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From the Holy City, by Pater Macdonald

Three political figures entered my teenage consciousness as I grew up in the West of Scotland in the 1970s – Geoff Shaw, Jimmy Reid and Michael (Mick) McGahey. Geoff, Convener of Strathclyde Regional Council, caught my interest because he was also a Church of Scotland minister; Jimmy Reid led the industrial action at Upper Clyde Shipbuilders at the time my dad was involved in a union dispute with his employer, Plessey; and Mick McGahey, with his gravelly voice and gruff demeanour, came to prominence through his role in the miners’ strike of 1974 which brought down the Heath Government.  

Shortly before his death in 1999, I listened to a radio interview with Mick McGahey when he talked about his life and work. Mick told of his early days in the pit when he was fourteen and the local union organiser asked him to hand out leaflets at the pithead, to recruit other young miners to the National Union of Mineworkers, and then to speak at meetings and rallies. By the time Mick was eighteen he was the chair of his local NUM branch. He had been a promising footballer but soon his goalkeeping days were behind him as more of his time, energy and passion was given in the service of his Union and the Communist Party. Mick went on to become UK Vice President of the NUM and a prominent and much respected critic of the establishment in the Scottish political scene.

Listening to Mick McGahey’s story made me aware of those who, like that union organiser, had befriended and encouraged me; my parents and teachers, of course, but also the minister and elders of my local church, many of whom had experience of working with young apprentices in factories, building sites and shipyards. I learned so much from them about faith, about community, about Christian values, about my place in the world. I did not realise or appreciate at the time where their gentle nudges and promptings would lead. 

Scripture is full of stories of encounters between young and old. Think of young Samuel disturbed in the night by voices, counselled by old Eli and thus enabled to discern the path his life will take – a prophetic life in a time of religious, political and ecological crisis (1 Samuel 3). Think of David in his last years, old and cold, unable to get warm, who enlisted the services of a beautiful young woman to warm and re-invigorate him (1 Kings 1).

The first story presents us with a positive example that resonates with my own experience of affirmation and encouragement – no compulsion, no giving all the answers – just an open willingness to guide and to support. Sadly, the second tells the too familiar story of the exploitation of the young to satisfy the needs of others, to re-invigorate aged and decrepit institutions.

The Community’s long record of working with young people has never been self-serving. Many members have been motivated by a genuine interest in young people and in seeing their energy and talents fulfilled. The commitment of those involved in the Jacob Project as befrienders is testament to this. They provide a key component in providing support and encouragement to their particular Jacob volunteer, which has proved remarkably effective in enabling each one of the young men to address problems, break the cycle of re-offending and to begin to build a new life.

The Community has had a long history of engagement with young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, including young offenders. This already challenging task has been made more difficult by the breakdown in families and communities, the availability of illegal drugs and a long-term failure to address social and economic inequality. This means that greater resources are required to break the cycle of poverty, lack of opportunity and waste of young lives.

The current review of the Community’s youth work seeks to clarify our aims and to reassess our distinctive contribution in this area of work. In the coming months three working groups will be taking the Youth Work Review a stage further as we consider how to:

maintain and develop our work with young people, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

identify partners and sources of funding for project work,

promote the Community’s concerns among young people and those who work with them,

develop the Youth Network with greater recognition of the international dimension,  encourage the commitment and activities of Youth Associates,

encourage members and others who work with young people to recognise the value of the residential experience offered particularly at the MacLeod Centre and Camas and through our staff to provide preparation, programme and follow-up.

The report of the Review Group affirms the Community’s commitment to youth work but acknowledges that greater resources than the Community alone can devote are needed in key areas of work. For example, the Jacob Project is the most significant and ambitious venture undertaken by the Community in a generation, it is both vital and effective, yet the Project must receive significant funding if it is to develop into a long-term, sustainable piece of work.

We are not a youth organisation, we are an ecumenical community of women and men. What makes our work with young people distinctive is the centrality of relationship and the values of equality and inclusivity, mutual respect and friendship which are communicated by our common life. My hope is that the Youth Review will prompt us to reaffirm our commitment and redouble our efforts. Please keep this work and our staff in your thoughts and prayers. l

Peter Macdonald is the new Leader of the Iona Community.

Talking to strangers, by John L. Bell

Some extracts from John L. Bell’s latest Wild Goose Publications book, ‘10 Things They Never Told Me About Jesus’, from the chapter ‘Talking to strangers’ …
JESUS’ FIRST EXPERIENCES OF FOREIGNERS 

At the beginning and close of Jesus’ life are foreign bookends. Matthew, in the story we read at Epiphany, tells of wise men or Magi who come from the East in order to find the one whom they believe to be ‘the new-born king of the Jews’ (Mt 2:2). Where exactly they came from we do not know, but a frequent conjecture is Mesopotamia, later known as Persia and presently known as Iraq. If that were the case, it would be magnificent poetry, because on the way to Calvary Jesus is aided in carrying the cross by an African press-ganged into his service. His name is Simon and he comes from the region then called Cyrene, now referred to as Libya. So, appositely for a time when much of the world is engaged in an alleged War on Terror, we find that Jesus was positively associated 

with people who came from countries included in President George W. Bush’s ‘Axis of Evil’. 

But, of course, that was not the only occasion on which Jesus had been helped by people from the continent of Africa. Matthew, who tells us about the Magi, also informs us that Jesus had to flee the country soon after their visit. Herod, who feared a rival monarch, decided to cull all boys aged two and under (Mt 2:16). We have no idea how long this episode lasted. What we do know is that by the age of eleven at the 

latest Jesus was living in the town of Nazareth with his parents (Lk 2:39). 

It would be wrong to speculate as to what the experience of living in exile may have meant for someone so young. Its significance would probably be related through the years by his parents. But it might be sufficient for our purposes to recognise that here we have the Son of God experiencing a state similar to that known by refugees and asylum-seekers – aliens in a land not their own, among people of a different 

language, with no security of tenure. Perhaps it was the hospitality shown to Jesus and his family in the alien land which made him keen to be accommodating to people of different ethnic and religious backgrounds throughout his ministry …

THREE FAVOURED FOREIGNERS 

… We might note three of varied Gentile stock whom Jesus particularly appreciates. 

The first is the grateful leper. One of ten, the rest presumably being Jewish, he alone returns to thank Jesus for effecting his cure. Does he do this because, as a non-Jew, he has no need to show himself to the priest like the others, or is it that he recognises in Jesus the fount of real rather than routine religion? We don’t know, but we do know that on seeing him come back, Jesus expresses both admiration and amazement:  

‘Were not all ten made clean? The other nine, where are they? Was no one found returning to give praise to God except this foreigner?’ (Lk 17:18) 

The second non-Jew whom Jesus especially values is the woman referred to as Syro-Phoenician (Mk 7:26) or Canaanite (Mt 15:21). Most people would today refer to her as being Syrian (another constituent member of the Axis of Evil). She has a daughter who is ill and wants Jesus to heal the child. The ensuing conversation has been interpreted in a number of ways, particularly the phrase Jesus uses when he says that 

it is wrong to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs (Mt 15:26). Here he uses a crude vernacular term such as many nations have to refer to those they regard as inferior neighbours. 

But the woman takes Jesus on and says that even the dogs (Gentiles) eat the scraps that fall from the children (of Israel)’s table. And in this, which some would see as a churlish riposte, he sees a statement of faith to which he can only respond by healing her child. 

Thirdly we have the story of a healing which is requested by a 

man who is not a Jew. The story of the centurion is found in Matthew (8:5–13) and Luke (7:1–10) and each account has some original features. 

The common ground is that the centurion comes to ask Jesus to heal his servant. Recently some scholars have indicated that the word used could refer equally to a domestic aide or to a younger man who was the centurion’s partner. If, indeed, the latter were the case, that might help explain his reticence to have Jesus visit the household in case it in any way compromised Jesus. But irrespective of the status of the sufferer, Jesus is taken aback at the faith of the man who, using a military analogy, believes that as he commands men, so Jesus can command illness. 

Jesus, astonished at his declaration of belief, says, ‘Truly I tell you, I have never found such faith in all of Israel.’ This expression is sufficient to indicate that the centurion was not a Jew and in all probability would be a Roman. Luke endorses this with the information that the Jewish elders made an urgent appeal to Jesus to respond positively to the man’s request, ‘ … for he is a friend of our nation and it is he who built our synagogue.’ Matthew, in his account, records words of Jesus which slightly foreshadow the parable of the Sheep and the Goats, in which nations are judged not according to their religious affiliation but according to how they practise social justice and show generosity to the disadvantaged.  

‘Many will come from the east and the west to sit with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of Heaven. But those who were born into the kingdom will be thrown 

into the dark …’ (Mt 8:12) 

Here again is evidence of Jesus’ conviction, which is an offence to his listeners, that their espoused religion and treasured nation are no guarantee of salvation. 

THE ICON OF HOSPITALITY 

Finally we should remember that fictional character whom Jesus chose to represent the model of care and hospitality. 

In all Jesus’ parables there is an element of surprise and occasionally offence. Many of the stories have an illogicality within them. For example, few fathers whose sons have squandered half their savings welcome such aberrant offspring back with a party. Again, irrespective of the 

century, it does not bode well for industrial relations if a man hiring labourers pays the same wage to those who have worked for a few hours as to those who have been on the job all day. 

To the first hearers of the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:30–37), the title itself would seem something of an oxymoron. Just as there are Jewish lepers who don’t return to thank God when they have been cured, so there are Jewish religious dignitaries who prefer to avoid the victim of a mugging than to help the injured person. And just as a Samaritan leper expresses exceptional gratitude, so it is a Samaritan traveller who cares for the injured man, transports him on 

his own donkey, and pays for his board and lodging with his own money. 

This is the hero whose ethnicity alone suggested to the Jews that he was not one they would want to emulate. Malina and Rohrbaugh* suggest three reasons as to why the hero in the parable would be less than attractive: 

a. the Samaritan was probably a trader, therefore of a 

dishonourable fraternity 

b. the victim was ritually unclean and would contaminate 

whomever touched him 

c. inns were establishments notorious for being run by 

and hosting people of bad reputation 

But there is perhaps also a sting in the tail of this parable. 

The prelude to it was a lawyer asking Jesus, ‘Who is my neighbour?’ After telling the parable, Jesus asks the lawyer who was neighbour to the man who was mugged. The lawyer 

replies, ‘The one who showed him kindness.’ Jesus then enjoins him to ‘go and do as he did’. But does that imply simply that the lawyer should help people in distress? Or – much more controversial – does it mean that in addition to being extravagantly kind, he also has to love Samaritans and whomever else helps the distressed. For indeed, the initial question was ‘Who is the neighbour I have to love?’ And the answer is not ‘Go and do likewise.’ The answer, on the basis of the parable, has to be: ‘The person, irrespective of their race, who does good to others.’ 

In societies which are increasingly multicultural, where practitioners of world religions – Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism – can be found in all major world 

cities, one of the great strengths of the Christian faith is that its founder recognised that faith was not the property of one sect, but was a potential in all people. When a Muslim’s faith leads him or her to so something sacrificial, it is not an inferior act because it is done by a non-Christian. It is something for which Christians should be grateful. For Jesus did not come to say that either the ancient Hebrews or the fledgling Christians were morally and spiritually superior because they were devoted to the true God. He came to recognise and to indicate that God was the ground of all goodness, the quality of which manifests in people of all religions and of none. 

