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of people we will never know, and not only their 
names but something of their history, hopes 
and sadness. In these stories,  people  we have 
never met in person will break our hearts, lodge 
themselves in our imaginations and give us nothing 
less than a new ‘text’ alongside which to put the 
text of Scripture.  Inspirational is an overused word, 
but if inspiration is needed to breathe new life into 
those of us who find ourselves sometimes tired 
preachers in deflated liturgy, then these stories are 
surely part of that process.  My breath has been 
taken away by these stories as I read the 
post-genocide twist in the tale of the women of 
Remera, Rwanda and recognised the beauty and 
strength of the elderly Sydney Williams of Devon.  
The people in these pages will amaze you.  
 
Good stories are those which act as midwives 
to new stories which maybe have learned some 
language or themes from the originals but which 
have their own characters, plot and conclusions. 
This is a beautiful and engaging collection, avoiding 
the clichés at the same time as rehearsing well 
known and much needed themes of justice, 
peace and creative mutual relationships across 
continents and years. Good liturgy rehearses the 
just relationships that are found at the heavenly 
banquet, and if anywhere, it is right that these 
voices are heard as we gather around the altar.  
This collection of stories, songs and prayers is a 
valuable and imaginative contribution to the 
re-vivifying of our regular worship of the God of all 
the earth. 

Foreword
If we were lucky we  were told stories as a child.  If 
we were very lucky, whoever told us stories did 
all the voices too and brought the characters 
alive.  The telling of a story brings us into a set of 
relationships that are necessarily creative and often 
challenging.  We listen to the story told by the teller 
who may have been involved in the events they 
are recounting – or perhaps they heard it from 
someone else – perhaps they put their own varnish 
on it.  All to the good. Stories are there to be told 
again and again and whether the stories are biblical, 
familial, institutional or personal, they change both 
the teller and the listener in the telling.  In a culture 
where the written word is valued over the spoken 
word,  we are losing or perhaps have lost the  
capacity to remember and re-tell well the stories of 
our own culture.  Telling stories cultivates wisdom,  
nurtures our sense of history and helps to grow 
community.  The best stories are those which not 
only fill us with admiration for the people involved 
but show us, even convince us, that we are capable 
of more than we think, and that things do not have 
to be as they are. Stories are told in the present 
usually about the (recent) past that help us imagine 
a new future.  

The stories in these pages are not simply interesting 
or diverting tales that will entertain us for a while.  
They perform a theological function in revealing 
the presence of God in the world at the same 
time as showing us what it is and could be like to 
be human. In these pages,  we learn the names 

Lucy Winkett, Rector of St James’s Church, 
Picadilly, London



So begins John’s fi rst Epistle. We all feel confi dent 
when we can speak about our own experience. But 
this creates diffi  culties for anyone called upon to 
preach or interpret the Gospel today. We can speak 
about the impact of Christ’s message on our own 
lives, but the message applies to the whole world, 
not only to our limited experience. Today, more 
than ever before, we are connected to the rest of 
the world. The economy on which we all depend is 
now global: what happens thousands of miles away 
has an impact on our lives, at some point if not 
immediately. 

Here lies the problem. Despite miracles of modern 
travel and communication few of us can speak 
with fi rst-hand knowledge about many of the 
communities with whom we share this planet. 
But we cannot ignore them as though our own 
neighbourhood exists in isolation. This is the 
challenge for the modern preacher. Faced with it, 
many of us lapse into silence, or resort to platitudes 
– which may please a congregation momentarily 
but will not equip the Church for its task.

This book addresses that need. Our aim is to 
provide a resource for those who seek to interpret 
the Gospel. It consists of stories, most of which 
were told to us (each of whom has worked for UK 
development agencies) on visits to partners and 
projects supported by those organizations. We 
returned from those visits convinced that what we 
had seen and heard shed new light on the Gospel 
in ways which often surprised us. So we here re-tell 
the stories, and link them to those Gospel passages 
which the stories have brought alive for us in fresh 
ways. At other times the Gospels have forced us to 
see deeper implications in our stories. It is precisely 
in this interaction between story and Scripture that 
God’s word comes alive again.

