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From the holy city:

Louder than words

by Peter Macdonald

Take a quick look at the left-hand column of this page. There you will find a brief summary of the life and work of the Iona Community. This summary appears in every issue of Coracle, in the same place, to inform readers unfamiliar with the Community about what we do and why.

Members and Associates, I imagine, may glance briefly at the left-hand column before reading the rest of the magazine. We know the story; we have heard it all before, so we read on.

A leading DIY product is recommended in television adverts because ‘it does exactly what it says on the tin’. Following this example, the summary in the left-hand column should not be read as a statement of good intentions but of motivation and resultant action. The Iona Community too should say what it does and do what it says. Our rhetoric must be backed by praxis otherwise our integrity is open to question and our influence diminished.

If we are ‘committed to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and to following where that leads, even into the unknown’ then we must be prepared, as explorers rather than mapmakers, continually to reflect and reassess what we do. We must keep learning and applying those ‘hidden things’ and ‘new ways’ we pray for daily.

If we truly seek ‘peace founded on justice’ and ‘inclusive community’, and believe that nothing hinders their realisation more than poverty and inequality, then this must be evidenced in our priorities and programme, in our budgeting and allocation of resources.

The economic, political and social powers of this world are such that unless we actively choose an alternative strategy we, like many another organisation, will choose the path of least resistance, pursue the easy option, endorse the status quo. We will talk a good game but rarely be engaged in any endeavour that is likely to convince hearts and minds of the radical power of the Gospel or that the witness to it by the Iona Community is of any significance.

Each week on Iona a session is held for guests entitled ‘What is the Iona Community?’ One of my tasks as Leader is to ensure that every staff member in Glasgow and on Mull and Iona, every new member and indeed every not-so-new member, is able to answer that question knowing who we are, what we do and why we do it. It is so easy for the different constituencies and departments within an organisation to pursue their own objectives to the extent that they lose sight of the ultimate objective of that organisation. 

At a recent meeting organised by Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, the General Secretary, Bob Fyffe, spoke of the need for a ship’s compass to be recalibrated on a regular basis. Over time a compass may deviate by a few degrees enough to send the unsuspecting sailor miles off course. Organisations too, Bob explained, may deviate from their ultimate objective. Thrown off course, they need to ‘recalibrate’, they need to recover a true sense of direction.

The time is right for such ‘recalibration’ within the Iona Community, not to plot a new direction but to ensure we are on the right course. We will do this together.

Here is my understanding of our fundamental objective:

The Iona Community exists to transform people’s lives to change the world in the light of the Gospel. 

The distinctiveness of our work and witness lies in the value we place in community. Christian community is founded on Grace and is characterised by acceptance, love, trust, equality, accountability, co-operation, sharing, inclusivity, participation and mutual recognition of gifts and needs.

God’s grace experienced in community changes us. It inspires our worship, calls us to discipleship, gathers us together, stirs in us a passion for peacemaking and a righteous anger at the injustices perpetrated by the principalities and powers which divide and dehumanise, enslave and impoverish. 

If I am wrong we have a problem! But if this is what we are about then the challenge is, as I indicated above, to translate words into actions, policy into practice. It has been my duty as Leader to read and respond to the hundreds of ‘With Us’ letters from members as they commit themselves to being with the Community for another year. It has been a privilege to do so. The level of commitment from members, and indeed Associates, in their communities and far beyond is truly humbling. There is a need however to give corporate expression to the Community’s concerns. The key to doing so I believe will be to establish a new Community House in Glasgow which would serve as much more than an administrative base but also as a place of gathering and hospitality in the city and a base for programme and projects, worship and workshops.

In 2013 we will celebrate three significant anniversaries – the 25th anniversary of the opening of the MacLeod Centre, the 75th anniversary of the founding of the Iona Community and the 1450th anniversary of the coming of Columba to Iona. It is right that we celebrate past achievements but we must also look to the future and plot our course. Therefore over the next three years we will engage in a process of renewal and recalibration. Every part of our Community, from Family Groups to Wild Goose books, from Associates meetings to our youth work, from our islands centres to a new Glasgow base, will participate in a process of renewal, entitled ‘Just Sharing’, driven by the demands and requirements of accountability, equality, hospitality and sustainability which lie at the heart of our concerns.

Please take the time to read that left-hand column again and as you do so reflect on our good intentions and how we might express them more effectively in our common life and actions.

Peter Macdonald is the Leader of the Iona Community.

See the living: Haiti after the quake
by Tim Aldred

Tim Aldred is an Associate member of the Iona Community who works for Progressio, an international development charity with Catholic roots.
I’ve seen earthquake damage before, most sickeningly in Indonesia after the 2004 tsunami. But arriving in the Haitian capital Port-au-Prince this January was truly shocking. Disaster clichés become flesh. Collapsed houses. Collapsed schools. Collapsed hospitals. Collapsed churches. Children’s toys covered in dust. On street corners, sign boards erected by residents – ‘We need food, water, medicine, please help’ – along with mobile phone numbers to encourage relief agencies to get in touch. 

Earlier that day, before dawn, I had crossed the border into Haiti, in the midst of a never-ending relief convoy. Trucks stuffed full of essential supplies were making the two-hour drive from the Dominican capital to Port-au-Prince; the length of the convoy was evidence that the response to the worst natural disaster since the Asian tsunami was underway.

Colleagues of mine had been working with local charities in Haiti and the neighbouring Dominican Republic before the earthquake happened. They had immediately switched from their long-term work to supporting emergency relief efforts, as part of a coalition of over one hundred local charities, working under the banner of Ayuda a Haiti (Help for Haiti).

A poorly reported story of this emergency is the huge response made by such local organisations to the emergency: within the first week, our local colleagues (by way of example) had distributed emergency food to over 50,000 people and treated thousands of medical cases. Because they were so close to the scene, they had often reached communities first, meeting people with ‘quite literally, nothing’ I was told, over and over.

Those who had survived the earthquake were grieving. I attended a meeting of women’s organisations in central Port-au-Prince, ostensibly arranged to discuss their collective response to the situation. But during the first hour, as members arrived, one by one, meeting each other for the first time since the earthquake, they wept together. I waited with my colleague, embarrassed and intruding. 

From Port-au-Prince, I travelled south-west, past mile upon mile of flattened concrete and rubble, to the grounds of a ruined hospital in Leogane, at the epicentre of the quake, to meet my colleague Raquel Casares and her health team. Working from tents, and with equipment salvaged from the ruins, they were treating hundreds of injuries every day. In the first days medics had had no time for anything but the most essential life-saving work. So, ten days later, there was finally space to treat broken arms, broken jaws, and wounds at risk of infection – all hitherto left untreated.

Then on to a nearby school compound, where hospital staff had heard that around thirty to forty children were sheltering under makeshift tents, assisted by church officials and parents. At that stage, ten days after the quake, they had still not received outside assistance. We left them with some large tents, and arranged to send more supplies quickly from our distribution centre.

Even as relief workers like my colleagues worked to provide immediate help, discussions were starting about the future. Now, several months on, planning is well underway: how can Haiti be rebuilt, and how can it be ensured that rebuilding leaves Haiti’s people stronger, less vulnerable, less poor? As Haitian organisations such as those we work with have been meeting together, what role are they seeing for themselves, and what are they saying about the international reconstruction efforts? 

I hear one message consistently – that aid agencies need to involve Haitians fully in decisions about the way forward. This sounds like an obvious platitude, but is far harder than it sounds – in the face of such a catastrophe, the instinct is to work quickly, and heavy and complex consultations can feel overly time-consuming. 

But though it can be a complicated and messy business, if we don’t ensure that reconstruction processes are owned and led by Haitian people, we will quickly waste money, providing well-meant white elephants that won't last, because they aren't really what is wanted or needed. And more importantly, for those of us coming from outside, we must remember that this is not our country – we are working at the service of Haitians for whom rebuilding is personal. It is about their future home.

It is important that planning meetings are run, and planning documents made available, with translation into Creole, so that Haitians can take part easily, and are not excluded by the simple matter of language. And rather than assuming that Haitian NGOs do not exist because they do not have an office in the UN compound, international agencies must take the time to seek them out, and draw in their thinking and contribution. 

For example, in response to the increasing levels of reported sexual violence in displacement camps, it is important that protection agencies are listening to Haitian women’s organisations. They have learnt over many years what the causes of sexual violence are in the Haitian context, and can advise on what is most likely to help protect women and girls.

Of course the voluntary sector, while vital, cannot deliver the services of a state, so in addition to supporting national NGOs, government services at the national and municipal level must also be strongly supported.

We should also take the time to listen to the historians and long-term observers of Haiti. We know that Haiti is poor. Some 78 per cent of Haiti’s 10 million people live on less than £1.25 a day. Infant mortality is among the highest in the Western hemisphere – with those who do make it to adulthood only expected to live to 61. But why is it so poor? The reasons for this are complex, and need to be understood to be properly tackled. 

Among other factors, development has been held back by the legacy of instability left by the Duvalier dictatorships; by environmental degradation which can be traced to forest clearances from the time of slavery; and by failures within the international community to support Haiti positively and consistently over the long term.

The relationship with Haiti’s closest neighbour, the Dominican Republic, is often overlooked, but is essential to its future wellbeing. Sharing an island, there is economic, environmental and political interdependence between the two countries. The disparity between extreme poverty and environmental damage on one side, versus relative wealth and high environmental capital on the other, can feed tensions, especially when it comes to the question of migrant Haitian workers. The generous help given by the Dominican Republic and its people during the emergency response has been humbling, and offers good signals for the future. But the pressures to emigrate on people who have lost homes and livelihoods are now more intense than ever before. Their rights will need to be upheld and strengthened while respecting the right of Haiti’s neighbour to manage migration responsibly.

So the challenge to those like me, who are involved in some way in this earthquake response, is to put our disaster response textbooks to one side, and listen. If we have the humility to ask questions, and to hear the answers, then we stand far more chance of contributing towards a better future for Haiti.

I’d like to close this article with a more personal reflection. Before leaving for home, I was asked in a radio interview about the effect that visiting Haiti was having on me personally. I found myself recoiling from the question. My experience paled into irrelevance by comparison with those who lost their homes, their children, their parents; who now face an unimaginable struggle to rebuild their lives. 

If I am honest, my overwhelming thoughts are of the sheer meaninglessness of the suffering. It makes me feel very distant from the notion of a caring God.

I could argue that without earthquakes, there is no life, because the earth’s movement is what makes land, and so creates the spaces where life can exist. Or I could argue that the scale of destruction is so great because of human failings – the failure to combat poverty and conflict in Haiti, which drove up such high levels of vulnerability.

But testing such arguments proves them trivial and false, on a par with the self-righteous lectures of Job’s companions: could you put them to an earthquake survivor in Haiti, without sounding crass and stupid? Clearly not. We must not attempt to theologise away such horror. It is dishonest and offensive.

