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Evensong, 27th September 2015 - Iona talk 

 

Readings : Psalm 139.1-15 

Isaiah     : 43: 1-3 

Colossians: 3: 12-17 

 

Christ of the pilgrim mind and of every exploring heart, illu-

mine our understanding that we may discern your spirit in the 

midst of all that is new 

 

All I fretted about before our departure was the lack of an en 

suite! There, my weakness lies exposed before you all- your lay 

minister is far more concerned with the body than the mind. Not 

the mindset of  devout follower of Christ. 

 

So what possible reasons could there be to contemplate a week 

living in a Christian Community and  to travel such a long way to 

be closer to God? 

 

Well, there was wonderful friendship to cement with our fellow 

car travellers, dear Sally and Roger, share laughter and reflec-

tion with the others from St.Mary’s church, Carol and Bill , Penny 

and Richard, Shaun… 
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Perhaps it was exploring spirituality on the fringes of Britain’s 

CELTIC HERITAGE….Well, it turned out to be a most uplifting 

spiritual experience. But why travel such a long way when we have 

such a vibrant church here in Warsash?  

On a previous visit to the island very much as a tourist, I’d dis-

covered there was something quite special about Iona and re-

solved to return… 

 

At this point a bit of background would be helpful as to how this 

tiny island of Iona came to be such an important Christian centre. 

so here’s a bitesized chunk of faith History…and no glazed eyes, 

please. I’ll try to be brief. 

 

We know that Christianity reached Britain as early as the 3rd 

century. St.Alban’s martyrdom for instance, occurred around 

209, suggesting that the beginnings of the faith seems to have 

been linked to the Roman occupation.  

It was not until the fourth century, however, that anything ap-

proaching a more distinct British spirituality began to emerge. 

Trade was the important factor in spreading the Christian mes-

sage, a trade with the Eastern Mediterranean. This is an im-

portant point to note as this route was outside the influence of 
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the by now established Imperial Roman church with all the dogma 

that entailed legalised by the emperor Constantine in the early 

4th century.  

 Archeological evidence has been found which suggests that this 

trade was particularly vigorous along the western fringes of Brit-

ain and Ireland. This is where St.Columba enters the faith narra-

tive.  

In 563 he set off with twelve monks from his native Ireland and 

landed on the tiny Hebridean island of Iona. There he founded a 

Christian community which became one of the great spiritual pow-

erhouses of early medieval Christendom, a beacon of Christian 

enlightenment and culture which shone brightly through the pe-

riod which for long was described by Historians as the Dark Ages. 

Iona became the base not just for the evangelisation of much of 

modern Scotland but also, through its daughter foundation at Lin-

disfarne off the Northumbrian coast, for large parts of northern 

England.  

We know quite  lot about St.Columba from his biographer, Adom-

nan, Abbot of Iona from 679-704.  

 

At the heart of Columba’s mission lay pilgrimage, prayer and pen-

itence. Both these themes derive from the essentially monastic 
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culture of early Irish Christianity which is now known as Celtic 

Christianity.  

‘ In the second year following the battle of Cul Drebene, when he 

was forty two Columba sailed away from Ireland to Britain choos-

ing to become a pilgrim for Christ.’ 

so writes his biographer Adomnan. This was not a pilgrimage as 

we understand it today, where we go off to a holy place and ex-

perience a spiritual buzz or ‘high’ there. 

For the early Irish monks pilgrimage was rather a perpetual exile 

from the comforts and distractions of home and of the world. 

Therefore no en suite for pilgrims!! 

 

 Columba died in 597, the very year another important monk, 

St.Augustine, arrived in Canterbury at the other end of Britain,. 

He  had been sent by the pope from Rome   to Christianise the 

Heathen Angles and Saxons which by now had overrun the south-

ern part of Britain. This turned out to be the Roman variety of 

faith with all its dogmas etc.  