We make links between the stories and the Gospels, 
but we hope that readers will see other links, and 
use them in their own way. We follow the Gospel 
readings prescribed in the Revised Common 
Lectionary, and for some Sundays provide 

alternatives for the Church of England Common 
Worship lectionary.

Re-told stories could lose some of the vividness, 
the detail, and nuance which people use when 
speaking of their own experience. But the Church 
has always re-told stories. It is what the Gospels 
themselves do – and it is how their message comes 
alive in each new generation. 

These insights are relevant for the whole world, 
not just for that part of it labelled ‘poor’ or ‘under-
developed’. So we have also included accounts of 
events which happened in the UK. These pose their 
own challenge to our society.

We see a clear underlying theme. It has been said 
that two things are happening in the world today: 
one is ‘Empire’, the other is ‘Community’. Marc Ellis, 
the Jewish Liberation theologian from the United 
States, describes the contrast between them.

‘Empire’ goes beyond an individual’s attempt to 
dominate, control or manipulate others for survival 
and affl  uence; it represents the organization of this 
impulse and the creation of structures that ensure 
a pattern of dominance and control. ‘Community’ 
moves in another direction. Equality, cooperation, and 
mutuality in decision making become the goals, and 
structures are created that foster creativity rather than 
domination.
  
(Toward a Jewish Theology of Liberation, SCM Press, 2003, ISBN 
033402899X)

The tension is nothing new – a struggle between 
the two can be seen throughout human history. 
Every story in our book illustrates this. And each also 
tells how people have found the courage to break 
with that culture of dependency which ‘Empire’ 
always creates – a culture which says that ‘things 
will always remain the way they are’. So a new world 
can be imagined, one where men and women can 
experience something of the ‘life in all its fullness’ 
which Jesus off ers (John 10:10).

1  Stories Worth Telling: Introduction

“We declare to you... what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we 
have looked at and touched with our hands...” (1 John 1:1 NRSV)

Introduction 



2  Stories Worth Telling: Introduction

I cannot believe in the right of powerful domination, 
the language of arms or the strength of the mighty.
     I do believe in human rights and the power of nonviolence.

I cannot believe that I should not be concerned or interested
in what happens far from my country.
     I do believe that the whole world is one large dwelling, 
 that we all cultivate and plant seeds together and
 we all harvest what we planted.

I cannot believe that I will stand up against oppression elsewhere
if I can condone injustice here.
 I do believe that the same rights apply here and everywhere.
 I believe that I cannot be free as long as my brothers and sisters are  
 trodden down upon and live under the yoke of enslaved tyranny.

I cannot believe that dreams will remain dreams, and that death is the end.
     But I dare to believe in a new humanity; I dare to believe in God’s dream: 
 A new heaven, a new earth, where justice dwells.
 
(Nora Carmi of Sabeel, the Ecumenical Liberation Theology Centre in Jerusalem)

‘Community’ will always challenge ‘Empire’, just as 
Jesus challenged the authorities of his own day. 
The power of ‘Empire’ can often appear to be the 
dominant, or indeed the only reality in the world, 
blocking out all hope of justice, love and peace. 
We need to see the world with fresh eyes, so that, 
in the words of the old chorus: ‘the things of earth 
will grow strangely dim’. That does not mean we 
cease to care about this world and its struggles. 
Rather, we are no longer dazzled by the powers that 

appear to control us. We begin to see that the ‘ruler 
of this world’ (John 14:3) does not have the last 
word, and cannot for ever dominate and menace 
the life of humanity.

The stories challenge us with two questions: how 
do I react to the claim of western consumerist 
culture to have all the answers to the needs of the 
world; and how do I proclaim the ‘Reign of God’ 
today?
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3  Stories Worth Telling: Advent

Advent: Expectation 
Introduction to the season 
Where is human history heading? That is the theme for Advent, the fi rst season of the Christian year. Some may 
dream of a future classless society, others of a time when free, or fair, trade solves the problem of poverty for ever. 
Many predict imminent catastrophe, caused by climate change, pollution and bitter confl ict over resources. 

