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Please see Kuli’s poem The Rag Doll featured in issue 28.

When I desire an escape, a getaway from 

the chores of  normality - I tell my family…

“I’ll be back shortly” and disappear. 

My thoughts unwind from tangled knots 

of  anxiety into straight lines of  poetry.

Into the open space of  clarity, the wind 

blows through my hair. I stretch out into the 

acres of  fields where birds feed abundantly; 

wild weeds, flowers and fruit-bearing 

hedgerows grow… It’s where I dance freely 

with the horses of  the Seven Corn Fields… 

and breathe in the intoxication of  being 

alive and being free.

Kuli Kohli
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SPIRAL: “This is an ancient
symbol that reminds us of
the womb and the protective
mothering nature in all of us.
It takes us from the broad
sweeps of the outer life to an
infinitely small centre where
we cease to exist.”

The spiral logo was designed by Caroline Jariwala
for Initiative Interfaith Trust

Cited:
Mandalas: Spiritual Circles for Harmony & Fulfilment
Laura J.Watts (2002) Pub.Hermes House, 
London ISBN 184308 973 7

One of the themes in this issue is ‘Sacred Heritage’ and as I read

through the pages I am conscious that this term relates to a

manifestation of human achievement in all its forms. Sacred sites

such as Stonehenge and Easter Island are precious because they represent

a people’s understanding of themselves in an ancient world.  The fascinating

insights provided by our contributors do not yield easy answers to quench

our curiosity, but they do demonstrate that the structures of stone, and the

designation of wells as ‘holy’, can be seen as markers that represent a

particular time and place for human society. 

In our own time it is to the interconnectedness of human beings that

perhaps we should look for heritage that is sacred, and for me this lies in

the words and actions of two visionaries in particular - Nelson Mandela

and Martin Luther King. They too represent a particular time and place that

reflects an understanding of ourselves in modern times, and their voices

still resonate in a world that is crying out for social justice and equality for

all. We feel privileged to feature a reflection on the life of Nelson Mandela

and, probably, the most famous and profound speech of Martin Luther King.

Both men were imprisoned for their words and their actions, and King was

murdered. Yet, they serve today to inspire and remind us that a fight for

justice is a worthy one, no matter how great or small the cause. 

It seems at times that some societies have found a good balance of freedom

and commitment, and perhaps Egypt could have been perceived as such a

place. Indeed it is not so long ago that we were celebrating the peaceful

revolution encapsulated in the term ‘the Arab spring’, and in issue 26 we

gave focus to the bravery and strength of women in that context.  Yet our

media has more recently shown a country that is now in political and

religious turmoil with a major breakdown of societal norms. Drawing on

his own experience, our Egyptian contributor offers a perspective on the

political path taken by those interested in controlling all aspects of Egyptian

life. He believes that, influenced by an extreme ideology rooted in radical

Islamism, the Muslim Brotherhood have sought to create a religious state

that threatens the wellbeing and freedom of moderate devout Muslims,

Christians and other people of faith, and of none. His observations

demonstrate that the actions of radical Islamists are never going to bring

about a just and equal society because, in his words: ‘they... claim

the right to decide who is devout and who is an infidel’: a

judgement that stands in sharp contrast to the concept of

human rights inherited by all people and the belief, by some,

that a life well-lived is for divine judgement and not for

those seeking power and control.  

Heather Wells
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Civil or human rights in different contexts across the
globe form the nub of many stories which dominate
our international news wires every day. From Syria to

South Africa, in Egypt and across the Middle East - and in the
United States as well as here in Britain the yearning for freedom
goes on in many communities.
As the legacy of Martin Luther King’s

theology has come into sharp focus in recent
months, we are fully aware that anniversaries
are not just about what happened in the past.
The significance of Dr King’s speech in terms 
of theological reflection on the ground, in a
pluralistic context, is now more pertinent 
than ever. 
I work in Newham, which has one of the

highest population of black and minority ethnic residents in the
UK. Multiculturalism and pluralism together provide a creative
energy which makes it an exciting place to live. But each and
every day questions about justice and prejudice, as well as our
shared responsibilities to each other in community, are always
bubbling just beneath the surface.
Martin Luther King spoke up for those who felt that their

communities had reneged on a promise, and that freedom was
still far away. There are many who still feel this strongly in our
communities today. I come across them every day – people of

an increasingly diverse representation of backgrounds, seemingly
searching for something which forever eludes them, and yet the
promise remains somewhere in their hearts.
Dr King was clearly influenced by the writings of St Paul. In

many respects we might want to revise some of Paul’s significant
teaching on inclusivity to make his emphasis on transformation
and renewal stack up. I never felt that Paul would have been an
easy man to get on with, not only because his spiritual emphasis
on union is not always matched by his material observations
about, say, men and women. Nevertheless, Paul makes it
absolutely clear in the Book of Romans that the situation we are
in, when it comes to lack of coherence in society and
community, is the fault of us all. 
We are, each of us, he writes ‘distinct’ - but the paradox is that

there is no distinction. He goes on to explain that all have
sinned, all have fallen short, and the quest is therefore to work
towards a freedom born of reconciliation which can only be
achieved through genuine sacrifice. Reconciliation is chiefly the
act of bringing or coming together.

In terms of changing attitudes, and breaking
down the kind of barriers in communities we
are focusing on today, such reconciliation allows
us to see what Hans Kung described as the
“inalienable and untouchable dignity” of every
human being, regardless of their sex, age, race,
skin, colour, language, religion, political view, or
their natural or social origin. The alternative to
reconciliation is usually misery and pain. 
In communities, amongst the people, an

absence of harmony breeds only sectarianism, and divides
women and men on account of who they are. Reconciliation and
justice boils down to the responsibility of each of us. It was
William Wilberforce who appropriately observed: “You can
choose to look the other way but you can never say that you
did not know”.
It is for that reason that Martin Luther King’s dream of a

transfigured world still frames the aims and aspirations of many
community leaders even if, at times, we need to hold on firm to
his kind of faith, when there still seems to be a long way to go. 

We are, 
each of us, he 

writes ‘distinct’ -
but the paradox 
is that there is 
no distinction. 

Rob Marshall is Team Rector of the Parish of East Ham
Based on a script delivered on BBC Radio 4’s Thought for the Day on 28th August 2013

Freedom born oF

reconciliation
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Patrick Sherry is Emeritus Professor, Department of Religious Studies, Lancaster University

Images: 1. Pope John XX111.  2. Bishops in St. Peter's October 11th 1962.  Photograph by David Lees/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images

For anyone with an interest in 
Christian-Muslim dialogue this book is
well worth reading. Mona Siddiqui shares
her insight and understanding of these
two traditions in both an academic and
personal way that allows the reader to
easily engage with the subject matter.

The book addresses some of the major issues in
theological dialogue and debate, between the Islamic and
Christian traditions, that have been passed down over

the centuries. Through the use of sacred and scholarly sources
from both traditions Mona Siddiqui allows the reader to enter
into an ancient dialogue of shared learning that existed between
the two faiths.
The Christian belief of the nature of Jesus as the Son of God

is one of the main aspects explored in this book, and takes into
account the shared, as well as the opposing, history of dialogue
that exists.   The concept of the human condition and salvation
through the death of Jesus on the cross is explored in great
depth and clarity. Mona Siddiqui explains that: ‘At its most basic
understanding, the Qur’an speaks of a merciful God who always
responds to a free but disobedient humanity.  Our relationship with
God is defined in mutual hope, human hope in God and God’s hope
in us.  But the Qur’an does not speak of one act by God nor one
defining expression of God’s love. Perhaps this is Islam’s biggest
parting with Christian doctrine in that it does not have those defining
moments of both alienation from God as in the Fall and subsequent
reconciliation with God, redemption through the death and
resurrection of Christ.’ (p218)
There is a fascinating chapter on the relevance and reverence

of Mary within both traditions, and the implications that the
figure of Mary could have in a future dialogue between
Christianity and Islam. Siddiqui writes that: …Mary or Maryam in
Arabic is a figure with a lasting appeal to the people of both these
faiths; many see her as an inspiring and reconciling figure between
Islam and Christianity, between the past and the present, between the
feminine and the feminine ideal. (p150)
For those interested in an honest interfaith dialogue  between

these two faiths this book clearly articulates the main issues.
Mona Siddiqui raises the reader’s awareness to the different
interpretations of the person of Jesus and ultimately leaves 
them enriched by the experience. 

Christians, Muslims, 

& Jesus
by Mona SiddiquiPublished by Yale University Press 2013

ISBN 978-0-300-16970-6

Lorna Douglas • Book Review

9Image: with thanks to the Office of Public Affairs, Bahá'í Community of UK

Gleanings from the Writings of  Bahá’u’lláh, CX

The Shrine of  the Bab, Haifa, Israel

Sacred Script • Bahá'í

Our hope is that the world’s religious leaders 

and the rulers thereof  will unitedly arise 

for the reformation of  this age 

and the rehabilitation of  its fortunes. 

Let them, after meditating on its needs, 

take counsel together and, 

through anxious and full deliberation, 

administer to a diseased and sorely - 

afflicted world the remedy it requires.



The Buddhas of Bamiyan were two 6th
century monumental statues of standing buddha
carved into the side of a sandstone cliff in the
Bamiyan valley in central Afghanistan.

Bamiyan lies on the Silk Road, a caravan route
linking the markets of China with those of the
Western world running through the mountain
region of the Hindu Kush. It was the site of
several Buddhist monasteries and a thriving
centre for religion, philosophy and art. Monks at
the monasteries lived as hermits in small caves
carved into the side of the Bamiyan cliffs. 

A Buddhist religious site from the 2nd century up
to the time of the Islamic invasion in the latter
half of the 7th, it was listed by UNESCO as a
World Heritage Site in 2003.  

In March 2011 the Buddha statues were
dynamited and destroyed by the Taliban, after the
Taliban government declared that they were idols. 

Photograph (1963): The larger of the two statues, 53m tall standing in a niche of 58m. 
Drawn from various sources, including Wikipedia - www.wikipedia.org 
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It has been so inspiring and encouraging to read the statementof the Holy Father Pope Francis in which he said; “… I would
like a Church which is of the poor and for the poor”. The message

touches my heart and soul in the most profound way, for when
I reflect and look around the Christian community in Pakistan
this is the living, breathing reality of our situation.
The Pakistani Church dates back to the first century when,

according to Parthian tradition, St Thomas the Apostle came to
the land three times in the years 45 to 52 AD. He preached the
Word of God, and in following the mission of Christ he found it
was the poor and the marginalized of this area that accepted the
Christian message, and in time embraced Christianity.  The legacy
of St. Thomas was continued by missionaries such as Franciscans,
Franciscan Capuchins, Dominicans, Jesuits and many
congregations of nuns. There is presently a Christian population
of around 3.5 million, and many local people now have vocations:
most of the Bishops are local, as are the majority of priests and
nuns who run schools, seminaries, and catechetical centers. 
The Church is engaged in many apostolates such as

education, justice and peace, dialogue and caring for the poor,
the needy, the marginalized and the sick; and also the
guardianship of orphans and the care of prisoners. We take our
lead from the gospel of Our Lord:  Jesus said: 

“You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your
soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first
commandment. The second resembles it: You must love your neighbour
as yourself. On these two commandments hang the whole law, and
the Prophets also.” (Matt. 22.37-40)

Now who is my neighbour? My neighbours are Christian and
non-Christian alike: they are Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, Zoroastrians
and tribal people. That is why the social services of Christians
such as education, medical care, helping the victims of floods and
earthquakes, and the sick, are not reserved for Christians only
but people of all religions around us. There is a great emphasis
on our dialogue with Muslims who form about 96% of the
population: many Muslims are poor, they are discriminated
against and there are many examples and incidents where
injustice is done to them; they are the victims of a class system
that operates in Pakistan, plus terrorism and fanaticism.
There are many challenges and hurdles for us within the

Christian community. But even though we sometimes suffer due
to discrimination, and from a misunderstanding of our faith, we
never give up on our mission to promote dialogue and harmony.
Our efforts are bearing fruit, and there are several interreligious
groups established in Pakistan. Their aim is to bring healing,
reconciliation and positive understanding - reaching out to the
marginalized all over this land.
The message of Pope Francis brings Christ into our midst, it

urges us to respond to the life and preaching of our savior who
was himself poor.  As a poor Church, for the poor, we have an
important role to play.

Faith & Community • Fr James Channan OP

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.
Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
for they shall be satisfied”. (Matt. 5.3-6)

Fr James Channan OP, Director Peace Center, Lahore Pakistan
Top image © www.sxc.hu

Photograph courtesy Fr James Channan

CONTINUING

MISSION

Editor’s note: Since Fr.James contributed this reflection on the contribution
his community is making in Pakistan we have learned of the Islamic Militant’s
suicide bomb attacks at All Saint’s Church, Lahore the main Christian place
of worship in Peshawar.  Seven children and seventy eight adults died and
many more injured. He has sent us a Press Release from Archbishop Joseph
Coutts, President of Catholic Bishops Conference Pakistan condemning the
attack and asking all Christians to pray and remain peaceful.  At a press
conference held on the 24th September, organized by United Religions
Initiative Pakistan, Majlas-e-Ulama Pakistan and Intefaith Council for Peace
and Harmony Fr.James reported that there were over 50 Ulamas from all
sects/Schools of Islam and representatives of the Hindu and Sikh
communities.  “The blood of our Christian martyrs has brought unity among
citizens of Pakistan” he said. On the 25th September he was to travel to
Lahore to join with others in a memorial service for those who have died for
their faith.  HW

Buddhas of
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Shared
Say the word pagan to a lot of people and it conjures up

images of eccentric characters cavorting around stone
circles. The historical uses of stone circles and solitary

standing stones is rather ambiguous, given that practically all
such structures across Europe were erected by pre-literate
tribes who left no clear records as to what they used these sites
for. It is reasonable to suppose that the sites must have held
tremendous significance, given the enormous amount of effort
required to carve and erect even a single stone  -
let alone a circle the size of Avebury or the
complexity of Stonehenge. 
Not only is our knowledge of what went on at

these places very limited, but our grasp of the
theological and cosmological beliefs of the tribes
who created them is usually even more basic. Yet,
many thousands of years down the line,
contemporary pagans feel a kinship with those
megalith makers and wish to engage in activities
that many feel have some echo to what originally went on there.
Historians may find such claims highly questionable, but the
earnestness with which they are held is seldom lessened by
academic precision. 
Forests of books have been written exploring the use of

stone circles as calendars, with features placed to mark certain
lunar and solar tides. The astronomical (and concomitant
mathematical) skills necessitated for such achievements is
profoundly impressive, particularly when it appears that the
peoples who studied the stars and developed the architectural
skills were without the apparent benefit of a system of writing
or mathematical notation. Large scale calendars could be
created far more easily through the use of wooden posts, so it
would appear there was more significance to these sites than
simply a means of demarking days. 

