it, and where we cannot meet it to stand like Mary and John the Apostle in solidarity with those who are on the cross.  

The spirituality of joining our own suffering to that of the God of love on the cross is often found in early Irish religious poetry known to MacLeod. The poetry combines the deeply personal with a sense of serving the community.

Christ is in Butler’s prayer the carpenter-joiner actively engaged with the Creator, in his own and Jewish terminology, his father, in the ministry which eventually and inevitably led to people destroying him ‘at the last’. Not a passive victim, he allowed this to happen and in doing so ‘purchased our whole salvation’.  The word ‘purchased’ has resonances of the pearl of great price, acquired at cost by the joyful merchant. It may refer also to the ancient tradition of humans being ‘purchased’ and freed from Satan, a development of the images used by Saint Paul of humans being ‘redeemed’ or ‘ransomed’ in the same way that captives in war or slaves were paid for, an echo of the humiliation of Jesus whose betrayal was paid for at the normal price of a slave.  

Saint Paul’s imagery from his own society is of people who were slaves not by choice but by birth or capture, and who yearned for freedom. Christ’s ‘purchasing’ means we have been purchased to be freed. The statement that ‘our whole salvation’ has been achieved, while it may hint at the relationship between grace and works, implies that we have in fact been made whole and in consequence free to make choices, to allow Christ to be the model and the one we have requested to work in us. 

This reflects a major shift from a Calvinistic approach to the cross and our responsibility for Christ’s suffering. It is vastly different to concepts of atonement publicised by some contemporary conservative Christians of penal substitution, of Jesus taking our place and being punished to appease the Creator for our sin. From these perspectives this prayer would be impossible for many to say. 

In these theologies of atonement it is difficult to avoid a sense that we would remain indebted, handed over because Jesus has suffered on our behalf, and we must in return be grateful. Yet this would imply that God accepted the emotional crippling this form of gratitude would produce. What is more, we would be left with a sense of a vengeful God, a Father who could demand a price from his own son, or of a Jesus intent on wielding the tools of his trade and crucifixion to cause suffering to us in turn, for our own good no doubt, but through an impersonal love that would require us to follow out of fear. Butler’s knowledge of these understandings may have influenced his wording, but this prayer is not about the appeasement of a God unworthy of worship, nor about allowing ourselves to be laid open to the sadism of a violent God, who, if he existed, would not wish for our permission. 

The prayer is rather a petition to free us from some of the consequences of the brutality inflicted upon us, either by others or by the brutalities of our own will. There is violence in the prayer, but it is not God who is violent but the world in which Christ is asked to work – and in the prayer we offer to work with him.

‘Wield well your tools in the workshop of your world’ would again be impossible to say without the ingredient of choice in love and the knowledge that Christ is skilled at what he is doing. Within that context it can be a plea for Christ’s action in places where the tools of our own trades are wielded wrongly in the hands of murderers, torturers, embezzlers, a prayer for justice, for the reshaping of God’s world. 

‘That we who come rough-hewn to your bench’ is at once more personal, acknowledging that,  though originally created as works of art, precious in the sight of the Maker, we are now rough-hewn, hacked about by circumstances, personal sin and the actions of other human beings. This is where the prayer appears to move to trust that the carpenter will find beauty that no amount of violence can deface. Christ the carpenter is portrayed as much as an artist as a joiner, displaying the true grain of the wood, and the uses to which the work can be best shaped. 

This is at the heart of the prayer: that in saying it we ask for the courage to take the risk of being changed, to allow our hurts to become part of the grain and the strength of the wood. The prayer offers the laying aside of our autonomy to become active participants in allowing God to work with us in our reshaping, freed from the passive domination of our own will and allowing ourselves to be shaped for wider use. It is allowing ourselves to be part of the house of God, fulfilling God’s work on earth, being joined in unexpected ways to the other people implied in the ‘we’, prepared in the ‘truer beauty’ as beams, lintels, doorsteps, rooftrees, parts of the body that are the temple and indwelling of Christ.  

To say ‘may here be fashioned to a truer beauty of your hand’ takes trust, a move to see God as working with us rather than on us, an active joining our will to that of a God who will suffer the pain of reshaping with us and experience the joy of the truer beauty that reflects our artistry as well as our purpose. 