Perhaps it is instead our innate responses which may be found to be more honest, more likely to guide us. Perhaps to cry, to seek to help, to pray, or to bear witness. But even then, it feels that the rights to these responses do not belong to me, but first of all to the survivors. If I am invited to join in such a response to a suffering which is not mine, then I can only think it is an unearned gift.

While in Port-au-Prince, I stayed the night in the grounds of the Jesuit seminary – camping, of course, the building being at risk of collapse. The head of the seminary called an evening meeting for those of us staying in the compound, foreign relief workers, Haitian relief workers and their families, and seminarians. After the business was concluded, as we stood together in the garden, in the dark, he asked us to hold hands and say the Lord's Prayer, each in our own language. What a challenge, in the midst of such horror, to be asked to pray in this way. And yet, we did …

TO WEEP

I have no right to emote

at the suffering of others

the dead 

the bereaved 

the hurt 

the dead

no water

no food

no home

no grave

all I think to write

how dare I write?

pompous

is 

meaningless

Godless

misery

rather

see the living

many

different souls, each

some pray

how great 

faithfulness

deliver us

mercy 

some weep

some say

hear us

our land

our home

my child

my child

honour my child

well may you weep
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The Land of Unlikeness: Churches and Reconciliation
by David Stevens

David Stevens, Leader of the Corrymeela Community, died on 23rd May 2010. His reflection here, written for this edition of Coracle, is printed as a tribute to his work and witness.
Christian faith challenges all exclusive claims of tribe, tradition and political commitment. The gospel invites us into the space created by Christ and to find there those who were previously our enemies. It therefore seeks to break down the enmity between us: enmity caused by different traditions, and national, political and religious loyalties. The gospel opens up for us a view of wholeness, justice and living in right relations which sees the whole world as potential brothers and sisters; a nourishing and fulfilment of the human. This is a vision of a new humanity reconciled in Christ and living together in a new community.

Through Christ a new relationship is established between those who accept the gift of reconciliation: strangers become citizens and aliens are recognised as members of the household of God (Eph 2:19). This redeemed people are called to be a community of reconciliation – a community of openness and inclusion – united round the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

At the same time, the reality is that churches are part of communities and nations; they cannot be other. They are chaplains, reflectors, consciences, restrainers, discerners, givers of wisdom, custodians of collective memory and places of community belonging. Churches bring ‘their’ community before God. They are places where the ‘specialness’ and stories of communities and nations can be celebrated. Much of this is necessary and good, but there is another side. ‘Specialness’ can lead to exclusivity and a sense of superiority. Churches can be places where we are told – implicitly and explicitly – who does not belong to our community: by who is prayed for and who is not, by the contents of sermons, and by the symbols displayed or not displayed.

The church is a home for the community or the nation. And at the same time it lives by a story of a Jesus who died outside the camp (Heb 13:13) and who, while completely a Jew, did not belong to his world (Jn 17: 14) and was driven out of it by those who did not want to be disturbed by another way. All our ‘homes’ – personal, communal, national – are radically de-centred by Jesus: ‘For there is no eternal city for us in this life, but we look for one in the life to come’ (Heb 13:14). And the church is a community where Jew and Greek and free, belong (1 Cor 12: 13); in its very essence it transcends all social, cultural and national boundaries.

The church lives in a tension: in the world, but not of it (cf Jn 18: 36). The danger is that in situations of communal conflict the tension collapses and, as the Croatian theologian Miroslav Volf says: … Churches often find themselves accomplices in war rather than agents of peace. We find it difficult to distance ourselves from our own culture so we echo its reigning opinions and mimic its practices.1

The Janus face of religion

Religion plays a profoundly ambiguous role in conflict situations. On the one hand, it can encourage hatred; anti-Catholicism is particularly potent in Northern Ireland, and has political consequences. Churches can reinforce community division and harden boundaries; Catholic views and rules on mixed marriage and the importance of church schools have had significant consequences in Northern Irish society. Religion can give divine sanction to nationalisms, political positions and violence. Shimon Peres says of Hezbollah, the Lebanese Shiite terrorist group: ‘These are religious people. With the religious you can hardly negotiate. They think they have supreme permission to kill people and go to war. This is their nature’. 2 In conflict situations theologies of enmity, superiority and distorted recognition of others can easily gain prominence, e.g. the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa theologically legitimated apartheid. When churches and religions find themselves on different sides of a fear-threat relationship between two communities, there can be a political/religious symbiosis, e.g. in Northern Ireland – Protestantism/Unionism, Catholicism/Nationalism.

Churches find it difficult to establish any critical distance from the pressures coming from ‘their’ community. The temptation is to identify without reserve and to become chaplains to ‘their’ community. Ian Linden has written about the ‘stranglehold that ethnicity had gained’ in the church in Rwanda. The church ‘had never seriously challenged Hutu or Tutsi identity as potentially open to being re-imagined in a Christian form, because ethnicity had always been taken as a given’. 3 When the genocide occurred in 1994 the church found it very difficult to resist the dynamics of hatred and killing. There were a significant number of prominent Christians involved in the killings (although there were church people who resisted and were martyred).

On the other hand, religion can be a force for restraint and this has been generally true in Northern Ireland. Without the churches the situation would have been a lot worse; the preaching and living out of non-retaliation, forbearance and forgiveness has had real social consequences. The churches opposed those who espoused violence and the gods of nationalism. Churches working together have been a force for good; they have helped lessen the religious/political symbiosis. And, nevertheless, the picture is very mixed and deeply ambiguous. Some black, much grey, a little white. Churches are part of the problem, and struggle to be part of the solution.

The church in Fiji illustrates this well. During the coup in 1987 by the military (many of the instigators were deeply steeped in Christian practice and openly invoked their faith as a guide for their action) the temptation was strong to align the church to the interests of chauvinist politicians who seized control of the state and sought legitimation of their rule that pitched one ethnic community against another. It fell upon another set of church leaders to defy the military and secular authorities in advocating an alternative course of reconciliation.4 

The problem is that politics appears to dominate the churches more than vice versa. This is one very significant factor in inhibiting churches in being agents of co-operation and raises profound questions about what is more important: religious commitment or political commitment. In theological terms, we are talking about the issue of idolatry.

Churches tend to reflect people’s fears, reflect community divisions, reflect a community experience of violence and threat, rather than act as agents of change or transformers of conflict. Thus the Protestant Churches in Northern Ireland often talked about law and order, reflecting a community under siege, and the Catholic Church often talked about justice, reflecting a community feeling of victimisation. Churches not only reflect people’s fears; they can also amplify them (witness the role of the Rev Dr Ian Paisley in Northern Ireland until recently).

In divided societies, fear, anxiety and a sense of threat are encoded; they almost become part of people’s genetic make-up. As the dynamics of conflict gather force, individuals and groups disappear into a vortex of antagonism. They are magnetised by violence. It takes very strong people to stand out when all around succumb. And it is true that some people can stand outside the vortex of antagonism. In Northern Ireland some church people are the most committed in terms of peace and reconciliation, common witness and co-operation and have been so since the start of the ‘Troubles’. In Rwanda, some Christians were martyred for standing against the ethnic hatred and killing. In Fiji some Christian leaders resisted the coup and stood for reconciliation between ethnic groups.

Transcendent faith

The church is a witness to the Kingdom of God and the presence of transcendence, and is called to be a community of reconciliation and as such offer a ‘space’ in the world for those who believe that human society can, if only in anticipation, overcome its violent origins, its continuing resentments and mistrust and come to realise its true calling to become the beloved community envisaged by the biblical story.5

Thus the church exists that we may know what humanity might be, that is people who are ‘different’ and ‘strange’:

able to stand out against community hatred;

able to cross community boundaries;

able to be peacemakers;

able to be healers;

able to forgive;

able to stand with the victims; 

able to engage in costly action.

When we see this ‘difference’ and ‘strangeness’ we are in the presence of transcendence and in the presence of witness to the Kingdom of God. The message of reconciliation is made visible.

I am a member of a community of reconciliation, the Corrymeela Community. Corrymeela has worked, often residentially, with a huge mixture of people from all sorts of different backgrounds. We have been journeying together for over forty years and there are ‘graduates’ of Corrymeela all over the place. During that time we have learnt the importance of:

belonging together in a community of diversity;

reconciliation being a practice, and a journey, not a theory or a strategy or a technique;

a safe space where people can come and meet each other, where there is an atmosphere of trust and acceptance and where differences can be acknowledged, explored and accepted;

presence and accompaniment – people who can give time and attention;

a community of faith being able to bring healing, and so being a ‘touching place’;

encounter and relationships; it is only in encounter and relationships that words like trust, reconciliation and forgiveness become real;

acknowledging and sharing vulnerability;

people telling their stories and listening to other people’s stories. Our identities and lives are based strongly on the stories we tell about ourselves, our families, our communities, our countries. Thus we need places where memories are explored and untangled;

not writing people off as incorrigible ‘baddies’ no matter what they have done – this is not to trivialise evil or say wrong does not matter;

the avoidance of self-righteousness and an awareness of our own hypocrisy;

surprise and the unexpected; reconciliation is something given as well as a practice;

taking small steps;

being sustained and nourished by hope and a vision of a different future;

being involved for the long haul; and 

a recognition that the transformation of the world is linked to the transformation of ourselves.

1. Miroslav Volf, ‘A Vision of Embrace’, Ecumenical Review, April, 1995

2. The New Yorker, October 14 and 21, 2002, p.195

3. Ian Linden, ‘The Churches and Genocide: Lessons from the Rwandan Genocide’ in (Eds) Gregory Baum and Harold Wells, The Reconciliation of Peoples: Challenges to the Churches, World Council of Churches Publications, 1997, p.52

4. Ralph R Premdas ‘The Church and Reconciliation in Ethnic Conflicts: The Case of Fiji’ in (Eds) Baum and Wells, op. cit., p.93

5. Lewis Mudge, source unknown

Shawl ministry

by Anna Briggs

Jane came to talk to me after the Christian Unity Week service at her church. ‘I don’t know if you heard,’ she said, ‘but my husband passed away in November.’ I said I was sorry and that I wished I had heard earlier. ‘He loved his shawl, right to the end,’ Jane said. ‘Every time he went for treatment he had it wrapped round his shoulders or his knees, and it was never far from him at home.’ She went on to tell me how much she missed him, how she didn’t know what to do without him. I looked at the dark-pink scarf Jane was wearing against her navy coat. I pulled out the pink and lilac shawl I had in my bag and wrapped it round Jane’s shoulders. ‘I think you need a shawl now.’ She went back to her friends, pulling the shawl tightly round her shoulders.

A few weeks later Olwen spoke to me at one of the churches I serve as a lay preacher. ‘I wasn’t here last time you came,’ she said, ‘but the shawl you sent to me in hospital – well, it got me through, and it was a great talking point with the other patients as well.’ 