Those solar and lunar events which are marked out by stone
alignments - most frequently solstices and equinoxes -
presumably had some marked social importance, and it is not
unreasonable to suppose that these dates may have been
marked with religious celebrations as well as whatever
agricultural, hunting, or other activities went on. Many modern
pagans, influenced by antiquarian discoveries about places like
Stonehenge, have continued with the practice of marking such

dates. What is lost is an understanding of the
original social context of the dates - and it is, 
of course, unwise to presume that every tribe
with a stone circle that marked out midwinter
attributed the same significance to the season.
Archaeologists sometimes dispute whether places
such as Stonehenge were oriented towards the
summer or winter solstice, as if a holy place could
have but one use. Given the amount of work that
went into creating such places, it is quite likely that

they were used for every festivity, wedding, funeral and other
rites of passage to maximise the benefit. 
The timelessness of the stones highlights our own transience

by contrast. The lifestyles we live today bear only the most
superficial resemblance to the lives of our medieval ancestors,
let alone our Neolithic ones. Four thousand years ago people fell
in love, worried about their children, got sick, actively sought out
food, and insulated themselves against winter - much like 
people now, though few living Europeans can have an 
experience of cold, hunger and illness quite on a par with our 
stone-erecting ancestors.
Neolithic temples, if such the henges were, are likely to have

been places where the spirits were implored for the kind of aid
that few people would need these days. The cultural
understanding of the old sites may have changed considerably -

our modern sensibilities have been filtered through many
decades of psychological theory that may have meant little to
the generation that erected the stones.  For many people now
circles are suggestive of wombs, with all the implication of
rebirth and fertility of the land and livestock. The ancients may
have shared this view, or for them the circle may have invoked
the presence of sun or moon (or both), or the cyclical nature of
the ever turning seasons. Most stone monuments were in use
for a long time, and the perceptions of what they meant and
how best to use them may have changed several times over, even
during their heydays, so making any alterations of use by modern
people just the latest in a long line of adaptations.
Access to ancient sites for modern worship has become a

contentious issue, partly because of the stewardship of such
places. Those stones and circles found in
remote places may well be used by 21st
century pagans without any attempt at seeking
permission from whichever council, landowner
or other person or institution has legal
responsibility for the place. Those better
known sites, particularly ones which have
become popular tourist attractions, are
sometimes fenced off or in other manners
protected to ensure that access needs to be
sought. These are the places where the
question of religious rights comes into focus. When a former
religious site becomes designated as a ‘heritage site’, its use
changes significantly - especially if the individual or body legally
responsible has no interest in (or is possibly even hostile
towards) claims of those religious minorities who feel a kinship
with the place. 
There are a number of different traditions or denominations

that come under the pagan umbrella, and only some of these
hark back to cultures that erected stone monuments in the
distant past.  However, other forms of paganism look to ancient
cultures that built complex and beautiful temples, many of which
still stand. The issue of when an ancient holy place becomes a
tourist trap is as central to temples as it is to henges. When does

a sacred site cease to be a place of worship and ritual, and
become instead a tourist attraction? It is clear that issues of
cultural hegemony arise here; Christians wanting to hold a
service in the ruins of a thousand year old church are unlikely
to attract much opposition or contention, polytheists wanting to
reverence in the ruins of a Greek temple may well find
themselves the target of disruption or censorship.
Does 21st century Wicca (or Druidry, Heathenry etc.) have

any direct, or indirect, relationship with the tribal religious
practices of Neolithic peoples? From an academic historical
perspective the answer is simply no; for the people adhering to
those spiritual traditions, their answer is yes - not a direct,
unbroken link of practice, but a link of empathy, shared reverence
for the natural world, shared animism and/or polytheism etc.

What this amounts to is establishing if modern
pagans have a demonstrable right to worship in
the places where ancient pagans gathered.  Is
this sufficient to grant rights of access, or
should modern paganism find itself new places
in which to worship? The response to such a
question may reflect the attitude to paganism
of the person answering it - is it a genuine
spiritual tradition with links to the past, or just
a barmy eccentricity to be side-lined and
largely ignored? 

Where ownership of a site is in the hands of someone for
whom the place has no religious significance, there is an
awkwardness for people having to seek permission for the right
to worship. The resolution to these issues is not clear, especially
when the very concept of which religion a holy site belongs to
in the first place, is in dispute - a religion long since dead, or a
modern expression that feels itself to have ancient roots.
However, the increasing willingness of the authorities to talk
with all manner of minority groups, and take their concerns
seriously (and the growing capacity for pagan and other groups
to actually organise themselves enough to engage with the
authorities) suggests that a constructive way forward may
eventually be reached. 

The timelessness 

of the stones

highlights our 

own transience 

by contrast. 

When a former 

religious site

becomes designated

as a ‘heritage site’, 

its use changes

significantly.

Robin Herne is a tutor with SIFRE, chairman of the Ipswich Pagan Council, and the author of several books on paganism

© Photograph: Michele Gibson



The fact that Rapa Nui, or Easter Island as it is popularly
known, is located in one of the most remote places on
earth contributes to its sense of mystery: the 20,000

antiquities, littered everywhere across the island, give rise to
many different and sometimes conflicting theories as to their
nature and purpose - all adding to the enigmatic nature of its
spiritual heritage, which mostly remains hidden in the mists 
of time.
Easter Island is a relatively small piece of land (triangular, and

only 14 miles at its longest point) composed mainly from 3
volcanic cones rising from the Nazca Tectonic plate in the 
Pacific Ocean. The nearest landmasses are Chile in 
South America to the East, or the islands of Polynesia to the
West, both approximately 2000 miles away. 
Rapa Nui was ‘discovered’ by the outside world on 

Easter Day in 1722 by the Dutch explorer Jacob Roggeveen,
hence its popular name. Fifty years later a Spanish contract was
‘signed’ but this was never seriously followed up. In 1774 it was
a very sick Thomas Cook that landed with his weakened crew
searching for supplies. He departed the island within a couple of
days when these could not be found. 
Intertribal warfare brought about a great deal of destruction

of the antiquities and this, together with the enforced slavery of
islanders by Peruvian invaders ensured that the population of
the island had dwindled from 12,000 to 111 people by 1877. 
As a result much of the history, language and culture, including
aspects of its spiritual heritage, have been lost forever.
The dominant image that emerges when the name Easter

Island is mentioned is of Moai, the carved stone figures 
that contributed to the National Park (40% of the island)
becoming a World Heritage Site in 1995. In terms of legends the
Birdman story dominates the history of the Island and can be
found in some of the carvings on the reverse of Moais.
Archaologists have since the 1950’s restored about 40 Moais

to their standing positions: there are more than 800 around the
Island. What is their significance? Why are there only seven that
look out to sea? Why are the others looking inland? What is the
spiritual dimension of this? 
The 7 Moais at Ahu Akivi that look towards the sea are, some

people believe, linked to the original Polynesian explorers who
found the Island and were the first settlers. Some argue that
they were erected as a sign for others to follow. As they date
from about 1400 CE this is far too late for them to have this
significance, so others find the answer in their alignment to the

David Rose • Sacred Heritage
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Spring and Autumn equinoxes when day and night are of the
same duration on the equator. Given that the platform on which
they stand (Ahu) is 90 meters long and each figure is at least 
4 meters tall, this was not a casual undertaking when erected,
but a massive structural piece of engineering and construction.
The truth as to their meaning may never be known.
To explore the spiritual significance of the other Moais is not

to consider them in isolation but maybe best to consider them
in relation to Polynesian religion. In many parts of Polynesia
there is evidence of the Ahus and large raised stones. These are
called Marae.

“Divine favour was obtained through formal exchanges with the 
deities in the form of prayers, chants and the building of altars and
idols, to which the gods would hopefully reciprocate by providing 
health, protection and prosperity.” Grant-Peterkin, 2012, p15.

The term Tapu is given to all that is considered sacred.  This
was characterized by a ‘series of prohibitions and precepts’.
(‘Tapu,[1][2][3] tabu[4] or kapu[5] is a Polynesian traditional
concept denoting something holy or sacred, with 
“spiritual restriction” or “implied prohibition”; it involves rules
and prohibitions. The English word taboo derives from this later
meaning and dates from Captain James Cook’s visit to Tonga in
1777. (ref a) Fundamental to belief in the sacred is the
perception of the immortality of the soul, and the ability of the
spirit of the ancestors to assist close relatives and descendants
in times of need. Make-Make is the Creator God who is all
powerful. The leaders of the clans and their priests possessed
Mana, a spiritual power, whether mental or supernatural power
it was related to the divine. An expression of this can be seen in
the myth which still persists, that the moai were transported
using this psychic and supernatural power, resulting in the
statues walking to their platforms. 
In relation to death and the after-life it was believed that the

spirit of the deceased would remain close to the family prior to
departing to the spirit world, located far away to the West.
Indeed, the body of the deceased might remain wrapped nearby

for up to two years until after decomposition.
It is claimed by some that the skull would then
be removed and engraved.  At this point the
remaining bones were washed and placed in a
stone burial chamber. Here the spirit 
of the deceased could be re-united with 
their ancestors.
The remaining dozens of Moais faced inland

and it is generally accepted that these have a
tribal or clan significance. This view is
strengthened by the fact that it was local clan
activity and intense rivalry that gave rise to
their demise, and the ‘toppling’ of them

the mists of time  
Lost in

occurred in a relatively short period of civil
unrest. Since the 1950’s various attempts at
restoration have taken place to rectify the
toppled and abandoned figures. In the quarry
where they were sculpted there is clearer
evidence of this abandonment of their use.
Today the clustered ‘heads of Easter Island’ are
both iconic and symbolic of the culture and
legends of this island. These massive ‘heads’ are
on average 4-5 meters tall weighing upwards
of 70 tons each, their huge carved bodies
remaining hidden from view, shrouded by
nature’s march of time.

Refrences:  Grant-Peterkin, J. (2012) A Companion to Easter Island: Grafica, LOM, Chile  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tapu_(Polynesian_culture) accessed 27 July 
http://www.easterislandtourism.com/easter-island/culture/religion-2/

All images © David Rose 

In Polynesian religion

all aspects of life -

economics, politics 

and survival itself -

were dependent on 

the relationship 

with the gods.

The Birdman of rapa nui

These massive ‘heads’ are on average 4-5 meters 
tall weighing upwards of 70 tons each, their
huge carved bodies remaining hidden from view, 
shrouded by nature’s march of time. 

Marae on the Polynesian Island of Huahine The 7 Moasis at Ahu Akivi

Historically the myth of the Birdman cult can be discerned in
carved symbols on the reverse of several Moais (the example in
the British Museum, London is excellent) though many display
signs of severe weathering. 
A second area of historical evidence may be found in the

petroglyphs, to be found in several caves on Rapa Nui. So what
has given rise to this tradition?
Whilst it is uncertain when the Birdman cult was developed

on Easter Island, it appears to have developed at the end of the
C17 and early C18, although Christian missionaries stopped the
practice. The Manutara bird with which it is associated may be
the Spectacled or Sooty Tern, both of which arrive annually in
September. The Birdman cult became an annual ritual
competition based particularly in Orongo village (close to the
crater of the volcano Rano Kao) which, even today, retains
evidence of its distinctive ceremonial features.
Photo shows the low shelters used by the representatives of

the different tribes whilst preparing for their ordeal. These look
out offshore from the edge of this volcanic crater where there
are three small islands. The furthest and largest island is 
called Motu-Nui.
During this ceremony a representative for each clan family

competed to get the first egg of the Manutara, and whoever was
the fastest to do so won the competition enabling the chief of
the clan to be addressed with the title of Tangata Manu, thus

transferring to him great power. This title was retained for the
whole year during which he ruled the Island.
In order to win, the competitors had to descend the

precarious crater cliffs from Orongo into the sea, swim for
about one mile and wait for possibly one month for the birds to
arrive and lay their eggs.  The competitors had to obtain one egg
from the nesting birds, wrap it securely on their foreheads and
swim back, ascend the cliffs and present the egg undamaged to
their chief who was then consecrated as the Birdman. 
Needless to say, the modern day Iron Man event pales
somewhat in significance given this cliff ascent and descent
rather akin to a precipice, as well as the dangerous swim in
shark infested waters!
The mysteries of Easter Island remain partially unsolved.

Scientific approaches are at variance with each other and
folklore and myth remain strong. Whilst the Christian Church
can be found in the town its façade reflects a syncretistic
adoption of symbols perhaps suggesting a welcoming of previous
forms of belief and culture.

Low shelters used by representatives of the different tribes.
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At a very few sites you can indeed trace development straight
through from pagan times to Christian observances, and one of
the most striking of these is at Mont Beuvray in Burgundy,
France. This is an extensive hillfort recognised as the ancient
town of Bibracte, the tribal capital of a Gaulish nation called the
Aedui. The large site includes a variety of springs and, though the
settlement began to be depopulated from the first century AD,
religious use of its monuments and features continued until the
conversion of the area to Christianity.  At the centre of the
complex is what is now a Christian holy well, the Fontaine de 
St Pierre. Despite impressive examples like this, however, the
past history of most wells is simply lost.
Sacred water-sites are not just a matter of the distant past.

Two of my favourite examples are relatively recent, one
extremely so. Once upon a time in the Sotho kingdom, in what
is now South Africa, there was a prophetess by the name of
Makhetha Mantsopa, born in about 1795,
who did useful things such as predicting
harvests and talking to the spirits of the
ancestors.  Eventually she became rather
too popular for the liking of Moshoeshoe,
the Sotho king, who expelled her. She
found her way to Modderpoort in the
modern Free State Province, and was
baptised as a Christian, but carried on her
work as a seer.  She died in 1906 and the
spring she used is still treated as a holy
well, the water being bottled and taken
away.  Even further afield, and even more
recent in time, there is the Shrine of Our Lady of Yankalilla in
Australia. Here, in a small and unremarkable Anglican church, an
image of the Virgin Mary appeared on a wall in 1995. You need a
bit of imagination to see the shape, but this is now an official
shrine complete with a well for holy water.
The most active sacred wells in Britain today are both pagan

and Christian holy places. The Chalice Well at Glastonbury
began its life as an ordinary water supply for the Abbey, first
recorded in the 12th century, but was reinvented as a spa in the
18th century and then became identified with legends of the
Holy Grail by the eccentric architect and archaeologist
Frederick Bligh Bond in the early 1900s. It is now the centre of
a very active spirituality, ecological and healing centre which
combines pagan and Christian elements.  The Well of St Winifred
at the Roman Catholic shrine of Holywell in North Wales, and

the Holy Well at the Anglican shrine of Walsingham in Norfolk,
are more thoroughly Christian and attract thousands of pilgrims
every year.  St Winifred’s Well has operated without interruption
(despite the best efforts of the authorities) since the middle-
ages, but the shrine at Walsingham was destroyed and the Well
lost at the Reformation. When Father Alfred Hope Patten re-
founded the shrine in the 1930s a well was uncovered when the
site was being prepared for the new church.  It may not be the
same as the holy well the medieval pilgrims visited, but perhaps
it doesn’t matter.
Very occasionally old holy wells are rediscovered. Last year I

was very excited to find a medieval reference to a well in
Dorset which nobody seemed to have noticed before. 
St Dunstan’s Well at Burstock appears in documents in the
1200s, but when I finally got around to looking for it, it turned
out to be a sluggish dribble of water running round the edge of

a house garden. They’re not all impressive!
On the other hand there are quite

magnificent places which hardly anybody knows
about. The Bonville Spring at Witley not far
from me was not called a ‘holy well’ until the
1900s, though its waters were believed to cure
sore eyes for a lot longer than that.  In a wood,
unmarked on the map and as far as I know un-
photographed until I put it on the cover of my
booklet on Surrey wells, is a huge Gothic
archway with the water of the spring gushing
from a gargoyle head in a room to one side, all
designed by the great Victorian architect AWN

Pugin. St.Winifred's Well, Woolston, Shropshire has the
distinction of being the only holy well in Britain you can take a
hoilday in (or on top of) as the little half-timbered building above
it is owned by the Landmark Trust.
Even after so many years I remain captivated by holy wells.

They sit quietly awaiting rediscovery at the corners of fields or
under hedges, keeping their secrets now as they have, in many
cases, for thousands of years. Yet many are destroyed by drainage
work, construction, farming, or sheer neglect, and as the British
climate gets drier many wells face disappearance and loss. 
If you go looking for them, and find them, do care for them and
remember them.