Meanwhile, the particular Celtic strand of the faith flourished in 

the northern part, largely unfettered by the Imperial faith pro-

vided by Rome where the Emperors had simply traded places with 

popes with all the power and wealth that came with the post. 
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After a meeting at Whitby in 664 where the dating of Easter 

among other things led to the gradual diminishing of the “Celtic’’ 

style Christianity. 

Eventually,  the Imperial Roman Christian faith took a firm hold 

and  the rather less organised Christian communities in the wild 

North and Scotland became subsumed into the mainstream ‘Holy 

Catholic and apostolic church’ as expressed in the words of the 

Nicene creed which we use to profess our faith every Sunday.  

Meanwhile, back on Iona a Benedictine Abbey was built around 

1200. This ruin was rebuilt and marked the start  of today’s Iona 

Community in the 1930.  

 

That’s when we find the most faithful, fruitful and forward look-

ing working out of the legacy of Columban Christianity today.  

Appropriately, it is on the island where the Saint himself settled 

that for the last half century or so a Christian community has 

been engaged in a life of prayer, work and involvement in the 

world in which the themes of presence, poetry, politics,pilgrimage 

and penitence are all to the fore.  
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Today’s Iona community is essentially a modern creation although 

it is on the same spot where once St.Columba and his monks lived 

in their wooden huts. 

 It stands as one of the most innovative and creative expressions 

of Christian living in the twentieth, twenty first century.   

It is not a self-conscious recreation of Columba’s original monas-

tic community. Its Columban character is rather a large part the 

consequence of the outlook of its founder, the Rev.George Mac-

Leod. He had the vision to rebuild the medieval Abbey. The Iona 

Community, therefore, was born as a practical response to the 

needs of people struggling with the challenges of poverty and un-

employment in 1930s Glasgow.  

 

The Iona community is made up of some permanent staff and  

many volunteers who spend a few weeks helping to look after an 

army of visitors.This year 9 us from  St. Mary’s church were part 

of them. 

 

Getting to Iona is not easy. On a straight run you might drive/fly 

from here to Glasgow. That’s where the motorways stop. A roads 

take you to Oban, a busy ferry port which connects the inner 

Hebridean islands. From there it’s about 45 minutes to Craignuire 
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on Mull. That’s where the driving fun begins. The journey to an-

other ferry port takes over an hour on a narrow, windy road. The 

first glimpse of Iona is across a rather turbulent bit of water, 

the Iona sound. A ferry conveys you to the island but as no cars 

are allowed, you take your luggage. This journey, thankfully, is 

only about 15 minutes.  

Members of the Iona community welcomed us on the jetty which 

was encouraging as by now this weary traveller was seriously won-

dering about the wisdom of this trip.  

 

As we were of a certain age, we were accommodated in the Ab-

bey,  some single travellers in small dormitories and some others 

in bunk bedded or small single bedded rooms. The washing and 

teeth brushing arrangements were somewhat spartan. And no 

sign of en suites! 

To add to the misery there was no Wifi, no internet and the mo-

bile phone signal was intermittent- as my technically sophisti-

cated phone mocked me in its silence, I realised that I was on 

Iona for a very different reason. Here , at last,I would have time 

to recharge my spiritual batteries. 
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Our group for the week was made up of 43 people from different 

nationalities.To encourage Christian fraternisation, we ate in a 

refectory at long tables, just as the monks would have done back 

in the day. No cordon bleu cookery here:  The food was far bet-

ter: it was wholesome,varied and wherever possible, locally 

sourced, cooked in the Abbey kitchen by a permanent chef wor-

thy of any Masterchef final. 

 

Because we lived in a community and in the absence of handy serv-

ants, ( o what a drag) we were all allocated to various chores: 

mopping the staircase, hoovering, cleaning showers, loos (this was 

a good job to have as there were so few and your lay minister 

volunteered!) and helping with serving food. Whenever eating is 

involved, lots of dishes are generated. No problem for the com-

munity: 3 groups were formed: Otters, seals and puffins whose 

members were tasked to set tables, clear away and wash up from 

breakfast, lunch and dinner. 