One of our own ‘Knit & Natter’ members got a shawl from me when she was admitted to hospital with a very scary angina attack – before she left hospital she passed it on to a nurse whose daughter had breast cancer.

Every week we give shawls away to people in all sorts of difficulty, from diagnosis and treatment to bereavement, shocks and traumas of every kind, as well as to people in joyful circumstances like birth and marriage. It was a delight to send a shawl to someone to give her daughter when a baby was born, and to hear she had it round her shoulders when feeding the baby. Less than two years before we had sent a shawl when the same mother’s first baby was stillborn, so it was wonderful to complete the circle.

I read about Shawl Ministry or Prayer Shawl Ministry in one of the many knitting magazines which have sprung up in the revival of knitting and crochet in Britain.  The founders were Janet Bristow and Victoria Galo, who combined their ideas of ministry with their love of knitting and crochet while they were at Hartford Seminary in Connecticut. They and others have published several books with patterns, prayers and experiences of giving shawls. The shawls are always given away – I have accepted donations from people who want to give them, for our group expenses and to buy more yarn, but never from the recipient.

In 1995 I started a ‘Knit & Natter’ Group at Emmanuel URC in Cambridge, just before we moved to Liverpool, and combined several elements in the development of the group, which is still going strong. Firstly, there are masses of unused knitting yarn lying around in cupboards and boxes, and if you ask in your local free paper you will soon have more than you need. Secondly, there are people who like to knit and crochet, and have no one to knit and crochet for. Some of these people would welcome another social group to join: they’re isolated by widowhood, their children have moved miles away, and they really enjoy the company of new friends. Thirdly, there are international charities who would like to take knitted and crocheted clothes and toys to people in need: Samaritan’s Purse (Operation Christmas Child, the Shoe Box campaign), Hope and Aid Direct (who take van-loads of warm things to Kosovo every six months), as well as local centres for homeless people and asylum seekers. Local nursing homes also welcome knee rugs for immobile residents. So it’s not hard to find places to send the bags and bags of knitted things any group will produce. 

When I came to Liverpool I soon got involved in starting three groups in the South Liverpool area, two of which meet at our churches. Women come from the neighbourhood-around to these groups, along with a smaller number of church members. As well as meeting once a week we have Christmas parties and coach trips (with a nice lunch – very important). We enter a team in the church quizzes every six months (calling ourselves ‘The Woolly Thinkers’ was irresistible) and we’ll be having a stall at the spring fair. 

It’s the Shawl ministry, though, which I find most rewarding. There is a continuous supply of lovely knitted and crocheted shawls in a variety of shapes and colours. We have given them to families who have suffered a murder or road death, sending them through the Police Family Liaison team, who have been very appreciative of having something to bring when they visit a family. We have made tiny, fluffy shawls for children whose mothers died suddenly, and heard they were still wearing them or carrying them around weeks later. One of our knitters sent one to her son’s mother-in-law who was widowed suddenly in Japan, and received a lovely card written in halting English, to join the dozens of cards and letters of appreciation from other recipients. A lady having chemo told us she put the crocheted shawl under her pillow and wrapped her fingers through and around it when she was feeling frightened at night. 

The founders of Shawl ministry in the US meet in church groups and consciously pray as they make and send the shawls. Sometimes shawls are blessed in church by the minister before they go. Ours are not specifically church groups but everyone knows that the shawls are prayers and good wishes which we send or give to people who very much need them. We have a simple card which we send with the shawls, naming the person who made the shawl, and conveying our prayers and love. Everybody loves reading the thank you cards and hearing stories of the people who received the shawls.

And all I can say is, it works. People ‘get it’. You don’t need words when there is a warm hug in a shawl. I carry a shawl in my bag whenever I can and people ask me for them: ministers, church members, whoever. It should be surprising how many times people tell us we have given them a shawl in their favourite colour, but it’s not, of course! (shades of George MacLeod: ‘If you think that’s a coincidence…’)

What moves me most of all is when one of the group says something like: ‘My neighbour had a fall and broke her hip’ (or ‘her husband had a stroke’, or ‘her husband died’) ‘so I sat up two nights and crocheted her a shawl. She was made up!’ (Scouse for ‘thrilled’). In the properly working church, deacons, church wardens, elders or stewards take care of the community, without waiting for ministers to tell them what to do. In good communities, neighbours do the same. As a minister, my husband, Gordon, is always amazed how Shawl ministry keeps on working, how it helps his job as well. I’ve lost count of the times he has come back from visiting a widow, and has told me ‘she was wearing your shawl’.

A few extras: for boys and men, I often make a big warm scarf – only for older and immobile men do big crocheted rugs seem really appropriate. I decided to put a care label with the shawls as well after someone washed one in hot water and it stretched out of shape. We happily replaced it but the lady was distressed by what she’d done. 

We had an article about our ‘Knit & Natter’ groups in Simply Knitting magazine (Issue 46, November 2008). After that I had calls from all over the country from people who’d read the article and then made a shawl for someone in need – one for a niece in New Zealand who had lost a baby: ‘I was just wondering what on earth to do for her, then I read your article.’ 

I post a lot of shawls, and have found a way of getting in touch with people with a nationally reported tragic death in the family, through local churches and Iona Community members, but I’d be delighted to be able to do less of that, trusting that someone local would provide a shawl, wherever people are. I can send three simple shawl patterns to anyone who emails me.

I hope to be leading a weekend, ‘Knit One, Pray One’, at the URC Windermere Centre later in the year, and I can come and speak to church or other groups about the practicalities of starting Shawl ministry. What I’d say most of all is, just try it and see.

www.shawlministry.com

To get in touch with Anna about starting a Shawl ministry, or for knitting patterns, email her at: briganna@hotmail.co.uk

Anna Briggs is a member of the Iona Community. Besides being a prolific knitter, she is a weaver of words. Her song ‘We Lay this Broken World’, written in a hymn-writing workshop on Iona, is a much-loved song in the world church.

The Shape of the Church: 

The Challenge of the ‘Emerging Church’ to the Iona Community

by John Harvey

In the August/September 2008 issue of Coracle, I contributed an article on ‘The Shape of the Church’. In it, I sought to raise the question: What should be the relationship between the Iona Community and the ‘Emerging Church/Fresh Expressions of Church/Urban Expression’ phenomenon which is gaining ground, and influence, in many parts of the church today?

Over the succeeding months, we developed a small email group of, eventually, twenty-two members and Associates, circulating comments and papers among ourselves. We explored the nature of the Emerging Church, seeing it, as one of our correspondents put it, as ‘an umbrella term covering a whole variety of ways of expressing the Christian faith in a post-modern setting’. We received a number of quotations from a variety of books on the subject, which we found helpful. One, by the writer Grace Davie from her book Europe: The Exceptional Case, pointed out that ‘Western Europeans remain, by and large, unchurched populations rather than secular, falling attendance having not (as yet) led to an abdication of religious belief’ – and she talked of Western European societies being ‘amnesic societies ‘ – they have ‘lost the memory of the story’. This very much rang bells with many of us.

We asked: What is the Emerging Church emerging from? And we saw that it was emerging from current models of being church – and recognised that this seems to happen every five hundred years or so – what one Anglican bishop described as the church ‘having a giant rummage sale’, out of which emerge new, more vital forms of Christianity, often existing for quite a while alongside the old one, almost in parallel.

One quote that struck us forcibly was from Hauerwas and Willimon’s book Resident Aliens:

What we call ‘church’ is too often a gathering of strangers who see the church as yet another ‘helping institution’ to gratify their individual desires. They come to church … to have their personal needs met. What we call ‘church’ is often a conspiracy of cordiality. Everyone agrees to talk about everything else except what matters.

In January of this year, four of us met together for a day, to reflect on where our virtual conversation had got to, and to see what we might do next. We recognised, first of all, that the Emerging Church phenomenon, whatever else it might be, is essentially concerned with finding ‘new ways to touch the lives of all’ with the Gospel. This, of course, is what we believe we are about as well, as the Iona Community – so at the very least, we have a common concern, even if we express it in many different ways. Out of that meeting, we came up with three questions, which we felt we should put before the Community. We were invited to raise them first of all with the Programme Committee, which we did in March this year. We received a very good hearing, and indeed both the Leader, who was present at the meeting, and the Programme Committee itself, agreed to take these questions forward.

One of our questions was about Family Groups: In what way are our Family Groups expressions of ‘new ways to touch the lives of all’ with the Gospel, and how do they challenge and sustain our personal faith and discipleship? A second question was about stories and networks: Can we collect stories – from members, Associates, other prophetic communities – of people and groups finding new ways of touching the lives of all with the Gospel, which could inform and contribute to the Emerging Church conversation, perhaps from a more radical perspective? 

But our fundamental question centred on how we, as individuals and as a Community, relate to the Gospel and the Church.

The Community does not have a ‘party line’ about the Gospel – we don’t promote a particular theological perspective. Indeed, we don’t even ask people, who wish to join the Community, any questions about their theological standpoint. (I’m reminded of the time I asked George MacLeod, then into his 90s, what he would say if someone asked him ‘What is the theology of the Iona Community?’ Quick as a flash, he replied, ‘I would say I had another appointment, and leave the room’!) But … we do have a relationship to the Gospel, in the sense that we are a self-confessed Christian community. When we ask God, as we do in our prayer of the Iona Community, to show us ‘new ways to touch the lives of all’, the assumption in that prayer is that it is with the Gospel that we wish to touch people’s lives.

So we believe that we need to examine this assumption, to check out whether it is still the case, and if it is, to explore exactly how this is being done, in our separate and corporate witness. Our sense is that if we are not clear about this, we could become just another pressure group, with the name, but without the cutting edge, of ‘Christian’– woolly liberal, with unexamined connections to the Gospel of the love and the grace of God in Jesus Christ. And it seems to us that it is particularly urgent to be clear about this, in the present climate of multiculturalism, and when extremes of both right and left are growing in many sectors of society, including the church.

We believe that we also need to examine the Community’s connection with the Church. Again, we have no ‘party line’ with regard to the Church – and rightly so. We do expect members to have an active involvement in a church – but we do not account to each other for this, and it is not part of our Rule, largely, we think, because it was taken for granted in the early days of the Community.

In the prayer of the Community, we ask God to do something for the church – ‘grant a like spirit to your church, even at this present time’ – before ever we ask God to do something for the Community. This seems to us to imply a prior concern for the Church on the part of the Iona Community. If this is the case, then perhaps we need to examine this assumption also – to check that it is still the case, and if so, how is it manifesting itself, individually and corporately, in the life of the Community.

Because there is a danger, we sense, that if we aren’t clear about our relationship with the Church, then we won’t be taken seriously by the Church, or by movements such as the Emerging Church. And we noted that in the index of what some would see as the basic textbook of the Emerging Church phenomenon – Gibbs and Bolger’s Emerging Churches – neither the Iona Community, nor anyone connected with the Iona Community, gets a mention.