Where sanctity   
springs forth   

*Publication: The Living Stream: Holy Wells in Historical context 2001 Boydell & Brewer Ltd

All photographs by James Rattue, Rector, St John’s Parish Church, Farncombe 

Each episode 

in the history of 

human society 

has managed 

to create sacred 

water-sites in 

its own way
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“They sit quietly awaiting

rediscovery at the corners 

of fields or under hedges”
The Chalice Well at GlastonburySt.Winifred's Well, Woolston, Shropshire  

The Anglo-Saxon word wielle from which we get the modern
‘well’ meant a surface spring too, and in fact this is what most
named wells are. 
It is no surprise that the definition of ‘holy well’ has been

something researchers in the field have argued over.  Some wells
are actually called ‘holy’ in local tradition, while others bear the
names of Christian saints. A very few have names which indicate
some sort of pagan reverence in the past.  These are fairly clearly
‘holy’ by anyone's definition. But beyond them are whole classes
of water-sites called by names which may, or may not, reflect
some hidden or forgotten sanctity.  Sometimes they are not
named at all, but a story, miraculous property, or piece of
strange folklore attaches to them which makes them special and
these are usually subsumed within the title of ‘holy well’.
Sometimes people think all holy wells had healing abilities or
mineral properties, but this isn't so.  In fact in the great majority
of cases it isn't at all clear how a particular spring or watery site
came to be thought of as ‘holy’.
Sacred wells and springs can be found in all continents and
cultures, and there is no clear 'story' that explains them all.

Sometimes you will still hear the old-fashioned view
promoted, that holy wells began as pagan sites and

were adopted by the Christian Church and
rededicated to saints who then displaced
the old gods formerly worshipped there.
This account derives from the early
days of antiquarian and folklore
study, and gradually became
overlaid with pagan and
ecological concerns. It has now
mostly faded into the
background as holy well
enthusiasts have realised
things are much more
complicated.  Each episode
in the history of human
society has managed to
create sacred water-sites in
its own way, from pagan
wells to Christian wells to
spas to wishing wells.

The Bonville Spring at Witley
1016

Ihave been fascinated by holy wells for many years. This aroseout of my interest in churches and saints. Gradually getting to
know more about the Celtic Christian saints, in particular, 

I became aware that there were wells and springs named after
them. On a family holiday in Wales in 1984 we went in search 
of a few, and then I discovered that a Holy Wells Research 
& Preservation Group had recently been established 
(and continued for a few years after that).  Soon it became clear
that the landscape was full of these strange and charismatic
things called ‘holy wells’  I ended up researching them wherever
I happened to be - first in my native Dorset, then Oxfordshire,
Leicestershire, Kent, Buckinghamshire, and now Surrey. I even
wrote a book* about them.
It is worth saying that ‘holy wells’ are not always, or even

usually, 'wells' in the modern sense of a dug-out structure 
designed to reach an underground source of water, whether a
spring or just moisture  accumulated by seepage from the earth.
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Isat, close to tears, reading the news of the massacre at SandyHook Elementary School, Newtown, Connecticut USA.
Holding my 5 month old daughter closer and closer, a sense

of horror crept in that one day I will have to send her out into
this scary world: a world where children, their carers and their
teachers, can be gunned down in a place where they should be
safe. I have often struggled with such questions. When my Rabbi
first suggested that I think about becoming a Rabbi, aged 16, it
was events such as this that made it extremely difficult to even
contemplate such a path. How could God exist and not stop this
kind of atrocity? Over time I have attempted to deal with these
questions in my own way, but they remain a profound struggle
within my religious life and spiritual journey.
When our daughter was about 7 weeks

old, my husband and I were spending around
3 hours a night trying to get our screaming
child to sleep. At our wits end, having
exhausted all possible causes of her distress,
my husband turned to me in bafflement and
said “It’s strange, we spent all these years
waiting and wanting and she is finally here
and we haven’t the slightest idea what she
wants or what she is trying to tell us”.
And it suddenly struck me that perhaps this is how it is for

God too. If we imagine the Divine as a parent, then perhaps God
is also frustrated with children who cannot communicate their
needs to others, and who seem to seriously struggle to live at
one with the world, let alone with their Creator. I sometimes
wonder if it is humanity in all of its wonderful diversity that is
created in the image of God, and that it is collectively still in its
teenage phase, rebelling against the parent whom it resembles
but has confused so thoroughly. 
Perhaps the process of creation is equally as arduous and

complicated for God as it is for parents. Maybe God too is
wondering… what on earth can be done so that these children
might understand.
This is not a new notion: a 5th to 7th century Midrash

(commentary on the Bible usually told as a story), Pesikta D'Rav
Kahana, glosses on Jeremiah’s wailing that the Jews had both
forsaken God and broken Torah. The Midrash has God proclaim

“If only they had forsaken me and kept my Torah”. In other
words, if only we had lost our belief in God, but kept doing
mitzvot - commandments on how to live - then all would be well
in the world.
Perhaps rebellion is a natural process of humanity. If we had

remained in the cosseted world of the Garden of Eden as
portrayed in Genesis, we would have our needs met in their
entirety, but we would be like dependent babies. The
‘disobedient’ actions of Adam and Eve may be construed as
rebellious, yet they earned them (and us) human dignity. I believe
that God, as a loving parent, endowed them and us with this gift,
and for the ultimate freedom we are offered the ultimate

responsibilities, and sometimes that goes
horribly wrong. God has given each of us
individually, and all of us collectively, the same
gift. It means we have the potential to do
incredible good, and to make the most
appalling mistakes.
In an excellent article in the ‘Religion’

section of the Huffington Post, following the
Newtown massacre, Reverend Emily C Heath
looked at what it is helpful to say to grieving
parents and what is unhelpful. She railed

against those who would say to them that these things are the
Will of God: “Unless you are God, don't use this 
line”, she said. I myself am a firm believer that none of us can
know the Will of God, and to assert that we do suggests we are
getting rather above ourselves. Yet of course, I cannot deny that
I would prefer to believe that God abhors such insane 
acts of cruelty.
I cherish the quote from the Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore

that “Each child born comes with the promise that God has not given
up on humanity”. Perhaps this hope is that we will learn to listen
to one another, to support the vulnerable, perhaps to stop
creating weapons, and allowing folk to keep them at home. But
we cannot leave it all to the generations that follow us. It’s far
too much to expect my now one year old daughter to take on
our many failings, and put them right. We are each born in hope,
and each of us has the power to make a difference, be it large
or small, for each other, or for God - it doesn’t really matter.

‘Each child born

comes with the

promise that God

has not given 

up on humanity’.

Born In Hope

Photograph © Judie Waldman
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by Alara Kalama, Siddhartha found these achievements to be
unsatisfactory. They were only temporary and therefore could
not provide a permanent solution to man’s problems. So he
moved on to another respected teacher, Uddhaka Ramaputta.
Once again, he reached the highest attainments as taught in this
school and, again, he rejected them as ultimately unsatisfactory
because these mental states were not permanent.
Then he joined up with 5 other wanderers who were

subjecting their bodies to extreme forms of ascetic “self
mortification”. They believed that by starving the body, baking it
in the hot sun and various other forms of physical penance, they
would progress towards their goal of mental freedom. After five
years of intense struggle, Siddhartha came to conclusion that such
activities were entirely unproductive. So, to the disgust of his five
ascetic companions, Siddhartha decided to abandon this path in
favour of one in which he took small amounts of food in order
to strengthen his body and thereby practise more effectively. His
companions left him because he had become “luxurious”.

Siddhartha continued to practise by himself
and by practising meditation he eventually
reached a state of mind we call “Enlightenment”
(Nibbana in Pali, Nirvana in Sanskrit). This is the
permanent eradication from the mind of all
negative qualities and the development of true
understanding of the way things really are (“The
Truth”). Henceforth he was known by the title
Buddha, which means “one who knows”. He
attained this state at the age of 35. He achieved
it by his own efforts without the guidance of a

teacher. He spent the remaining 45 years of his life teaching
what he had discovered for the benefit of all mankind.
The Buddha was born as a man, lived as a man and died as a

man. He never claimed to be a god, or a prophet or to have any
kind of supernatural status. His followers see him as a teacher to
be respected, but not as a divinity to be worshipped. He said, “You
yourselves must make the effort. Buddhas are only teachers.”
After he attained enlightenment, the Buddha hesitated, unsure

about what to do next. He wondered if there was any point in

trying to teach what he had discovered to people whom he
regarded as a generation lost in the indulgence in sense
pleasures. He saw that his teaching would be “going against the
stream” and it would be wearisome for him to spend a lot of
time teaching and not be understood. However, after some
reflection, he decided that he would in indeed teach - for the
benefit of those with “little dust in their eyes” who could come
to realise the same things that he had himself realised.
His two former teachers had recently passed away, so he

decided to start by teaching what he had discovered to his five
former ascetic companions. At first they were reluctant to
believe that he had achieved anything of significance because he
had, in their view, betrayed their ascetic principles. But, contrary
to their expectations, they found that he had something highly
beneficial to teach them. He gave his first sermon to these five
men, setting out his entire teaching encapsulated in what are
called the Four Noble Truths. He founded an order of monks.
The monastic life is carefully designed to assist the monk to
follow the Buddha’s path to Enlightenment. The order is also
responsible for the preservation of the teachings and to teach
them to anyone who is interested and willing to listen.

What the Buddha Taught
The entire teaching is summarised in the Four Noble Truths:

- The Noble Truth of dukkha (unsatisfactoriness)
- The Noble Truth of the Origin of dukkha
(attachment to sense pleasures)
- The Noble Truth of the Cessation of dukkha
(the realisation of nibbana)
- The Noble Truth of the Path Leading to the Cessation 
of dukkha

The Noble Eightfold Path (also known as the Middle Path) has
been subdivided into 3 sections:

1. Sila (ethical conduct): 
Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood. For lay people 
there are five precepts to be observed. They are not 
commandments, but rules of training which are voluntarily 
undertaken as a means of bringing one’s bodily and verbal 
actions under control. They are:

i)  to refrain from the destruction of life.
ii) to refrain from taking that which is not freely given.
iii) to refrain from sexual misconduct.
iv) to refrain from false or abusive speech.
v) to refrain from the use of drugs or liquor which intoxicate 
the mind.

2. Samadhi (mental training): 
Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, Right Concentration. This 
involves the practice of two kinds of meditation. Samatha or 
calming meditation, and vipassana or insight meditation. 

3. Panna (wisdom): 
Right Understanding, Right Thought. Morality is the foundation
of the practice on which mental training can be based, leading
to the goal of wisdom.

Some Characteristics of Buddhism
All conditioned things (i.e. everything except Nibbana) have

three characteristics: impermanence; therefore unsatisfactoriness;
and no permanent quality such as a soul.
The Buddha did not deny that happiness exists in the world,

but it is not permanent, therefore it is not a source of ultimate
happiness. He said that Nibbana is the highest happiness because
it is not a conditioned state and is permanent.
Some people say Buddhism is a religion and others say it is a

philosophy. It is not a religion if religion is defined by the
existence of a supreme deity. It is not a philosophy in the sense
of a mere intellectual or hypothetical body of teaching. It has to
be put into practice as a way of life which leads to happiness
both now and hereafter.
By developing confidence (saddha) in the Triple Gem of

Buddha, Dhamma (the teachings) and the Sangha (community of
enlightened beings), one develops inspiration to follow the
Buddha’s path.
Most religions are theo-centric (there is a deity at the heart

of the teaching). Buddhism is homo-centric. Man is responsible
for the consequences of his actions of thought, word and deed.
The doctrine of kamma states that good actions will bring good
results, and bad actions will bring bad results.
The Buddha said that his teachings should not be accepted

out of blind faith. Just as a goldsmith tests gold to determine its
purity, so should we test his teachings to determine their
effectiveness. Freedom of investigation is encouraged.
Buddhism does not claim a monopoly on Truth and it is

tolerant of other religions.
The Four Noble Truths are not an invention of the Buddha’s. They

have always existed, but it was the Buddha who discovered them.
Buddhism has been wrongly criticised as being very

pessimistic (by emphasising only the first two Noble Truths). 
This ignores the positive teaching in the third and fourth 
Noble Truths.
Buddhism is not a proselytising faith. There is no obligation to

seek out and make converts. However, anyone who comes to
enquire should be taught honestly and objectively, and left to
make up his own mind about the validity of the teaching.

Insight • Ven. B. Seelawimala
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A Faith of Self Effort

BUDDHISM

The man we call The Buddha was born in the 6th century
BC in north-eastern India. He was born the son of a local
king and he was named Prince Siddhartha. For the first

29 years of his life he lived a luxurious, sheltered existence in the
palace, a life of what we call “indulgence in sense pleasures”.
Then at the age of 29, he encountered 3 things which made him
think deeply about the significance of life. These were the sight
of an old person, a sick person, and a corpse. He realised that
these are the inevitable experiences of all mankind, together
with many other kinds of problems, disappointments and
frustrations which we encounter in the course of our life. He
also encountered a fourth sight, which was a wandering,
homeless person, living with few possessions but yet, apparently,
happy and contented with his existence. These four “heavenly
messengers” started Prince Siddhartha thinking about the
generally unsatisfactory nature of life (known in the Pali language
as dukkha, and often but not very accurately translated into
English as suffering), and it occurred to him that perhaps he too
should take up the existence of a wandering
ascetic. Accordingly, he made what is known as
the “Great Renunciation”. He gave up his
luxurious lifestyle, he gave up all claim to
political power and prestige and took upon
himself the life of a homeless person,
dedicated to the search for the meaning of life.
This was the renunciation of a man in the
prime of life, and whose wife had just given
birth to a son, named Rahula. This does not
mean that he did not care about his wife and
child. He knew that materially they would be well provided for
by virtue of their royal status. He was motivated by universal
compassion for the problems and suffering of all mankind and by
his wish to find a means to overcome all forms of dukkha. If he
could find such a solution, this would be of real benefit not only
to his wife and child, but to all mankind as well.
At first he went to practise under one of the leading teachers

of the day, Alara Kalama. Although he proved to be an
outstanding pupil and reached the highest states of mind taught

The Buddha was

born as a man,

lived as a man, 

and died as a man.
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Sikhs first migrated to Scotland in significant numbers in 
the early 20th century, and in the 1920’s and 30’s the 
first Gurdwara was established in a small flat in 

South Portland Street, Glasgow.  As the Sikh community grew
rapidly in the latter part of the 20th century to 10,000, a number
of premises were purchased around the city to cater for them. 
The motivation for the project of a new larger Gurdwara was

born in the 1999 global celebrations of the 300th anniversary of
the creation of the Khalsa - Baisakhi Day March 30 1699.  The
Khalsa order is the formal body of initiated Sikhs, men and
women, who have undergone the sacred Amrit Ceremony
initiated by the 10th Sikh Guru, Guru Gobind Singh.  The Khalsa,
or baptism, is undertaken as part of one’s own personal spiritual
evolution when the initiate is ready to fully live up to the high
expectations of Guru Gobind Singh.  All Sikhs are expected to
be Khalsa, or be working towards that objective during their
lifetime. The momentous nature of this anniversary galvanised
the Sikh community worldwide, and particularly provided an
impetus to the Scottish Sikh community in approaching the new
millennium, to mark the next phase of our life in Scotland.  After
a period of consultation and scoping exercises, the site for 
the new Glasgow Gurdwara was chosen - Albert Drive,
Polloshields, Glasgow.

l Albert Drive, Pollokshields is the beating heart of this
community, a hub for activity which brings together the multiple
communities in Glasgow - there could be no better place.

l The site, situated adjacent to the famous Tramway exhibition
centre, was operated by Network Rail as a disused train depot
but had lain empty for a decade. In 2003 it was bought by the
Glasgow Gurdwara.

lWhat followed next was a period of consultation to establish
the specific design of the Gurdwara and a fundraising period 
to raise the total £3.8m required for the project. This sum 
was raised in 5 years.

l Construction began in January 2012 and work progressed 
rapidly. The finishing touches took place on 19th April 2013 
and this was also the day of the official handover of the keys.