Christ is addressed as the carpenter-joiner, who followed the prompting of the Spirit into something greater, that led to a hideous death wrought by the tools he had worked with, dying in a manner that formed something more beautiful and more durable from his life. This prayer can be seen as an invitation to join in this work, using our skills to the full, though at times our own skills and our own tools may appear to be used against us, trusting in something bigger and ultimately with purpose.

This is a prayer to the Christ reshaping the world to the desire of a gentle Creator, a God who bears all the cost and invites us to be part of the work. We ask it for Christ’s own name’s sake.

Much of the attraction of the prayer, beautifully honed as a work of art with all the lucidity and depth of a work of art, is that it is primarily about the Incarnation, a radical invitation to the Christ to work in our own lives and through us in the life of the world.l

PRAYER

O King of Friday,

whose limbs were stretched 

on the cross.

O Lord, who did suffer

the bruises, the wounds, the loss,

we place ourselves

beneath the shade of your might,

may some fruit from the tree 

of your passion

fall on us this night.

Irish folk prayer

Rosemary Power works in pioneer ministry in County Clare, Ireland. Her book ‘The Celtic Quest’ will be published by Columba Press in June 2010.
Confessions of a floating voter
A former Leader of the Community shares some thoughts about the forthcoming UK General Election
I have to confess that I’m less excited about the General Election this time round than I ever remember being before. I don’t think this is because of advancing years (seen it all before!) or because I’ve been infected by some of the cumulative disillusionment concerning politicians and things political (the expenses scandal, failure to deal sufficiently, decisively with the banks and bankers, disappointment around the Copenhagen outcome, etc). It’s certainly not because I’m any less interested in the issues – in fact the contrary is probably true. I’ve concluded that I’m just deep-down fearful at the widely predicted prospect of a Conservative victory, and the devastating effect I’m afraid that will have on the social fabric of our country!

A bit of personal history … I’m far from a cradle socialist. I was brought up in a home that was pretty middle-of-the road politically: my recollection is that my parents had slightly left-of-centre, broadly Liberal sympathies. I have always been interested in social and political issues, but don’t remember feeling that voting at my first General Election (in 1964) was any big deal. By then I was working as a civil servant in the Scottish Office and was precluded from any overt political activity; but this did not feel a significant deprivation, and in the 1966 and 1970 elections I’ve no recollection how I voted – and suspect that I may have voted Tory on at least one occasion (remember, please, that this was the time of compassionate, ‘one-nation’ Conservativism!). The jobs that I had over the next 15 years, particularly through the 1970s, brought me into increasingly close working contact with Government ministers (both Labour and Tory) and MPs of all parties, and, somewhat surprisingly in retrospect, both conscientised and politicised me, so that, by the time I left the civil service in 1979 to train for the Church of Scotland ministry I was a convinced socialist. Because, through the 1980s and early 1990s – the heady days of anti-Thatcherism and the Scottish Constitutional Convention – I was involved, on behalf of the Church of Scotland, in public discussions on a range of social and political issues, it seemed prudent not to have formal links with any particular party; but in 1993 I joined the Labour Party. My membership was regrettably short-lived: the accession of Tony Blair, strong doubts over ‘New Labour’ policies and values, and unhappiness with the continuing commitment to Trident all gave me pause; but the last straw was the development of PPPs/PFIs (public-private partnerships/private finance initiatives) in the field of capital spending on major building projects (schools, hospitals, prisons, etc). And since then, of course, on top of that, there’s been the Iraq war, Afghanistan and the ‘credit crunch’. In recent elections I have seldom voted Labour, and it was particularly disconcerting to realise that, at the last elections for the Scottish Parliament, by my reckoning there were five parties to the left of the Labour Party – in the sense of displaying an apparently greater commitment to social justice and peace-making.

However, all that is, as they say, ‘water under the bridge’. Now we’re in the run-up to what for our nation could be a very significant General Election, and, at the time of writing early in the new year, the battle lines are being drawn: there’s talk of ‘change’ as against ‘choice’, of ‘austerity’ as against ‘aspiration’. Will Labour, against all the opinion poll evidence and despite the terrible time Gordon Brown has had from the media (largely undeservedly, in my view), manage to win what at present looks an unlikely victory? What other dominant themes will emerge – and unexpected events occur – before polling day? What criteria should we use in deciding how to cast our vote? (And I’m not going to take time or space to make the case for voting – other than to say to Community members and associates that our Rule requires us to be actively engaged with the political process, and that, while recent events may to some extent have discredited the political system, this is no excuse for opting out but rather a reason for seeking to ensure that its credibility is restored.)