John Harvey was a member of the Gorbals Group Ministry in the 1960s, a parish minister in Gorbals, Govan, and Raploch, and is a former Leader of the Iona Community. He is the author of Bridging the Gap: Has the Church Failed the Poor? (Wild Goose Publications) www.ionabooks.com
Key House a reflection on the ministry of hospitality and retreat
by Lynda Wright

For the past seventeen years, Key House, a small ecumenical centre in Falkland, Fife, run by the Tabor Trust and staffed by Lynda Wright and Ann Evans, has been offering retreats for individuals and small groups. In August this year Key House will be closing. Lynda reflects on her time at Key House …
After my time on Iona as one of the Wardens of the Abbey, Key House was opened in 1993, partly in response to my experience on Iona. I had been aware there of people’s need to find a place of welcome and acceptance, a safe place to share their stories as well as a space for reflection and help with being in touch with Mystery. That there would be such a place of welcome, easily available to folk living in Central Scotland, lay behind the idea to open Key House. A group of friends came together to form a small charity, which we called the Tabor Trust, in order to do this. We liked the image of Tabor – a place apart, a place of transfiguration and change; and because of our links with the Community of the Transfiguration, we felt this was a name which fitted. Sadly our time here is about to come to an end, as we are planning to close this summer. We do so with sadness because our lives have been very much enriched over the years by the variety of people who have come, and the many stories and gifts they have shared.

On average we have welcomed 450 people a year to stay, about 30 groups a year for day programmes and lots of individuals coming for just a ‘day apart’ or for individual accompaniment. Time spent around the table listening and sharing stories, and the provision of quiet space where people find healing have been the crucial ‘halves’ of our ministry here, as in the old Celtic tradition of hospitality.

The Iona Community has of course been central to our vision, contributing insights I gained from my work on Iona, as well as the practical, financial support we have received from Family Groups and from the many members and Associates who have come to stay.

The vision, though, began before my time on Iona. It was in Orkney in 1976, at the Maundy Thursday communion in the wee Episcopal church in Kirkwall, that Fr. Roland Walls of the Community of the Transfiguration, Roslin, inspired those of us privileged to be there by sharing his vision of a church living beyond the institutions, and returning to its origins of small groups sharing prayer and hospitality. It is that vision we have tried to live out.

What we have learned over the years is that people are often seeking help in ways that they find difficult to locate within the institution. So often, they have not been helped to find different ways into prayer or even to be able to name their prayerful experiences as prayer, and so they have not been helped to relate what God might be saying in the things around them to their personal faith journeys. People who have been ‘churchgoers’ for thirty years or so have found no help with their questions about where God is in the facts of their lives and what that means in their relationships and the wider world. When we have shared simple tools like the Benedictine lectio divina or simply watching the Breath to become Present, they have often responded: ‘Why didn’t anyone share this with me before?’ 

While the Institution often struggles to maintain what it has always provided, people are looking for something more simple and directly related to their lives. I, of course, want to acknowledge all the very imaginative things developing throughout the church, much of it part of the Community’s work, but this is not always what people are offered in the local situation.

What we have also learned is that you can make a little money go a long way.

At our hesitant beginning in 1993 we raised £25,000, which covered our set-up costs and provided a reserve for running costs for the first year. Sometimes we almost didn’t have the courage to continue when we looked at the reality of the financial figures, but thanks to the generosity of so many we have survived for seventeen years, always with enough reserves for the year ahead. Our budget of between £25,000 and £30,000 p.a. has supported two of us, paid the rent, and kept everyone warm and fed.  I would want to say to the wider church struggling with a looming financial crisis, ‘Be imaginative, encourage people to live differently. Think outside of the box!’

So we close on August 14th. We are having a celebration in the village hall in Falkland at 11am, to which those of you who want to celebrate with us are invited. 

Ann, my colleague, is retiring. I’m not, and will be looking for work – facilitating and leading groups, offering retreats, etc. 

I would like to close this reflection with some words that have been our inspiration over the years:

First from the Gospel – Matthew 14:22–32. (I was in and out of that boat so often!) …

From Ian Fraser’s poem ‘People Journeying’:

Our God contrives footholds where none are seen:

he meets tentative steps of faith with ground conjured from nothing.

… I walk this day, like one who walked on waves.

And these words, often attributed to Goethe:

The moment one definitely commits oneself, then Providence moves too … A whole stream of events issues from the decision, raising in one’s favour all manner of unforeseen events, meetings and material assistance which no one could have dreamed would come their way. Whatever you can do or dream you can do, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it. Begin it now.

And finally, this poem written by Brian Woodcock for our 10th anniversary – celebrating the house, the table, the stable which we made into our chapel, the orchard which lies behind the house – seems like a fitting thanksgiving for all we have done together:

Christ of the quiet places, 

thank you for this place,

place of rest and restoration. 

You do not offer bolt-holes or escape routes,

but space for healing, time for preparation, a safe house for recovery,

and shelter for the night, along the way.

So meet us in the stable

as we pause awhile, like wide-eyed shepherds, 

before returning to the hills, to the places of our work.

Sit with us at the table, 

breaking bread with friends

before the testing time.

Come to us in the garden, 

whispering our names

until we recognise you and know ourselves again.

Walk with us through the orchard, 

and along the gentle paths,

that tomorrow, hurrying between the cars and through the crowds,

we may find you still beside us, 

transforming urban landscapes with your gentleness.

But tonight, while we are here,

with all we have brought and all we have left behind,

and the outside door locked,

come and stand amongst us, breathe your peace upon us,

unlock our fears, set loose our hopes, 

calm us for sleeping, free us for living.

Christ of the quiet places, 

meet me in the hidden storms

and the silence of my soul …

Lynda Wright is an Associate of the Iona Community.

Reflections on last year at Camas
by Mary Ireson

Coordinator of Camas, Mary Ireson, thinks back on last year at Camas while looking forward to the challenge, energy and adventure of this season …
Thanks for the chocolates, guys. Now, how about a planet for the kids?
by Paul Baker Hernández
Would you have believed that we’d ever actually be daft enough to sell ourselves pre-faded, pre-torn jeans? Yet, there they are, ‘gracing’ students, barrio kids, housewives, hubbies, TV presenters. It’s ‘fashion’, of course; so that’s all right then. As an advert promoting a stone to ‘rub on jeans, concentrating on seat and knees for authenticity’ noted even in 1986: ‘It only seems silly you buy new jeans for $20 while jeans that are pre-faded and tattered by stone-washing cost $45 plus. But time is money. Getting those pristine denims fashionably faded would take maybe years of hard work.’

Oh dear. And the pumice? The water? Genuine individuality? Perhaps one comfort in all this brainwashing is that it shows just what suckers we are. Or, rather more positively, how we can persuade ourselves to do almost anything if we really put our minds, peer pressure and the occasional ‘celebrity’ to it. So, sparked by a May awash in Mother’s Days, in the Americas at least, here’s something that, while obviously not in the same vibrant league as pumicing one’s pants, still just might be worth considering at this moderately critical juncture of human – planetary – life: Why don’t mothers everywhere unite to demand peace (plus a planet) for their children?

Blah! Bring on the flying pigs. Yet, post-Copenhagen, it is obvious that ‘we, the peoples’ have to take the world back into our care; that few of our ‘leaders’ are capable of actually taking the steps necessary to heal the earth. And, despite the pitiful less-than-20% female members in our supposedly representative assemblies, the majority of the world’s adult population is actually women.

Who would have guessed, wading through Hallmark, Interflora and Victoria’s Secret, that the original Mother’s Day had peace – and, to achieve it, women – at its very heart? In 1870, Julia Ward Howe, appalled by the carnage of the US Civil War and seeking to institute what has since deliquesced into our modern Mother’s Day, cried in anguish: Arise, then, women of this day! … Say firmly: ‘We will not have great questions decided by irrelevant agencies. Our husbands will not come to us, reeking with carnage, for caresses and applause. Our sons shall not be taken from us to unlearn all we have been able to teach them of charity, mercy and patience. We, the women of one country, will be too tender of those of another country to allow our sons to be trained to injure theirs.’ From the bosom of the devastated earth a voice goes up with our own. It says: ‘Disarm! Disarm! The sword of murder is not the balance of justice.’

Blood does not wipe out dishonor, nor violence indicate possession. As men have often forsaken the plough … at the summons of war, let women now leave all that may be left of home for a great and earnest day of counsel. Let them first meet, as women, to bewail and commemorate the dead … In the name of womanhood and humanity, I earnestly ask that a general congress of women without limit of nationality may be held to promote the alliance of the different nationalities, the amicable settlement of international questions, the great and general interests of peace. (Julia Ward Howe, Mother’s Day Proclamation, 1870)

Entirely unlike the sentimental claptrap we endure today then, the first Mother’s Day actually treats women as adults, as men’s equals, as critical actors in history; it’s Mother’s Day for Peace, not consumerism. Consumerist culture has been trying to bury this subversive legacy in saccharine ever since. It’s been tragically successful, of course. Here in Nicaragua, with typical impulsive enthusiasm, we’re no longer content with a single Mother’s Day (May 30th) – the whole month is now dedicated to soggy tripe; in this land of absent fathers and wayward men, hypocrisy rages with ‘el mes de mama’ enthusiastically promoted by callous consumerism.

However, like the stupid jeans and the limp cards, it does tell us something vital: that, if we truly want to leave a planet for our children rather than a wasteland, we have to get at least as serious as the stone-washers, the fashion dictators, and the Hallmark versifiers. Making peace can no longer be confined to occasional ‘days’, or even months. If ever there was a dream to dream, a time to seize, a peace to imagine, this is it. The earth and all our children beg women everywhere to stand up and cry out – Mum’s Day or merely Monday, today and every day: ‘Thanks for the chocolates, guys. Now, how about a planet for the kids?’ And we men, properly to enable our own vital contribution, must seek out the women (and the children), not just with chocolates and flowers on their occasional days but all day, every day; we must offer them genuine listening and respect; we must try to grasp and act on their profound perspectives as primary life-givers/sustainers in the present and bearers of life into the future. It may take two to tango; today our very survival desperately needs the whole of humanity to dance – and to dream – together.

And the flying pigs? In Dr Zhivago, Zhivago and his family are heading for Central Russia by train in an overwhelming snowstorm. The train finally bogs down; everyone gets out to shovel, one group here, another further on, another up the hill … hopeless … ‘But suddenly the walls of snow between them came down and they saw the line flying into the distance like an arrow. And, seeing their numbers for the first time, they were amazed how many they were.’ That’s us, folks. Now, how does the tango go again?