The opening ceremony scheduled for 28th April 2013 was a huge
community celebration with over 10,000 in attendance. The day
began with a final Ardas - the Sikh prayer of supplication - in the
old Gurdwara and a large procession walked to the new site, led
by the Guru Granth Sahib - our Holy Scripture - in an open float. 

a hub of activity
The opening of this Gurdwara is

perhaps the biggest step taken since 

the initial decision by my forefathers 

to settle in Scotland. 
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Glasgow Gurdwara:
The

Charandeep Singh, Assistant Secretary
Photographs courtesy of the Glasgow Gurdwara

It was an emotional experience for many, having left behind
the premises that had served us for over 50 years. The
procession however, had a jovial and energetic atmosphere with
15 dhol players drumming loudly along the way. The Gurdwara
opened first with the entrance of the Guru Granth Sahib,
followed by the Sikh Sangat and other guests. Everyone came
out together to witness the raising of the Sikh flag, on a huge 
18-ft mechanised flag pole.
Deputy First Minister Nicola Sturgeon, MP Anas Sarwar and

Glasgow City Council leader Gordon Matheson were among
those at the event, along with representatives from other faiths.
Gurdwara president Surinder Singh said: “The opening of this

Gurdwara is perhaps the biggest step taken since the initial
decision by my forefathers to settle in Scotland. The Gurdwara is
a spiritual home for the Sikhs, providing a special and sacred place
that allows us to practise our faith, come together and learn. The
facility will give us a huge amount of opportunity to share with the
wider community the beauty of the Sikh faith, and we welcome
everyone to pay a visit to the Gurdwara.”
The Glasgow Gurdwara is not simply a Sikh place of worship

or a temple, it is a vibrant hub of activity for the whole
community. By its very own principles, the Gurdwara is an
organisation whose services are open to every individual no
matter what their religion, race, gender or background.

The new Glasgow Gurdwara is excited to offer 
a variety of different services

• Panjabi language education
• English language classes
• Computer literacy
• Meditation and spiritual development
• Youth club
• Langar - the free kitchen open to all

37 Albert Drive, Glasgow G41 2PE
GlasgowGurdwara@hotmail.co.uk
www.GlasgowGurdwara.org

Contact Glasgow Gurdwara:
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On the 9th November 2012 I travelled to Stirling to attend a
selection camp with 50 other scouts I’d never met, from all over
Scotland. It was the most daunting experience ever, but we were
all there for the same reason, which made it easy to make
friends. We were asked to compete in team challenges and
communication tests to see how well we coped in a team of
people we had never met before. I found this all ok, after the
awkwardness at the start. Three days later I received the best
phone call ever: I was going to America!

Between November and July we all came together as a team
twice, to discuss things like a Unit name, Patrol (small group)
names, kit and other essentials.  We decided on ‘Clan Caledonia’
as our Unit name, and ‘Bonnie Wee Lassies’ as our girls’ only
Patrol name. We were given a four page kit list, and briefed
about what to expect from the Jamboree. We felt briefed, but we
were still in the dark about many things, due to a lack of
communication from across the pond…

Coming together 
as one

Finally the day arrived, 11th July 2013.  After waiting 244 days
I was finally going to America! We boarded our flight at about
11am and after two hours we were in
Iceland. It’s a very flat place, with the
occasional volcano.  After two hours in
their tiny airport, we were off to New
York; and seven gruelling hours later, we
stepped off the plane into what seemed
like a wall of heat. It was humid, and we
were tired and just wanted to sleep. After
collecting our luggage, which took forever,
we went to meet our host families. 
My host family consisted of the mum,

Gretchen, the dad, Craig, twin boys Aiden
and Grady (12) and Kyle (9).  They were
the most welcoming family ever, and really made me feel part of
their family.  I spent just one short day with them before it was
time for our two day bus journey to Jamboree.
When we arrived at Jamboree there was so much to do. I

went paddle boarding, which mainly consisted of me swimming
after my board, and white-water rafting, which, narrowly, was the
highlight of my trip. We were all absolutely soaked by the end of
it, but we all had a blast. As the Scouts of America is very
religiously focused, on Sunday there were all sorts of different

services to respect the fact that people had different views that
they wished to express. There were the usual services such as;
Protestant, Catholic, Jewish and Muslim but there were also
some rather unusual ones such as; Mormon, Happy Science,
Jediism and Pana Wave. I was intrigued by these more unusual
services and wanted to attend one of them but I had a task 
to complete…
I had to read a passage from the Bible at a Protestant service

in front of 12,000 people who all fully believed what I was saying.
I myself am not religious so preaching something that meant the
world to the people I was reading it to, but not myself, was very
daunting. After being introduced to every person who had any

status in the BSA I was finally invited up on
the stage to say my part. It was an outdoor
stage, and the rain was chucking it down… 
I said my few lines, and then proceeded,
without slipping, to return to my seat in the
audience. It gave me a real insight to how
people all over the world, are united 
by religion.
The rest of the trip was just too

unbelievable to put into words. I learnt so
much about other communities, religions, and
ways of living. I met some amazing people
from all over the world who taught me about

their way of life and how they would go about daily tasks, just as
I did, but on the other side of the world. It was a once in a
lifetime experience that I will never forget and I highly
recommend it to anyone who gets the chance to do anything
similar, at any point in their lives. Scouting is a worldwide
community, which was definitely proved during this experience.
Scouts came together as one, from all over the world, to show
that all Scouts care for each other, and we are one, worldwide,
circle of friends.

we are one,
worldwide, 

circle of 
friends.

I was lucky enough to be one of 24 Scouts

from Scotland to attend the American National

Jamboree at the Summit Betchel Reserve in

West Virginia this summer. It was the most

amazing experience of my life (so far)! Here’s

how it began...
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Young voices • Emma Johnson

Emma Johnson - S4 Hermitage Academy

“I myself am not religious so
preaching something that meant
the world to the people I was
reading it too, but not myself, 
was very daunting.”

Emma Johnson • Young voices

“Three days later I received 
the best phone call ever: I
was going to America!”
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Iwas born into a family of Indian origin living in Fiji and came to live in the UK when I was achild. My mother, who has always been a very devout person, ensured that her children studied
hard academically whilst maintaining all aspects of the family religious and cultural heritage,

including the learning of traditional arts and crafts. I particularly took to the art of Rangoli. 
Rangoli (rang-oli) is a traditional ephemeral folk art from India used to decorate doorsteps -

especially to welcome guests - courtyards, verandas and places of worship throughout the
country. ‘Rang’ means colour and rangoli is a creative expression of art through colour. Most
rangoli design is geometrical and symmetrical, created by Indian women especially to celebrate
Hindu festivals, wedding celebrations and other auspicious observances.   A fresh design is applied
every morning.
Many items such as powder of white stone, lime and chalk dust, marble dust, chalk, coloured

rice, rice powder paste, glitter, flower petals and leaves, pulses and lentils, coloured stones, beads
and pearls are used to fill the segments of the designs. Traditionally colour powder was made from
flowers, leaves, barks of trees, indigo etc but now there are modern ways of creating a range of
bright colours.  One variation is when the artists creates a design on water as their medium.
Rangoli may be regarded as an adornment, or a form of decoration, but this art has a profound

spiritual significance and is offered as an invitation to the divine forces. They are meant to be
sacred welcoming areas for the Hindu deities who bestow good luck on the family living within
the home. Mostly Rangoli is drawn on special occasions, mainly during the celebration of the
Diwali festival, to welcome Goddess Laxmi (the Goddess of Wealth, prosperity and wellbeing).
Rangoli symbolizes joy and happiness.
Design depictions vary from region to region in India as they reflect traditions, folklore and

practices that are unique to each area. Motifs such as birds, swans, parrots, peacocks, cows,
elephants, lions fruits (mangos), plants and foliage, peepal leaf, coconuts, flowers, lotus and 'divas' etc.

‘Diva’ is the light lit all over the houses and the grounds during
the festival of Diwali: it symbolizes the lighting of the lamp of
knowledge and the removal of ignorance
in everyone's lives. These ancient symbols
have been passed down through the ages,
from each generation to the next, keeping
both the art form and the tradition alive.
During my teens at the Diwali festivals, we
would draw a new design very early in the
mornings for 5 days, competing with
friends and neighbours for the most
creative design. We would all take a trip
around the neighbourhood to inspect
each other's designs. 
My mother taught me the traditional method - I would take a

pinch of powder between the thumb and index finger and gently
sprinkle the powder on the segments, showing a velvety texture.
I like the 3-D effect by mainly dropping the sandy powder
through the four fingers aided by the thumb. These days I use
especially made sieves, strainers and have developed a technique
of using funnels etc.  Last year I went to Thane in India to learn
how to design rangavalli (a speciality of Maharashtra) using four
fingers and thumb. I was fortunate in providing tips and
techniques of designing rangoli to artists from other areas.  
I believe that I should pass on the skills I have learned, not only

to people from my own cultural background but also to the
wider community in this country and so have a varied
involvement in community relations. From staging
exhibitions/displays, to demonstrating and facilitating in a range
of settings - for example, workshops Museums, Festivals and
Fairs, Temples and Community and Faith Centres. I have
developed a framework of co-ordinating and judging rangoli
competitions for children 6-14 years and AartiThali (puja plate

decoration) competition for adults (normally ladies) every year
at the Gujarat Hindu Centre.  

I also go into schools, facilitating workshops
for children at all Key Stage levels mainly as
part of their Religious Education curriculum,
sometimes as part of other curriculum or
simply as part of ‘respect’/‘diversity’ events. 
My rationale for imparting my knowledge of

rangoli has been to use the multi-cultural arts
activities to expand and bring cultural diversity
to a broader audience, promoting respect for,
and understanding of, those people with
different cultural values and beliefs.   

Rangoli:welcoming the sacred

Vijayanti can be contacted via rangpreston@gmail.com

this art has a

profound spiritual

significance and is

offered as an

invitation to the

divine forces. 



The George Harrison Memorial Garden at Bhakitvedanta
Manor was officially opened recently by his wife Olivia
Harrison and friends, local faith leaders, devotees and

television presenters Monty Don and Peter Owen-Jones.
When George passed away on 29th November 2001 the

Manor resolved to create a quiet garden in his memory, and the
shady woodland dell behind the main building was chosen
because of George’s fondness for the site.  The Garden is a place
set aside for prayer and contemplation to commemorate the
friendship between George and the devotees.
The opening began with a sitar recital, played from the centre

of the garden. This created an ambience of calm that facilitated a
deeper connection with the flora and fauna around us. From the
main decking area spanned by George’s lyric: ‘Awaken and See’,
Olivia shared her thoughts:

I am grateful to the devotees for honouring George in the form of
a garden: a manifestation of his spirituality in the material world of
which he would be very proud. George was not a perfectionist, but he
did have the ability to see the potential for perfection in gardens, and
he did see potential in this dell. Admittedly the creation of this garden
has stopped and started a few times, but that just reflects life and the
stages we go through in our own journeys. 

Monty Don, presenter of the BBC’s ‘Gardeners’ World’ series
reflected on the number of times he is approached for solutions
to the challenges faced in gardening, and how he believed the
ultimate solution was love - you have to love your garden.

I am delighted and honoured to open the garden in which 
the public will be able to share George’s great love of gardening and
deep spirituality.

On the theme of the garden, Gauri das added:

There is a deep spirituality in the lyrics of George Harrison’s songs,
some through metaphor and others more direct, and this is reflected
in the garden. The opening of his memorial garden on the 40th
Anniversary of Bhaktivedanta Manor is a tremendous honour.

A tour of the garden began and as guests arrived at each step,
the words of a song, in which George had expressed sentiments
relevant to that place, were read by representatives of 
different faiths. 
When the journey was completed Peter Owen Jones,

presenter of the BBC documentary series 
‘Around the World in Eighty Faiths’, led everyone in a silent
meditation. He encouraged that those gathered should all 
“stop and listen” to the garden. 
We finish with the words of Yvonne Innes, the garden’s designer: 

‘Some of the plants George particularly loved were maples, birch,
ferns, grasses, and perennials such as Japanese anemones. Here we
have tried to echo George’s planting, using drifts of many of the
varieties used at Friar Park…We hope that it will show that George
had an eye for planning as much as an ear for music, and that the
dell garden will become a place of meditation as well as inspiration.’

Faith and Nature • Radha Mohan das Radha Mohan das • Faith and Nature                
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The Potential for Perfection

The George 
Harrison Garden “stop

listen”
and

Radha Mohan das Bhaktivedanta Manor Communications Secretary
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He did so with a twinkle in his eye because I’d been perhaps one
of the more vocal members of a group highly critical of what 
many saw as the low priority his government had placed on
addressing issues related to the HIV-AIDS pandemic. But as he
chided me he added, those eyes still sparkling:

“I know we should have done more in Government. I am trying to
do it in so-called retirement!”.   

That vignette says so much about the man the world knows
and loves as one of its most necessary and transforming
troublemakers. And, given his truly global status, it’s tempting,
as his long life seems to be drawing to a close, to elevate him
from that very human interaction onto a level where noble
words about the man himself rightly pay tribute in a way that
befits an icon of all that’s best in the human soul. But it’s not
what he himself would wish. Better instead to turn to his own
words in fact, and that memorable image with which his
autobiography ends:

‘I have walked that long road to freedom. I have tried not to
falter; I have made missteps along the way. But I have discovered
the secret that after climbing a great hill, one only finds that there
are many more hills to climb. I have taken a moment here to rest,
to steal a view of the glorious vista that surrounds me, to look back
on the distance I have come. But I can rest only for a moment, for
with freedom come responsibilities, and I dare not linger, for my long
walk is not yet ended.’

He has always been reasonably agnostic about what would
happen when his this-worldly walk to freedom is over. Indeed,
on occasion, he has gently chided Christians for their next-
worldly concerns when life before death needs so much
attention. But I think he would nonetheless be happy to
embrace the idea of a continuing journey, not least the image of

Chris Chivers •Visionary
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a great trek up the final mountain into the light and love of a
kingdom which embraces the living and the departed.
Behind such a destination lies a very Western Christian belief

about the communion of saints of course. But it meets and
matches an even older African insight into the company of the
ancestors and their continuing influence on the earthly
pilgrimage. One day, perhaps sooner rather than later, Madiba, as
he's so affectionately known in South
Africa, will join them; but this side of the
grave or beyond it no one doubts his
continuing legacy and influence.
We get a handle on this I think if we

tease out a little more of that image of the
man climbing one mountain as he looks to
the next one to be climbed. For one thing,
of course, in prison on Robben Island,
though he later painted the scene as if he
could in fact see Table Mountain in Cape
Town on the mainland, the reality is that
the prison authorities had put the walls
around the prison yard so high as to block
the view for the prisoner known only by
his number, 46664. Yet Madiba put himself in the position where
in his mind's eye, and more importantly in his heart, he saw that
mountain and the hope it represented. Perhaps then part of his
ongoing legacy to us, is an amazing capacity not only to see the
positive but also to put oneself in someone else’s shoes, to see
their view even if it isn’t your own. 
It’   s a thought I put recently to Rose Hudson-Wilkin, who is

chaplain to the speaker of the House of Commons, and not only
one of the leading women priests in the Church of England but
also a leading Black Anglican. Animatedly she described an
encounter in November 1998, whilst she was in Zimbabwe: “I
had a Nunc Dimittis experience,” she told me, “I shook the hands
of President Nelson Mandela. I knew then that I had to go to South
Africa, and this I did in 2002.” During six weeks she spent in South
Africa, she visited Pretoria,  Johannesburg and Cape Town but
the highlight of her time was a visit to Robben Island. “While
there I was under no illusion, I was not a tourist visiting a place of
interest. I was a pilgrim and this was a place of pilgrimage. I was
deeply moved and inspired by this experience. When others dashed
about taking photographs, I felt myself screaming inside...What are

you doing, do you not know that you are on Holy Ground?”. For
Nelson Mandela and the other political prisoners, Robben Island
(though a flat landscape) became the Mountain of
Transfiguration, like the mountain guarding South Africa’s
mother city - a place of deep reflection, a place of change; a place
where friendships were forged and forgiveness was born.  A
place where the Spirit created a vision, and gave birth to a New

South Africa. Visibly moved, like millions
the world over by the magic of Mandela,
she added, “His legacy and that of those
who struggled alongside him will one day be
the birth of a World Order”.
Inevitably, and rightly, many feel the same

but as Rose Hudson-Wilkin would be the
first to point out that vision of
resurrection and renewal would not be
real without the ‘agony in a garden’ that
preceded it. Twenty-seven years in prison,
and one cannot begin to fathom the sheer
loneliness that Madiba must have
experienced, in what was as much a long
wait as a long walk to freedom.  A cell that

could be walked in but five paces, containing a thin mat and a few
blankets on its concrete floor. I spent a night in his cell once on
retreat on Robben Island to try and get myself close to what it
felt like. Within minutes I felt oppressed by claustrophobia.
But as that curmudgeonly Welsh priest, RS Thomas, asserted

correctly in one of his poems, and as the forgiving figure of
Nelson Mandela so powerfully demonstrated on his release, the
transfiguring meaning really is in the waiting. The way, for
instance, that he filled so much of his time learning the history of
Afrikaner South Africans so that he could understand their
psyche, identify with their experiences, embrace their fears and
hopes, was absolutely key to him leading South Africa to
democracy. He helped them to take a walk they would never
have made without him. This was so powerfully expressed one
day when his prison chaplain, Fr Harry Wiggett, was celebrating
the Eucharist and had reached that moment when all share a
handshake - a sign of peace:  at this point Mandela called out to
the prison warder at the door, “You’re a Christian aren’t you? Then
come over here and join us.” The priest hadn’t thought to include
the prison warder but the prisoner did.