Both individually and as a Community we have areas about which we are particularly concerned and on which we must carefully assess the policies of the various parties. On the big issues like Trident and defence policy, global economics (trade justice, development aid, etc), refugees and asylum seekers, the whole social justice and welfare field (taxation, child poverty, housing, education, health, policing, etc), energy policy, the Government’s record is mixed to say the least, the Conservatives’ policies are imprecise at this stage, the Greens and LibDems offer some ostensibly attractive options. (The existence of the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Nationalist presence at Westminster adds another dimension of course, with a wide range of matters devolved to the Scottish Parliament, although in the administration of these too the apparently inevitable public expenditure cuts will impose severe constraints.)

Whatever the outcome of the election, it seems pretty clear that there are harder times ahead that will affect most of us, whether directly or indirectly. Local authority budgets will be squeezed, and the voluntary sector will be under even greater pressure than is the case at present. Especially in the light of the commitment of both major parties to safeguarding services such as education, health and policing, previous experience suggests that it will be the people, projects and places on the margins that will suffer most.  

So it is advisable to scrutinise the small-print of the party manifestos when they are issued. But, more than this, we must take account of the underlying ideology and values of the parties, as well as their track record. Is another Labour government likely to be any more effective than its predecessors in addressing the continuing gap between rich and poor and achieving the aim of removing child poverty? In the important areas where the Labour record is good, for instance increasing the proportion of GDP on overseas aid, relations with Europe, climate change, are there not grounds for fearing a Tory government’s policy will be retrogressive? And what about nuclear weapons and defence policy, the war in Afghanistan, Israel/Palestine – where there seems little to choose between the two main parties?

It is very tempting, whether because their policies seem more generally acceptable or as a protest gesture, to vote for one of the so-called ‘minor’ parties. In my case at present I find the LibDems (Vince Cable apart perhaps!) no more appealing than either Labour or Tories, and I still cannot bring myself to contemplate voting Scottish Nationalist (while they’re doing a fairly good job as a minority Scottish government, I’ve not yet reached the point of accepting their defining policy of independence). To an extent I do feel drawn toward the Green Party, but the idea of ‘the wasted vote’ dies hard; indeed, with our current non-proportional first-past-the- post system, it is, more than an idea, a significant reality. Moreover, my current (Labour) MP is approachable, effective, sympathetic and supportive of almost all the things I believe in.

So I come back to the question – beyond and beneath the specifics – what does each of the parties really stand for; what kind of social vision do they communicate and express? This is nothing to do with what school anyone went to; but it has everything to do with priorities of interest and the plight of those who are deprived and excluded. For those of us who are concerned about social justice and the common good, and the importance of equality (perhaps a promising theme for the Community to give more attention to following the session at the York Plenary in February with the authors of The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better), I think this turns out to be what they call a ‘no-brainer’. Over these past years, for all my misgivings, the left-wing inclinations have survived, indeed been strengthened. I have felt more than a degree of admiration for those Community members, associates and others who have stuck with the Labour Party and sought to influence and improve its policies from within. Now confession-time is over, and it’s conviction that’s needed: I’m going to vote with my heart as well as my head, and, once I screw up my courage, maybe I shall even rejoin the Labour Party! 
Norman Shanks is the author of Iona, God’s Energy: the Vision and Spirituality of the Iona Community, Wild Goose Publications www.ionabooks.com
Why tax havens cause poverty
Friend of the Community Jean Andersson writes from the tax haven of Jersey

Do you like paying tax? No, of course not. Do you know why you pay tax? Of course: so that we can have good education, healthcare and housing and so that there's money in the kitty for the essentials in society. What do you think of those who won't pay their fair share of tax – those who duck and dive and use all manner of loopholes to squirrel away their money in tax havens? Not much, perhaps I can hear you say. Here we're not talking about the person who does a job for cash in hand; we're talking about the national and multinational corporations and the seriously well-off who defraud the taxman of literally millions of pounds.