Please sign the We, the Peoples, Say ‘Water Not War’ petition: http://www.change.org/echoes_of_silence 

To discuss what else we can do, or to share comments, write to Paul at: echoespaul@tortillaconsal.com

Echoes of Silence – ‘artists with dirt under their fingernails’ – works to build peace with justice, through beauty and concrete action. Beauty offers a glimpse of wholeness, keeping alive the vision of a healed world and moving people profoundly; moving them to take concrete actions to make peace-filled justice … With so many of the world’s people unable to read, Echoes emphasises the arts as vital channels for communication and interchange. We particularly support projects to end war, to reduce global warming, and to build community information and action networks locally, nationally and internationally. (Full project information: http://echoesofsilence.pbworks.com)

Paul Baker Hernández organises eco-cultural brigades to plant trees, dig drains, dance jigs and support health and education projects in Nicaragua. He is also a songwriter, who has sung with Joan Jara and Jackson Browne, and an author (Song in High Summer; Of Minstrels, Monks and Milkmen).

An interview with artist Ruth Goodheir
Ruth Goodheir, interviewed by Neil Paynter
Ruth Goodheir and I met in the Iona Community’s Glasgow office to talk about her upcoming exhibition of paintings and drawings for the Growing Hope Appeal. This was the second time we met to talk about her life and work …
NEIL: So, tell me about your upcoming exhibition in Glasgow for the Iona Community’s Growing Hope Appeal. What works will you be exhibiting?

RUTH: Well, for about the last ten years, I’ve been painting pictures that are … descriptions of all the deepest things that have been going on in my life. And they’re about my relationships with the world, and my relationship with God, really. So they’re kind of personal icons. And I have now quite a lot of paintings. And when I first did them, I never thought in terms of trying to sell them at all. I thought I was really just doing them for me, to express some of the things that I needed to express. But I’ve come to the stage now that I have so many paintings that my spare room is full, and I feel that I need to make a clearance of some kind. That’s how the idea of having an exhibition for Growing Hope came up.

NEIL: There are a number of different collections of paintings and drawings you’ve done. There’s  ‘The Light Shines in the Darkness’ series you made a book of; the drawings you’ve done in nursing homes, and at a drop-in centre. So which of those works will you be showing in the exhibition? And can you talk a little bit about them?

RUTH: Well, I will bring some of my drawings. I’m obviously interested in portraiture. I’m particularly interested in people whose faces are … maps of their experience. And I’ve always drawn people, all my life really. But the main thing that I will be exhibiting are my oil paintings, which are records of inner life.

These are the ‘Original Blessing’ series, and also ‘The Light Shines in the Darkness’. The first series is ‘The Light Shines in the Darkness’. And it describes quite a dark time in my life, and my way of working through it. And I had a close friend at that time, who was a woman who was paralysed in a road accident, and she was really the only one who saw the paintings as I was doing them. And then she encouraged me to show them to other people, because she felt that they had a message in them that wasn’t just for me but was for other people as well. So since then I’ve used them as material for guided retreats and meditations in various places.

NEIL: It interesting, though, that you did those paintings for yourself in a way, to work things out; and then your friend found them meaningful. And then – when we talked before, you told me you exhibited those paintings in a private house, and that people came round to look at them there, and they found them meaningful. And then people started writing to you about the paintings, didn’t they? You had a letter from a woman, and she found the paintings very powerful. So I find it interesting that you went from this drive to get something out, to other people being able to relate to them, to now exhibiting them. So many times today artists think about how they can sell their work first: what they can do that will sell; how they can make money from them first. Yours seems a more natural, organic process. I find that refreshing. It’s a more honest approach.

RUTH: Yeah. All my life I’ve painted. And it’s just … part of my being, from when I was about three years old. Drawing and painting is the way I express myself.

NEIL: It’s what you need to do –

RUTH: It’s necessary to me, like eating – I have to be drawing and painting.

NEIL: That’s what an artist is, I think, isn’t it?

RUTH: I think, in fact, people do have it the wrong way round. I think that God gave us things like art and music in order to express ourselves, and in order to enjoy life. And that our society has turned it into either an entertainment or a way of making money.

NEIL: Definitely. Kathy Galloway has often described how everything is being commodified. She’s written about that well and quite a lot. Yes, art is very commodified – and music.

RUTH: When I very first exhibited my paintings I was really nervous about it. Because I was really wondering if I was making a mistake, you know, because they were so personal, and I was thinking: maybe this is just the wrong thing to do. But then, when I got such a response from people – I got so many letters – it made me realise that it wasn’t just for me. And I think maybe the deepest things that are in us are common to everybody, you know: you’re not that separate – we are all created by God to have a common humanity.

NEIL: Are you comfortable saying anything about the woman who wrote to you, and what she found in the paintings, or about what anyone who wrote to you said in particular?

RUTH: Well, I think I can tell you about her but I wouldn’t give her name or circumstance. She was a woman who had experienced a terrible personal tragedy in her life. She told me that it was one of my paintings which had given her the courage to continue living. It was a painting called Pushing the Boat Out. She looked at it, and could see that she was the little blue woman in it who couldn’t get into the boat, but needed to get into the boat to get on with her life. And looking at the painting, she said, helped her to move on … And I just find that very moving.

NEIL: That’s really powerful. And that must feel so good, to do a painting like that that connects with someone at that level.

RUTH: Yeah, and at that point I thought: if I never ever sell them, it doesn’t matter.

NEIL: No, it’s better than selling them, isn’t it?

RUTH: They’ve been understood.

NEIL: That’s a story that will stay in your heart.

RUTH: Yes … So it’s kind of precious …  

NEIL: Last time you were here you showed me the sketches you’ve been doing in a nursing home, and the sketches you’ve been doing in a drop-in centre. Can you tell me a little about how you connect with people in those places and why you wanted to do that work?

RUTH: Yes. Well, I think one of the important things to say first is I didn’t go until I was invited. Each time, there was someone who worked there, or someone who knew me, who said: ‘I think it would be a good idea if you could do this.’ And I think that was really important: that it was an atmosphere where people wanted me to be there … 

I was working in the drop-in centre: At first I didn’t draw. At first I just sat with folk and drank coffee and talked and had a meal there, and kind of felt out what the people were like. And, after a wee while, it would come to me: this person might like to have a portrait drawn. And then I would suggest it. If the person said yes, I would take my book out. And at that point, I was really nervous, because when you’re doing a drawing of someone … you just have to allow the drawing to happen. You can’t decide what things about that person you’re going to record: it’s a process that just takes over as you draw. And the best drawings are drawings that you are not really in control of. So something within you and within that person that you are looking at connects and … the lines happen. And so, sometimes when I finish a drawing, I think: How will this be received? How will this person think about the drawing that I’ve done? Will they be offended? Or, will they accept it? Or will they like it? But you just have to have a trust that it’s something that’s happened between you that’s been good. And if it is something that’s happened between you that’s good, then the drawing will have that in it. And the person will see it. 

And I remember one particular time when I did a drawing that was a really dark drawing. It was of a man who had bipolar disorder, and he was in a very dark place at the time, and you could see it, in the drawing. And I was very moved by the way he looked at it, and said: ‘Yes, that is me.’ And there was kind of recognition. And he completely accepted it.

NEIL: But you were probably one of the first people to have really seen him in a long time … dark or light.

RUTH: Well, it could be because you’re sitting with someone, and you’re giving them your total attention. And I think that, for people who are vulnerable, it can be quite a gift because I’m saying: I see you, I know who you are … Maybe it’s the start of some kind of healing, I don’t know … I feel, in a way, now that I’ve done it for quite a long time (some of these people I have now known over a period of about ten years), that I’ve got a relationship; and when I meet them in the Co-op or somewhere, they always talk to me, they always want to smile and tell me what’s happening in their lives. So in a way it’s a kind of ministry, because I’m the person who saw them, and that’s been good.

NEIL: Before when we talked, you told me a story about when you were in the drop-in centre, and a woman you drew there named Lara, quite a young woman who died. And then later her family got in touch with you and asked for the picture of her …

RUTH: Yes. I felt that was something almost that had been meant, you know? That God had wanted me to be there that particular day and to do that drawing, because afterwards her family, who she’d been estranged from, came to the funeral, and wanted copies of the drawing, and her friends in the drop-in centre wanted copies of the drawing; so I really felt something (I don’t know how to describe these things) something had made me go that particular day and draw that person and that it was meant. That’s a very Highland thing to say: ‘It was meant’; they say it a lot on Skye. I think it comes from the Free Church tradition, you know? They have a thing about things being predestined. And they quite often say to you [in a whisper]: ‘It was meant.’

NEIL: It’s like the George MacLeod quote: ‘If you think that was a coincidence, I wish you a very boring life.’

RUTH: Oh yes! Just like that.

NEIL: I think you’ve used the word about the people who you’ve been drawing in nursing homes and drop-ins, that they’re like icons.

RUTH: Yes, the face of God. I read somewhere, I think it was a quote from Brother Roger of the Taizé Community. And he said: There is nothing more beautiful than a human face that has been transfigured by a life of struggle.

NEIL: And – along with the way you approach your art – that is kind of counter-cultural too. The icons that we’re given to worship today are very polished: surgically sculpted celebrities … When you said that about icons, it made me think about my book Down to Earth: all those people who I met in nursing homes and in night shelters, they were all icons to me too. I would sit with them and look at them and think: You are such an amazing person – there is so much life etched all over your face – and in what you say, and in the rhythm of your speech, in your story … I remember volunteering  in a nursing home when I was really young, just to find out about it, about life really, and I met this man named Robert. He didn’t have any lower legs, just stubs, but still helped the nurses care for his wife, who was in the home too and had dementia. He had a tape recorder beside his bed, and he’d talk into it and try to get his stories down – about the war, about many other battles, about all the chapters of his long, full life. I just thought that he was a really amazing person, an icon to me. And so I felt I really had to sketch his story, or try to. 

I can see some similarities in your drawings and in my stories. The same environments – nursing homes, drop-ins – those amazing faces, people. 

RUTH: That’s why I thought you would be a good person to interview me.

NEIL: Yes – and in this culture we don’t really look at those people. We forget them. Hide them away. We don’t hear those stories in the media.We don’t really see those people, those faces. And they’re all around us really. Icons ……

So, Ruth, a long long time ago, like me, you were a volunteer on Iona, a craftworker … So how did Iona inspire you? Or how did you start working there?

RUTH: Well, I had been taken to Iona by a member of the Community called Roger Gray, who lived on Skye.

NEIL: Oh yes.