An Earthly Pilgrimage

‘the glory 

of God is a

human being

fully alive.’

Rolohlahla. In English it means 

literally ‘pulling at the branch of 

a tree’, but colloquially the best 

translation would be ‘troublemaker’.
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Of all the people who have walked the earth in 
my lifetime, none has surely made an impression 
equal to that of the man known the world over as

Nelson Mandela.
Of course Nelson was the very British name he received

when he went to the Methodist school that helped to form and
shape his many gifts and aspirations. 
His ancestral name, the only name that was given to him at

birth by his father was however the Xhosa, Rolohlahla.  In
English it means literally ‘pulling at the branch of a tree’, but
colloquially the best translation would be ‘troublemaker’. 
It is with these details that Nelson Mandela begins his

extraordinary biography, Long Walk to Freedom, where he 
points out that in later years… ‘friends and relatives would
ascribe to my birth name the many storms I have both caused
and weathered’.
But in one of my meetings with him as a priest on the staff of

the cathedral in Cape Town it was me whom he gently chided as
rolohlahla, the priest he said he’d heard could be a handful. 



It’s this amazing ability to notice what others so often miss -
what another poet, William Blake’s called life’s ‘minute particulars’
- which marks Madiba off from many another worthy human
being; because he has used this attentiveness to sow seeds of
transformation at every turn, and to make a lasting difference for
each global citizen.
As a political prisoner he knew that one of the deprivations

from which he and his fellow prisoners most suffered was the
joy of watching their children grow, and simply the touch of a
child’s hand. His chaplain Fr Harry Wiggett instinctively knew
this too, and though he wasn’t allowed to talk with the prisoners
directly - he was there as his superiors repeatedly emphasised
to ‘take the service and get out’ - he nonetheless found ways to
communicate. Intercessory prayer was ideal in this regard.
Because he was able to impart news to the prisoners - giving
thanks to God, for instance, for a school exam passed by a son
or an engagement announced by a daughter, or a much-needed
sweater soon to be completed by a spouse. But Father Harry
was also able to show them that he had noticed their needs,
promising them on one occasion that God would indeed hear
their prayer and give them troughs to grow plants and flowers.
Psychologically, Madiba acknowledged, when he came out of

prison, that this was a turning point for him and for many of the
other prisoners - as also he always paid tribute to the ministry
of the church as a voice to, and of, the voiceless - because when
those troughs arrived, at last they could see the growth they had
been denied; touch the plants and flowers, and envisage the
emergence that they would one day experience of a new reality,
a new nation. It gave them an almost intimate experience which
connected them with a stream of goodness in the world.
Fr Harry Wiggett, also a poet, captured the importance of this

in a poem he wrote years later called Seed Silence:
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A longing for light, for growth, for freedom. It has been into
this deep desire to be fully human that Nelson Mandela has
spoken and acted, offering his life to a liberation struggle that
hasn't simply changed South Africa, it has changed the world. He
faced a choice. Bow to the insolent might of oppression or - as
the Deuteronomist reminds his readers - choose life.
When Jesus came to re-express that choice to his disciples he

put it in a memorable one-liner: I came that you may have life, the
aliveness of God, this aliveness in all its fullness.
It's the call to be brought fully alive that is fundamental to

being human. And Madiba has loved to be reminded of that
saying of Irenaeus, ‘the glory of God is a human being fully alive.’ 
I've never seen a human being so fully alive, so embody that

call as has Nelson Mandela. Because being fully alive means being
alive as much to the pain of human living, to its sufferings - to
those twenty seven long years in prison for Madiba, and to the
missteps and mistakes he acknowledged preceded and followed
it - as to the joy and elation he has experienced as his nation has
grown. He expressed the sense of journey here so memorably,
of the new struggle for real freedom, beyond the struggle for
democracy, in the address at his Inauguration as President, and
he symbolized it so vividly in the South African National anthem,
since as president he decreed that it must bring together the old
Afrikaner song, Die Stem, together with the African freedom
hymn, Nkosi sikele iAfrica.
He has helped to transform a nation that was the skunk of the

world into a beacon of light, and in a style of leadership
completely self-sacrificial, imbued with rare symbolic power, he
has truly let freedom reign. 
He has seen that there is no easy road to ultimate freedom and

he loves the prayer of his friend Trevor Huddleston, the centenary
of whose birth South Africans in London and many anti-apartheid
activists recently celebrated at St Martin-in-the-Fields as he
continued his journey in a Johannesburg hospital: 

God bless Africa, guard her children, guide her leaders
and give her peace.

Few in the history of the world have given more to make real
such a vision. What a privilege for all of us to be touched in our
lives by such a person.

Chris Chivers is Vicar of John Keble Church, Mill Hill, a Priest Vicar of Westminster Abbey, Canon Emeritus of Blackburn and Chair of the
Trustees of Us, the leading Anglican Mission agency. He was formerly Canon Precentor of St George’s Cathedral, Cape Town.

Nelson Mandela Vector © Babibhu13, source http://www.freevector.com/nelson-mandela-portrait/
Image © vera kratochvil, source http://all-free-download.com/free-photos/nelson_mandela_201102.html

I did not hear you fall
from pod to mother earth

I did not hear you call 
or cry your humble birth

I did not hear you sigh
as silently you grew

I did not hear a Why
because God made you you

And yet your silence spoke 
of confidence and might

and purpose as you broke 
through earth into the light
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religious faith
When is

no longer a faith?
“We believe the provision of Islam and its teachings are all inclusive, encompassing 
the affairs of the people in this world and the hereafter.  And those who think that 
these teachings are concerned only with the spiritual or ritualistic aspects are mistaken 
in this belief because Islam is a faith and a ritual, a nation and a nationality, a religion
and a state, spirit and deed, holy text and sword…The Glorious Quran…considers
[these things] to be the core of Islam and its essence.”   (Moaddel 197)

Starting after WW1, Egypt has had a history of Islamic
political activism. In 1928 the Muslim Brotherhood (MB)
organization was founded by Hassan El Banna on the belief

that Islam is not merely a religion, but a way of life. It promotes
a diversion from secularism, and a return to the laws of the
Quran as a foundation for healthy families, communities, and
states. By 1939 it had turned into a political organization. In his
book Jihad is the Way Mustafa Mashhur - the leader of the Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt 1996-2002 - explains in detail the Muslim
Brotherhood’s beliefs and aspirations, typically rooted in
religion. His teachings cover subjects such as the Muslim
Brotherhood’s aim of establishing an Islamic caliphate - world
domination under Islam - the religious duty of military Jihad, and
the warning not to rush to Jihad until it is prepared and timed
for maximum benefit.
Historically a section of the organisation has used violence to

achieve political goals, including aggression against foreign
occupation, perceived by them as an attack against Islam and the
Islamic Umma (nation): assassinations of leaders such as
Nokrashy Pasha; the great fire of Cairo where 750 buildings
were burnt in the 1950’s; and an attempted assassination of
Gamal Abdel Nasser, who outlawed the Brotherhood.  
Over the years, several other Islamist factions have grown in

numbers and influence in Egypt, such as the conservative Salafist

group, although these were divided about ways in which to
achieve their goals. Generally concerned about Egypt’s secularist
government, and the religiously moderate Egyptian society, some
Islamist factions took the decision to operate in a militant
manner, carrying out acts of terrorism, such as the assassination
of president Anwar Sadat for signing a peace treaty with Israel,
and bomb attacks in Cairo and other tourist destinations in the
1990’s. Others followed a peaceful doctrine and engaged in
politics in a non-aggressive way; some focused on expanding
Islamist influence by establishing solid grassroots amongst the
poor and rural areas by use of educational and social services.
Despite a repression of MB leaders by the Egyptian President

Hosni Mubarak (1981-2011), the serious poverty and substantial
deterioration in educational standards, brought about by his
regime, provided the opportunity for Islamist groups to
strengthen their support in poor and rural areas, and especially
with university students.  It is reported that they used preachers
in local mosques, men who were generally not well educated
themselves, as the means of teaching such people a radical
religious doctrine. This includes teachings that non Muslims are
infidels; secularists that are against radical Islamic laws are also
infidels; hence the secularist and liberal government is
comprised of infidels, and that violence against infidels
represents martyrdom.
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Hassan El Banna, founder of the Muslim Brotherhood.



Religious Fundamentalism • Omar Moustafa (pseudonym) Omar Moustafa (pseudonym) • Religious Fundamentalism

R
e

l
ig

io
u

s
 F

u
n

d
a

m
e

n
t

a
l

is
m

Editor’s note: This article is written from personal experience and the writer's name has been changed for security purposes.
Photograph: Cairo 

targeted attacks by the crusaders in the 12th century and
exported Islamic learnings and fatwas (eredicts) to the 
Muslim world.
Egyptians are also proud, from a cultural and educational

perspective, of their country’s role in the Arab world to spread
teachings, art, music, poetry and films. As one of the most
ancient civilizations, its language was amongst the first written
languages in history by way of hieroglyphic inscriptures. Egyptian
media is the most widely spread and influential in the Middle
East and the movie industry in Egypt is the oldest and most

widespread, to the extent that the Egyptian language/dialect is
the most understood language amongst any Arab nation. Egypt
has also played a key role in the education field, not just for
Egyptians but for the Arab world at large. One of the largest and
most significant libraries in the ancient world, Alexandria
Library, stood as a major center of scholarship starting from the
Ptoleimic dynasty. Egypt also offered prime education in the
Middle East through its well renowned universities of Cairo,
Alexandria and Ain Shams, with scholars from different parts of
the Arab world owing their education to this country.
Since Morsi was arrested in July, it is reported that Islamist

militants are at war with the Egyptian army in the Sinai, and they
are calling for Jihad against the army and all opposition. 
The latest news reports in September show that Egyptian
authorities have banned the Muslim Brotherhood from
operating as a political force, and frozen all its assets and those
of its spin-off groups.     There is therefore a possibility of the
Brotherhood being forced underground and so its future is
difficult to predict. But as an Egyptian who loves my country, I
say to Islamist radicals that Islam is a religious faith, not a state:
Egypt shall remain.

From here this moderate Egyptian society, comprising of very
devout people, including Muslims (a majority) and Christians,
who have lived in harmony as neighbours and friends, woke up
one day to find that Egypt had become inhabited by a significant
number of islamists. Society as they had known it had changed
and strict Islamic dress was becoming more common in poor
and rural areas. The MB was becoming a so-called political thorn
in the Mubarak regime, to the extent that it had to be placated:
Mubarak allowed them 88 seats in parliament as independents,
and the Brotherhood became the largest opposition block
during his last few years of power.
A peaceful revolution, against the Mubarak regime, was

started by a group of online activists in January 2011, and Egypt
saw millions of protestors on the street demanding his
resignation. I emphasise that the demonstrations were peaceful
and so it came as a shock when violence was used against the
activists. Snipers were shooting from buildings at protestors and
a group of thugs riding camels violently attacked them. Most
significantly, several prisons were broken into and prisoners
escaped, including some from Hamas (the Palestinian arm of the
Brotherhood). The Chief of Intelligence at the time accused the
Islamists and Hamas for this violence, and for the setting free of
prisoners, but nobody wanted to believe him then and most
pointed their finger at Mubarak’s struggling regime.
Soon enough, the Muslim Brotherhood formed the Freedom

and Justice Party (FJP), which swept the country winning every
election, including the Presidency (albeit with a very narrow
margin), with their Chair Mohamed Morsi as candidate. It is
reported that members of the Brotherhood bribed and
threatened the poor and uneducated into giving them their
votes - whether in parliament, for Morsi’s candidacy, or the
constitutional referendum: and that the preachers in local
mosques persuaded the uneducated into believing that their
vote for Mohamed Morsi, ‘the saviour of Islam’, was their ticket
to heaven. Seemingly, in some villages, they threatened Christians
in the event that they intended to vote against Morsi.
Despite promising to be part of a Democratic Alliance

Coalition, once in power, the Muslim Brotherhood started to
take steps turning Egypt into a land invaded by radical theocratic
fascists, excluding and ignoring the voice of opposition. Morsi
himself quickly proved to be a President for the Muslim
Brotherhood and not to all Egyptians.  He only listened to his
seniors in the Brotherhood, cracking down on all forms of
opposition, including the media, especially television, sending
radical islamist supporters to surround the media studios; also
the courts to threaten judges when rulings were not in their
favour; firing the Public Attorney (which was unconstitutional)
and putting up their own man; declaring a constitutional
amendment against the opposition’s dissatisfaction via a
referendum, that won using the same modus operandi as the
presidential and parliamentary elections (and which gave him
unprecedented powers creating a new Pharoah).