This does not undermine Christ’s claim of uniqueness. Rather it endorses it, for he is uniquely able to recognise and to love the good in those who are ‘not of this fold’ (Jn 10:16). l

From 10 Things They Never Told Me About Jesus: 

A Beginner’s Guide to a Larger Christ, John L. Bell, Wild Goose Publications, 2009 © WGRG, Iona Community, Glasgow G2 3DH 

To order:

www.ionabooks.com 

admin@ionabooks.com

0141-332-6292

10 Things They Never Told Me About Jesus: 

A Beginner's Guide to a Larger Christ

Description:

Not another book about what we already know, but one about what we overlook. In 10 Things They Never Told Me About Jesus John Bell explores facets of the personal life, relationships and ministry of Jesus which are seldom the stuff of preaching or conversation, but which are all rooted in the Gospels and are necessary if we are to be freed from the passive stereotypes which still dominate thinking about Christ. Much of the book is rooted in encounters with people on the periphery of religious life and in situations where politeness was not a prerequisite for discussing faith. 

Some other books by John Bell 

Thinking Out Loud: Collected Scripts from Radio 4's Thought For The Day, Wild Goose Publications

Hard Words for Interesting Times: Biblical Texts in Contemporary Contexts, Wild Goose Publications

States of Bliss and Yearning: The Marks and Means of Authentic Christian Spirituality, Wild Goose Publications

www.ionabooks.com

The Jacob Project: Change is Possible, by Neil Paynter

RESTORING FAITH

At a recent gathering at the Iona Community’s Glasgow office for the Jacob Project – the Youth Department’s innovative rehabilitation work with young offenders – minister Peter Macdonald, Leader of the Community, made this observation:

‘You know when you go into a car park? You get a ticket from the machine, and there’s a sign that says: Change is possible … Now, I think that is a profound message – there is so much in life and society that says that change isn’t possible. So, why care? … But right at the heart of the Iona Community and the Jacob Project is the fundamental belief that change is possible. When we hear about all the problems, we need to believe that change is possible. Projects like the Jacob Project restore faith.’

SCOTT’S STORY

The gathering was attended by social workers, correctional workers, Jacob Project throughcare workers, befrienders, the media, members of the police force, and by MSP Fergus Ewing. Some folk were there to support and commend the Project, others to hear and learn more. 

Scott, an ex-young-offender and former Jacob Project volunteer, got up and told his story – a story that is a testimony to the possibility of change, and a testimony to the commitment of Jacob Project workers and to Scott’s great strength of character and deep spirit: Scott has gone from offending and jail to a course in Events Management at a Glasgow college. He has also now gone from temporary to permanent accommodation – a major hurdle for young people, or anyone, coming out of prison.

Margaret Stewart, a Community member and one of Scott’s befrienders, who also spoke at the event, said that when Scott left his temporary accommodation, his neighbours in the flat next door told her that they were very sorry and sad to see him go, because he had been such a good and model neighbour. She also said that Scott had recently directed a film, and had been elected Class Rep of his college course. ‘I feel like a proud mum,’ she said with a smile.

‘I’ve learned a ton of skills,’ said Scott … ‘I can’t thank the Jacob Project enough for the way it changed my life.’

WORKING IN A HOLISTIC WAY

The Jacob Project begins while a young offender is still in jail. Through building up a relationship with a throughcare worker, a young person leaves prison on release day with accommodation; with a Project Scotland work placement; with the support of an individual befriender, or befrienders, who provide weekly support; and with ongoing individual advocacy support from the throughcare worker, who enables links to additional support like counselling and addiction services. By providing accommodation (more often housing close to work placements and away from old influences), befriending, throughcare support, a work placement and links to services, the Jacob Project works in a holistic way. 

And the Jacob Project has produced impressive results. Of the nine ex-offenders in the pilot project, none has reoffended. This 100% success rate is amazing: Recent statistics from the Police Commission (Sept 2008) are shocking and a wake-up call – 82% of young offenders had been in Polmont Young Offenders Institute before.

CHRIS’S JOURNEY

Chris, the very first Jacob Project volunteer, was the last person to address the gathering. ‘Right, I’ll start from the very beginning,’ he said, and told his story of his journey from prison, to Iona, to a changed life movingly, and with humour:

‘I was the guinea pig, as such, of Jacob. Five years ago now … I was in Reading Young Offenders … and didn’t have a lot to go out to. At the time, I would class my mental health as being quite poor: I made several suicide attempts while I was in, just due to the fact that I didn’t have anything whatsoever to go out to when I got released. There was nothing. 

‘And I would be lying on my bed, in my cell, moaning about the world to my cell mate. And I got a knock at the door. And it was the resettlement officer. And I remember him going: “You haven’t got anywhere to go when you get out, have you?!” And I said: “No.” He said: “All right. OK,” and went away. And that was it. And I was like: All right. Thank you very much …

‘But then it was a couple weeks later, that this woman from a project called Time for God, a woman called Leslie, came to visit me in the jail. And she sat down with me in the chapel, and she said: “If there is one thing you want to do, what would you want to do?” … I said, “Well, I’ve always wanted to do youth work. But, obviously, you know, that’s not gonna happen now, is it? I’m in prison.” And she said, “No, no, bear with me, bear with me.” Then she saw someone else. And went away. 

‘About three weeks later, she came back and said: “Chris! Have you ever been to Scotland?”

‘I’m like: “Ahhh … no.”

‘“How does a small island off the west coast sound?”

‘I went: “Is there a pub?”

‘She said: “Yes.”

‘“Then I’II go.” I said …

‘And then a few weeks after that, Helen from the Jacob Project, and Andrew, one of the staff on the island, they came to meet me. I always remember when I was on my way down the wing to visit them, the resettlement officer said: “Right – no bullshit, all right? They can tell – they can smell it a mile off.” So I’m there going: Oh no, I wonder what’s gonna happen now. So I walked in, and I had quite a long chat, with Helen, with Andrew, about the island and such. Anyway, I got released (Jacob was working on my release). And once my tag came off, ‘cause I got released on tag, I flew up to Glasgow … And if you haven’t been to Iona – it’s bloomin’ miles away! And I got the ferry, got the bus. I always remember saying to Leslie, we were on the small ferry going across to the island; I looked out and I said: “Look, if I see Christopher Lee or a wicker man – I’m outta here!”

‘And then, when I got off the ferry, the only people I saw were people with long hair and beards and sandals. So I’m like: Oh, what have I got myself into? So then, I got taken to the Abbey. And anyone who’s been there knows that at your first meal you have to stand up and introduce yourself. And I’m like: What do I say?: “Hi, I’m Chris, the ex-con”, or whatever? But the welcome that I got. The warm feeling. Afterwards, everyone just came up to me and hugged me and said: “It’s really good you’re here. I’m really pleased to meet you.”

‘And I spent six months there, working as a housekeeper. Folding bed sheets and stuff like that. And it enabled me – well, obviously it was so far away from my hometown, I had no connection to any of my old friends, or any of my old things – there was no internet, no mobile phones, it was complete cut-off from everything – so I was able just to take a step back and just completely to rewire my brain and just start concentrating on what I actually wanted to happen.

‘And then, I left the island. I came here, to the Glasgow office, where I was working with Helen and the rest of the Youth Team, as a trainee Youth Worker. Part of that role was, I started going into schools and doing a talk on my time in prison, under the title of Choices … And I always remember best, I went to this school. And then I think it was three years later, or something like that, I was working part-time on the door at a pub, and I remember a kid walked past me as I stood there and went: “Ah! You’re that dude that was in jail! You came to our school and talked.” And I was like: “Ah, right. How you doing?” And there’s this kid, he was about fourteen then, and he said: “You know, I was very similar, on the same path as you were going. But after you came, I went home and talked to my mum and I said: Mum, I need some help. Because I don’t know what’s going on. I’m hanging around with these people, doing these kinda things.”

‘You know, it was kind of heartwarming to see that my mistakes somehow managed to help someone else …

‘I’m not being melodramatic, but without the Jacob Project I would have almost certainly guaranteed come out of jail in a box … No one gives a monkey’s about you when you come outta jail. No one does. My last job working in prisons, you could see it time and time and time again. It’s like a revolving door, these guys are in and out, in and out. And you say ”Why?” … “No one gives a crap about me: why should I give a crap about anything else?“ Whereas the Jacob Project actually says: “We do. We want you to fulfil your potential”.‘ 

INVESTING IN PEOPLE

The Jacob Project works because of this intensive support it gives to young ex-offenders. But while it is resource-intensive – providing throughcare workers, befrienders, a work placement – it is not nearly as expensive as the revolving door of prison. While each prison place in the UK costs £119,000 (Guardian, 2008) and the annual cost to keep each person in prison is between £23,000 and £40,000*, it costs around £11,500 per person per annum on the Jacob scheme. 

But in the end, it’s not about saving money. The Jacob Project is about investing in people, because each life is precious and full of possibility.

Change is possible … l

* It costs £23,000 per year to keep someone in Polmont Young Offenders Institute, according to information supplied by Derek McGill, Polmont Prison Governor. £40,000 is a figure from the Guardian. 

If you would like to find out more about the Jacob Project, or are interested in becoming a befriender, or would like to donate to the Jacob Project, please contact the Iona Community’s Youth Department at 0141-332-6292, JacobProject@iona.org.uk

Aldermaston Revisited, by Helen Steven

Member Helen Steven tells us why – especially at this time when the tide is turning – it is vitally important that as many of us as possible get to the Big Blockade at Aldermaston on February 15th, 2010.

‘Oh no!’ I can hear you all groaning, ‘it’s Helen Steven on her bandwagon again. I do believe she’d mention the T. word at the Holyrood garden party!’ Well, it’s true; I’m back beating the drum again, and what makes it worse is that I seem to be going backwards to the 1960s.

I wonder how many of you remember the Aldermaston Ban the Bomb marches of those early days? I confess here and now that back then I wouldn’t have dreamed of doing anything so unconventional. Many of you will remember Roger Gray. There is a wonderful photograph of Roger and his wife, Mary, striding out under a CND banner with all the hope, courage and confidence that banning nuclear weapons really was possible, and not only possible but imminent.

So were they wrong? Now, over 40 years later, we not only have weapons infinitely more destructive, with the potential to destroy the whole northern hemisphere, but the British government has already authorised work to go ahead on the development of the next generation of Trident nuclear missiles. The new warhead facility is already well under way at – guess where – Aldermaston. All this at a cost which is now estimated to be closer to £90 billion than the original £76b. Surely a scandalous affront in a time of unemployment, recession and world starvation.

George MacLeod’s passionate cry, ‘Surely we must be demon-possessed’ placed opposition to nuclear weapons clearly in the realm of Christian morality. In 1966 the Iona Community agreed and formulated its Peace Commitment, later revised in the 1980s. The statement concerning nuclear weapons could scarcely be more challenging: ‘We believe … that the use or threatened use of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction is theologically and morally indefensible and that opposition to their existence is an imperative of the Christian faith.’ Strong stuff indeed. Over the decades Community members have demonstrated this opposition bravely and consistently at all levels, from the courts of the Church to the corridors of power, from the folks in the street to the rain, hail and sun of Faslane.

So was it all in vain?

I believe not, and I believe that it is vitally important that as many of us as possible try to get ourselves to the Big Blockade at Aldermaston on February 15th, 2010.

One very basic reason is that we owe it to the English who came up in their droves to support actions at Faslane. They brought a wealth of colour, commitment and vivid creativity which helped in large measure to make Faslane 365 the success it was. The distance between Scotland and Aldermaston is no further than the distance between Aldermaston and Scotland, so it would be good to see a big turnout at the ‘Scottish Gate’. (English, Welsh, Irish, German, Austrian, Swiss, Dutch and US members and associates are all welcome.)