The thing is, we all like fair play. Over the years, as societies have developed, the accepted way of making sure that everyone is treated justly is to have a tax system which benefits all. It's not perfect, but it's the best we've got.

The idea of sharing the world's resources fairly is at the heart of the Christian message – not an additional extra. And today, more so than ever before, we are experiencing the opposite of fair play in international money matters.

Britain loses an estimated £100 billion a year through tax dodging – enough to double-fund the National Health Service. 

War On Want has this to say: One popular way of dodging tax is to register companies in tax havens. Tax havens allow companies to get away with paying minimal tax – and in some cases none at all. Tax havens also place little or no reporting requirements on companies, allowing them to keep secret the true sums they should be paying in tax. This then denies vital revenue to the countries in which companies made their profits.

Many tax havens are British – Caymens, Bermuda, British Virgin Islands, Jersey, Guernsey, the Isle of Man. In recent years Ireland too has developed tax haven activities. In all there are 73 tax havens.

By reporting just a fraction of the profits big business makes in poorer countries and hiding the true amounts offshore, unscrupulous businesses reduce their tax bills – and cost the developing world billions. In fact $160 billion – which would be enough to reach the UN Millennium Development Goals several times over; enough to save the lives of 350,000 children aged five or under every year; almost twice the amount poor countries receive in international aid. 

So, what are the problems for many developing countries? Economies are weak and individuals are malnourished because of underdeveloped infrastructure. In simple terms individuals do not flourish when:

their diet is poor;

their housing is inadequate;

their education is scanty;

their healthcare is basic.

Hopes and aspirations are subjected to the immediate need to survive.

The strengthening of an infrastructure that helps society go forward is all-important. A tax system that makes such needs a priority is essential. If developing countries are to thrive then individuals and companies must pay fair taxes in that country so that roads, houses, hospitals and schools can be provided. 

In the name of fairness rich individuals and corporations must no longer deprive poor countries by depositing their money in tax havens like Jersey.

The people of this island (and others) are being exploited too. In order to find the tax that non-resident businesses and many rich individuals no longer have to pay, a goods and services tax has been imposed on all local people, here in what is already a very expensive place to live. The old age pensioner now has to pay tax on food, clothing and services simply so that tax-dodgers can go on dodging paying their tax. How fair is that? 

Here in Jersey I belong to a group, which was founded in France in 1998, called Attac, which translates as Association for the Taxation of Financial Transactions for the Benefit of the People. Its raison d'être is to work for fairness in taxation so that multinational companies and rich individuals pay their fair share and it's not left to ordinary people to foot the tax bill. Attac exists in many countries and campaigns internationally and locally on all related issues. We are also a member of the Tax Justice Network, which is based in London. This is a non-aligned coalition of researchers and activists with a shared concern about the harmful impact of tax avoidance, tax competition and tax havens.

In March of this year, we hosted a big event where campaigners from Europe and the UK met here for a conference and a 'Tour of the Banks'. Groups included Friends of the Earth Europe, Bank Track, War On Want, Eurodad, La Plate-forme Paradis Fiscaux et Judiciaires, Christian Aid, Global Witness, Coalition Ireland Debt and Development, Tax Justice Network, Attac, Action Aid and Oxfam International.

A call was made to the G20 to: implement comprehensive reform of the global financial system, including measures to counter speculative tax avoidance and the shadow banking system. These reforms will profoundly impact on many tax havens.

As you can imagine, the welcome from the Jersey government and the finance industry was none too warm!

Many of us are not overtly political but our reason for trying to do our bit to bring justice in the short span of life that we have is that we have been told by our leader, Jesus Christ, to do just that: He has sent me to bring good news to the poor … Robbing the poor in our societies and robbing the poorest of the poor in developing countries is unacceptable. l

www.waronwant.org

www.attac.org

www.taxjustice.net

www.aabaglobal.org

Jean Andersson has worked with poor children in Mexico, and has lived in Chile.
Review

The Ethic of Traditional Communities and the Spirit of Healing Justice: Studies from Hollow Water, the Iona Community and Plum Village, by Jarem Sawatsky, Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2009 www.jkp.com

What is healing justice? Who practises it? What does it look like?  These are the questions raised in this fascinating book in which Jarem Sawatsky examines the practices of some traditional communities, including Hollow Water, an aboriginal and Métis community in Canada renowned for their holistic healing work in the face of 80 per cent sexual abuse rates; Plum Village, a Vietnamese- initiated Buddhist community in southern France; and our own Iona Community.  