Egyptians, proud of their history, modernity and civilization,
started seeing parliament discussing a law to be passed allowing
girls to marry at the age of 9 years, banning music lessons and the
teaching of English language in schools. On a newly established
Islamist television channel preachers were encouraging violence
against Shiites, Christians and opposition figures. Consequently,
four Shiites and some Christians were murdered, acts that were
barely acknowledged by Morsi and his government. Several
opposition ‘sit ins’ were attacked by their thugs and militias, many
activists were imprisoned and some killed.  Egyptians were
shocked to learn that 16 soldiers were killed on the borders in
Sinai, and urged the president to announce the identity of those
responsible for the massacre. No action was taken by Morsi or his
government. Three officers were kidnapped by Hamas and the
government failed to pursue investigations and to negotiate their
return. Presidential amnesty was given to imprisoned drug dealers
and terrorists for unexplained reasons: Hamas and Islamist
jihadist members (even al Qaeda members) were allowed to
infiltrate Sinai.
Adding insult to injury, the MB focused on consolidating

power in all institutions whilst failing to address any of Egypt’s
core economic and social problems, which was the aim of the
January 2011 revolution. Egyptians started to suffer daily power
cuts, and shortages in gasoline, as well as bread rations. Given
the strong dissent over the power wielded by Morsi and the
islamists in Egypt, and out of concern for Egypt’s economic,
social, cultural and political deterioration - and more
importantly, concern over Egypt’s sovereignty after only one
year of Islamist power - it was no surprise that 22 million
petitions were signed against Morsi and that many millions of
Egyptians took to the streets of Egypt in July 2013 in a
revolution to overthrow Morsi and the Islamist regime. Morsi’s
last defiant speech, in which he said he would give his blood
before he would step down, demonstrated his determination to
remain in power and  the Egyptian army decided to support the
people, and took control.
Many Egyptians resent radical Islamism, which appears to give

fundamentalists the right to decide who is devout and who is an
infidel. Influenced by the teachings of Al Azahar University, which
are moderate in nature and harmonize with the concept of the
state, the people have pride in the fact that it was Egyptians who
were the first in history to believe in monotheism, and that in
972, during the Fatimid era, Al Azhar University was founded:
one of the first universities in the world, standing in the history
of the Middle East and the Islamic world as the chief centre of
Islamic teachings and Arabic literature. Al Azhar scholars give
fatwas on disputes to the Islamic world regarding proper
behaviour for Muslims; it trains Egyptian government-appointed
preachers; and has always stood against radical Islamists in their
attack against non Islamist Egyptians and the state. To the
founders of Al Azhar, Egypt was the epitome of Islam: it was
Egypt that defended Islam and the region repeatedly against
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Many Egyptians resent radical
Islamism, which appears to
give fundamentalists the right
to decide who is devout and who
is an infidel. 
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of the Criminal Justice and Immigration Act. Significantly this
followed the 2006 Racial and Religious Hatred Act which
legislated against hatred of persons on religious grounds.
Laws penalising Blasphemy, as well as Apostasy and

Defamation of Religion, are widespread and are regularly in
the news. Pakistan, India and Greece have in the past year
pursued prosecutions. The Pew Research Centre’s Forum for
Religion and Public Life has found that in 2011 32 (16%) of the
countries and territories of the world have anti-blasphemy
laws.5 They found that such laws were particularly common in
the Middle East and North Africa (13 of the 20 countries in
that region). In Asia-Pacific (9 of 50 countries) and in Europe
(8 of 45 countries) the percentage was less and in Sub-Saharan
Africa it was only 2 of 48. It is surprising that in Europe these
included what we would regard as “liberal” states (Denmark,
Netherlands, Germany) as well as more “traditional” (Greece,
Ireland, Italy, Malta and Poland).
Blasphemy legislation is used to violate religious freedom;

which is, of course, guaranteed under article 18 of the 
United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
A recently published report by the British All 
Party Parliamentary Group on Religious Freedom  entitled 
“Article 18: an orphaned right”, whose launch event I attended
on 26 June 2013, states that

“While the UN has declared that everyone has a right to
freedom of religion or belief, it has done relatively little to make this
a reality.”6

It is used to harass political as well as religious dissent and
also abused to settle personal disputes. Whilst there has been
a lot of media attention of cases where those of other faiths
are accused of blasphemy it is also used as a tool to suppress
alternative, and also sometimes ironically, the majority
traditions within a religion in a particular country. 
An accusation of blasphemy is particularly pernicious and
dangerous. It is hard to refute and the legal system finds it
difficult to address. The public can easily be inflamed by
emotive rhetoric. Justice is rarely done even if the accused 
is cleared.
Unitarians are in many ways inheritors of the English

Enlightenment tradition. It is therefore important to read
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Religious freedom is one of the challenges of the age as we
seek to appropriately balance rights and responsibilities. 
British Unitarianism is currently commemorating the

200th Anniversary of the achievement of its legal religious
freedom with the passage in 1813 of the Unitarian Relief or
Toleration Act. This highlights the concept of Blasphemy and the
challenges it presents to religions and law-makers.
In seeking to explore the issue of blasphemy I have found the

definition used by the Pew Research Centre is of value, namely
“remarks or actions considered to be contemptuous of God or
the divine”. The Blasphemy Act of 1698 explicitly held the denial
of the Holy Trinity by someone who had made profession of the
Christian religion as a crime. This was later repealed by the 1813
Act mentioned above. 
Unitarianism had emerged, in the 17th century, as an intellectual

movement within both the established Church of England and
Dissent (Presbyterian, Baptist and Independents). The legal
penalties, grounded in the Blasphemy laws,  were rarely pursued
although Dissenters still faced limitations upon their liberties; two
of the most important, the Conventicle Act and the Five Mile Act,
which places restrictions on religious activities, were abolished in
1812. The Unitarian toleration Act built upon these moves and
was spear-headed by Williams Smith MP, the leading Dissenter in
the House of Commons. Indeed, the legislation was popularly
known as “Mr William Smith’s bill.”1William Smith was chairman
of the Dissenting Deputies from 1805 to 1832 and a leading
opponent of slavery. (As an aside he is perhaps now best known
as the grandfather of Florence Nightingale). 
Smith has been accused of accepting an Act which would

protect “respectable Unitarians” leaving the “wilder Deists
outside.”2 “This is a challenge for all liberals; are you prepared to
give others the rights you desire?” At the time Smith was
challenged that he had not gone far enough. He justified his
position by claiming that he had set himself a limited objective
which if he had not restricted himself to would not have been
achieved. As he said the Act enabled every denomination of

Christian to preach their respective
tenets without let or hindrance,
“none, legally daring to make them
afraid.”3 He publicly acknowledged
that his religion did not need the
protection of Blasphemy legislation;
“let Truth stand or fall as she is able
to support herself”.
Laura Tomes has argued that the

“criminalisation of blasphemy is,
historically, the attempt to secure doctrinal conformity in
speech. Laws against blasphemy maintain fixed parameters by
which to locate the religious “other” and serve to demarcate
the speech and practices of the other from that of “true”
believers.”4 She argues that blasphemy is not an inviolate
standard but a boundary that has shifted according to the
various meanings invested in it by religious communities. As
theological constructions, laws against blasphemy have therefore
been adapted and re-interpreted to fit changing social and
cultural contexts. She highlights that English canon law
criminalizing blasphemy was seen as an extension of seditious
libel - an act of violence against the King and government. With
the Reformation, the 1697 Blasphemy Act “judged the refusal to
adhere to the doctrines of the Church of England as an offence
against the statutory law of the realm”. By 1813 it seemed that
the Church of England was more relaxed about implications of
accepting the existence of “Unitarian” thinking.
In England and Wales prosecutions for blasphemy declined

during the nineteenth century. It was re-defined from an act of
sedition to one of incivility. In 1967 in a purge of obsolete
offences it was further re-defined as purely a common law
offence; indeed there had not been a prosecution since 1922.
The remaining common law offence of Blasphemous libel, having
been subject to debate from the 1970’s and some controversy
(the private prosecution of Denis Lemon, Editor of “Gay News”
over the publication of a poem), was abolished in 2008 as part

“None, legally, daring to make them afraid” -
Unitarians, Religious Freedom and the Challenge of Blasphemy

&
defences of religious freedom from other perspectives. James
Clark Kelly has gathered the views of Jewish, Christian and
Muslim thinkers in his valuable book Abraham’s Children7.Those
of each tradition were asked to write persuasively to those of
their own tradition but also to those outside. I was particularly
struck by the words of Abdurrahman Wahid, Indonesia’s first
democratically elected President and who served as chairman
of the world’s largest Muslim organisation, the Nahdlatul
Ulama for fifteen years, with the title ‘God Needs No Defence’: 

“Those who claim to defend God, Islam, or the Prophet are thus
either deluding themselves or manipulating religion for their own
mundane and political purposes, as we witnessed in the carefully
manufactured outrage that swept the Muslim world several years
ago, claiming hundreds of lives, in response to cartoons published in
Denmark. Those who presume to fully grasp God’s will and dare to
impose their own limited understanding of this upon others are
essentially equating themselves with God and are unwittingly
engaged in blasphemy.”8

He argued that religious understanding is a process and that
“anyone who is sincere in understanding his or her faith
necessarily undergoes a process of constant evolution in that
understanding, as experience and insights give rise to new
perceptions of the truth”. Severe blasphemy and also apostasy
laws has the effect of narrowing the bounds of acceptable
discourse within the Islamic world. This was of course what
took place within the Christian world.
I would argue that it is only from within a tradition that real

change can take place and that religious liberals must work
with and think critically about the religious tradition to which
we belong. We must be careful and respectful when we
address issues of deep theological sensitivity. This does not
mean acquiescing whilst the human rights of individuals and
collectively of peoples are trampled upon. It means engaging
with the others in ways that reject stereotyping. This will not
be without controversy as early Unitarian thinkers found
when they critiqued the Christian tradition from which they
emerged and found they could be accused of Blasphemy.
Those of other faiths find a similar challenge. The position 
of atheists or those with no religious belief is equally to 
be acknowledged.

Religious Freedom
Blasphemy Laws
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Fundamentalism, historically, has its roots in late 19th and
early 20th century American Protestantism. It arose in
reaction to what many Evangelical groups saw as an erosion

of their theological belief system by Protestant liberalism, and the
wider forces of secularization. However, over time the term has
changed and evolved to have much wider meaning, often seen
pejorative in connotation. Now we use the term to mean the
inclination to adopt an entrenched, one sided and polarized view
or stance on certain issues with a refusal to consider alternative
interpretations. This form of a fixed mental map is seen implicitly
to apply right across the diverse religious structures we have in
society. This mind-set can also apply to the broader secular world
where individuals have a fixed, ingrained, unshakeable outlook and
refuse to consider, or even acknowledge, competing explanations
or realities.
As individuals we can all develop a

propensity to the fundamentalist condition.
Feeling strong about certain issues, and
demonstrating it in a fierce argument of
sorts has, undoubtedly, been a pattern of
our behaviour for all time.  Many a scenario
is played out individually whereby we get
attached to a certain way of thinking,
unable and unwilling to recognize another’s
points of view. A personal and somewhat
humorous example of this kind of mind-set
happened recently on a journey with a
friend. We were returning home, near
London, after spending a week in Bristol. My friend, who was
driving had set up his Sat Nav for the journey. Fairly soon I
noticed a road sign saying ‘M4 SOUTH WALES’.  Realizing that
we were obviously on the wrong road I informed my friend who
unfortunately disagreed. He said the Sat Nav was always right,
never wrong, and that I should ignore the signs. Fairly soon after
another sign loomed up saying ‘M4 SOUTH WALES’ I alerted my
friend yet again, but he refused to listen to me. “London is the
opposite way!” I said in a raised voice but he just kept on driving
- to Wales.  Soon the Severn Bridge loomed up and my friend
said: “What’s that?!” For a brief moment I thought I was in a
comedy sketch! He then turned the car around, headed back on
the London road without ever admitting that he was wrong.
My friend is a Buddhist of mature years who spent seventeen

years in an ashram in India trying to find enlightenment yet he
‘tripped up’ over an attachment to the workings of an electronic

device.  Perhaps he typed in the wrong destination, pressed the
wrong button, or there was a faulty signal I couldn’t say, all I
know is that he refused to consider an alternative ‘human’ point
of view. 
We often feel that we are being objective; weighing up

evidence in a rationalistic way that enables us to arrive at some
impartial, dispassionate position that, in turn, we defend because
we believe it has validity, and represents the truth. In reality all
we might be doing is gathering ‘evidence’ to support our own
narrow, prejudiced view whilst ignoring and denying other facts
that could potentially undermine our position. Politicians are
champions of this, ‘bending’ and interpreting statistical input 
and information to support and reinforce their own 
ideological stance.   
Perhaps we can recognize degrees of fundamentalism within

ourselves; our dogmatic refusal to accept the
fact that we could be wrong. In effect this is
saying let others change their position, be
deluded, be wrong - but not me! Even in
personal relationships, entrenched positions
can sometimes become established to
challenge the bonds of love. Couples, family
members can become engaged in arguments
where fixed positions develop with neither
opposing parties prepared to open their hearts
and compromise. A friend said to me once: “If
you are too right you are probably wrong…”. I have
always thought these are wise words, especially

in the arena of personal relationships where some people seem
to be prepared to sacrifice their love on the altar of
righteousness; prepared to continue with arguments and
inevitable tensions for the sake of ‘being correct’. Gripped by a
fierce sense of pride with a mind-set that says  ‘I am right! I am
right!’ so much damage can be inflicted. 
Hundreds of wars, conflicts, hostilities - causing untold

suffering - continue throughout the world today. Despite all
the talk about peace and reconciliation, wars continue to rage

I’ll Meet You There

“If  y ou are 

too right y ou 

are probably

wrong…”

“From the place where 

we are right, flowers will 

never grow in the spring.”  

4140

“The great way isn’t difficult for those who are
unattached to their preferences. 
Let go of longing and aversion, and everything will 
be perfectly clear. 
When you cling to a hairbreadth of distinction, heaven
and earth are set apart. 
If you want to realize the truth, don’t be for or against. 
The struggle between good and evil is the primal disease
of the mind. 
Not grasping the deeper meaning, you just trouble your
minds serenity. 
As vast as infinite space, it is perfect and lacks nothing. 
But because you select and reject, you can’t perceive 
its true nature. 
Don’t get entangled in the world; don’t lose yourself 
in emptiness. 
Be at peace in the oneness of things, and all errors will
disappear by themselves.”

Seng-ts’an-The Mind of Absolute Trust 
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and destroy countless precious lives. The total loss of lives
since 1945, through war and conflicts, is conservatively
estimated at over 50 million people, and this figure is growing
by the day. Hostilities and conflicts have seen too many lives
lost because of the ‘I am right’ mind-set of fundamentalist
beliefs and views that draw the line separating a dogmatic
perception of what is ‘right’ from ‘wrong’, me from you and us
from them. “Nulla dies sine linea.” Not a day without a 
line drawn”.

“Out beyond ideas of wrong doing and right doing,
there is a field. I’ll meet you there.
When the soul lies down in that grass,
the world is too full to talk about.
Ideas, language, even the phrase ‘each other’
doesn’t make any sense.”

Rumi

Because entrenched thoughts and positions create
separation and division, by definition they exclude the very
things that could create union and harmony; the ultimate goal
in life.  We need to acknowledge our differences (in whatever
context we may find ourselves) and then work together to find
our common connectedness - our unifying strength in our
common humanity. In Israel, overlooking the city of Tel Aviv a
dedicated place for meditation carries the following lines
from the Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai:  “From the place
where we are right, flowers will never grow in the spring.”
Sentiments that should, surely, open up previously
closed minds, on all sides, that see only the
justifiable ‘rightness’ of their cause or position,
thus perpetuating their continuing blindness.  
An essential prerequisite in avoiding an

entrenched, fixed mind-set is to recognize the
simple but important need to remain open and
receptive to new input. The Dalai Lama once
said that if Western science proved, through
empirical research, that any element of the
Tibetan Buddhist canon was wrong he would
abandon that part. That’s how open he is, and I
can’t help thinking how good would it be if we
could be the same - open, accessible, receptive to
the new, and prepared to change our views,
opinions, and beliefs in light of new evidence or
new considerations. In this way we could move
forward in a positive way, expand and grow
individually and collectively. Every morning is a fresh
beginning, a bright new day of infinite possibilities to
transform our lives and our world. We need to stay awake,
pay attention and be available. 

www.michaellewin.org



In January 2003 Reginald Crew, suffering, like me, from 
Motor Neurone Disease, became the first British person known
to have travelled to Dignitas in Switzerland for assistance in
dying. He would have preferred it to have happened at home.
While the number of people travelling from the UK to Dignitas
has grown, numbers are still low, partly because of cost and
physical difficulties. Another limiting factor is that any assisting
friends or relatives might have legal action taken against them
here. Though no such person has yet been convicted, all
attempts so far to turn this lack of action into a legal exemption
from prosecution have failed. 
Daniel James was a more recent case of assisted suicide; a

young man, injured and partially paralysed, he was certain he
would never again be able to play rugby and therefore felt life
was not worth living. Many, including Matt Hampson, to whom
much the same had happened from a similar rugby accident, felt
that if he had waited longer he might have thought differently.
New examples seem to be in the news all the time. In July 2009
we heard of an unusual case; the conductor Sir Edward Downes,
in his mid-eighties and ill but not terminally, joined his younger
wife Joan, who had cancer, and supported by their children, they
died together at Dignitas.
The slightly different issue of permitted death, though also
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centring on who should make the decision, came to public
attention towards the end of 2008 when Debbie Purdy
challenged the UK legal system to allow it. She is suffering from
multiple sclerosis and, while not yet at the stage when she is
contemplating it, believes that permitted death should be
possible here in Britain. The Law Lords, in their last decision,
agreed that clarification is needed so that people would know
when assistance was permitted. In a radio interview 
Debbie Purdy pointed out that the original law had been passed
in 1961 when palliative care was patchy and treatment for
cancer in particular was very poor.
In the news around the same time was thirteen-year-old

Hannah, whose hospital wanted her to have a heart
replacement. She was in a weak condition partly because of
drugs given since her diagnosis when she was very young. As the
success of the proposed operation was uncertain, she wanted
instead to die at home. The hospital took her to court, claiming
that she did not have the right to decide. Later, they withdrew
the case.  
The Royal College of Nurses became the first medical group

to adopt a neutral attitude to this issue when, in July 2009, 
49 per cent of a survey approved the right to assisted suicide
and only 40 per cent objected to it.