The New Testament dares to assert that all things end with Christ – he will be the one to sum up human history. If 
true, this must mean two things at least. First, the future will not be something strange or unrecognizable, for it was 
born into the world in Bethlehem, announced by John the Baptist, and seen clearly in the ministry of Jesus. And 
second, when we see the love and justice which characterized his ministry at work in our world we know that the 
promised future has begun to break into our present.

Jesus’ early followers lived at a time when the world’s political and economic systems seemed to be collapsing. 
The injustices inherent in those systems had created such internal con� ict and tension that breakdown was 
inevitable. Any faith people once had was crumbling into despair and disillusionment. The destruction of 
Jerusalem at the hands of the Romans in 70 CE was the end of everything the Jewish people knew and trusted. 
But for Christians the chaos was nothing but the ‘seed bed’ of a new world. The breakdown of all security is a 
time to expect a fresh encounter with Christ, a time to face again the radical challenge he posed to the society 
of his own day.

Today many world structures seem under threat. Growing economic disarray in 2008 – 2009 prompted commentators 
to talk about the end of capitalism. Most of us could hardly imagine a day when British high street banks would be 
nationalized to save them from going under. And the growing impact of climate change heralds a signifi cant shift in our 
lifestyle as individuals, but also as communities. How do we, as Christians, respond to such crises? Are we willing to engage 
with them and struggle to fi nd a way through? Such a situation brought by one of its partner Churches prompted USPG 
(Anglicans in World Mission) to begin to take action. 

Advent Sunday 

In June 2006 USPG invited representatives of overseas 
churches to a consultation in Birmingham, England. 
They were asked, “What do you want to say to churches 
in Britain and Ireland?” Bishop Winston Halapua, 
bishop for the Polynesian community in Aotearoa 
(New Zealand), described his upbringing on the island 
of Tonga, some 60 years ago. In those days, at an 
exceptionally high tide, it was possible to see water 
seeping through the fl oor of the buildings and for 
children this was both strange and fascinating.

Now water comes through the fl oor of every building at 
every high tide. Sea levels around the world have risen 
by some 17cms during the 20th century, and 
low-lying Pacifi c islands are under threat.  The island 
people do not know how to make their voices heard 
from such remote places. Bishop Winston pleaded with 
USPG’s partners and friends in the global ‘North’ to 
understand climate change as demanding our attention 
now, as Christians. The time of catastrophe is already 
here, and the implications of our rich lifestyle must be 
questioned.                                                

Year A  The coming of the Son of Man   Matthew  24:36-44
Year B  Heaven’s powers shaken   Mark   13:24-37
Year C  The end - the sign of the fig tree  Luke   21:25-36

Listening to the voice of creation
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As the tide of our anxieties rises
and climate chaos threatens us all,
come, Living Christ.
Give us insight

-  to see what we are doing to the world we inhabit  
 together,
-  to feel how our actions aff ect our neighbour’s lives, 
-  and to care enough to discipline ourselves for change. 

Come, Living Christ,
calm our eddying fears,
that we may refl ect the depths of your love
for all your world and its people.
Amen.

USPG (the United Society for the Propagation of the Gospel), now called US, was the product of a merger in the 1960s 
between the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, (founded in 1701 by Thomas Bray, an Anglican priest) and the 
Universities Mission to Central Africa. In the post-colonial world of the 21st century USPG expresses mission in terms of 
partnership between churches around the world: the concerns and needs of any particular diocese or province are able 
to be acknowledged and addressed by others, in solidarity and as an expression of their communion. 

When people live for many years under oppression, they can lose all hope. Injustice is accepted as normality, 
and any promise of change is met with distrust and suspicion, just as the Hebrew slaves in Egypt ‘would not 
listen to Moses, because of their broken spirit and their cruel slavery’ (Exodus 6:9). John the Baptist came like a 
voice ‘in the wilderness’, clearing away obstacles, raising people’s hopes and expectations so they could respond 
to Jesus’ o� er. Today, those who encourage others to hope for change can be dismissed as idle dreamers or 
troublemakers. In reality they are preparing the way for God’s justice to break into our world afresh. And their 
work challenges those with power, calling them to repent and change.