Everything was incredibly well organised and within half an hour 

of eating, the refectory was cleared and clean dishes restored 

to their cupboard places. All toil was part of an age old rhythm 

where all members of the community took part in manual labour 

and where this becomes part of the daily worship, proclaiming the 



 

9 

presence of God in the ordinary, everyday things of life. (Yes, 

even in the loos) 

 

As you can see, our bodily needs were taken care of, but that’s 

not the main purpose of our stay. From our arrival until our de-

parture we were absorbed seamlessly into the daily routine of 

life of the community.  

 

There was, of course, plenty of spiritual nourishment on offer. 

Every day there were 2 services in the abbey, 9am and 9pm. De-

pending on the day of the week these followed a regular theme: 

Welcome, Justice and peace, Healing, Pilgrimage, Commitment, 

Celebration and mission. The services followed a set pattern but 

they were breathtaking in the seemingly simple yet powerful 

prayers.  

This, to me , was at the very heart of this place, an ancient place 

of worshipping God, and this worship went into chores and echoed 

through the day’s other activities. 
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3  seminars were run by a German pastor. These seminars were 

based on the diary of Etty Hilesum, a Dutch Jewess who eventu-

ally perished in Auschwitz. It generated heated discussions about 

faith. 

  

There was a pilgrimage organised around the island. Those of us 

less nimble on our feet had the opportunity to sail around the 

island which was a most wonderful experience. We spotted a sea 

eagle, dolphins and seals! That was special. There was plenty of 

opportunity to reflect, explore Iona. Being propelled across a ra-

ther choppy sea by the power of the wind made this a very special 

morning. 

 

What was so wonderful was the fact that there were so many 

young people in the community who were enthusiastic members, 

spending a precious few weeks working, worshiping, praising, using 

their different skills for the benefit and service of others. 

 

As I reflect on my own experience, I feel that spiritually I have 

gained so much. In those few days I was immersed in a community 

whose individuals inspired me, made me re evaluate my own belief 
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but most importantly of all, gave me space. It is amazing what a 

few days away from the pressures of modern daily life can do. 

 

  Iona is often referred to as a ‘thin’ place. There is a Celtic say-

ing that heaven and earth are only three feet apart, but in the 

thin places that distance is even smaller. A thin place is where 

the veil that separates heaven and earth is lifted and one is able 

to receive a glimpse of the glory of God.  

May be that sounds dramatic but I felt this very strongly on Iona. 

It is a wild, untamed and unchanged  place where the prayers of 

1400 years are in the very stone and earth of the island. 

I am so glad I journeyed north. It made me realise that sharing 

spartan wash facilities were actually not so important in the 

scheme of things nor is the internet and my Smart phone.  

It is God who is timeless, relevant and centre stage.  I found that 

readily on Iona. 

 The prayer ‘We lay our broken world in sorrow at your feet’  sums 

up for me the continuing presence of a deep Columban Christian-

ity on this tiny island. 

 

If you want to find out more about this ancient form of Christi-

anity and Columba himself, then join us for a spirituality morning 
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on Saturday, 10th October in the church hall lounge. Perhaps it 

might encourage you to make the journey north and visit a very 

special thin place where everyone is welcome and refresh flagging 

spirits. 

 

Let us pray:  

 

Holy Spirit, give us faith; 

Holy Spirit, give us hope; 

Holy Spirit, give us love 

Revive your work in this church, this land, 

Beginning with me. 

 

Amen 

 
 

 
Broken World 

 
 

We lay our Broken World in sorrow at your feet, 
Haunted by hunger, war and fear, 
Oppressed by power and hate. 
Here human life seems less than profit, might and pride, 
Though to unite us all in you, 
You lived and loved and died. 
We bring our broken towns, 
Our neighbours hurt and bruised; 
You show us how old pain and wounds for new life can be used. 
We bring our broken loves, 
Friends parted, families torn; 
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Then in your life and death we see that love must be reborn. 
O Spirit, on us breathe with life and strength anew; 
Find in us love and hope and trust, 
And lift us up to you. 