RUTH: He was the optician on Skye, and we became friends. And he was the first person to take me to Iona. And when I realised that they had this position of art and craftworker (this was before the MacLeod Centre was built, so the art and craft work happened in the Chapter House). And, I just had the feeling that: wouldn’t it be great to be able to do this job, because it was something that I loved and could share with other people. And it was really quite a formative experience, because I was kind of thrown in at the deep end – 

NEIL: You often are on Iona – 

[Shared laughter]

RUTH: Because there was this big group from Royston Hill, and I wasn’t quite sure what I would do but I had brought with me modelling clay, and lots of things that could be used for collage, because I thought, the chances are people will come to the art and crafts sessions who are not able to draw but they’ll want to do something. So I had brought lots of textured material, and I had got sand and seaweed and stuff from the beach. And I also had this clay. And one of the things I remember most about this clay was – I think there was, at that time in the Abbey, a statue of two feet in chains. And I think it may have come from Africa somewhere. And they were big feet, and they stood on a windowsill somewhere. Do you remember it?

NEIL: No, that would be before my time.

RUTH: Well, people were fascinated with these feet. And one man started to try and make a hand, because he’d seen the feet. And I helped him with making a hand. And I remember the first hand that he made, it was a clenched fist – like this, you know? But, as we worked on this, during the week … it opened.

NEIL: Aha! …

RUTH: And at the end of the week, it was an opened hand. He still had the fist, but he had another one. It was an opened hand; and he put a wee cross in it. And I remember thinking: that’s really good.

NEIL: It had flowered.

RUTH: Yeah … And the other thing I remember about that experience … Well, actually I did it for several years, so probably I’m running years together –

NEIL: Well, you do that when you’re on Iona for a while.

RUTH: Yeah. Another year that I was there, a group of people came to stay in the Abbey who had people with quite severe physical disabilities with them. It was a kind of way of matching up disabled people with able-bodied people, and they would come on holiday together. And there was a woman who came who had cerebral palsy; and her whole body jerked all the time, you know. She couldn’t keep her head still, her whole body sort of convulsed, and it was very hard to understand her, because her speech was affected by that too. But the strongest part of her body was her feet. And she painted by holding the paintbrush between her toes, and she was able to tell me exactly what she needed to do this. She needed a chair that had the arms on it, to keep her balance, and she needed a basin of water, so that she could change colours, you know? And she needed all her colours laid out within reach of her feet, and a big long paintbrush – and I was fascinated by this. And she actually had been painting for quite a while and she knew what she wanted to do. But I painted with her. And because she came every day to the arts and crafts, I began to understand her speech, because I had been spending time with her … By the end of the week, I thought: I love this. I love being in this role – I would really like to be able to do something like this at home. And we corresponded for a while after that, because she could type with her feet. And one time she wrote, and she said: ‘Sorry I haven’t been able to write to you for a while, I sprained my ankle.’ 

Anyway, I went home … And a few years later they opened a resource centre for people with disabilities there, and I was able to get work there as a sessional worker and I did that for quite a long time. So that was a seed that was sown on Iona.

NEIL: That’s really interesting … 

And I think you told me you had started to study art before you went to Iona, but then made some decisions that that wasn’t what you wanted to do, for different reasons.

RUTH: Well, actually, when I was very young I went to art school, when I was 16. And I was full of enthusiasm. But I found the way of teaching very deadening, at that time.

NEIL: I think you were saying it was very heavy on technique and not so heavy on humanity maybe?

RUTH: Yeah. They concentrated on teaching you technique, and it was quite divorced from anything that you might want to express, and that’s just not the way I am. I can’t work like that, you know? So it just kind of took all the life out of me and I left … There are some things that are not great about that, because I lost touch with other people who were painting. I think if I had stayed, and gone through it I would know a lot more people who are in an art world, and I don’t at all –

NEIL: But you’d be a different painter then, wouldn’t you?

RUTH: I’d be a different painter. I chose not to go along that road.

NEIL: It’s interesting because your technique is very good. So I guess over the years you have solidified that – but you’ve not lost the humanity of the work, that’s what I noticed first and that’s a great thing. I can’t remember the exact quote, it was something I was reading about Van Gogh. And he was kind of hanging out with a teacher, not studying academically, picking out what technique he could. And the teacher said something like: ‘Careful, Vincent, you spend so many years learning technique, and then when you finally get it, you’ve forgotten what you wanted it for in the first place.’

RUTH: What you want to do with it, yes, yes …

NEIL: And Vincent said: ‘Oh, I won’t forget!’ – and he didn’t. And neither have you. And you can lose that passion with any art, with music: you just work so much on technique, and you lose the soul … 

Ruth, before when we talked you told me about Christine, who you drew in a nursing home. Can you tell me about drawing Christine, and the story behind it?

RUTH: When I first went to the nursing home – I went because there was an old man that I knew, whose wife was there. And she had dementia of some kind, and he was finding it really really hard, keeping on visiting her and coping with the fact she no longer knew him. And she had been a painter. And he got a hold of me one day, and he said: ‘Ruth, I think you should go to the nursing home. I think God’s got a job for you there.’ And he just said it right out: ‘I think God’s got a job for you there.’ And I thought: Oh well, if he’s asking me to go, I’II go, because I had a great respect for him … And so I phoned the nursing home up and explained who I was, and then I came in to who runs it. And she had the idea of getting people painting. But when I first went, I tried that. I tried one session of trying to get people round a table with poster paint but it really didn’t work. People were all in their own world, and I couldn’t work with a big group. And I was also overwhelmed by the amount of distress there was there. I remember one particular woman who was mobile, and she had dementia and she kept grabbing my arm; she kept saying: ‘I need to go home.’ And I didn’t know how to respond to that, but I could see the distress in her face. And that was multiplied all round the room, you know? Different people in different kinds of distress. And I was overwhelmed. And I came away thinking: I can’t do this.

And I thought about it all the next week. And I thought: I can’t do this, but how am I going to tell my friend that I can’t do it? And then I thought: What can I do here if I can’t do that, what can I do? And I thought: I can draw people … So I phoned up the manager and I said: ‘What I would like to do is to work one-to-one with people. And do a drawing.’ And she said: ‘OK, if you think that will work – Great.’ Because she really wanted something creative to happen. And one of the first people I drew was Christine. 

And as I was drawing Christine, I still had this feeling of being overwhelmed by all the distress there was there, but as I drew Christine, and I made eye contact with her, I saw her face light up, and it was so I could see right into her, you know? And it was almost as though she was becoming transparent as I drew her, and then I got his feeling, I thought: This is great, this is wonderful – I can really see this person … And by the end of it, she liked the drawing, and I liked the drawing, and the staff liked the drawing. And people came round and looked. And then I had a conversation with the staff, and I said: I had been overwhelmed by all the pain, and then when I saw Christine I thought how wonderful her face was. And they said: ‘Yes, we noticed it too’ … 

NEIL: That’s a powerful story …… Ruth, thank you so much for our conversation. I look forward to your exhibition in November for Growing Hope …

RUTH: Thank you …

‘An Exhibition of 60 Drawings and Paintings’ by Ruth Goodheir will be held at Wellington Church, just off University Avenue, Glasgow, from 19 November till 29 November, 2010. Half of the money from sales at this exhibition will go to the Iona Community’s Growing Hope Appeal (www.iona.org.uk/growing_hope.php). 

To view the exhibition catalogue: http://www.ruthgoodheir.net/catalogue.html 

Ruth Goodheir is a member of the Iona Community. 

Neil Paynter is Editor of Coracle and author of Down to Earth (Wild Goose Publications) www.ionabooks.com 

Bethlehem my city 

by Milad Hanna Azar

A prose poem sent to the Iona Community’s Glasgow office from a friend in Bethlehem …

‘Oh, my dear Bethlehem, what pain and suffering you are in. Where is the faith, love and peace that we used to have, feel and live in?’

‘Ahhh, my dear friend, it is a long story … turns me from a charming star lit in the sky full of faith, to an ugly city full of darkness and death. War, my dear friend, destroys my ways to peace and justice. My enemies, dear friend, those who spread untruths, telling visitors that I’m a terrorist – people run terrified from me. They also pass near me looking without visiting … what a bad feeling, dear friend … I’m standing alone without any friends’ support … In my heart Jesus Christ the Lord was born, the Virgin Mary was the first visitor written down in the history. Queen Helena was my first pilgrim … she ordered to build the oldest church in the world, Nativity, in my lovely gardens, where also King David used to live. Oh, my dear friend, don’t you see or hear what humans did to me? They separate me from my other Palestinian cities, putting me in isolation like I have some contagious disease. My citizens used to light three candles inside my church for Peace, Love and Faith. When war turns off the first two, the Faith candle kept alight, holding the hope for peace in the near future. Each new lighted faith-candle asks God to give us a hand for peace. So, my dear friend, Bethlehem asks you for a prayer to have peace. It is the city where peace should be, but without justice, darkness became the master.’

Light a candle as a prayer for peace and justice in Palestine/Israel …

Website suggestions from Coracle:

Israel Committee Against House Demolitions: 

http://www.icahd.org/eng/

BDS Movement: http://bdsmovement.net

The Free Gaza Movement: www.freegaza.org

Hadeel Crafts: www.hadeel.org

The 2010-11 Coracle Poetry Contest (on the theme of ‘Just Sharing’)
Coracle has always tried to encourage creativity and works of the spirit: Poetry has been a regular feature of Coracle since its beginning. This contest is a way of continuing that tradition, and of exploring the Iona Community’s ‘theme’ for the next three years: ‘Just Sharing’. The contest is also a fundraiser for Coracle.

Prizes: 

1st prize – £100 voucher for Wild Goose Publications

2nd prize – £75 voucher for Wild Goose Publications

3rd prize – £50 voucher for Wild Goose Publications

Runner-up – £25 voucher for Wild Goose Publications

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

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

Judges: Nicola Slee, author of Praying Like a Woman (SPCK), The Book of Mary (SPCK), Faith and Feminism (DLT), Doing December Differently (with Rosie Miles) (Wild Goose Publications); Joy Mead, author of Where Are the Altars?, A Telling Place: Reflections on Women in the Bible, Making Peace in Practice and Poetry, The One Loaf: An Everyday Celebration (Wild Goose Publications); Alison Swinfen, author of Through Wood: Prayers and Poems Reconnecting with the Forest (Wild Goose Publications); Neil Paynter, Editor of Coracle, author of Down to Earth: Stories and Sketches (Wild Goose Publications), and editor of a number of Wild Goose anthologies. 

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

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

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

Please send three copies of each poem. Thanks.

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

The Coracle Poetry Contest, 

The Iona Community

140 Sauchiehall Street, 

4th Floor, Savoy House, 

Glasgow G2 3DH, United Kingdom

No copies of poems can be returned and no correspondence with judges can be entered into. If you have a question about the contest, email Lorna at Coracle: lorna@ionabooks.com or call 0141-332-6292. Prizes are non-transferable. Employees of the Iona Community at 140 Sauchiehall Street are not eligible. Poems submitted must not have been published previously in books (self-published books OK) or magazines and must be original to the person submitting them. The closing date to enter the contest is December 21, 2010. Winners will be announced in the Spring 2011 Coracle. Happy writing!