Most of us know fairly well what we mean when we talk about healing and about criminal and social justice, and some of us have sought to practise restorative justice, but it is the wedding of the concepts of healing and justice that can make us pause and want to know more, and this book provides a penetrating exploration of the theme.

The fundamental issue to which Jarem Sawatsky turns his attention is that of how the organisation of the life of a community at every level, whether national or local, can in the administration of justice within that community foster the healing not only of any who may cause harm but of the whole community. His belief is, and he amply substantiates it, that healing justice takes place within the context of a compassionate society which recognises its own part in the harms which take place and organises the whole life of that society so as to reduce the causes of harms. 

Those who administer healing justice respond respectfully to the innate goodness in every person and so do not respond to harms with punishment, blame or violence but by trying to offer help, healing and transformation. Healing justice directly challenges some of the basic conceptions of Western justice regarding human nature, the role of the state and the role of the individual. The state holds the individual responsible for harms and metes out punishment. A community motivated by healing justice asks how far we have ourselves been responsible for creating the conditions which cause the harms of its members, and deals with those who cause harms in a way which can bring about their healing and so render the community more wholesome. The ‘harmer’ cannot be seen simply as an offender or enemy. The one who harms is also a brother or sister, and we should enter into respectful dialogue with him or her. This book will, I believe, appeal internationally to practitioners, students and anyone interested in restorative justice, law, peace- building and religious studies.

Jarem Sawatsky affirms what will be for some quite controversial but for those associated with the Iona Community central: ‘Doing the work of justice is facilitating the work of Spirit. Healing justice is a spiritual and physical activity. The Spirit is the source of this sense of justice.’

One other theme emerges in this book and is derived particularly from the practices of the Hollow Water and Plum Village communities. Healing justice dissolves the separation of the human from the land, which can be as much a part of healing justice as the people who live upon it. The land is innately good and we, as human beings, are wholly connected to it. This kind of healing justice does not simply extend the values of social justice to the environment as a kind of after-thought. The earth is both giver and receiver of healing justice and is our teacher, facilitator and recipient.

The author gave a considerable amount of time to researching this book, studying the literature of the three communities on which he based his research, visiting them and communicating with their members. One of the words which comes up again and again in his book is the word respect and its derivatives, and, as one of a number of members of the Iona Community with whom Jarem corresponded, I felt that he had shown great respect to our own history and traditions and to the views of our members. The chapter on the Iona Community is as good a summary of our beliefs and practice as I have ever read.

Graeme Brown, retired minister; member and former Leader of the Iona Community  
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From Wild Goose Publications

NEW BOOKS 

A Heart on Fire: Living as a Mystic in Today's World, 

Annika Spalde

Mysticism is not just for recluses: it is a totally practical path in the world that we all can choose. The mystic tradition teaches us that God is inherent in everything. What does this mean for the way we relate to creation with all its inhabitants and to the environment? How do we discover the presence of God within ourselves? How do we let compassion and commitment to justice characterise our lives so that we can practise mysticism in action?

Annika Spalde writes powerfully from her own experience, highlighting women who have followed the path of mysticism. Julian of Norwich, Mechthild of Magdeburg and others help us understand what it is to open ourselves up to God’s intense love for creation. She also explores female images of God, liberation from consumerism, and working for justice against violence and oppression. Exercises are included to help the reader practise spirituality in everyday life.

Annika is an ordained deacon in the Church of Sweden and lives in a community which works to promote non-violence in theory and practice. She has been involved for many years in movements for nuclear disarmament and global justice. 

£9.99 (plus post+packaging)

A Heart Broken Open: Radical Faith in an Age of Fear,

Ray Gaston

A Heart Broken Open is the moving and insightful reflection by a Christian minister on his grassroots engagement with Islam – from inner-city parish ministry in Leeds to the streets of Karbala at a time of rising Islamophobia and the ‘War on Terror’. 