However, the main reason is that many of us believe that the tide has turned against Trident. For the first time ever a recent opinion poll showed that there is now a UK-wide majority against Trident, not just the usual Scottish suspects. Opposition is coming from all quarters: from the Churches, economists, military generals, even the navy. At last year’s ‘Scotsman Debate’, accepted opinion throughout the hall and on the platform was that it was a question of time before the inevitable scrapping of Trident. The government itself seems to be searching around for a way to cancel Trident without losing face. A commission set up by the Institute for Public Policy Research argued that there should be a review of whether Britain needed nuclear weapons at all, and this commission included George Robertson, former Defence Minister, Paddy Ashdown, Jeremy Greenstock and General Lord Guthrie. Even the Conservatives have said that any future Conservative government would have to make ‘difficult decisions’ about the future of nuclear weapons. Added to that, at last there is a US President openly committed to working towards global nuclear disarmament – not just disarmament for Iran and North Korea. Next May the Non-Proliferation Treaty is up for review and the tide is already turning.

What we are asking is for a non-violent, peaceful equivalent of a ‘surge’. A massive demonstration of public opposition to Trident to let the government know unequivocally that Trident is immoral, illegal and unwanted, and we the people will have none of it. This could provide the impetus to allow the government to cancel Trident while still saving face.

So let us as a community united in our opposition to nuclear weapons make whatever effort we can to go to Aldermaston next February 15th. If you’ve never been before, don’t worry, there is no need to get arrested. There is something for everyone to do, whether singing, praying, dancing, picnicking, childminding or providing transport.

Let us recover the hope and energy of those legendary Aldermaston marches and finally kick Trident out. (It might get me off your backs as well!) l

For information and briefing packs call 0845-458-8361 or email blockawe@yahoo.co.uk

The Harvest, by Warren Bardsley and by Iain Whyte

Members Warren Bardsley and Iain Whyte have both recently returned from helping with the olive harvest in Palestine, where more and more Palestinian land is being stolen to make way for the separation barrier, settlement building and developing road networks which only Israelis can use. In solidarity, Warren Bardsley writes: ‘In a very real sense, we are all Palestinians now.’ …
RETURN TO PALESTINE, by Warren Bardsley

From August to November 2008 I worked in Jerusalem as a human rights observer with the World Council of Churches Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine/Israel (EAPPI) – an unforgettable experience, which I described in a series of letters posted on the Iona Community’s website. Since returning, most of my time has been spent doing advocacy for the programme in the UK. When I was looking for an opportunity to return last autumn, member Jan Sutch Pickard spoke to me about her experience with the Alternative Tourism Group based in Bethlehem, which invites internationals to work with local farmers during the olive-tree-planting season (February) and the olive harvest in October/November. In October I was part of an international group, over 100-strong representing over 20 countries, who went to pick olives in four villages in the Bethlehem area.

The importance of this project in rural Palestine became increasingly apparent to us during our nine-day stay. The olive tree is the lifeblood of the Palestinian people. Not only the olive and the oil which it gives, but the unique wood from which superb carvings are produced by local craftsmen, underline its vital place in Palestinian economy and culture. Palestine is the original home of the olive tree, some of which go back hundreds of years. But the olive trees of Palestine are under threat as never before. Since 1967 thousands of trees have been uprooted, destroyed or removed and transplanted by the military as part of the 40-year occupation of Palestinian territory by the state of Israel, which is confiscating more and more land to make way for the separation barrier, settlement building and developing the road networks which only Israelis can use. Many West Bank farmers require permits to cultivate their own land; others are harassed by Jewish ideological settlers who try to prevent them from harvesting their crops, sometimes attacking them physically. Newly planted trees are often uprooted. In this situation the presence of international observers is a vital act of solidarity. In Palestine today, picking olives is not just about agriculture. It is about politics and economics and a vital expression of non-violent resistance against the Occupation.

Outside the village of Jaba, on the way to Ramallah on a hot morning, a local farmer takes us to a military checkpoint. Three young Israeli soldiers warily watch our approach – a motley group, carrying ladders, buckets, plastic sheets. The farmer approaches the soldiers and explains that his olive trees are on the other side of the checkpoint. After fifteen minutes of questioning, they examine our passports and let us through. We work in the late-morning heat, gathering three sacks of olives. This year the harvest is just 15% of last year’s crop, a disaster for the industry ­– it is important to strip every tree. Next day, in Al Walaji, a few miles west of Bethlehem, another farmer shows us the title deeds to his land and documents relating to a court case in which he is challenging the Israeli government’s bid to confiscate his land for future settlement expansion. When the separation wall reaches the village it will effectively cut him off from his plantation. 

Later in the week, we meet the military again at the entrance to a scenic valley near Beit Jala, over which a huge multi-million dollar concrete bridge links settlements in the Bethlehem area to Jerusalem. Here the farmer owns a large area on the other side of the checkpoint. He is a naturally cheerful character, but is pessimistic about his future on land which his ancestors have farmed for generations.

At Nah’ilin, south of Bethlehem, a huge settlement dominates the hillside opposite the village. A crew from the Discovery Channel are making a documentary; they interview some of us and film us climbing trees and gathering the olives. It is hard work under a hot sun. In the spirit of Iona we make community around a shared task. Everywhere we enjoy the generous hospitality of the farmers and their families. We are reinforced by regular cups of Arabic coffee, and at midday we enjoy a sumptuous picnic lunch prepared by the women.

We fear we may be witnessing the terminal decline of a centuries-old way of life as more and more farmers are hemmed in and squeezed out of their ancestral homelands. It is a privilege to be with these resilient people and listen to their stories of oppression and hope. One sign of hope is the growth of Fairtrade olive oil co-operatives – it is important that we buy Palestinian olive oil and urge our local supermarkets to stock it as a way of supporting the Palestinian economy.

During my trip, I stayed with Hannah Azar, who has worked as an Iona Abbey cook and whom many of you reading this will know. We went to his home in Bethlehem where I met his lovely family. After lunch he took me to the rooftop of his house, and pointed in the direction of the Dead Sea and the hills of Jordan beyond. On a nearer hillside we could see the expansion of the Israeli settlement of Har Homa, creeping ever nearer to Bethlehem.

In between our sessions of olive- picking we visited Hebron, where 1500 Israeli soldiers guard a settler community of 500, in a Palestinian city with a population of 150,000; we witnessed the devastating effects of house demolitions on an ICAHD1 tour of East Jerusalem and the gradual Judaisation of the Old City. We were reminded again of the growing number of Jews and Jewish organisations, both inside and outside Israel, which actively oppose the Occupation, and I thought of the words of Gila Svirsky (Chair of B’Tselem): ‘The Occupation must end for the sake of Israel as well as for the Palestinians. It is eating away our soul.’ We visited the Al Aqsa mosque where, two days later, a number of Palestinians were killed and others injured in a protest following the incursion of a group of Jewish settlers into the area. 

My last few days were spent in Jerusalem, following up contacts made in 2008. It was deeply shocking to visit the Al Ghawi and Hanoun families in Sheikh Jarrah, now living in tents opposite the homes from which they were evicted in August and which are now occupied by ultra-Orthodox Jewish settlers. Later in the week I met Fawzieh Al Kurd (whose eviction we witnessed in November 2008) at a court hearing where she was supporting  neighbours facing the same threat of imminent expulsion from their home.

As I travelled back to the UK, I reflected on the plight of the olive farmers of Bethlehem and the situation in East Jerusalem. I became more convinced than ever of the need to ‘frame’ this conflict correctly. The chronic poverty of many Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza suggests a major humanitarian crisis but it is a crisis largely created by the policies of the Zionist state of Israel, which conspire to make Palestinians prisoners in their own land. The frame is one of occupation, colonialism and apartheid.2 It is essentially a third-world liberation struggle. At a conference in Bethlehem on BDS,3 Omar Barghouti said: ‘This is our South Africa moment and we call on civil society across the world to join us in our struggle for freedom.’ 

Is it too much to ask at this ‘kairos’ time for Israel and Palestine – as we as a Community grapple with the issues underlying a just peace – that each Family and Associates group find ways of engaging with the BDS campaign, which is growing in strength and is one of the most effective ways of non-violent resistance for change? In a very real sense, we are all Palestinians now.

1. Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions

www.icahd.org/eng

2. See Occupation, Colonialism, Apartheid?, Tilley, V. (ed), Middle East Project, South Africa, 2009

3. Campaign for Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions

www.bdsmovement.net

ALONGSIDE OLIVE FARMERS ON THE WEST BANK, by Iain Whyte

‘We are prevented from tending our olive trees and given only two days to harvest the crop. How can we continue to farm?’

This poignant question was posed to us by Mahmoud,* one of the farmers with whom Isabel and I spent two weeks recently in Kaffr

Kadoum, a village of 3,500 people a few miles from Nablus in the occupied West Bank of Palestine. 

We had visited Israel/Palestine many times, taken student groups, and stayed with Palestinian friends in Gaza and Nazareth, but this was an opportunity to see something of the lives and struggles of those Palestinians who face daily harassment and humiliation at the hands of the Israeli army or from the new inhabitants of the illegal Israeli settlements that are on almost every hill.

As part of an international contingent of volunteers, our task was to go out early each morning with farmers whose land lay close to the settlements, to be a supportive presence there and help to harvest the olives. Because of large-scale appropriation of land by Israel, many of the olive trees were literally within a stone’s throw of the settlement fences. Some were cut off from some of their lands by private roads constructed for the settlers, and the Deputy Mayor of the village even had some trees in the middle of the settlement. Israeli law makes it clear that Palestinians have the right to pick their crop ‘until the last olive’ and the army is supposed to protect them from raids or burning of trees by settlers. The reality on the ground is, however, very different. 

On the first day we went out with Abdul, but found a barrier blocking the road to his land. His colleague phoned the army, who agreed to come to escort us within ten minutes. After an hour the farmers gave up expecting any help and went elsewhere. We joined Jamil, a former policeman, who had a permit to harvest his trees for two days. ‘At 7.00am,’ he told us, ‘the army came and said that by 9.00 they would return to clear us off for “security reasons”.’ We worked with Jamil and his family until 5.00pm with no sign of the military. ‘Ah,’ he told us as we packed up, ‘they were watching us from a house all the time but because they saw you they probably couldn’t be bothered to drive us off.’ On such a slender thread hung the difference between a farmer being able to gather his crop in or having to abandon what is not just a source of income but the very basis of life and culture.

Later, when we picked with Mahmoud, we were carefully watched by an armed soldier 150 yards away, and the next day he and two others appeared with rifles pointed at our colleagues. ‘We are here for your safety,’ they said unconvincingly, and the family had to pack up. We often wondered whether our presence was helpful or not to those living under such threat. When Mahmoud decided to pick off a tree even nearer the fence

I offered to accompany him. ‘No,’ he said, ‘please stay there. I do not want danger for you,’ as we looked at the soldier with his gun at the ready. Our friends were not only solicitous for our safety but equally concerned about our health. Picking for ten hours in temperatures of over 30 degrees is no picnic and they encouraged us to have many rests. Sweet hot tea was boiled on site and gave energy, and a generous spread of bread, hummus, yoghurt, fruit and much more was always shared with us.

Olive-picking is a family business and the children joined us around 2.00pm each day after school. Every farmer told us of their dream of education for their children – this passion shared by all Palestinians has led to so many emigrating from the territories. Kaffr Kadoum is a Moslem village (we were yards from the Call to Prayer from one of the three mosques at 4.00am!) and when we sat with farmers and their families in the evenings over coffee or food at their homes, religion as well as politics was a favourite topic for those who spoke English. We wished that some of those who believed the zenophobia of certain newspapers at home had been able to sit with these respectful and gentle folk who saw justice and inclusion of all humanity as basic to their understanding of the Koran, verses from which are written on the Wall.

George MacLeod famously says in Sermon in Stone that the children in Govan gave him hope. Certainly the brightness and enthusiasm of Palestinian children defied the reality of occupation. One of our colleagues mentioned that I had been a football coach, and in the dimly lit street I found myself swept up in a kick-about with what seemed like literally hundreds of kids, until the constraints of age led me to seek the refuge of the farmer’s living room and a welcome coffee! It became a wee bit wearing to be assailed by the question (straight from the English textbook) ‘What is your name?’ several hundred times a day! Yet the kids were unfailingly helpful, and in what was quite a poor village we were never once asked for money.