Romy Tiongco was formerly a Filipino Roman Catholic priest. Always concerned for his people’s welfare, he became involved 
in political work. Leaving the priesthood he came to the UK with his wife and children and worked in theological and 
development education. Subsequently he returned to the Philippines to re-engage in their political struggle. This edited 
account tells of the 2007 local election process in which he participated.

Advent 2 & 3 
Advent 2   Year A:  Matthew 3:1-12 Year B:  Mark 1:1-8            Year C:  Luke 3:1-6             
Advent 3   Year A:  Matthew 11:2-11 Year B:  John 1:6-8, 19-28  Year C:  Luke 3:7-18 

The odds were against us: an election overview

The preaching of John the Baptist

“We knew the odds were against us. The opposition 
had money to buy votes and Mayor Gudito had guns 
and goons to harass us. Some political offi  cials had 
been coerced into supporting them so many of our 
supporters were afraid. However, barrages of letters and 
petitions from local and international supporters were 
having an eff ect. We had no idea what intervention 
would come or how eff ective it would be but there was 
enough to show we were not completely on our own.

So we decided to run for election, not just to educate 
the people politically, but to win. We were certain we 
could gain the sympathy of most of the population, but 

could we transform this into votes? Our village rallies 
were a booming success and off ered a clear programme 
of governance. People came and listened for hours – in 
sharp contrast to the poorly attended opposition rallies 
with their negative speeches.  

In return we experienced a barrage of intimidation and 
harassment. Every night motorcycle after motorcycle 
without silencers boomed past our headquarters, 
opposition four-wheeled vehicles zoomed in front of the 
house and men in black clothes were seen suspiciously 
patrolling behind it. Our supporters complained of 
mysterious people creeping round their houses or 

USPG realised that action had to be taken, rather than 
proclaiming change through words alone – and the 
USPG Carbon Off set Fund was born. This attempted to 
refl ect the true cost of fl ying by adding £5 to the price of 
every 1000 miles fl own by staff . This extra was paid into a 
separate fund for projects that addressed environmental 
damage and climate justice. 
                  
Within a year so much was being raised that there 
were insuffi  cient USPG-supported projects to take a 
share. By early 2008, regional desk offi  cers were actively 
promoting the value of environmental projects to 
appropriate partners whilst also being cautious not to 
tell them what they should be doing. The fi rst project to 
receive support was a diocesan scheme to create a teak 
plantation in Ghana. 

Story 1

Soon discussions were taking place with churches of 
the global ‘North’ with a view to supporting a 
re-aff orestation programme in Luzon, sponsored by 
the Episcopal Church of the Philippines.



knocking on their doors. Others spoke of constantly 
being watched or followed. Our patience, courage and 
commitment to peace and self-control were tried to the 
limit. Just one lapse would discredit our dedication to 
non-violence, giving Mayor Gudito the chance to get 
the military onto his side. But I wasn’t going to let him 
have the upper hand. As long as we stuck to non-violent 
action, the military would keep the law. 

We were receiving a stream of messages about possible 
election fraud and were on edge all the time with 
runners on motorbikes and cell phones ‘cocked and 
ready to fi re’ at any moment. We suspected two eff orts 
to steal ballot sheets and bottles of indelible ink. They 
failed because we had people watching the election 
materials. An attempt was also made for ‘open ballots’ 
but was stopped after the fi rst try. This is when someone 
accompanies voters to ascertain who they are voting 
for. The accompanier then indicates whether or not 
the voter should receive payment for their vote. Our 
observer complained, passing the information to our 
headquarters which sent two men, one to provide moral 
support for the observer and the other to video the 
scam. 