Assisted Suicide

Choosing to Die

Chapter 10

‘Suicidal’ behaviour in the service of others is much honoured,
especially in its military context. Many posthumous awards of
the Victoria Cross are for those who, deliberately or not, have
given their lives for others. Similarly, there is the tradition of
‘women and children first’, and stories of parents who save their
children from a burning house only to perish themselves as the
blaze worsens. In the civilian world, Captain Lawrence Oates is
the man who comes immediately to my mind. Suffering from
severe frostbite, he left Captain Robert Scott and others in their
Antarctic tent, with his famous farewell words ‘I am just going
outside and may be some time’. 
Risk-taking has been the choice of many Christians.  As part

of my theological training I had a year at St. Augustine’s College
in Canterbury. Formerly used for missionary training, one wall of
the chapel crypt had scores of bricks on which the departure

date and death of missionaries were recorded - sometimes
within a few months of each other. In West Africa in particular,
those following God’s call would know their very survival was
doubtful. It was as if God was testing them, or at least asking
them to be prepared to die. Suicides have differing causes, often
the result of mental health problems, frequently linked to the
deterioration or ending of relationships - people jumping off
bridges or cliffs, or asphyxiation from car exhaust fumes. Being
prepared to die, whether for one’s own reasons or for other
people, is an enormous decision; while other people may be part
of the reason, the choice to die is made personally. But 
‘assisted death’ is very different. It is not someone assisting his
friend by driving him to a nearby cliff. It requires forethought and
professional skill, as proposed by the campaign group 
Dignity in Dying:
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Philip would not have described himself as a theologian but he
was always an avid researcher and a gifted preacher. Because of
his paralysis, proper research was latterly impossible but his
preacher’s heart kept him doggedly struggling to get his
thoughts onto the computer. He used the prison of his illness to
dig deeply into the Bible, into his experience of the world and
into his own heart, testing his own and other people’s beliefs.
Since he died I have been assisted by many dear friends in
refining and editing his writing. This was especially necessary for
Chapters 9 and 13, both of which were left unfinished. They
therefore now contain some material from earlier writings
which I have grafted into his original drafts. In the case of
Chapter 9 this includes parts of the Community chapter
mentioned above.
In early July 2010 Philip lost the ability to control even the

muscles in his eyes and therefore the last vestiges of
communication - he was truly ‘locked in’. I ceased to wheel him
in his chair to sit in front of the computer since he could not
operate it at all. A few days later his breathing became very
shallow. He had always enjoyed going into the country so one
morning I suggested we go to a small local nature reserve; he
could not respond but I sensed his agreement. I could not take
him into the reserve because entry is via a stile but there is a
small farm road just outside the fence and I wheeled him along
that. It was intensely peaceful with no sounds other than those
of nature. At the top of the lane I turned the wheelchair round
so that Philip could look down the length of the reserve to the
hills beyond. My heart was full to bursting with the need to
share with Philip all that I was feeling. Eventually I said 
‘My darling, I think you are leaving me’. Though he had no way to
respond, I had a strong sense of his relief and perhaps, even,
release. There were many tears as I talked some more and we
shared the stillness for about an hour. The following morning his
three children came from different parts of the country and
after they had gone that afternoon, as I held him and talked to
him, his breathing finally stopped.
Philip was never satisfied that he had completed his writing and

all that he wanted to communicate; had he lived longer, I am sure
that he would still be revising and expanding the work. But now
he is gone and this book is his memorial. Through much 
self-criticism, it tells of a life lived well and courageously, with
grace and with hope.

The worst moment of my life was in July 2007, when my
husband, Philip Wetherell, was diagnosed with Motor
Neurone Disease; worse even than the moment he died.

The only mitigating factor when hearing the diagnosis was that
we received it together. The three years between those two
moments were very hard for both of us and we used different
strategies to cope with what was happening. 
For Philip, the knowledge that his time was suddenly limited

spurred him to put down in writing his questions, thoughts and
beliefs on a wide variety of issues which were important to him
- matters of life and death - and this book is the result. The initial
draft included chapters on subjects as diverse as Community,
Christians and Other Faiths, Peace, Homophobia and Africa. He
omitted these from the final manuscript but they are available as
downloads from www.GileadBooksPublishing.com.
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3 More on the texts used here can be found on www.religioustolerance.org 

4 Church of England report Assisted Suicide and Voluntary Euthanasia: A Briefing Paper from the Mission and Public Affairs Council (2004) Appendix III 

5 Op. cit. Main Report, para 22

6 Rt. Rev. Tom Butler, Thought for the Day, 9 June 2009

1 www.dignityindying.org.uk

2 Albert Schweitzer (1953) On the Edge of the Primeval Forrest. London:  Adam and Charles Black 

Logic or Simply Belief ?
Many who argue from one side or the other are coming from

positions which dictate the views they will take. Someone
devoted to individual human rights would support the principle
that assisted suicide is a right, and therefore claim that doctors
would behave professionally, and the legal code would ensure that
no-one was abused. They might even quote Albert Schweitzer,

We must all die. But that I can save (a person) from days of 
torture, that is what I feel as my great and ever new privilege. 
Pain is a more terrible lord of mankind than even death himself.2

On the other side, many would raise concerns about the

change in the role of doctors and they would certainly advocate
good palliative care as the solution to many problems. The
churches are the biggest group opposed to any changes but, as
shown below, tend to use spiritual arguments when dealing with
legislation. Medical knowledge and prosperity have increased so
much, in the developed world at least, that old examples and
rules do not always apply. Official church statements for internal
use focus on life being in God’s hands and not ours rather than
on selected Bible verses. Self-sacrifice and the possibility of
martyrdom have long been accepted Christian virtues but in
God’s name, not the modern phenomenon of suicide bombing
by a terrorist fanatic.

Suicide in the Bible 
Jesus does not mention suicide (any more than he does

homosexuality), though some people argue that he willed his own
death - a misunderstanding of his inevitable persecution by the
authorities. But it is worth looking at earlier biblical examples and
how they were seen. 
Suicide is there in the Bible, certainly not prominent, but

neither is it seen as sinful. In the Old Testament, seeking death is
often portrayed as honourable but God refuses to take part.
Moses asks God to kill him because his given task is beyond him.
Blaming God for the mess, he proclaims ‘If you treat me like this,
please kill me here and now’ (Numbers 11:15, NKJV). It is the
same for Jonah: he is angry when God decides not to destroy
the city of Nineveh. ‘It is better to die than live,’ (Jonah 4:3, NRSV).
Elijah also asks to die to escape the threatened revenge
following his killing of four hundred priests of Baal (1Kings 18:40
and 19:4). God does not approve.

When God is not asked, things are different, in particular for
military leaders. In Judges 9:52-54 Abimelech is about to

perform genocide within Thebez when a woman hurls a lump of
stone from the city walls. Injured, and believing he will die, he is
so appalled that people would hear he had been killed by a
woman that he asks his aide to kill him with his sword. A 
better-known story six chapters later has Samson pulling a
building down on himself as well as many others 
(Judges 16:29-30). The suicide of Saul has several versions. In
one, he asks his aide to kill him; he refuses and Saul falls on his
own sword. The aide follows suit (1 Samuel 31:4-6). This is
justified in 1 Chronicles 10:3-7 by claiming the victors would
torture and abuse him. But a later report to King David in 2
Samuel 1:1-17 has Saul’s suicide assisted by a stranger. There is
no criticism of Saul for asking, but the assisting stranger is
executed. When his city of Tizrah was successfully besieged, King
Zimri saw this as a result of his sin and he stood inside his own
palace, set fire to it and died (1Kings 16:15-20). Ahthophet
wanted 12,000 men to attack King David. When refused, he
hanged himself (2 Samuel 17:1-29).

While the odd military encounter produced what might be
called ‘honourable sacrifice’ as people were led to defeat, there
is no blanket approval of suicide and no willingness from God to
be part of it.
The Matthew version of Judas’ death (Matthew 27:5) certainly

has this as suicide, but there is little more in the New Testament.
Paul does contemplate it at one point, but it has more to do
with getting to heaven faster, and he decides to continue living
in this world. Revelation 9:1-10 suggests suicide will not be
possible in Hell - no-one can escape eternal punishment. 
The issue is identified by some in 1 Corinthians 3:17, where God
will destroy those who destroy the Temple. There are

An assisted death is where a doctor prescribes a life-ending 
dose of medication to a mentally competent, terminally ill 
adult at their request and subject to safeguards, and the 
patient then chooses to administer the medication themselves.1

It is claimed that four-fifths of British adults support the idea
of assisted death, but government, churches and many other
organisations disagree. Only Belgium, Holland, Switzerland and
the State of Oregon in the USA have agreed such a policy. The
principal question of who is responsible for decisions about life
is particularly important to religious groups, and will be dealt
with later... one clarification is needed to understand the

difference between assisted suicide and a ‘Living Will’. 
The Living Will allows someone with a serious illness, such as
Motor Neurone Disease, to state beforehand that they would
not want to be resuscitated should another life-threatening
condition develop. It generally cuts out any question of 
life-support machines, and limits treatment to pain relief. It is
legally binding and approved by bodies as varied as the 
British Medical Association and Age Concern. I have one and my
GP has a copy of it. It ensures that my wishes are followed when
I no longer have any ability to make them known, and is very
different from going to my GP and saying, ‘Please give me
something to kill me’...

disagreements on the precise meaning but, while the result
might be self-inflicted, this is punishment not suicide.3

From that limited biblical evidence it is very difficult to form
any judgement except that, when asked, God does not approve
of suicide. The idea of honourable death later became part of
the Christian story for martyrs who, following the example of
Jesus, refused to denounce their faith. Such examples are mostly
acceptable to Christians and, they would believe, to God; but
they do not help us with the question of assisted suicide. 
There are those Old Testament military examples, but even one
of those is dubious, and no-one quotes them to justify any form
of suicide.

The principle of the sanctity of life is crucial to Christians though
with no specific biblical backing. It encapsulates the belief that life
is itself sacred because it is given by God.  Life has an inherent
value, not just a conditional one.  The principle is enshrined in
law in the form of an absolute prohibition of the intentional
killing of innocent human beings.  It is not normally taken to
mean that any life ought to be preserved at all costs, but it does
protect all and ensure that all are equal.  For a Christian, this
principle also encapsulates the simple belief that my life belongs
to God, not to me, and I therefore have no right to end it. Some
critics dislike the word ‘sanctity’ because it suggests a religious
prohibition that is inappropriate in a secular society.  
The Church of England has produced two important statements
on the issue of euthanasia. The second was prepared jointly with
the Roman Catholic Church for the 2004 House of Lords debate
(and is reproduced in full in Appendix B).  A few years earlier, at
the 1998 Lambeth Conference, this resolution was passed:

In the light of current debate and proposals for the legalisation of
euthanasia in several countries, this Conference,
(a) affirms that life is God-given and has intrinsic sanctity, significance

and worth;
(b) defines euthanasia as the act by which one person intentionally

causes or assists in causing the death of another who is terminally
or seriously ill in order to end the other’s pain and suffering;

(c) resolves that euthanasia, as precisely defined, is neither compatible
with the Christian faith nor should be permitted in civil legislation; 

(d) distinguishes between euthanasia and withholding, withdrawing,
declining or terminating excessive medical treatment and
intervention, all of which may be consonant with Christian faith in
enabling a person to die with dignity. When a person is in a
permanent vegetative state, to sustain him or her with artificial
nutrition and hydration may be seen as constituting medical
intervention; and

(e) commends the Section Report on euthanasia as a suitable
introduction for study of such matters in all Provinces of 
the Communion.4

The 2004 Report concentrates in its conclusion on the 
‘slippery slope’, stating that euthanasia is misguided 
and unnecessary:

To take this step would fundamentally undermine the basis of law
and medicine and undermine the duty of the state to care for
vulnerable people... The right to die would become the duty to die.5

In June 2009, it was reported that around 800 British people had
registered with the Swiss agency Dignitas. More than thirty were
said to be planning to go there soon. The House of Lords was
about to discuss a bill, this time promoted by Lord Faulkner.
Bishop Tom Butler, who had been responsible for chairing the
group which produced the 2004 Church of England report, gave
a ‘Thought for the Day’ which summarised their position. He
emphasised the value and experience of hospices all over the
country. He was concerned about the financial pressure which
vulnerable people can feel in respect of their close family;
stressing the rights of individuals could have unintended
consequences: the slippery slope. He ended with a summary of
the Church’s position:

But of course, for bishops this is not primarily a legal question or even
one of balance of care and protection; our position is a theological one
for it grows out of our belief that God has given to humankind the gift
of life and it is to be revered, cherished and preserved. It follows that
all human beings are to be valued, irrespective of their condition or
potential for achievement. Adherence to this principle, we believe,
provides a fundamental test as to what constitutes a civilized society.
Move from this and the right to die risks becoming the duty to die.6

The Sanctity of  Human Life



46

New Book • Philip Wetherell 

So What is Important For Me? 

7 David Cook (1983) The Moral Maze: A Way of Exploring Christian Ethics, pp. 158-9

Extract from: When you are Dying: A personal exploration of life, suffering and belief by Philip Wetherell featured here with permission © Gabrielle Grace (2011) 

Published by Gilead Books 2011 reprinted 2012 

Despite the shock that I and the majority of British people felt
at the misuse of MPs’ expenses in 2009, I still trust them for
non-political moral judgements about life. Historically, these
areas have included capital punishment, abortion and latterly
civil partnerships for gay people. More recently there was
human embryology (see Chapter 11) but in 2004 and 2006 the
House of Lords rejected bills on assisted suicide. Further
discussion on exemption from prosecution of anyone who
‘assists’ has been rather strange since no-one has yet been
prosecuted and what they have helped to do is itself no longer
a crime. 
I feel this is somewhat illogical, though it is defended by some

as protecting vulnerable individuals from abuse. This is one of
the main arguments against change - that the vulnerable would
be put under greater pressure, especially as detailed above in
‘Family’. Any proposed protection procedure might not be
trusted, partly because of the scandal of repeated failures of the
system to protect children. Scandal and failure draw public
attention but ignore thousands of successful cases and huge
numbers of dedicated staff.  Mistakes are bound to be made, but
in each case of assisted suicide there will be far fewer agencies
and individuals involved than there are in child protection. It
should be possible to devise a system which will deal with
expressed anxieties. As I have already suggested, views on many
of the disputed issues grow from deeply-held values. Someone
arguing from a human-rights perspective would almost certainly
agree with me that a protective system would work.
Most Christians will disagree, believing that God will choose

the appropriate moment for all of us. This is the basis but, to be
relevant to secular organisations and, in particular, to members
of the House of Lords, the Churches understandably emphasise
issues which are not specifically religious. Differing
interpretations of the Creation stories remain fundamental. I
cannot believe in a God who retains all power and allows the
terrible pain and short life-span of so many people in developing
countries. And has he decided I will catch pneumonia this
Thursday or next? The point of the Creation stories is to teach
that we are responsible for the whole world - hence the mess
we are in. We can and do make mistakes but, as far as the things
we can control are concerned, we are responsible.
Strangely, a sermon I heard recently on Ascension Sunday took

the same theme. Just as a parent teaching a child to ride a bike will
let go of the saddle in the knowledge that this will lead to more
confidence and competence as well as more responsibility, so
Jesus directed and guided us and then left us so we could fulfil our
potential. On both secular and sacred grounds - at least for

Christians - we have a duty to care for life. While the priority must
always be protection of the world’s poor, those who suffer in a
personal way have both the right and responsibility to decide
their own future, considering family and other relationships.
Assisted suicide should therefore be allowed – though two

recent happenings have underlined for me the need for
professional guidance. The first was receiving a quotation sent 
by a psychotherapist friend. It gave a new perspective to the idea
of compassion:

Some suggest that compassion reveals more about our difficulty in
seeing others in pain than the actual pain that others experience.
Thus action to remove pain altogether, for example by euthanasia,
would be really to relieve ourselves rather than the sufferer. Of course,
feelings of compassion are often genuine, but mere feeling is not
sufficient to make a difference to the patient. Thus for any action
taken on the basis of compassion, we need to ensure, as far as
possible, that it will help the situation.7

The other piece of input was anonymous. Coming out of
church that same Ascension Sunday, we found an envelope
under the wiper blade of our wheelchair-friendly van.  Inside was
a leaflet; ‘Join Dignity in Dying’. Was someone upset at seeing this
dribbling, slumped, uncommunicative wheelchair-user or were
they very supportive of the principles and simply giving
information? My reaction was more emotional than I expected.
Someone with whom I even shared the ‘Peace’ wanted me to
die! Later, I was perhaps more logical - was it from someone
who faces the same decision as me? But why the anonymity? 
To avoid upsetting relatives was the only reason I could think of.
Whatever the real reason behind the action and my reaction, 
I certainly had a surprisingly odd feeling of pressure, although
this was nowhere near the level of potential family pressure
suggested by those opposed to any changes in the law.
For me, while I am very aware of my emotions (perhaps due

to particular medication) I remain convinced that we need a
system which does not just start when physical pain or other
kinds of suffering become unbearable.
Most churches seem to agree that assisted suicide is wrong but

I disagree with their position. Like the majority of people, I hope
to die peacefully one night. However, if deterioration continues as
predicted, when communication becomes even more difficult or I
need a constant supply of oxygen, then most of the value life still
has for me will have gone. I am already not the ‘real me’. Would I
have the courage to ask for my life to be ended? At present, I
doubt it, but maybe that bit of me will change too.