Ray Gaston was in parish ministry in inner-city Leeds for twelve years. He is now Interfaith Studies Tutor and Enabler with the Queen’s Foundation for Ecumenical Theological Education and the Birmingham District of the Methodist Church. 

£10.99 (plus post+packaging)
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Poverty and Money: Readings, Prayers and Other Liturgical Resources, by various authors

A large collection of resources on poverty and sharing what we have, taken from many Wild Goose books. £7.50 (ex VAT)

Creation: Readings, Prayers and Other Liturgical Resources, 

by various authors

Resources aimed at raising awareness of and concern for creation and ecology, taken from Wild Goose books. £3.90 (ex VAT)

Resources for a Service on Homelessness, by Neil Paynter 

Opening and closing responses and a litany, £1.91 (ex VAT) Taken from Holy Ground, by Neil Paynter & Helen Boothroyd

Worship Resources for Pentecost, by various authors

A collection of resources for Pentecost, £3.19 (ex VAT) Taken from Fire and Bread, by Ruth Burgess

TO ORDER: 0141-332-6292 

admin@ionabooks.com 

www.ionabooks.com
Associates, Members and Friends in Cumbria and North West Regions

Columba Day Conference

Saturday, 3 July 2010

10:00am to 4:00pm

Newton-le-Willows Methodist Church

The topic for the day: 

‘Just Sharing’

 A perspective by Rev. Peter Macdonald, 

Leader of the Iona Community

Minimum cost £5 per person (including tea and coffee) – extra donations welcomed                    

‘Bring and share’ lunch

Sales tables including

fairtrade goods, cards and Wild Goose publications

For more information, contact

John Wotherspoon: 

jcwotherspoon@googlemail.com
To advertise in Coracle, 

or in the Iona Community e-bulletin contact Lorna Rae Sutton lorna@ionabooks.com, 

0141-332-6292

Coracle: ‘Work and worship, 

prayer and politics, 

sacred and secular’
Laurence Freeman at the Middle Eastern Festival of Spirituality and Peace

Meditation and Spirituality in a 'Secular Age': A talk by Laurence Freeman, OC, O.S.B. 

Chair: Murshid Saadi Shakur Chishti 

(Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz)

Venue: St John’s Episcopal Church, Edinburgh

Date: Wednesday, 26 May, 2010

Time: 7.30pm

Cost: £7/£5 (concessions)

Booking: Tickets Scotland Ltd, 127 Rose Street, Edinburgh, 0131-220-3234 www.tickets-scotland.com

For more information about the Middle Eastern Festival of Spirituality and Peace: www.mesp.org.uk
COME STAY AT CAMAS IN OCTOBER –

A SPECIAL OFFER FOR GROUPS

Between the 2nd and 22nd of October, bring a group of 25 or more for an open week (this is when Camas provides all catering and accommodation, but no activities – ideal for companies or groups looking for somewhere to facilitate their own programme) and Camas will charge only £100 per person. For more information and to book: abbey.bookings@iona.org.uk

For information on other weeks at Camas throughout the year, go to: www.iona.org.uk
A touching place: news and letters
THE GROWING HOPE APPEAL – THE HOME STRETCH: AN UPDATE

From Convener of the Growing Hope Fundraising Group, Margaret Stewart

Thank you! There has been a wonderful response to this last phase of the Appeal and we have only about £140,000 to raise. 

There were a number of very generous donations towards the end of the year and the Jewellery Appeal is continuing to bring in fascinating items. Some of the damaged gold pieces have already raised £280 as scrap and other pieces will be sold in the next few weeks. 

Wouldn't it be wonderful if we could complete the fundraising by the end of 2010? 

We have quite a long list of events that can be organised to raise money, so get in touch if you need ideas. We have a booklet of Pat Welburn's entertaining rhymes to sell now. Fun to read and good for Iona concerts! Suggested donation £3.00. Orders: 0141-332-6343. 

Thank you again for all you have done and are going to do to make this phase as successful as the first two.

A SHAMEFUL DECISION

A letter from member Reinhild Traitler in Switzerland

On November 29, 2009, Swiss voters supported an initiative launched by the right-wing Swiss People’s Party that will prohibit the construction of minarets in Switzerland. The vote followed weeks of public debate on Islam during which many prejudices and misconceptions surfaced, among others, those brought forward by some Christian feminists, who linked the prohibition of minarets to the status of Muslim women in Islam.