Signs of hope: ryico
Rachel McCann introduces the Rwandan Youth Information Community Organisation – a sign of hope. Signs of Hope is a new Coracle regular feature …
In a time of local and global struggle, life-affirming projects like RYICO are an inspiration. Working with vulnerable young people in a country which suffered the horrors of genocide, and suffers the ongoing consequences of this, RYICO offers a sanctuary of hope for young people who need it most. After seeing a powerful and profound exhibition of photographs about the projects and people of RYICO, I asked Anna Chippendale, one of the trustees, to tell Coracle readers about RYICO’s vital work:

Rachel: Can you tell us about how RYICO began, and what are the main aims of the project?

Anna: In 1994 the most highly orchestrated genocide in history took place in Rwanda with more than 1 million people killed in just 100 days. This genocide had a catastrophic impact on the social fabric of Rwanda, and the young generation continue to experience the effects of that, growing up in a nation that was torn apart. These devastating consequences of the genocide include a massive loss of family, through death or imprisonment, and increase in the spread of HIV, and increase in one-parent households, or child-headed households, and a rise in family conflict and the physical abuse of children, following remarriage, which has resulted in thousands of children being forced out of the family home.

RYICO began in 2003 with the friendship of Vivenie Niragira, who is from Rwanda, and Nicola Hategekimana (née Palmer), who met at Sussex University. Their shared passion to enable young people in Rwanda to have better life prospects led to the formation of the charity, which began with awareness-raising in Brighton before a project in Kigali, Rwanda was established.

Centre Marembo is a training and drop-in centre in Kigali. This provides a safe place for young people from all backgrounds to meet and learn. A group of 30 former street boys are accommodated by the project and have all returned to school. The centre provides a range of vocational training courses for other young people who have not had the opportunity to attend school. The centre also offers a Tuesday drop-in programme for street children to come and play, wash, eat and see a doctor.

Rachel: How do the young people and communities benefit from their involvement with RYICO?

Anna: In Kigali, RYICO has seen a significant change in the community’s perception of street children. Due to the centre’s outreach and involvement in community activities, people have begun to see the potential young people bring to society, rather than perceiving them as a danger or nuisance to the community. Some local individuals volunteer at the centre and offer help.

The craft training programme at the centre gives young people access to the skills that enable them to make a living from the growing tourism, selling their products in local shops and hotels. This is another way in which the community learns of the talents and abilities of young people. 

We work with young people from all backgrounds and, although genocide ideology still exists in some parts of Rwandan society, we hope by bringing young people together, and giving them support, they will learn and grow together in respect for one another, as Rwandan citizens.

Rachel: How do you envisage the future work of RYICO developing, and what are the main challenges ahead?

Anna: Our dream in Rwanda is to actually build our own centre so that we have the space and facilities to provide and develop our range of services. At present we rent a building, and having our own place would not only reduce rent overheads, but provide long-term security for the project and young people. One area we wish to develop in future is our youth reintegration programme. We hope our work with young people can expand to involve their families where possible, to achieve the best outcomes for them. 

One of our biggest challenges is ongoing funding. Hundreds of young people rely each week on the services at Centre Marembo. However, funding is very limited and we struggle to fundraise enough to keep the project running. In the UK we are looking for donors and for fundraisers to work with us. Although we have a dedicated team of volunteers and trustees, we desperately need a professional fundraiser. We are also looking for management experts to work with our staff at the centre to build their management capacity.

Rachel: How can people support the work of RYICO?

Anna: In the UK, RYICO organises workshops in schools and community projects, to raise awareness about Rwanda and our youth project. Rwandan musicians, dancers, photographers and artists have visited the UK to demonstrate the ways in which Rwandan society has begun to rebuild itself after the atrocities of the genocide. The crafts made by the young people are also sold at workshops and events in the UK, and through the online shop: www.shop4rwanda.com. RYICO also welcomes volunteers who are able to help with fundraising and is extremely grateful for any donations we receive and regular standing orders in support of the work. Please see www.ryico.org for more information or call 01273- 234836 

Advertisements

WILD GOOSE PUBLICATIONS

NEW BOOKS

Living by the Rule: The Rule of the Iona Community,

Kathy Galloway, £8.99 (plus post and packing)

 The Iona Community was founded in Glasgow in 1938 by George MacLeod, minister, visionary and prophetic witness for peace, in the context of the poverty and despair of the Depression. Its original task of rebuilding the monastic ruins of Iona Abbey became a sign of hopeful rebuilding of community in Scotland and beyond. Since that time, the Community’s Rule has been the common thread running through the life of its members, weaving them together. As the church becomes polarised in many places, many people are seeking a committed life which is radical, but also open, ecumenical and inclusive. Such resources as are found in the Community’s Rule give an anchor which works against the grain of suspicion, and states that there are alternatives, that a Christian life can be lived fully in ways which do not have, by definition, to be either right-wing or reactionary. Kathy Galloway offers a series of reflections on living by the Rule of the Iona Community, exploring its history, inner life and public witness. They arise from her conviction that ‘the Rule is, for us, a source of freedom and, in its outworking, contains something of our prophetic edge. It is not so much that I keep the Rule, as that the Rule keeps me.’ 

Kathy Galloway is a practical theologian, writer and campaigner. She was the Leader of the Iona Community from 2002-2009 and is currently the Head of Christian Aid Scotland.  

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

Annika Spalde, £9.99 (plus post and packing)

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. 

TO ORDER: 0141-332-6292 

admin@ionabooks.com

www.ionabooks.com
WILD GOOSE PUBLICATIONS

COMING SOON

Bread for the Road: A Month of Daily Readings from Coracle and the Iona Community e-zine, (ed.) Neil Paynter

 A digital download of a month of daily readings taken from Coracle and the Iona Community e-zine (the Iona Community e-bulletin) to use in your daily discipline.

Readings by: 

Kathy Galloway, Peter Macdonald, Bruce Kent, Brian Quail, David Rhodes, Ian M Fraser, David McNeish, Ruth Burgess, Jan Sutch Pickard, Laurence Freeman (OSB), Joy Mead and Satish Kumar, Joyce Rupp, Peter Millar, Elisabeth Miescher, Jim Cotter, Paul Baker Hernández, Reinhild Traitler, Stewart Henderson, Ray Gaston, Daleep Mukarji and others …

From the Introduction of Bread for the Road:

‘ … As a culture we are travelling at an increasingly frantic pace each day. So we need bread: nourishment, moments to help centre and still us. Snatches of hope and wonder. Energy and inspiration to keep us on the Way …’

Royalties from the sales of Bread for the Road will go to Coracle. 

To see all the Wild Goose Publication downloads, go to:

www.ionabooks.com/E-Liturgies/Prayers.html

www.ionabooks.com
COME SHARE LIFE IN COMMUNITY AT THE

IONA COMMUNITY’S CENTRES ON IONA

Accommodation available for guests:

In the MacLeod Centre 

4th–10th September

11th–17th September

18th–24th September

25th September–1st October (Prayer Circle/Gathering Place)

2nd–8th October

9th–15th October

19th–22nd October (3-night break)

In the Abbey 

2nd–8th October ('No Extraordinary Power' with 

Helen Steven and Ellen Moxley)

19th–22nd October (3-night break)

23rd–29th October

23rd–30th November (Quiet Week)

2nd–9th December (Quiet Week)

21st–28th December (Christmas Houseparty)

For more information and to book:

Abbey.Bookings@iona.org.uk

mac.bookings@iona.org.uk

01681-700-404

www.iona.org.uk
To advertise in Coracle, or in the Iona Community e-bulletin, contact Lorna Rae Sutton:  
lorna@ionabooks.com, 0141-332-6292
Reviews

But I Say to You: Exploring the Gospel of Matthew, 

Leith Fisher, Saint Andrew Press www.standrewpress.com

It is not often that, after reading a book, I have written to the author to thank him/her very much for the writing of it. I did this when Leith Fisher’s first volume in this series, Will You Follow me?: Exploring the Gospel of Mark, was published seven years ago. This was followed by The Widening Road: From Bethlehem to Emmaus – Exploring the Gospel of Luke, and now we have the third in the series, on the Gospel of Matthew. All of them have the same characteristics which are so important for commentaries on the Bible: mature scholarship with a light theological touch, wise application of the text to the contemporary scene, and a style of writing which compels the reader to pause and think.

It was Ralph Morton, the honoured deputy-leader of the Iona Community in its earliest days, who remarked to me of Leith Fisher, a new member of the Community in 1966, that he was a wise person, and, coming from Ralph Morton, that was a high accolade. A wise commentator on the Bible will be familiar with the work of earlier scholars, draw from them what is best, offer new insights on the text and allow the trenchant sayings of Jesus and his own distinctive lifestyle to challenge the way in which we respond to familiar readings. This Leith has done, and he has done this out of his wide experience as a minister, a servant of that gospel.   

The cover of this paperback has on it a picture of an overturned table, almost in mid-air, as it were, with the money from it scattered about in all directions. The publishers, in making choice of this picture, have rightly understood the intention of the author. This commentary truly unfolds the subversive nature of the gospel. To his own insights and out of his wide reading Leith has added to his text poems and other aids to reflection.

One passage may illustrate the nature of this commentary. In relation to the death of Judas and under the heading of ‘The Field of Blood’, Leith tells this story: In a Glasgow cemetery there is an area, largely unmarked, which is used as a burial place for those in the city who have no known relatives or friends able to be responsible for their funeral arrangements. Many of those who find a last resting place there are homeless men. Campbell Robertson was a Church of Scotland minister who had an outstanding ministry among Glasgow’s homeless in the 1970s and 80s.  When he died too young of cancer in his fifties, it was his wish that he be buried in that same plot as the homeless among whom he had lived and worked. He had become an outsider to be with outsiders in the name of Jesus, who, in Matthew’s story, is now about to be crucified ‘outside the gate’ (Hebrews 13:12). So, the work and witness continues …

This book has been written for use as a resource for a study group, with passages for reflection and discussion at the end of each section. Any group which made use of it would never be short of material for discussion.

Graeme Brown, retired minister, and member and former Leader of the Iona Community

Beyond Reach?, John Madeley, Longstone Books, sales@longstonebooks.co.uk,

john.madeley@gmail.com

Preachers are often encouraged to ‘tell it slant’, but may not know the origin of the epigram: 

Tell all the Truth but tell it slant –

Success in Circuit lies

Too bright for our infirm Delight

The Truth's superb surprise …

Emily Dickinson

In the 1970s John Madeley was Field Officer across Southern England for the newly-formed World Development Movement. Since then has written widely and authoritatively on development issues. From 1983 to 1998 he was editor of the magazine International Agricultural Development. He has published nine books of non-fiction, analysing the major issues dividing the world's rich and poor. His books have sold well, but many a worthy volume languishes in bookshelves unread or only partially read – just like the Bible in many homes.