A devotional song written in 1907: Translation & Adaptation © Shiban Akbar

47

O,  You Who dwell in my heart,

I pray, my heart may blossom.

Let purity manifest -

And let it glow with your Grace.

Inspire me to be disposed and unafraid;

Bless me with an unending, unswerving resolve.

Connect me to the world,

And from the impediments, set me free.

Let your gentle rhythm flow,

Through all my endeavours.

Let the tranquil harmony of my heart,

Lotus-like flourish at your feet.

O, Lord of my heart,

Let me rejoice in your favours.

Rabindranath Tagore

Rabindranath Tagore • Devotional Song 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) 
A towering cultural icon in India and
Bangladesh and best remembered
for his memorable and evocative
songs, Nobel Laureate Rabindranath
Tagore (1861-1941) was an educator,
a writer, poet, playwright and
philosopher. His Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913 was
for the English version of his collection ‘Geetanjali’ 
(The Song Offerings). He wrote more than 1000 poems
and 2000 songs and his work has been translated into
all the major languages of the world. UNESCO declared
2011 as the year of Tagore to mark the 150th
anniversary of his birth. 
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In the name of Allah the merciful the Compassionate

Photograph of Uzbek Naqhbandis, who wear identical clothing and turbans to those worn by Sheikh Nazim and all his pupils.
      1. J.G. Bennett, The Masters of Wisdom, P. 207 2. Sheikh Muhammad Hisham Kabbani ‚The Naqshbandi Sufi Way,Pp. 360, 367.

by Sheikh Bahauddin Efendi

Published by Haqq Butler Publishing 2013

in terms of art, literature, science and architecture for many
centuries… at a time when the world in which they lived was
one of turmoil and uncertainty’. One of the Masters whom
Bennett met during his travels in the Middle East was this very
Naqshbandi Grand Sheikh Abd Allah ad-Daghistani. Gurdjieff had
also travelled to Damascus and had met Sheikh Abd Allah’s
Grand Sheikh, as well as Sheikh Abd Allah himself.  Such a
meeting with a great Sufi Master can be seen in the film,
‘Meetings with Remarkable Men’.
Sheikh Bahauddin’s charming little book Café Talks, written in

an easy, humorous and anecdotal style, is full of such little
vignettes and teaching stories to illustrate the wisdom of the
Sufis. Sheikh Bahauddin makes it very clear that these sohbets
(mystical conversations and deep listening of the heart) or ‘café
talks’, as he calls them, could only take place as a result of
inspiration from his father, Sheikh Nazim. In his down-to-earth
and humble way he tells us tales from his childhood, stories of
the saints and of his father, thereby leading the reader on the
Sufi Path of Love by example. The book treats such timeless
themes as adab or good manners, the pursuit of happiness,
reining in one’s ego, humility, different levels of understanding,
learning to love and respect all Creation. It leads the reader into
a different realm where worldly pursuits become less important
and where goodness, love of God, His prophets and His saints
and what they came to teach us, take priority. The stories or
parables which he tells, often extremely amusing, are designed to
show us our foibles, our selfishness, ego trips, extreme bad
manners and general paucity of spirit. He shows us where we
stand in the spiritual world in an extremely practical, kind and
compassionate manner.

Grand Sheikh had taken the eggs, he did not give me any money, let
alone the smallest penny. Grand Sheikh thought for a short while and
then decided to ask me a question. I knew that this was not a good
sign and I was sure that I would give the wrong answer whatever the
question was. If I had had the chance to run away, I would certainly
have done so, but all I could do now was to succumb to Grand
Sheikh’s questioning. 

He asked, “O son! Be honest, why are you kissing my hand?” He
added: “Are you kissing my hand for your Lord’s sake or for the sake
of money?” This was the most terrible question one could have been
asked. What would you say? The Sheikh is standing right in front of
you and he knows exactly what you are thinking about.’

Every Sufi Order has a favoured way of attaining nearness to
God’s presence and pupils are taught accordingly. Bahauddin
Shah Naqshband, (a thirteenth century saint from whom the
Naqshbandiyya take their name), interpreted the Sufi way as
follows: ‘Our way is (founded on) association and goodness
comes from congregation’. He meant putting our knowledge
into practice within the community of our Sufi brothers and
sisters, enduring others’ foibles and our own with forbearance
and kindness. How can we learn good qualities like
consideration for others, sincerity, mercy and compassion if we
have nobody to emulate? Indeed how can we get rid of bad
characteristics like ungratefulness, envy or pride if our
knowledge is only theoretical and our egos have neither
challenges nor opposition?

‘I started looking for an appropriate answer, but nothing came to
my mind. I was going under like a sinking ship, deeper and deeper.
Luckily, my blessed mother threw a lifebuoy from behind and said
whispering, “Son, what are you waiting for? Say, for my Lord’s sake!”
I looked at my mother and then started murmuring: “… for my
Lord’s sake…” Do you know what Grand Sheikh said next? “If this
is what you really think, go out and your Lord will provide for you.” 

I was shocked. This situation was not familiar to me. I went outside,

‘All this reminds me of another story about my childhood years with
Grand Sheikh... As you all know by now, I was the one who was
honoured with bringing Grand Sheikh’s breakfast eggs. However, I did
not only do this service for Grand Sheikh’s sake, but also in order to
gain some profit to carry out new investments. Grand Sheikh was the
best customer I could ever have had.’

Thus begins one of Sheikh Bahauddin’s stories of situations
in his childhood in Damascus with his father’s Grand
Sheikh, Sheikh Abd Allah al-Faiz ad-Daghestani, who lived

in Damascus until he died in 1973. 
Sheikh Abd Allah ad-Daghestani was Sheikh Nazim Al Qubrusi

Al Haqqani’s Grand Sheikh. After serving his Grand Sheikh in
Damascus for many years, Sheikh Bahauddin’s father Sheikh
Nazim returned to live in his homeland in Northern Cyprus
after Sheikh Abd Allah ad-Daghestani’s passing. On the order of
his Grand Sheikh, Sheikh Nazim used to travel to London and to
Europe until the 90’s, especially during Ramadhan when he spent
more than a month giving talks and celebrating the tarawih
prayers in a London mosque. Now that he has become much
older he remains in Cyprus, and his sons, whom he has named
as his Khalifahs, travel in his stead and visit the many thousands
of pupils whom he has attracted over so many years. Sheikh
Mehmet Adil Effendi and Sheikh Bahauddin Adil Effendi, the sons
of Sheikh Nazim and Hajja Amina Adil, were brought up within
the most distinguished Naqshibandi Tariqah and have thus
experienced this way of life first hand. 

Sheikh Bahauddin Adil continues his tale:

‘Demand was always at a high level and I received my payment
regularly. No economic crisis in sight. Well, one morning, when I came
to Grand Sheikh with fresh eggs in my hands, I saw that my mother
was also there sitting on the sofa. Of course, I kissed Grand Sheikh’s
hand, gave him the eggs and waited for my payment - same
procedure as usual. This time, however, something was different. After

review of

Café Talks
but this time my hands as well as my pockets were
empty. While Grand Sheikh’s words were still ringing
in my ear, Abu Rajab’s delicious fava beans came to
my mind and I made a resolution. I decided to go
back and get my money. For, investments were
waiting for me and I did not know if prices would
stay at the same rate.’

…Sheikh Bahauddin says with a smile on this
face, sitting slightly bent forward on the chair
which his father regularly used before advancing age
had not yet claimed its price.
Abu Yazid al-Bistami, who lived in the ninth century

of the Christian era, stated that the Sufi way consisted
of putting up with adversity, while Sheikh Abd Allah
ad-Daghestani stressed that it consisted of curbing
one’s anger and never ceasing from worshipping
God. Concerning beginners, he said, that they
should not say ‘no’ and stop asking their Master
‘why?’ Sheikh Nazim, the fortieth Naqshbandi
Sheikh in the Golden Chain of Transmission, says
that Sufism is serving others and worshipping Allah.

Sheikh Bahauddin’s continues his story: 

‘I quickly made a U-turn and returned to Grand Sheikh’s presence.
This time, I was quite resolute. I went inside, kissed Grand Sheikh’s
hand and after having shown my reverence I sat down in a corner
and began to wait. 

After a long time, Grand Sheikh turned to me and asked again: “Tell
me, my son! Are you kissing my hand for your Lord’s sake or for the
sake of money?” Again, my mother intervened and said from behind,
“Say for my Lord’s sake!” But all help was in vain. This time, I knew
exactly what I was going to say. No-one could have changed my
opinion. I wanted to do business again and get some fava beans.
Therefore, I replied without hesitating, “For nothing but money!”  Then,
Grand Sheikh said, “I see. If this is your wish you shall get your
money.”  Then, he took out his purse, started looking for some pennies
and gave them to me. As soon as I had received the money, the whole
world was mine again. I was so happy and there was nothing that
could have disturbed my happiness. I quickly went to my favourite
investment centre called Abu Rajab’s, gave him the money and finally
got my fava beans. Abu Rajab was already waiting for me for he had
become worried about whether anything had happened to me. You
have to know that he had come to love me very much. No wonder, I
was his best and most trustworthy client…’

In his book ‘The Masters of Wisdom’, J.G. Bennett (a pupil of
G.I. Gurdjieff a great Russian mystic) describes the influence of
the Khwajagan. ‘… the Khwajas have been a powerful influence
for peace, piety and spiritual awareness and all that this inspires
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and watercolour pencils to express what I see. I also use the life
model as a launch-pad of information and expression. This helps
me to communicate the interior life through body posture and
colour: at times these are simplified to the essentials whilst
capturing the energy within. I enjoy contrasting texture and
strong colour, almost to form a collage.

This is a visual expression of what happens in my life… one
moment I can be quiet and tranquil then as life (family, MS or
other) erupts, I can find myself experiencing tension. This
ongoing push and pull is where God asks me to grow in
awareness of what is happening within. Reading Scripture and
Christian writings helps me to focus on this reality. I believe that
Jesus is truly in the market place of relationships; in this
maelstrom of life.   

Paula Gowans

Within
God is mystery. Articulation and visualization of the Divine is beyond human

comprehension, yet over the centuries, artists, writers and musicians alike have striven
to capture a glimpse of this (our) Holy God.

In my so-called ordinary life, as a housewife and mother, I seek to find God in and through
Scripture and meditation. These help me to be reminded of the greater reality that I live in. My
journey in life has allowed me to experience both the explosion of charismatic prayer, plus the
quietness of contemplation and meditation. I’ve witnessed the unity of Christians working
together as in the early church, and I contrast this with the damaging behaviour of certain
priests and members of the laity. These contradictions in life seem to me to be the warp and
weft of our human condition.

I have witnessed the continual expansion of the Living God in our community and
neighbourhood, shared by a variety of faiths.  And I am reminded of the image of a stone hitting
the still water of a mill pond… the ripples reaching out to the margins of the pond.  God
impacts us all: even if we are not aware of His Presence. God is transcendent: each moment of
each day, each month, each year; so that all that exists is in and through Him. Yes, He is the great 
“I AM”: the true Mystery that we seek to follow and emulate.

As a mother of four children, artist, wheelchair user (due to Multiple Sclerosis), housewife
etc, life is a mixture of all this and more. As with many mothers, I wish I had talked less and
listened more to my children; been more patient and appreciated each moment as it
occurred… but it is lovely to see the youngsters (aged between 23 and 9) grow into
themselves, they are unique and precious. They have grown up conscious of the limitations of
MS, both physical and emotional: and disability constricts financial independence and forces
dependence on others. As a family we experience many ups and downs in life: I appreciate their
“go get it attitude”, and their willingness to help me despite our differences.

When challenges arise then I'm reminded that the current reality is where God is asking me
to “play ball”. This means I'm faced with something that I need to accept or change my attitude
in order to adapt to the situation.

Painting is my love and training, and I try to express my relationship with God through this
medium. Many of my pieces are straightforward observations of nature, and I use liquid acrylic

In Conversation (Acrylic)

All images © Paula Gowans

Quiet Moment Thoughts (Acrylic)

The Way (Inks and Acrylics)

In Conversation
Bold colours celebrate the figures inner thoughts. One taking
dominance, whilst the other relaxes. This ‘give and take’ occurs all the
time in our relationships in life. Jesus takes this a step deeper and calls
us to forgive ALL, even when there is no reciprocation. This is a higher
calling for me, as it challenges all my selfish egotism that puts me first.
When we all look to the eternal perspective we are confronted by our
limitations in life, and the greatness of our spiritual calling.

Thoughts
In this blue painting which is transparent and sensitive the main figure
is strong and demands our attention. The face is hidden, it is in its own
world. In the background there is an opening to another reality, this
opening reflects the inner thoughts of the model… paralleling this to
our own spiritual lives. We live in the twentieth century, however, God
transcends our life so that all that we experience and envisage is limited
compared to the vastness of God who is Infinite. What is true is that
we only see in part.

The Way
The life of Christ is depicted in these symbols.

Paintings © Paula Gowans

…I’m reminded that 

the current reality is 

where God is asking 

me to “play ball”…

What Lies

About the Paintings
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We believed the news, but it snapped our faith. 

Two weeks before, the polyglot horde

babbled over us; in the cranes’ wake

we relaxed our ears, buckled to exaltation,

throwaway mutual blessings and warmth.

Days on, we believed the birds glowed on lakes

up left of the town, maybe, or down to the right.

Newcomers ourselves, we were unsure

where the local deities kept their emissaries,

but we envisioned them in humming tableaux,

benign as running water. In that creed,

the annunciation of spring robbed the frost,

the sniping frost, of power. Our dogma,

this, even when new snow fell. Each new snow

we doubted ice. Until the news came through:

the cranes, cold, realistic, stumm

as apostate angels, had back-slid, early,

to their winter heaven. We contemplated

apt sacrifice. Checked our faintly mucky 

souls. Forgave ourselves. Sent for new faith.
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