Even though the village had several thousand inhabitants we learnt that it consisted of no more than six families! The olive groves have often been held by the same clan for numerous generations. During our time there we learned of fires started by settlers, of the stealing of full bags of the crop and of the destruction of the ladders used to climb the trees and tarpaulins to catch the fruit. Even without this the refusal to allow farmers to tend their land, weed the ground and prune the trees, slowly but surely, will result in the death of the land and an easy excuse for appropriation by Israel.

One farmer, and father of eight children, had spent time in Israeli jails, not for violence but for his refusal to obey the diktats of a state whose clear policy is to swallow up all of the land. When we spoke about our experiences at St Andrew’s Church, Jerusalem we quoted the words of Isaiah 5:8: Woe betide those who add house to house and join field to field, until everyone else is displaced, and you are left as sole inhabitants of the countryside. Kaffr Kadoum stands no more than a score of miles from where Jesus challenged the barriers of race and gender in his request for water from a Samarian woman. The ‘apartheid wall’ separating Jerusalem from the West Bank has a slogan spray-painted on it outside Ramallah showing more than usual theological insight – ‘ONE WALL – TWO PRISONS’. Martin Luther King reminded an American South under the grip of segregation in the 1960s that the oppressors were as imprisoned in their racial hatred and as much in need of release as those who suffered from the evil system.

As more roads and walls are built to encircle the people of villages such as Kaffr Kadoum, held ever more tightly in a noose that is suffocating land and hope, one elderly resident expressed his fear that young people would turn to violence. ‘Then,’ he said, ‘there will be a massacre.’ This horrific but realistic prediction of the completion of ethnic cleansing is so far removed from the picture most tourists to the ‘Holy Land’ are able to glean that it might be taking place on another planet. In apartheid South Africa visitors could live in an idyllic and sanitised world of sun, game reserves and sea far from the daily racial humiliations, let alone the desperation of the townships and the police oppression. Pilgrims who arrive in Israel are transported in coaches to the sacred sites, mainly accompanied by Israeli guides who will refer to the occupied territories as Judaea and Samaria. They are positively discouraged from meeting any Palestinians and any admission of contact with even Arab Israelis leads to prolonged interrogation as you exit Israel. 

Desmond Tutu, several years ago, claimed that the situation of the Palestinians was worse than that suffered by black South Africans under apartheid, a claim that he repeats in the foreword to Naim Ateek’s new book, A Palestinian Christian Cry for Reconciliation. Naim, the charismatic Director of the Palestinian Liberation Theology Centre, Sabeel, finds no cause for optimism in that situation, but a deeply rooted Christian hope. In order to assist in that hope there needs to be a massive shift in support for the rights of the Palestinians and lobbying at all levels. Britain and the European Community must adopt the toughest of measures over contact with Israel. Anyone who cares for peace and justice should only go on pilgrimages to the Holy Land that allow them to meet Palestinian Christians (and Muslims) and hear their story. Then perhaps there may be some hope for God’s beleaguered people in Kaffr Kadoum and countless other communities in the West Bank. l

* Names of farmers changed for their protection

Alternative Tourism Group: www.atg.ps

Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine/Israel: www.eappi.org

Lessons in Love and Anger: Rima and Two Weeks in May

Early March 2009

I’m in California when Robert rings and says that Positive Action have called to ask if we will take in a destitute 16-year-old Eritrean girl. Ahead are days of public speaking and a long transatlantic flight. ‘Yes. It’s what we do.’ 

I’ve been back home barely two hours when the phone rings again. ‘Can she come tonight? We really don’t know for how long.’ Twenty-five minutes later she is in the house. Rima.

There follow several months of legal complexity and endless frustration with the Home Office, and not just on our part. The judge at her destitution tribunal in London was clearly angry with the ‘respondent’ (Home Secretary) for her failure to supply any evidence or any representation in court. 

We learn much about the utter desperation of refugees from Eritrea – a country with more refugees than any country other than Iraq at present, a tiny fraction of whom have made their way to the UK. Our house guest shows us YouTube postings of her arrival by shipwreck into Europe. Gradually we learn more of her story, gently, fragment by fragment. Families in the neighbourhood and at church take an interest, invite her to spend time with them and befriend her. She misses her family back home so much. She misses her dad, who was taken away by soldiers, who came back for her before she escaped. We learn how little she actually understands in English, and how few of the crucial aspects of her life are understood through the complexity of the bureaucratic systems which frustrate more than they serve …

Friday, May 8th 2009

11am: The colleague opposite me is talking about performance indicators for postgraduate study in the arts and humanities and how we would ensure appropriate audit. Another day in the University of Glasgow and the birth of another form, with another tick box to ensure accountability. I’m a little on edge and distracted. Rima has to report to the UK border agency in Brand Street, Govan for the first time and Robert has gone with her. There is a slight pause at 11am between items on the agenda for colleagues to refill their coffee. I check my phone for messages:

Received: 10. 46. 08-05-2009. Message from Robert. click. ‘Rima in Dungavel. Italy in a week unless solicitor can stop it.’

All the clichés are true. Time and space slow down. There is a sudden shaking in my hands. The sound of colleagues talking about submission rates fades and I feel surrounded by silence. My fingers are heavy. I can’t get the phone to close. My fingers are trembling. I drop the phone. Pause. Breathe in. I turn to the colleague on my right – a gentle man – and make some stumbling apology about needing to phone home. In my feet, the blood from my face. Robert picks up. ‘It went about as badly as is possible.’ 

‘I’m coming home.’

Who will share this heavy load? Who will bear our sorrow?

At home there are what the press teaches us to call ‘emotional scenes’. I’m trying to get practical, trying to hear the story, trying to understand, trying to concentrate, moving into rapid action. Moving into tears. ‘We have to take her things up to Dungavel.’ Robert’s face drawn. There is more to come later, more to be told of the questioning at Brand Street. The moment when the key turned in the lock behind her and he felt he’d betrayed her, handed her over to the authorities. The only box on the forms for what we do, as hospitality, it seems, is trafficking.

Italy may not immediately sound so bad. But Italy is where she lost a finger, was entirely reliant on charity. Italy is where she lived in a massive, mixed, derelict squat under curfew. Italy is where she had to walk two hours a day to a feeding station for her breakfast, and then for her lunch, and then for her supper. Italy is where, with infection taking its toll, she was given money by the community to leave and make her way to the UK where she would, they believed, have better care. When she hears that she will be returned to Italy she sobs uncontrollably. Italy, at present, according to Amnesty International, is unable to keep to the terms of the Dublin II Regulation. Italy is where Berlusconi has stated his aim of ‘cleansing Italy of is multi-ethnic population’ and is now turning boats from Africa back and refusing to allow them to land. Italy is where government coalition partners are demanding Italian-only buses. 

Robert is in shock at the questions he has been asked and from his experience at the Home Office. I proceed to pack her belongings into her tiny suitcase. She doesn’t have much and quite a bit of what she has she has been given in the last couple of months. Pictures drawn for her by young children at church, Easter eggs and cards. We begin initial phone calls and emails, starting with Family Group and our own near friends, neighbours, family. I’m shaking as I pack. I’ve visited Dungavel for years as a befriender and had recently ceased visiting to attend more fully to the hospitality we were offering at home. Dungavel is a prison. It is no place for a 16-year-old girl. 

We speak to her lawyer. I go back and teach my Friday afternoon classes and by the time I get home she is in Dungavel. We borrow a car and drive the hour south of Glasgow to Dungavel with her belongings. Much of what we have taken up – the Easter eggs, the nail varnish and hair oil, her belt and scarves, we cannot leave for her. They are bagged up in HM prison bags for us to collect on our way home. At last we are able to enter the visits room and she meets us, sobbing. We all are. Apparently she’d been told in the UK Border Agency cell, in Brand Street, that she didn’t need to worry because ‘Dungavel is like a big cinema.’ 

Saturday – after a sleepless night – we begin to piece together the possibilities of a campaign. 

Sunday we ask for prayer. 

We get used to the Dungavel road. As luck would have it I am on annual leave for the week so on Monday morning I begin contacting our MSPs, MP and her solicitor, and all those we know in the asylum campaign networks. Out goes the first request for action and prayer. The response is incredible. Letters and emails begin to pour in to the politicians, responses come, creative ideas – the resourcefulness of good people is alive and escaping and full of hope. We watch in wonder as our worlds connect and we learn more of love and more of anger day by day. Driving up the Dungavel road every evening that week in the car I listen again and again to the words of singer-songwriter Tim Spark’s (of Camas) album, Nikko Fir, and his track based on the words of Isaiah 58:

Give shelter to the homeless;

feed the hungry

and you shall rise like the dawn.

What does it mean, I wonder, I still wonder, to rise like the dawn? 

By Thursday we have an application in for a Judicial Review with release. By Friday we have an advocate. In between times we learn via the networks into the Home Office that she is to be moved on the 19th and deported on the 21st. 

Friday night: Text from Rima in Dungavel: 22:53. ‘Hi alisn this crazey peple talk to me to get ready on 20 min to move and I refes them. good night love u by.’ 

And that was the last message we received from her before her SIM card was taken too and she no longer had any means of contacting us. Saturday was a crazed day of searching Scotland for a lawyer to prevent the movement south and out of the reach of the Scottish Judicial Review. We were thwarted. On Sunday she was moved to Yarl’s Wood, near Bedford, and then served her removal papers. 

Sunday evening: I’m on hold, for ages. In the background the music playing on the Yarl’s Wood switchboard is a song on repeat with the words Don’t be afraid that I’m leaving. Be strong on the surface. The song is interrupted: ‘I’m sorry. She is probably having her hair done, or her nails,’ says the voice. A new track Summer is over. The Innocent have never laughed. Drenched in my pain … here comes the rain. Over and over and over again. Another interruption: ‘We are having trouble locating her. She has a lot of freedom of movement so has probably made new friends. No, we can’t take messages. Do you want to hold?’ Another song Baby, keep my head above the water. Help me swim for my life. The line disconnects and I don’t know what to do with my frustration or anger, other than cry. That night Robert and I sit together quietly, hardly speaking. There is nothing to say. ‘I’m afraid,’ he says. ‘I’m really afraid.’

Monday: Another night, another day on the phones and with the campaign. This time the press are involved, a photographer comes to the house, a new lawyer is instructed in London, money transferred, everything is now speeding up in a race against time to beat the deportation deadline set for Thursday. All our communications are now by text – with the press, with the lawyers, round the campaign, and for those who are praying. More letters are written, more urgently, with love, with anger.

The door bell rings; it is one of my students with a casserole. ‘It was the only thing I could think of left to do,’ she says. 

Karen Reeves, a fellow member living near Bedford, volunteers to visit Rima in Yarl’s Wood. The right person in the right place. She has to register her visit 24 hours in advance.

Who will share this heavy load, who will bear our sorrow?

The Lord has promised us peace and freedom.

Who will help this promise to come true?

Tuesday: We have strong contacts to Italy and the various church and community organisations that look after asylum-seekers. We are beginning to see the tracings of an immense network of love and advocacy, of compassion and action that is always there, but only now present to us, in our very particular need. Friends, family, colleagues, neighbours, members of the Community and of our church – all are creatively, intelligently, remarkably doing amazing things to keep hope alive. Rima has sent us her deportation papers. We know the flight number and the time of her deportation on Thursday. I organise a small, quiet vigil for Wednesday night. I eventually get through to Rima on the phone. Tears.

Wednesday: The story is in the press. Replies are now pouring in from MPs and MSPs, government ministers and all the others who have been contacted by the campaigners (now in the hundreds). There is no news from England or the lawyer. 4pm Robert phones. ‘I think we have done all we can. We just need to wait now.’ So we wait. We hold our breath. 