Despite the recommendations of the government, most political parties and the churches to vote against the initiative, and despite the fact that the Swiss Constitution guarantees religious freedom, the initiative was accepted by 57% of the voting population. In the public debates the Swiss People’s Party had portrayed minarets as symbols of Islamist power.

The outcome of the vote split the Swiss again: the 43% that had voted against the initiative spoke of a Black Sunday, while supporters claimed that finally ‘the truth’ had come to light.

In any case, the outcome shows that dialogue efforts of many groups and organisations (among them members of the Swiss Iona group) had not gone far enough. There is a lot of ignorance about Muslim communities in Switzerland. People’s resentments and prejudices are based more on the media discourse on 'political Islam' than on live encounters with some of the 400,000 Muslims living in the country. Above all it became clear that many people feel threatened by the challenges of living together in pluralist and multi-religious societies and that it is by no means clear what 'integration' should imply: What is needed now is an effort to build trust and to take a fresh look at the common future. Muslims as a religious community are here to stay and to practise their religion in the framework of Europe’s secular and democratic societies. It will be an urgent task to explore together what this implies for all and what measures are needed not to tumble into a 'clash of civilisations' and into a new type of religious conflict in Europe.

It is my conviction that the Iona Community needs to take up this issue with more vigour and make it a priority in the years to come.

MEMBERS IN MERSEYSIDE RESPOND TO WARREN BARDSLEY’S CHALLENGE IN CORACLE TO ENGAGE WITH THE BDS CAMPAIGN

News from member David Horton

At the meeting of Merseyside Associates in February, the 16 people attending agreed to format a resolution responding to Warren Bardsley's challenge in Coracle to find ways to engage with the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions for Palestine Campaign and work in some way for a just solution to the Palestinian crisis. We pass on the following statement to Warren to encourage him in his work, which we admire: 'At a meeting of Iona Associates from the Merseyside region on Friday February 5th, 2010, those attending resolved to support the BDS Campaign by taking action to encourage the marketing of Palestinian goods in our local shops and supermarkets. Specifically we are aiming to monitor the labelling of goods regarding Israeli/Palestinian origin, to encourage the sale of Palestinian goods, to refuse goods of Israeli origin and to give feedback to supermarkets so that they recognise and react to consumer pressure.' 

Different people will respond in different ways – some prefer to talk, some to write or email. We believe it will be of great encouragement to those living under pressure and working for peace if they can be assured of our support and others can be convinced to do the same.

ECONOMIC WITNESS DISBURSEMENTS AND HOMELESSNESS IN SCOTLAND

An appeal from member Malcolm May, on behalf of Scottish Churches Housing Action

As your representative on Scottish Churches Housing Action, I appeal to all Family Groups and members in Scotland to consider the work of SCHA when deciding what to support through your economic witness fund. SCHA is currently working with over 20 Starter Pack/Fresh Start projects in Scotland which do a great deal to make it possible for homeless people, often entirely dependent on inadequate benefits, to embark on a first/new tenancy, to sustain that tenancy and keep a roof over their heads. SCHA also continues to encourage and work with the churches in Scotland to find ways to make redundant buildings available for conversion to affordable housing. Cheques to SCHA, 44 Hanover Street, Edinburgh EH2 2DR. Thank you. 

NEWS FROM THE SWEDISH IONA-INSPIRED NETWORK

From Helene Egnell, Associate 

The Swedish Iona-inspired Network held its winter meeting from 29–31 January. 

Based on the following foundation, we devised an Act of Commitment service, which was celebrated on the Saturday evening:

‘We long for a life where the sacred and the profane, worship and work, politics and mysticism, are held together in daily living. We believe we need to encourage and support one another through genuine meetings where we share our lives, in order to live and act wholeheartedly in the world.’ 

A new Steering Committee was elected, consisting of Simone Allertz, Johan Karlemo, Karin Olofsdotter, Lars-Göran Olsson and Barbro Turesseon. The Summer Week this year will be held at Kuvarp, July 9-18, the first weekend for members, and the following week open to all interested.