Journalists don't tell their stories slant; the best of them tell the truth straight. It goes against their grain to tell the truth slant. John Madeley was persuaded to tell slant the inside story of the Make Poverty History Campaign in 2005. Beyond Reach? is the fictional yet true result. Like many Iona loyalists, with their white wristbands, he can say 'I was there!', in Edinburgh on 2nd July – and with a press pass at the Gleneagles G8 Summit. 

In Beyond Reach? John tells the story of a group of local campaigners. On the way challenging world issues are clearly explained. Intriguingly the narrative is set in the context of a romance between two leading campaigners, a married non-churchgoing mother and a bachelor curate. Their sensitively handled story ensures that this work of John Madeley's will be read, and deserves to be read, to the very last page. 

Christopher Hall, Associate member

A touching place: news and letters
NEWS FROM ASSOCIATE REV. HAL CHORPENNING IN AMERICA: TAKING ACTION AGAINST UNJUST IMMIGRATION LAW 

Sent to the Iona Community e-bulletin, April 30, 2010:

Greetings from the Rocky Mountains! I just wanted to let you know about some justice work we're doing here. The state of Arizona recently enacted a vile piece of legislation aimed at deterring undocumented immigration from Latin America. The upshot of the law is that it allows any law enforcement officer to pick up, question and detain any person they suspect of being in the state illegally. (Guess what? … White-skinned folk like me will never be stopped.) It's an incredible act that will fan the flames of racism.

Some of us at Plymouth Congregational UCC who follow the Rule of the Iona Community (and a lot of others as well!) are taking action. There will be a large walkout and demonstration today at Colorado State University here in Fort Collins. On Sunday afternoon, we at Plymouth Congregational UCC are hosting an interfaith service for immigration rights and reform.

I would be most appreciative if  the Community would keep us in prayer, but most especially those persons who are living as undocumented immigrants in the US and around the world, as well as those who are imperiled or die en route to the hope of a new life.

NEWS FROM THE GERMAN-SPEAKING IONA FAMILY GROUP

From Reinhild Traitler, Rolf Bielefeld, Dirk Grützmacher, Elisabeth Miescher and Angelika Schneider:

From March 5–7, 2010, the German-speaking Family Group met. The group continued to explore some of the ideas already proposed as European-wide concerns by the Iona Continentals meeting in August 2009. We share them here with all those close to the Community:

1. A focus on inter-religious dialogue and co-operation: In view of the growing Islamophobia in many European countries – as evidenced by the Swiss vote against the construction of minarets; the outcome of municipal elections in the Netherlands favouring a party that foments anti-Islamic sentiments; and the tone and content of the public discourse on Islam in many countries – we ask the Iona Community to establish, or re-establish, a working group on 'Inter-religious Dialogue and Co-operation'. The group would:

– try to find out/and make visible the actual state of involvement of Iona Community members and Associates in inter-religious matters, and the need for/the interest in being involved.

– monitor emerging issues and identify actions, campaigns, developments that would benefit from international support.

– (if and when needed) advise the Iona Community of steps that the Community might recommend to its members.

The German-speaking Family Group is ready to take responsibility for this, and invites all Iona Community members and Associates interested in the issue to collaborate. 

2. A focus on child refugees: As the case of Rima Andmariam (www.letrimastay.org.uk) has shown, children and young people are especially vulnerable to situations beyond their control and beyond their abilities to cope. Refugee children and young people are in such situations.

The German group proposed to follow up on this European-wide issue.

Needless to say, we did our homework of accounting, and had a really good time over food, drinks, singing and prayers!

NEWS FROM THE SWISS IONA GROUP

From Reinhild Traitler:

The Swiss Iona Group met in March (as always, on the 9th of the month) and made the decision to organise an Iona Prayer Vigil at the World Economic Forum (WEF) 2011 in Davos, Switzerland. We plan to do a day-long prayer vigil for justice and peace on Saturday, January 29, 2011 in Davos. More detailed information on all possible forms of participation will follow in time.

NORTH OF ENGLAND REGIONAL PLENARY, WITH PETER MACDONALD:

Cross Street Chapel, Manchester, 9th October 2010, 10am–4pm. Topic: ‘Caring for the Carers’. Cost: £10 per person, which will include lunch. Closing date for requests for child care: 15th September, 2010

For more information: sylviacottle@btopenworld.com

‘CHRISTIAN COMMUNITIES IN THE 21ST CENTURY: REVIEWING THE VARIETIES OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITIES IN BRITAIN TODAY’:

A gathering at the Othona Community, 21st–24 September, 2010. Led by Dr John Vincent of the Ashram Community.

An invitation is extended to members of current British intentional communities to come and share their personal and community histories and stories.

For details: bradwell@othona.org 

www.bos.othona.org

IONA COMMUNITY YOUTH TEAM UPDATE

From Suet Teo-Winter, Youth Team:

We said goodbye to Helen Wass O’Donnell in mid-May. Helen has led the Youth Team for the last 10 years on some interesting journeys and innovative projects: making links with Palestine, walking the West Highland Way with Braendam Link, the Jacob Project and the Anti-Sectarian Programme in Scottish Prisons. Helen has gone to a full-time job with the International Voluntary Service based in Edinburgh. However, she has not gone altogether and will be involved with the Iona Community in various capacities – she has already started making links between the Youth Team and IVS. We wish her well.

We welcome Mark Taylor back into the Youth Team after an absence of some years! He will be producing a final report detailing the experiences and lessons learnt over the last 3 years of the Jacob Project … But we say goodbye to Sally-Anne McDougall who has been doing some networking and updating on behalf of the Jacob Project. Sally-Anne will be moving down south to be a curate in the Diocese of Salisbury.

The Bellahouston Graffiti Project has now come to an end. A grand ‘unveiling’, at which MSP Fergus Ewing was guest of honour, was held in March. A feature about the Project appeared in The Times Educational Supplement, Scotland, and can be read on the Youth page of the Iona Community website.

Pam Breen, who has been the full- time Jacob Project Throughcare Worker for the last 18 months or so, relinquishes some of her duties as the Jacob Project scales down, and will be assisting Laura McAleese who has taken over managing the Anti-Sectarianism Project in Prisons as well as Schools work and Youth Festival.  

Jacob Project is nearing the end of its pilot period. The future of the Project is hopeful with plans in the pipeline to develop it further in partnership with other organisations.

As the Youth Work Review draws to a close the Youth Team look forward to the next phase of this important part of the work of the Community.

NEWS FROM ST ETHELBURGA’S CENTRE FOR RECONCILIATION AND PEACE, LONDON

From Christoph Kiworr: 

I’m working for St Ethelburga’s Centre for Reconciliation and Peace, which is a unique space in the heart of the City of London that has risen from the ruins of a medieval church bombed by the IRA, aiming to inspire and equip people to practise reconciliation and peacemaking in their own communities and lives. We run a wide-ranging programme of public and private events, and work with partners around England, Northern Ireland and in the Middle East to help people build relationships across divisions of conflict, culture and religion. We also have a monthly Eucharist service called ‘Homeward Bound’, using Iona liturgy. People of all Christian denominations are welcome to celebrate. People of other faiths and none are most welcome to attend. For more information: www.stethelburgas.org

NEWS FROM SCOTTISH CHURCHES HOUSING ACTION: TORRIDON ROOM NAMED IN HONOUR OF MEMBER MAXWELL CRAIG

From SCHA:

On Thursday, 4 February, Mrs Janet Craig officially opened the new meeting room of Scottish Churches Housing Action at 44 Hanover St, Edinburgh. We have named the Torridon Room in honour of the late Rev Maxwell Craig who was our Chairman from 2002 until 2006. Maxwell died suddenly in September 2009. He was a keen walker and the Torridon Hills were his and his family’s favourite.

Our Torridon Room is available for hire by the hour, half-day, day or week and can be set up in a variety of ways including boardroom, theatre or café-style. All profits made from letting the Torridon Room will be put towards the work of Scottish Churches Housing Action www.churches-housing.org

SCOTTISH CHURCHES HOUSE GOLDEN JUBILEE

From Scottish Churches House:

Scottish Churches House looks forward to July 2010, and the celebration of its Golden Jubilee. 

People have shown by their support that there is still a need for a place where churches are challenged to serve the world with integrity; lay people are empowered to be people of mission; differences are addressed with honesty and humility; different faiths and those of no faith meet in a spirit of openness; and where ways of praying and worship can be refreshed. www.scottishchurcheshouse.org

IONA COMMUNITY E-BULLETIN

From Neil Paynter, Editor:

If you have any news for the e-bulletin/Coracle, please contact me: neil@ionabooks.com. Past editions of the e-bulletin are available online: www.iona.org.uk. If you are a Member, Associate or Friend and are not receiving the e-bulletin in your email box, please contact me and I’II happily put you on the list. Love, Neil

Bread for the road

Night prayer with blankets

Cradle us God:

fold us into your tears and laughter, 

wrap us deep in love.

Cradle us God:

weave us into joy and justice, 

hem us round with hope.

Cradle us God:

tumble us into questions and stories, 

toss us up into joy.

Cradle us God:

rock us into rest and dreaming, 

cuddle us into your peace.

Ruth Burgess, Key House, 2003

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 lives 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

You knit us together,

by Anna Briggs

Tune: Mayenziwe (traditional South African song)*  

You knit us together though far apart,

a fabric of beauty, of warmth and art.

So bind us together, through time and through space,


to grow into your garment of grace,


to wrap the world in love’s Embrace.

You knit us together, all shapes and size;

the fabric you make is your great surprise.

So bind us together, through time and through space,


to grow into your garment of grace,


to wrap the world in love’s Embrace.

You knit us together, all shades and hue:

the gold of our joy and our sorrow’s blue.

So bind us together, through time and through space,


to grow into your garment of grace,


to wrap the world in love’s Embrace.

You knit us together, to serve and share.

The wounds that we bind show your healing care.  

So bind us together, through time and through space,


to grow into your garment of grace,


to wrap the world in love’s Embrace.

You knit us together, your seamless robe,

to care and to comfort around the globe.

So bind us together, through time and through space,


to grow into your garment of grace,


to wrap the world in love’s Embrace.

You knit us together in so many ways,

to live with each other, and sing your praise.

So bind us together, through time and through space,


to grow into your garment of grace,


to wrap the world in love’s Embrace.

Back cover

… I saw that God was everything that is good

and encouraging …

God showed me in my palm

a little thing round as a ball

about the size of a hazelnut.

I looked at it with the eye of my understanding

and asked myself:

‘What is this thing?’

And I was answered:

‘It is everything that is created.’

I wondered how it could survive 

since it seemed so little

it could suddenly disintegrate into nothing.

The answer came: ‘It endures and ever will endure,

because God loves it.’

And so everything has being 

because of God’s love.

St Julian of Norwich