Text from Robert: 17.34. ‘Flight Stopped. JR with release.’ l

CONVERSAZIONI

Guido Monte (Swans – May 18, 2009)1  

Selva Oscura

mi ritrovai per una selva oscura,

I got lost in a dark wood

la vieillerie poétique avait une bonne part dans mon alchimie du verbe.

Je m'habituai à l'hallucination simple

Je me crois en enfer, donc j'y suis

I think I am in hell, therefore I am 

Alison Swinfen (A reply, May 18th, 2009)

Fortress Europe

I know I am

in hell

when they come

for the young girl

given in to my

care 

Als die Nazis die Kommunisten holten,

habe ich geschwiegen;

ich war ja kein Kommunist.2

I know I am

in hell

when they 

lie.

Als sie die Sozialdemokraten 

einsperrten,

habe ich geschwiegen;

ich war ja kein Sozialdemokrat.

Mensonge

Mensonge

I know I am

in hell

when they take her

in the night

by force.

Als sie die Gewerkschafter holten,

habe ich nicht protestiert;

ich war ja kein Gewerkschafter.

I know that this

is hell

the longing

to hold her 

sobbing body

in my arms

Als sie die Juden holten,

habe ich geschwiegen;

ich war ja kein Jude.

I do not

need to think to

know I am in hell

There is no need for

therefore

Als sie mich holten,

gab es keinen mehr, der protestierte.

Noi siam venuti al loco ov’ io t’ho detto

che tu vedrai le genti dolorose

c’hanno perduto il ben dell’ intelletto.3

the woeful people

who have lost

the good of 

the intellect.

This is true

and

this is hell.

1. Guido Monte is an Italian multilingual poet. Lines in roman type from Dante, lines in italic by Arthur Rimbaud; the two fragments in English translated by Vitalba Scibilia.

2. Martin Niemöller, Protestant pastor and social activist (14 January, 1892 – 6 March, 1984)

3. Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto III

THE NEED OF THE STRANGER

… The Old Testament abounds with exhortations to care for the sojourner, the traveller, the person who, by definition, is not ‘one of us’. Leviticus 19:34, Exodus 22:21, Deuteronomy 24:17 – these and many more passages urge us to meet the needs of the stranger. ‘You shall love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.’ The letter to the Hebrews takes up the same theme with its encouragement to welcome the stranger (Hebrews 13:1). We hardly require a second telling to respond to the stranger’s need. What we are slow to recognise is our need of the stranger. 

The stranger may have an identity, in nationality, colour or creed, that is different from the surrounding majority. For that reason, he or she has the potential for cracking our prejudices, breaking our horizons, disturbing our complacencies. That potential is precious. People of faith often have exclusive tendencies and none more so than the Jews. Yet the book of Ruth is not only one of the loveliest in the Bible, it is also a special favourite among Jews. It is read in its entirety at the Jewish celebration of Pentecost. Indeed, Ruth holds a position among Jews comparable, we are told, to that which Mary holds among Christians. It is not easy for us to know precisely what Ruth’s contribution to her new nation was, but she demonstrates a steadfast loyalty at the personal level. ‘Your people shall be my people and your God my God’ (Ruth 1:16).These are some of the most strongly ecumenical words in the Bible. No Jew would question Ruth’s contribution to Israel’s history. Yet Ruth was an outsider; she was a Moabitess; she was one of ‘them’. This suggests a truth which we may find uncomfortable. We need the stranger more than the stranger needs us.

Maxwell Craig, from For God’s Sake … Unity, Wild Goose Publications

When Iona is far away and the Family Group not just round the corner, and the language is Swedish or Dutch or … 

Some reflections on the first Iona Continentals Meeting, August 28-30, 2009, Boldern, Switzerland, by Reinhild Traitler

QUESTIONS AND MORE QUESTIONS!

How do you run a Family Group whose members live in Bremen in the far north of Germany, in Berlin and Stuttgart, and across the Swiss border in Basel and Zurich? They have to travel between three hundred and a thousand kilometres just to see each other!

How does the good old idea of ‘associates’ fit into the newly emerging reality of ‘Iona-inspired’ networks in countries such as Sweden and Switzerland? They share the Iona Community’s commitment to a socially and politically engaged spirituality and try to live with and by the Rule, but they cannot exactly figure out in what way they should be related to the Iona Community, still perceived as an eminently Scottish enterprise.

How does Iona worship sound in Dutch or German, in translations which do not, indeed cannot, capture the crisp elegance and simplicity of the English original? And how do European continentals bring back to the Community some of the Iona- inspired prayers and liturgies that are now emerging in various languages and contexts? Iona-type worship services have been celebrated in many different places, notably during the Kirchentag. Would Wild Goose Publications be interested in them?  

Finally, how could social and political engagement become more focussed and recognisable in diverse contexts? What do some of the issues that exercise Europe as a whole look like, when seen from a European perspective: The people landing in overcrowded boats on Italy’s shores concern all of us. With the extension of the EU and the enlargement of Schengen we have all become part of ‘the main’, challenged to create the Europe of the future. There is a very real danger that Europe is reinventing itself at the expense of  ‘the others’ who don’t belong to ‘us’ and have ‘no right to enter’. The Iona Community has been involved with such issues for a long time. Only recently it mobilised people across the Continent to speak up for an African refugee girl. Could we highlight European issues, making visible and thus strengthening Iona-inspired action and commitment in many places. 

Questions and more questions that Iona lovers in several European countries face.

THE IONA COMMUNITY ON THE CONTINENT

Community members have also been asking such questions. Certainly ever since the Community admitted Dirk Grützmacher, then a student in Scotland, in1996, and since Rolf Bielefeld from Germany was hallowed as the first member from continental Europe, in 2004, followed by Swiss theologian Elisabeth Miescher in 2005. Since then membership on the Continent has grown steadily, even if rather slowly, which is not least due to the demanding and costly new members’ programme. At the moment there are eight members in Germany, Holland and Switzerland, and some 80 associates in 14 countries (especially in Germany and the Netherlands), with almost as many languages between them. Sure, this is a small number compared to the many people from the ‘English-language commonwealth’. But there are also groups of friends and Iona lovers who don’t fit any of the traditional categories of relationships to the Community but who want to be connected. Maybe they are among the pioneers of a new multicultural, multilingual and inclusive Iona Community that none of us can envision yet?

The pilgrimage toward that goal is by no means easy. As an Iona Community member, assigned to the Bremen-Berlin-Stuttgart-Basel-Zurich Family Group, I am also involved with the Swiss Iona Group, which has been in existence for almost five years. In fact, this active and vibrant group of almost 20 people is my home base. We are exploring what it could mean to be ‘Iona far away from Iona’: How do we relate when we live neither in Edinburgh nor in Glasgow, and English is a foreign tongue, like Latin in the medieval church? What do we expect from the Community and what would we want to offer to it?  

Why not consult with our European neighbours?! The idea of an ‘Iona continentals’ meeting was born. We were quite surprised that it met with so much interest: 34 people from five countries, plus three children (and a very well behaved dog) turned up for our meeting in the Protestant Academy and Conference Centre, Boldern above Lake Zurich! We came from all walks of life; yes, there were many pastors, theologians, church workers from different denominations, but also managers, computer specialists, psychotherapists, educators, social workers and even a woman police officer who works with young offenders in Sweden. The weather was beautiful that last weekend in August 2009, with the snow-capped Alps rising into the blue sky. In a way it was a little ‘Iona’ – we had chosen simple accommodation, the food was excellent, and Daniel Meier, from the Swiss group, quietly took care of all administrative work. We celebrated beautiful worship services, each time prepared by another country group, and even had a Big Sing, led by Twan Laan from the Netherlands. There were lots of questions, ideas and a real concern about how Iona may be grounded in the different European contexts. That Peter Macdonald spent the whole weekend with the group was more than just a polite gesture: For us it meant that the process has arrived at the very centre of the Community and that the Iona Community leadership is open and attentive to these developments. 

AFFIRMING IONA

Helene Egnell, of the Swedish ‘Iona-inspired network’, set the tone when she said that the network, which has grown out of diverse roots, aims to develop a Swedish Iona in Sweden, not a Scottish one. This is not simply a task of inculturation but of creating something genuinely new, inspired by the central convictions of the Iona Community: to embody faith in the ordinary things of life, to praise God in worship, work and political action for justice and peace, and in this way to build up community and renew worship. (By the way, the Swedish group has been developing its identity with the mentoring help of Peter Millar!) 

It was very clear that all present had been inspired by ‘Iona’ in a deep and personal way and felt enriched and challenged by its basic thrust. At the same time all of us grappled with the question of how to ‘live the Iona Community’ in our own national, local, cultural and linguistic contexts and what that means for the Iona Community. Was it a matter of re-creating community according to the Iona set-up?

While we could not find a neat answer to this question it became quite clear that the Iona Community and the island centres remain focal points for all of us: they are places of encounter, solidarity and affirmation of commitment; they are laboratories for community life and for practising diversity; and they experiment with liturgical renewal and more inclusive and holistic forms of worship. They have their own charisma and mystic beauty and many people visiting there experience healing and renewal.

At the symbolic level Iona continues to stand for a socially engaged spirituality and many felt that it is important to make visible the Iona connections, no matter how they are structured in the different countries, and thus to strengthen what we can do together rather than our particularities and differences.

POLITICAL ACTION UNDER THE CONDITIONS OF PLURALITY

While it may still be relatively easy to adapt and enlarge worship materials, it is a lot more difficult to translate the Community’s commitment to justice and peace into visibly connected political action. It needs an extraordinary effort to do this as a community of people. It has worked in the urban centres of Scotland where the Community still has many members and a long-standing tradition of involvement in a number of specific, well known issues. 

Today there is a concern, Rolf Bielefeld said, that the Iona Community could drift towards a ‘more vague, individualised piety’. 

Maybe the question is how to develop action for justice and peace under the conditions of plurality, where many diverse concerns and approaches compete for attention in many different contexts. When the Swiss group recently made an inventory of our engagements for peace, we found that for some it meant offering shelter and legal aid to the Sans Papiers (so-called illegal aliens), for others it meant interreligious dialogue with Muslims, while still others focussed on an ecologically sound lifestyle or worked with ‘hetera’, a network of straight spouses of gay partners. Each of these has something to do with peace in a different way and each needs public involvement of a different type. We realised that it is important to sustain and encourage each other in our different commitments, to make them visible (not least through worship) and support them with advice and prayer.

At the same time it has always been helpful to focus on a common concern. Could we identify one that would allow wide participation in different European contexts? It might be the question of how to deal with the many migration movements that will be reshaping the face of the Continent in the coming years. How we deal with this is not only a political but also a spiritual challenge. To face it we need an intentional effort to bring together and accompany different viewpoints and levels of response and action. 

A BAGFUL OF IDEAS

At the end of the continentals meeting there was a bagful of ideas. One major concern was to make visible the newly emerging shape of the Community: Regular space for continental Iona-related groups and initiatives in Coracle and the e-bulletin; presence of European themes, leaders, speakers during programme weeks on Iona; translation and further development of liturgies and worship materials, hopefully resulting in the publication of a worship booklet in several languages …

Another concern was to improve communication between the Community and among continentals. To share insights about new forms of being Iona on the Continent and develop some initiatives (maybe a youth camp?). The Austrians decided to follow the Swedish example and established a group – asking me to be their mentor!

Don’t worry. We are not reinventing the Iona Community. We are exploring what it could mean for the Community to pray and witness in the new reality of a Europe of many cultures and religions and grappling with its identity under conditions of economic hardship and injustice. We experienced this wider community during our weekend together. We agreed to meet again, continuing this pilgrimage. In Sweden? In Holland?