ASANTE SANA FROM KENYA

‘Asante Sana’ is Swahili for thank you. Lynn Harper-Baldwin (Membership Secretary) applied for funds from the Associates Common Fund in 2009, and the £250 cash was specifically used to help feed kids in an orphanage and school in Kenya. Thank you!

THE NEW WORLD FOUNDATION ON FACEBOOK

From President of the NWF, John Dillon: 

Spread the word and please join! I have started a Facebook page: Iona Community NWF USA. My dream is to make it the central info and communication point for Associates in the USA. Let us see if we can make it happen.

THE IONA HERITAGE CENTRE CELEBRATES 20 YEARS!

In June this year the Heritage Centre will have been open for 20 years. We are having a celebration on 23 June.

The Centre was opened in 1990 by The Very Rev. Leonard Small, a former Moderator of the Church of Scotland. The Iona Church manse went out of ministerial use when the Rev. Harry Miller retired and the manse moved to Bunessan, because the Iona Parish was linked with Kilfinicken and Kilvickeon and the Ross of Mull parishes.

The inside of the Iona Church manse was altered to display material relating to the ‘Living Memory of a Crofting Community’. Dr Mairi MacArthur prepared both the original displays, and with Gordon Bruce prepared our excellent new displays.

The Centre and the tearoom both open on the 31 March this year. Mary Hay continues as the Centre Curator and Alex James as Manager for the tearoom. Our new automatic slide show of archive photographs and pictures is very popular. Do come and visit when you are next on Iona!

Crawford Morrison, on Iona

THE SOLAS FESTIVAL – A STAR IS BORN

ThePROJECT presents: Solas – a new Scottish festival, launching in Summer 2010, which aims to celebrate, explore and develop connections between art, faith and justice within and beyond Scotland. To take place: 25–27th, June 2010 at Wiston, Biggar. 

Solas – an all-age weekend to light up the Scottish festival landscape with a vivid mix of music, debate, theatre, comedy, film and visual art – a unique location to celebrate and question our commitments to art, faith and justice within Scotland’s cultural life: www.solasfestival.co.uk

A REQUEST FROM IONA FOR USED INSTRUMENTS

From Abbey Musician, Laura Stone:

The Abbey is in need of instruments for use in worship. Do you have used instruments you would be willing to donate? I am especially looking for guitars, but any instruments would be helpful.Your donation, even if not in perfect condition, can help make the music at the Abbey more vibrant. Thank you! musician@iona.org.uk

IONA COMMUNITY’S 2010  PROGRAMME 

Just to remind you: there are some great weeks coming up on Iona in 2010 – with week leaders like John Bell, Richard Rohr, David Stevens … And there are Gathering Place weeks too; and self-catering, open and themed weeks at Camas – and much more: www.iona.org.uk

Bread for the road

‘Our hearts are set on pilgrim roads not to satisfy ourselves with finding one holy place, not to romanticise this thin place, but to take the experience of the presence of the Holy back into the thick of things.’ Murphy Davis, Open Door Community, Atlanta, Georgia, from a sermon in Iona Abbey

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
Poetry

My Russian Mate

Hello my mate

You look full of joy

You look great

You are my mate

When happy or sad

You make me feel great

Even when lonely

You make me feel great

You are my mate

You take away pain

You make me feel sane

You make me feel great

You are my mate

You make me feel so cold

You kill me inside

What are you doing?

Are you not my mate?

I’m feeling so sick

You’re hurting my head

I’m lying in the street

You’re not my mate

You want me to hold you

I want to break your neck

Oh so lonely

And aching in pain

You’re not that great

You went and left me

Ran out too soon

My life’s down the sink

You were only drink

My Russian mate vodka

This poem was submitted to Coracle by Associate Erik Cramb, who is a director of an organisation which seeks to get vulnerable unemployed people 'job ready'. Among other things, there are classes to help people with their writing skills. This powerful poem emerged from a homework assignment. (Ed.)
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ON THE ROAD

I was a pilgrim

that summer

I went to Iona.

I slept in a tent

worshipped in an abbey

walked under stars 

I saw and heard God

in many new ways.

I went home

feeling good.

I went on living,

meeting God in new ways

in old places.

I was surprised.

Being a pilgrim

does something to you

that changes you forever.

It puts you

on the road

with God.


Ruth Burgess