Come along! Walk with us … l

Reinhild Traitler-Espiritu is a member of the Iona Community. She is also a Coordinator of the  European Project for Interreligious Learning and a member of the Interreligious Conference of European Women Theologians.

Some websites: The Dutch Iona Group: www.ionagroep.nl

The German Iona Group: www.ionacommunity.de

The Swedish Iona-inspired network: www.iona.brommadialogen.se/index.html

Rooted and Roots, by Elisabeth Miescher

I need roots and I need a place to feel at home, where I can grow, where I have my roots. 

When I was a child I often found that place under a tree in our garden. It was a small willow tree. This was my place. I could hear the wind gently moving the branches and a voice whispering to me and I believed it was God, and my parents thought this was pagan! Yet it was my place: I felt rooted there even when I was inside the house, at school or elsewhere. 

In my childhood I also heard the expression ‘displaced persons’. These persons lived somewhere – did they not have their own tree? It was difficult for me to comprehend, I just felt upset and sad. It took me a long time to understand: they had lost their place; they had been moved to some other place, not by will, but by force. They had not chosen to be where they were. 

They were uprooted, like the olive trees I saw near Bethlehem when I was an Ecumenical Accompanier in 2007. I met many displaced people in the refugee camp Aida, where our team gave English lessons on Sunday afternoons. They lived in high houses, with no trees around. Before the Israelis built the separation wall they had playgrounds and olive trees; they could go out for picnics. Before that, they had their roots in villages, from which the Israelis evicted them. They owned no land any more. 

The Palestinian Sumaya Farhat Naser lives in Birzeit near Ramallah. She has written several books about her life and her work as a teacher and peace educator in the West Bank. Sumaya has her roots in the land of olives: she calls herself ‘a daughter of the olive trees’. Her family made their living from olives; they were farmers. Now the land is threatened. Sumaya is deeply involved in the struggle for peace. She tries to find sparks of hope and does not want to give up.

My willow tree does not exist any more. I am now rooted in myself and in the Divine. I am nourished by my roots; they connect me to my well of water. I have places where I feel at home and Iona is such a place. How can displaced persons find their home, how can they find their roots in a new place, when it is not welcoming them? Where are their wells, if Israelis take all the water? What can I do as a rooted person to help my sisters and brothers? 

I think of grapes that grow in vineyards with little water and of well-rooted vineyards, and wonder, could their former home-places still nourish displaced persons if there was peace? l 

Elisabeth C. Miescher is a member of the Iona Community and of the Swiss Iona Group.

Tributes

A HERO IN HIS LIFETIME: 

A TRIBUTE TO REV. DR SAMUEL LEE VARNER, by Yvonne Morland

‘I’m still concerned, and I still have great love and admiration for what the Community has always stood for … the Community influenced my thinking about issues, about the Bible, about theological reflections on the Bible, and also the political witness that pastors should make.’

Sam Varner, speaking in 2004 when being interviewed for the Iona Community’s history archive

It was a rare privilege to meet Sam Varner, who was, from 1963 until his death on 22 September, 2009, aged 71 years, the only African- American member of the Iona Community. I was lucky enough to do so in 2004 by the happy chance that he lived very close to my sister in Virginia Beach, USA and someone was needed to interview him for the Community’s history archive. 

Having heard many anecdotes and tales about George MacLeod, it was notable to hear Sam’s memories and reflections of him.

It was as a thoughtful, committed scholar in his second year of seminary that Sam struck up a correspondence with George, after being given and reading in a single sitting his book We Shall Rebuild, and having been inspired by the famous passage about Christ being ‘crucified on a garbage heap’.

‘I was fascinated by George MacLeod’s thoughts and ideas and reflections, theologically, and his biblical knowledge and information. And that famous quote! So after that I wrote him and told him what I thought, and we carried on a two-year trans-atlantic communication about his book and about his work.’

The fact of the correspondence amazed a professor acquaintance of Sam’s, who had sent groups of students to Iona. He was even more amazed when George wrote to say: ‘Sam, if you’re so excited and so interested in what we’re doing, why don’t you come to Scotland and study with us for a year and join the Community?’

The professor gave Sam his full support to make the trip, and he arrived in Scotland in 1960, aged just 22. He planned to spend a year working with the Community – but ended up staying five years! 

Sam told me that he felt that this time away from home saved his life. Literally. Many people in his community in Alabama were being badly beaten up or even killed. Sam, who as a child had witnessed the lynching of four black men by white mobs, was active with Martin Luther King in the civil rights movement, young as he was, and knew that every day could bring tragedy to one’s door. 

When he arrived on Iona, the Community was in the throes of the preparation for the 1400th anniversary of the coming of St Columba, and the arrival of the New Men to start their training coincided with the June Community Week and the celebrations. George MacLeod conducted an open-air communion service – a huge ecumenical event that brought many guests to the Abbey and island.

Once work started, it was necessary for the New Men to make several trips across the Sound to collect granite for the rebuilding of the west range, a task that Sam played full part in. Community member Jack Laidlaw recalls:

‘Sam managed to get to the bath in the Abbot’s House before any other of the New Men, who on at least one occasion threw cold water over the partition to hurry him up!’

Jack Laidlaw again:

‘Soon after Sam started his time on Iona, the Wynant Volunteers arrived and Sam was confronted with affluent, middle-class white Americans. They learned from him a little more about the struggle for civil rights going on in their own country. For many it was the first time they had met and listened to a fellow American who was black. There was the moment when Sam was leading worship in the Abbey and froze because, as he explained later, all he could see was a mass of white faces, and he experienced a flashback to an angry mob at a civil rights demonstration when he had been attacked. 

‘He did tell us about one time when he had been imprisoned and the treatment he had to endure when, without water to drink, the only moisture he had was the guards’ spit soaking his shirt.’

Of people in the Community, George MacLeod obviously made the biggest impact on Sam. But in our interview he also spoke of Ralph Morton, Donald Rennie, Cameron Wallace and David Jarvie. 

He worked as an assistant parish minister with Fergus MacPherson in Greenock, until Fergus was called away by Kenneth Kaunda to be his Minister of Education in Northern Rhodesia/Zambia. Sam was asked to stay on in sole charge for two years, and then stayed for a further two years with Donald Rennie after he took up the charge. He said in our discussions that in Scotland he did not feel discriminated against because of his colour, on Iona, in Greenock or anywhere else. He was told it was more of an issue which of the ‘Old Firm’ teams he supported! 

At the time of his arrival in Scotland, Sam was a member of the Zion Methodist Church, one of the protest Churches from the time of slavery. For most of his ministry though, and till the end of his life, he was a pastor in the United Church of Christ. 

The obituary posted on the website of the funeral home in Chesapeake, Virginia included the following about his life’s work:

Sam was a retired UCC Southern Conference Association Minister, retired Clinician with the City of Chesapeake, Adjunct professor at Thomas Nelson Community College, and Seminary professor at Regent University.

Having asked him in 2004 to describe his current work, he told me: 

‘Well, my work now is somewhat like a bishop. I have fifty-six churches … Twenty-five or twenty-six of these churches are predominantly African/American churches, and thirty of these churches are predominantly European/American churches, and one of the churches is the Filipino/American church. And my job is to be a counsellor and a pastor to the pastors of these churches, and to assist them in their work … I preach in a lot of the churches, I participate in all the Ordination Services, all the Installation Services … These are the kind of things I’m doing right now.’

Sadly, although he kept up teaching, preaching and counselling for as long as possible, Sam’s health, early on affected by severe asthma, presented him with continuing and debilitating challenges. He became more and more immobile and his sight deteriorated, until he was registered blind. He was lovingly and well cared for by his family: his wife, Ruth, daughter, Elizabeth, and sons Seko-Benjamin and Daniel, who gave him six grandchildren to also continue his considerable legacy.

Sam was never able to fulfil his wish to return to Iona and Scotland. As we all know though, he did witness the election of the first African-American President of the United States, and he must have felt vindicated for all those years of struggle. 

Speaking to him by telephone on the day of the Inauguration, Sam was animated and excited, and when I referred to the long hard grind to reach such a significant point, he responded as though his life had just been a ‘walk in the park’! 

His faith in the power of the Holy Spirit was immense and he was an inspiration. I shall always be grateful for the chance to meet him and to make a personal connection with such an important history of justice and peacemaking, which Sam continued to embody throughout his long ministry. l

A TRIBUTE TO MAXWELL CRAIG, by Norman Shanks. From a Thanksgiving 

Service for Maxwell Craig, Church of the Holy Rude, Stirling, Wednesday, 7th October, 2009

Maxwell Craig was a big man in every sense – big in stature, big in personality, big in the impact he had on other people’s lives, big in vision and intellect, big in compassion and generosity of spirit. No words of mine can adequately sum him up or do justice to his accomplishments …

Maxwell was born on Christmas Day in 1931 in Halifax, West Yorkshire, the youngest of four children of a Scottish doctor who had moved south at a time when it was hard to get jobs in Scotland. He went to school at Bradford Grammar School and then Harrow; then on to Oriel College, Oxford to read classics. National Service for a couple of years mostly in Stirling and Berlin – with the Argylls, latterly commissioned as a 2nd Lieutenant. Two years in Sheffield with United Steel, four years in the fast stream of the civil service with the Ministry of Labour in London. And then the call to ministry – three years in Edinburgh at New College, a term in Germany at Tubingen, a subsequent year for an MTh in the United States at Princeton. His assistantship with Jack Orr at St John’s Oxgangs in Edinburgh; seven years at Grahamston, Falkirk, including the creation of a united church, one of Scotland’s first ecumenical parishes; sixteen years at Wellington in the west end of Glasgow; two years at Bridge of Don, another ecumenical project; seven years as the first General Secretary of the new ecumenical body Action of Churches Together in Scotland. And then, following his retirement in 1998, a succession of significant locum ministries – St Andrew’s, Jerusalem; Breich Valley in West Lothian; St Andrew’s, Rome; then four years at the priority area charge of St Mark’s, Raploch, here in Stirling. 

These are some of the bare facts but of course there is so much more to tell, above all of course his family who meant so much to him – Janet whom he met at Oxford and married in 1957. They came from remarkably similar backgrounds (Janet’s father was a Scottish doctor who had settled in Manchester); they shared so many interests, complemented each other so well and, although certainly both strong and independent personalities, like many of you, I’m sure, I’ve come, as it were, to think of them in a single breath! And the family – in and from whom Maxwell took and derived such pride and joy – Margaret, Sarah, Lucy and Rob, their spouses, the grandchildren.  It’s been said that to discern our real concerns and priorities we should look at what our children have done with their lives. The Craig family stand out in this respect – medicine, law, wind energy, health service, a commitment to serving those on the margins, an inherited love of the hills …

There was something of a paradox about Maxwell. He could perhaps be seen as a traditionally orthodox, unfailingly gracious, and respectable, even ‘establishment’ figure – public school and Oxford, Argylls officer, 121 committee convener, Queen’s Chaplain. But alongside that there was the radical dimension – the strong commitment to social justice and to peace-making. And that stemmed from his Christian faith and from his compelling desire to share in the building of God’s kingdom. For Maxwell faith touched every aspect of life: one cannot separate religion from the world of politics. For him the life of faith was about encounter and engagement – about valuing human relationships, pursuing social concerns and trusting in God’s transforming grace. Janet suggested to me that his views were shaped by his early experience among poor families in Halifax where he earned pocket money by going round to collect fees due to his father before the National Health Service was in place. Out of these beginnings developed Maxwell the campaigner and activist on so many fronts over the years. In both Falkirk and Glasgow his involvement in children’s panel and Samaritans. The contribution he made in Glasgow to Stella Reekie’s work, the development of the International Flat and the sharing of faiths project, whose legacy continues to this day. His very effective and high-profile term as convener of the Church and Nation committee, to whose work he gave a real cutting-edge in the heady days of anti-Thatcherism – the miners’ strike and a visit to a Fife colliery to share in the early-morning shift; the march from Gartcosh to London when Ravenscraig first came under threat; his contribution to the Claim of Right that laid the foundation for the Scottish Constitutional Convention and the creation of the Scottish Parliament. Frequent visits to Faslane. His long-standing commitment to housing issues fulfilled most recently in his much appreciated term as chair of Scottish Churches Housing Action.  Then his work as a director of the Scottish Refugee Council, membership of the visiting committee for Polmont Young Offenders Institution. The catalogue goes on and on; and his latest campaign, as so often on the edge of controversy, and characteristically self-effacing, arguing in the public arena that, when health and social services resources are limited, funds should be diverted from the care of the elderly to other more pressing priorities with longer-term benefits. 

Many of us will remember Maxwell the leader speaking out on public platforms and through the media on the issues of the day, always from the standpoint of faith. He was a powerful, passionate and persuasive speaker – and his prayers were memorable: they truly came from the heart; sometimes he almost seemed to be pleading with God. In his years at Wellington in particular – but in a sense this is the story of his life – his ministry is valued for the way in which he opened up fresh perspectives and new horizons in the congregation’s life – through the guest preachers who came, the interfaith and ecumenical themes he introduced and developed, the early Easter morning service at the top of Dumgoyne, and other projects. Sometimes people’s feathers were a little ruffled – for instance, there was the ‘Vote Labour’ poster in the manse window! But he was also a sensitive and capable pastor; he was a good listener and had a great capacity for getting alongside people, relating to them, caring for them, giving them his time and full attention; he had the knack of encouraging and empowering people and making wise choices as to leaders of congregational activities; and with his breadth of vision, intellectual ability and charm he was able to hold together in unity people with a diversity of opinions.   

Maxwell’s membership of the Iona Community was important to him and underpinned so many of his concerns. He was impressed when George MacLeod came to speak at Oxford and, with Janet, was a member of the Iona Society there and attended St Columba’s Church where a Community member, Raymond Bailey, was minister. The Iona connection continued when Maxwell and Janet moved to live in London and worshipped at the Presbyterian church where another Community member, Ian Renton, was minister. He joined the Community in 1964 and served it in many ways over the years. He valued especially the monthly meetings of the local Family Group to which Janet and he belonged – the worship, the exploring of issues, the deep sharing of concerns.  

I suspect that Maxwell was not always easy to live with, but he was almost impossible not to love. There was that expansive smile, and an immense grace about him – a deep joy and contentment. He was a lively person it was always good to be with – there was much laughter, and inevitably so much to talk about. He was warm, charming, and invariably courteous. There could at times be a degree of stubbornness, a dogged persistence in pursuit of the principles and objectives to which he was committed, but he consistently evoked respect and affection. His opponents were never regarded nor thought of themselves as enemies. Once he’d made his mind up there was a strength of purpose and single-minded determination, which sometimes made working with him a little hard. But he was always positive: indeed there was almost an element of the utopian romantic about him – what was described to me as his ‘incurable optimism’ – but usually Janet and the rest of the family kept him ‘earthed’.

Maxwell’s was truly a rounded life.  Most of us know of his passion for walking and climbing, his sense of achievement in completing all the Munros. He was interested in sport – frequently attending Brockville when they lived in Falkirk, usually after half-time when you got in free; and for many years he was a regular at Murrayfield and still took a keen interest in Scotland’s fortunes on the rugby field. And music was always an important part of his life – RSNO concerts, opera and a surprising ability to remember and sing the songs of the shows from the ‘50s and ‘60s. In his retirement all these interests continued and developed – holidays with friends and family in Tuscany, Crete and elsewhere; the enjoyment he got in playing golf just across the road from his house; the monthly expeditions with a group of men friends, the ‘yo-yos’ going up and down hills a little less demanding than the ones he’d climbed when he was Munro-bagging; regular bridge to which he brought a measured and accomplished deliberation; and of course singing with the Stirling City Choir of which he was currently chairman.

Somehow the circumstances, so sudden and unexpected, of his death sum up Maxwell’s life – alongside friends at a sing-along Messiah, at the end of a week spent on Iona as member in residence at the MacLeod Centre, where his helpful, cheerful presence had been so much appreciated that the Warden’s parting words were: ‘You must come again next year for two weeks, and make sure you bring Janet with you.’

But it is not to be. At a time like this we are reminded once more of the fragility of life and of our own mortality. But above all we celebrate a faithful, faith-filled and well-lived life that has touched and enriched our lives. We rejoice that Maxwell has passed through the mystery of death into the eternal joy of God’s nearer presence. And we give thanks to God. Amen l

THE THIRTY-FIRST DAY

I remember those who have died:

those who were part of my living

those who live on in my life.

God of the elements, You inhabit me:

family and friends and strangers 

are at home in me,

stars and planets dance in my bones and blood.

I am me,

yet I am more than me;

I remember, I learn, I dream,

I touch death and life.

God of eternity,

comfort your people,

living and dying.

Quicken us with wonder,

salt us with justice and integrity,

welcome us with love.

Ruth Burgess

From Acorns and Archangels, Wild Goose Publications
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The 2010 Edinburgh International Festival of

Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace, 

5 March – 18 March 

The 7th Annual Edinburgh International Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace will bring together people from a wide range of spiritual backgrounds, people working with peace, conflict, reconciliation and justice, educators, teachers, scholars and students, people from artistic and cultural backgrounds, people working with health, wellbeing and healing experiences and concerns, people from diverse cultures, traditions and communities, and people from across Scotland and internationally. 

People of all backgrounds who respect the Festival ethos are warmly invited to participate in this spiritual, educational, artistic and cultural and international festival which celebrates peace and mutual understanding. There will also be pre-events in the weeks before, including a Middle Eastern Film Festival and a One World Peace Concert. For more information on events: 

www.mesp.org.uk

WILD GOOSE PUBLICATIONS

NEW TITLES

A Blessing to Follow: Contemporary Parables for Living,

Tom Gordon, £10.99 (plus post and packing); £8.50 plus VAT (downloadable book) 

Tom Gordon is a storyteller. He takes what is real and vivid, and creates stories of meaning and insight. This collection of original and contemporary stories – the first of a series of three – uses the framework of the Christian Year to offer a story for every week of the year, and a few more besides. These are modern parables which speak of important truths in an accessible and stimulating way. 

As an observer of life, he also draws on experiences in parish ministry and hospice chaplaincy to create a rich, creative resource for personal or public use. His stories will make you smile and shed a tear, allow you to ponder your own related experiences and take you into uncharted territory. But, along with his prayers and poems, they will always make you think, offering reflections on life and faith that will help you be aware of familiar things in a new and imaginative way. 

A Heart Broken Open: Radical Faith in an Age of Fear, Ray Gaston, £10.99 (plus post and packing); £8.50 plus VAT (downloadable book)

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

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

‘Ray’s story is a profound and uplifting one … By acting as an agent of change and at the same time being open to change himself, Ray exemplifies a powerful alternative to the polarising discourse which views difference as a threat.’

Salma Yaqoob, Chair, Birmingham Stop The War Coalition and Birmingham City Councillor

TO ORDER: 0141-332-6292 
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Review

Christ of the Celts: the Healing of Creation, by Philip Newell, Wild Goose Publications, 2009 www.ionabooks.com

This is, I think, actually two books under one cover – and both are well worth reading.

One book is an elegantly written, personally vulnerable, and to my mind, very attractive essay on what has been one of Philip Newell’s main themes for some time now: the urgent desire he identifies for integrity, connectedness and the healing of all things, personal, political, and in relation to the whole of creation. Taking his inspiration from a variety of sources – apocryphal scriptures, the writings of the early Christian theologians Irenaeus and Pelagius, the medieval thinkers John Scotus Eriugena and Julian of Norwich, and the twentieth- century prophets Teilhard de Chardin and George MacLeod – he weaves a compelling tapestry as he seeks to answer the question ‘Who is Christ for us now?’

For Philip, the way to the answer lies in the Celtic understanding, as he sees it, of Christ as coming to reveal to us our true nature: ‘He is viewed as leading us not into a separation from the world and the rest of humanity but into a renewed relationship with the Ground of Life, the One from whom all things come’ (p.13). Following a musical metaphor, he leads us through eight short chapters, looking at such themes as The Memory of the Song, A Forgotten Tune, The Rhythm of the Earth, to a final powerful chapter on Broken Cadences. He speaks movingly of his own personal and family experiences, and, importantly, does not try to avoid the reality of the brokenness and pain of today’s world and its struggling peoples. What he has to say, in this essay, will strike a chord with many who are disaffected with the institutions of the Church, and who yearn for a spirituality which is inclusive, life-affirming and connected with a deep concern for ‘the earth and its weary people’.  

The other book, it seems to me, is more polemical: a challenge to some of the mainstream doctrines of the Church, in particular the doctrines of original sin and of creation ex nihilo, and the theory of substitutionary atonement. 

I think he is on firmer ground in his chapter on the latter theory – Paying the Piper. His use of Julian of Norwich’s Revelations of Divine Love beautifully highlights an understanding of the Cross, not as a payment to an angry god, but rather as a ‘showing’, as Julian calls it, of the true nature of love – the sort of unconditional love which he openly admits he received from his Scottish granny, and which, he argues, is what we all truly understand love to be. Theologians from the right will undoubtedly, and vehemently, disagree with him – but for my money he makes a compelling case.

I don’t doubt he is right to criticise the imperial church’s heavy emphasis on the doctrine of original sin – the theory that we are, by our very nature, ‘bad’ from the womb – and to remind us that the great insight of the myth-makers of the Book of Genesis is that we are indeed created ‘in the image and likeness of God’, and that all that God creates is, at its heart, ‘good’. Nor does he fall into the trap, as is often the accusation made against this view, that we can make and keep ourselves good by our own efforts – he acknowledges very clearly that we go wrong time and time again, and need God’s help to be put right. But being put right, he argues, is to be brought back to our true selves, and to be reunited with our deepest nature – a costly business, to be sure, but a business whose emphasis is ‘not on becoming something other than ourselves but on becoming truly ourselves’ (p.15).

Where I think he is on less solid ground is in his argument, in the chapter headed ‘Empty Notes’, where he takes on the doctrine of Creation ex nihilo – the theory that God created the universe ‘out of nothing’. Philip claims that it is this doctrine which has allowed Christians over the centuries to plunder the earth and its resources – this doctrine, he writes, ‘came into the service of a world power that was set on doing whatever it pleased to the earth’ (p. 71). Against this, he argues that in fact God created the universe ‘out of God’ – thus ensuring the sacred nature of all created things, including the earth and its resources.

To my mind, the doctrine of Creation ex nihilo was propounded to counter the view that matter existed before God – a Gnostic view held by many in the early centuries of the Christian era. It is there to protect the supremacy and the transcendence of God – something that Philip, perhaps, is in danger of underplaying. What has, tragically, been abused, and has allowed Christians and others to plunder the earth, is the statement in Genesis 1: 26–28, where God is heard giving humankind ‘dominion’ over all created things. Domination, rather than stewardship, has indeed been a disaster for the earth and its resources, as more and more of us are now, hopefully not too late in the day, coming to realise. 

This quibble apart, however, I very much hope that people will read this book. I’ve read it twice now.  After the first time, I wrote a warm letter of thanks to Philip. Reading it more carefully, and critically, a second time, I am still grateful to him for it. It will ring many bells for many people, I’m sure. 

John Harvey

John Harvey is a former Leader of the Iona Community.

Lent 2010 York Course, featuring John Bell
Some information from York Courses:

York Courses has involved many eminent Christian leaders and thinkers in their material. A number of them have appeared more than once. We had such a positive response to Better Together?, the first course John participated in, that we were delighted when he agreed to appear again in our new course for Lent 2010, When I Survey … Christ’s Cross and Ours.

John complements the rest of the team who feature on When I Survey – Christina Baxter, the inspiring Principal of St John’s Theological College, Nottingham, and General Sir Richard Dannatt. Together they cover such key themes as silence; despair and hope in a suffering world; being an ‘outsider’ – the challenge of discipleship when Christianity is no longer mainstream.

Uniquely, we have not just a booklet (containing five sessions on the themes of the course, together with questions for the group) but also the CD with five 14-minute radio-style starters, one for each session, featuring the participants giving their opinions on salient points. The accompanying transcript of the CD is also popular.

Sounds complicated, but it’s actually very simple – and seems to work well for the 50,000+ people worldwide who sit down around a York Course each year. 

Prices: CD Taster Pack (1 CD, 1 booklet, 1 transcript): £15.99 each (a saving of £3.49 over buying these 3 items separately). Booklet: £3.50 or £2.99 each for 5 or more. CD: £10.99 or £8.99 each for 2 or more. Audiotape: £8.99 or £6.99 each for 5 or more. Transcript: £4.99 or £2.99 each for 2 or more. Free packing and 2nd class postage within the UK. 

Tel: 01904 466516/www.yorkcourses.co.uk

A touching place: news and letters
THE DOVE OF PEACE AND THE STORY OF THE DOVES ON IONA: A LETTER

The Dove of Peace has been associated with Iona for all time. St Columba was known as Columcille and Colum means dove. I am sure many of the visitors to Iona enjoy seeing the white doves flying around the Abbey and cooing in the Cloisters, but there was a time when there were no doves at the Abbey. I first visited Iona in 1953 and have returned nearly every year since so have a long connection with the island and the Community and with the many gifted visitors and preachers, and with the development of the Abbey buildings, and like many others can point out the wall which I physically helped to build.

One day, probably in the late ‘50s, my mother was talking to George MacLeod and she said to him: ‘The Abbey should have doves.’ And his reply was: ‘Yes, it should. Why don’t you send us some?’ We had white doves at home and frequent offspring (or squeakers as they are known). The decision was made, and the first doves arrived on Iona. 

As dove-owners will know, fatalities occur and it is often the hen that is taken by predators, so an interchange, quite often over the many years, took place between Dunbartonshire and Iona. The Community bus- travellers from Iona to Glasgow once carried a little hen-dove all the way down to be collected by us at Garelochhead. I remember one occasion when we crossed the sound in a red boat (before the car ferries), with Angus and Dan with a pair of doves in a box at one end of the boat and John Currie with his cat at the other end – all made it safely! Our birds at home had Iona names: we had Columba, Eithne, Jonah and Peristera and many others, but the last pair were just called Bill and Coo! I do not keep white doves now so it is a great joy to see the descendants of these early residents at the Abbey and to know that they survive and breed. Long may the doves stay on Iona and be a symbol of peace.

Eleanor H. Williamson

AN UPDATE ON THE BELLAHOUSTON ACADEMY GRAFFITI PROJECT, FROM LAURA MCALEESE, IONA COMMUNITY YOUTH PROJECT WORKER

We are delighted to have received £10,000 from the National Lottery ‘Awards For All’ fund, which will cover the entire project. It will help us to buy materials, have an launch event to unveil the work once the project is complete, and also the money will be used to take the young people on a residential team-building weekend in February. The group of 1st–5th year pupils is now established and we meet every Monday at lunchtime. We are brainstorming ideas about positive things that the school contributes to the local community and drawing and designing ideas to create a storyboard of what the bridge could look like. We will begin to make stencils in the coming weeks and will start working on the bridge in the new year. The launch event is due to take place on Friday, 5th March – we will keep you updated on our progress.

IMAGINING ANOTHER WORLD: THE WILD GOOSE RESOURCE GROUP’S NEW ‘HOLY CITY’ PROGRAMME 

Climate change, the credit crunch, the still-unfulfilled demands of justice and peace … our generation faces a multitude of challenges. The history of faith and culture speak of each generation facing similar critical times, when prophets and visionaries have re-framed and re-formed the way we think about our world. It’s said that ‘without a vision, the people perish’. Holy City’s 2009-2010 programme, ‘Imagining Another World’, addresses this urgent need in all its facets, and seeks to explore the re-imagining and re-visioning of faith, our lives and our times. 

For more information and dates: 

www.holycity-glasgow.co.uk 

www.wgrg.co.uk 

0141-332-6343

KATHY GALLOWAY’S NEW JOB

If you’ve been wondering what Kathy Galloway is up to these days, now that she has finished her time as Leader, well, she has been appointed Head of Christian Aid in Scotland. Kathy says: ‘I know that this job will enable me to continue to engage with many of the same issues of social and gender justice, peacemaking and environmental activism which were such an important part of my work with the Iona Community and before that with Church Action on Poverty.’

Congratulations, Kathy.

www.christianaidscotland.org.uk

‘FAITH IN ACTION’: A NEW BOOK WITH A CONTRIBUTION BY MARGARET LEGUM

Anti-apartheid activist, economist and Iona Community member Margaret Legum died in 2007. Before she died, she contributed a chapter to Faith In Action: Njongonkulu Ndungane, Archbishop for the Church and the World, edited by Sarah Rowland Jones (Lux Verbi. BM). The book is an exploration in contemporary public theology in honour of, and in dialogue with, former Anglican Archbishop of Cape Town, Njongonkulu Ndungane, by South African and international church leaders, theologians and civil society figures. Contributors include Rowan Williams, Archbishop Desmond Tutu and Allan Boesak. In the book Margaret writes: ‘There is no such thing as spirituality unrelated to how people relate to each other over resources, and that is the stuff of politics …‘

To order: www.luxverbi-bm.com 

THE IONA COMMUNITY SEXUALITY WORKING GROUP

A meeting of the Sexuality Working Group will take place at the York plenary, on 12th February, 2010. The purpose of the meeting is to review the impact of current legislation on the LGBT community, recheck Iona Community policies, discuss what statements the Iona Community should make on theological positions adopted by the Churches, etc. For more information, contact Chris Gidden: iona@chg.me.uk

THE CHARTER FOR COMPASSION AND A NEW BOOKLET FROM PETER MILLAR

In November 2009 many compassionate people of different faiths and cultures launched The Charter for Compassion (www.charterfor compassion.org) with the hope of breaking down some of the many barriers which divide the human family. To mark the launch of the Charter, Peter Millar has brought out a small booklet, Walking with a Compassionate Heart: Short Thoughts for Each Day. Copies are available at the Community bookshop on Iona or from the Iona Community’s Glasgow office. The suggested donation is £3.50 and money raised from this booklet will go to families and projects in areas of human need. 

HADEEL: CRAFTS FROM COMMUNITY-BASED GROUPS IN THE WEST BANK, GAZA AND LEBANON

Many folk in the Community are friends of the Hadeel shop in Edinburgh. If you don’t know about Hadeel, following is information from their website:

Hadeel is a Fair Trade shop which aims to provide a sustainable source of income for craftspeople working with social enterprises in the West Bank, Gaza, Lebanon, as well as one in the Galilee and another in the Negev. Our work also helps to sustain infrastructures, as many of the producer groups also provide health, education and emergency services in their communities which lack any form of local government which might do this.

We are a member of the British Association for Fair Trade Shops and supply other FT shops and individual fair traders as well as Palestine solidarity groups. We are a sister shop to Sunbula, which is at St Andrew's Church, Jerusalem, and work closely with Zaytoun in the UK. 

Hadeel is owned by the Scottish charity Palcrafts. Any surplus we make on sale of goods is gift-aided to Palcrafts which distributes small development grants to our producers. 

Palestinian handcrafts have always been living examples of ethnic art deeply rooted in Palestinian folklore; they have now become a symbol of the people and their striving for a normal way of life with a national identity, in the face of the Israeli occupation of their land. Making beautiful crafts also helps people psychologically to survive during long hours and days when they are not permitted to travel because of Israeli-imposed barriers and restrictions.

For more information and to place orders: www.hadeel.org/0131-225-1922

DARWIN AND CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY: 

A CONFERENCE

Member Ian M. Fraser asked Coracle to spread word about this conference at Crieff Hydro, from January 11–15, 2010. For more information, contact the Scottish Church Theology Society: www.scottishchurchtheologysociety.co.uk

Prayer of the Iona Community

O God, who gave to your servant Columba the gifts of courage, faith and cheerfulness, and sent people forth from Iona to carry the word of your gospel to every creature: grant, we pray, a like spirit to your church, even at this present time. Further in all things the purpose of our community, that hidden things may be revealed to us, and new ways found to touch the hearts of all. May we preserve with each other sincere charity and peace, and, if it be your will, grant that this place of your abiding be continued still to be a sanctuary and a light. Through Jesus Christ. Amen

Bread for the road

‘Prayer is the powerhouse.’

Activist and Iona Community member Roger Gray, who died in 1986, from Roger: An Extraordinary Peace Campaigner, Helen Steven, Wild Goose Publications

Enlightenment and not explosion, by George MacLeod

The Incarnation was indeed an inherent explosion into matter, setting up a chain reaction of igniting love that has sparked from heart to heart from that day to this and that one day will consume humankind in its lightsomeness or burning. The Celts called Christ ‘the Sun behind all suns’. Ours is the first generation to know, not just upon our pulses but in our very textbooks, that there is no such thing as dead matter. The very atom is best described as light-energy. And has not the Church taught down the centuries that Christ is the Light of the World and its Life (energy)?

If we reduce such phrases to the concept of a flickering candle in the dark, or merely a mystic spark within the soul, if we miss the ‘many-splendoured thing’, then quite simply we have mislaid the key for which the modern world is blindly groping. Men will look elsewhere – and vainly – for their salvation. We stand, if we care to enter, on the edge of the most spiritual age the world has ever known. Full acceptance of the Incarnation is the primary key to this atom as enlightenment and not explosion.

George MacLeod, Founder of the Iona Community

PRAYER

O God, lead us from death to life,

from falsehood to truth.

Lead us from despair to hope,

from fear to trust.

Lead us from hate to love,

from war to peace.

Let peace fill our hearts,

our world, our universe.

Amen

Universal Prayer for Peace

Back cover

LAUGHTER IN THE CLOISTERS – A CAROL

Laughter in the cloisters,

singing across the Sound,

dancing in the village street

and good news going round;

a paradox of grit and grace –

holiness with a human face.

What was he thinking of:

Jacob Lipchitz, a Jew

committed to the faith of his fathers,

working on this sculpture

which plummeted to earth in Iona?

‘Pour la bonne entente des hommes sur la terre’

… for greater understanding, 

for goodwill among all people …

who are still going round in circles:

have we found it yet?

What was he thinking of:

George MacLeod, minister of the Kirk

and mould-breaker, 

welcoming this strange presence 

into a holy place?

‘A little like a bomb, but the Incarnation

was an atomic explosion – 

a chain reaction out into the world …’

out and out – beyond safe church circles –

changing everything: 

will it change us?

What are we thinking of:

men, women, children, singing carols, 

to which we seldom dance now –

what do we imagine?

Does incarnation look like a womb, a bomb,

a ripe fruit splitting open,

a bird of paradise in a pear tree,

a pearl of great price, a frozen teardrop?

Or is it light energy – radiating

in ever-widening circles –

‘afin que l’Esprit règne’ –

is there no end?

What is God thinking of:

Creator of the universe, born in a barn, 

huddled under the open sky,

naked and crying among the animals?

A truth that gets under our skin:

too small to ignore, 

too big to imagine or explain, 

but echoing among the stars

and in the dreams of men

and in a woman’s Yes

and in the songs of children:

Laughter in the cloisters,

singing across the Sound,

dancing in the village street

and good news going round;

a paradox of grit and grace –

holiness with a human face.

by Jan Sutch Pickard