We assigned our most confi dent, vocal and sharp 
volunteers to the municipal counting centre. The 
infamous electoral fraud called Dagdag-Bawas (Plus-
Minus) happens here. By a stroke of a pen, one, ten, one 
hundred or even one thousand votes can be added to 
the candidate whom the tellers want or have been paid 
to support. This number is then subtracted from other 
candidates. If this cheating succeeds, the re-count is a 
very long and expensive process involving the Electoral 
Commission and the Courts. Many candidates make a lot 

5  Stories Worth Telling: Advent

Gracious God, 
in the midst of the wheeling and dealing,
we know you are there,
a quiet assurance of the right
in the shadows of corruption and chaos,
and we praise you.
In the persistence of your followers,
we see you are there,
a fi rm determination to light a candle of hope
in the darkness of distrust,
and we praise you;
In the seeds of peace you sow, we feel you are there,
where a smile and a handshake
brings cooperation to birth
out of the pangs of hostility and envy,
and we praise you.

Stay with us, we pray,
Make us the determined bringers of light and peace 
to the shadows
in our corner of this great world – 
so make us the heralds of your Kingdom.
Amen.

of media noise when this happens but can’t aff ord to 
push the case through.

At 11.00 pm I received the fi rst congratulatory call 
from a seasoned Bukidnon politician. He said, ‘You are 
the winner. Congratulations! And you’d better start 
thanking God for your victory.’ By 1.00 am our tally 
board showed that the Vice Mayor and I were clear 
winners. One of our candidates for town councillor 
would also win. Though only three in our party won, 
in this situation ours was a real political and moral 
victory. Thank you, Lord, for being with us!

Romy P. Tiongco 5 June 2007

 In 1510 Antonio de Montesinos was one of the fi rst Spanish Dominican Friars to arrive in the New World, nearly two 
decades after its ‘discovery’ by Christopher Columbus. By this time the native population of the island of Hispaniola, now 
Haiti and the Dominican Republic, had been decimated and was in serious decline. The native leaders had all been killed 
and the remaining indigenous people been given as slaves to colonists. Governor Diego Columbus (son of Christopher) 
authorized slaving raids on neighbouring islands, and African slaves were brought in to work the mines. The slaves, living in 
misery and struggling with new diseases, languages and culture, died by the score. The colonists seemed almost oblivious to 
what was happening. 

A voice crying in the wilderness

On December 4, 1511, Montesinos preached a sermon 
in Hispaniola, based on Matthew 3:3: “I am a voice 
crying in the wilderness.” To a packed house, Montesinos 
ranted about the horrors he had seen. “By what right 
or by what interpretation of justice do you keep these 
Indians in such a cruel and horrible servitude? By what 
authority have you waged such detestable wars against 
people who were once living so quietly and peacefully 
in their own land?” he asked. The colonists were stunned 
and outraged. Governor Columbus, responding to the 
petitions of the colonists, asked the Dominicans to 
punish Montesinos and retract all that he had said. The 

Dominicans refused and took things further, informing 
Columbus that Montesinos spoke for all of them. 

The next week, Montesinos spoke again, and many 
settlers attended, expecting him to apologize. Instead, 
he re-stated his point and went on to inform the 
colonists that he and his fellow Dominicans would no 
longer hear the confessions of slave-holding colonists. 
The Hispaniola Dominicans were (gently) rebuked by the 
head of their order in Spain, but continued to hold fast 
to their principles. 

Story 2

See also ‘The Baptist’s Song’ p.74
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Stand beside us, Jesus, and give us your compassion. 
Will it wrench our guts*, as it did yours, Lord,  
when we see people treated cruelly,    
 as if they were only objects,                                                                                                   
to be used, exploited, killed,                                                                                                       
 as if their lives did not matter?
                                                                                                        
Give us your courage to stand up
and speak against the violence.

Can we face up to the hostility,                                                                                                        
when we might be mistreated, even arrested?
 
Give us courage to stay with you
even when to do so means following you 
on the way to the Cross.

(*The Greek verb used in Mark 6:34, Matthew 9:36 and 14:14 is usually 
translated “moved with compassion”, but it is related to a noun meaning the 
‘inner organs’, so suggests a more violent and physical reaction.)

Finally, King Fernando had to settle the matter. 
Montesinos traveled to Spain with the Franciscan friar 
Alonso de Espinal, who represented the pro-slavery 
point of view. Fernando allowed Montesinos to speak 
freely and was aghast at what he heard. He summoned 
a group of theologians and legal experts to consider the 
matter, and they had several meetings in 1512. The end 
results were the 1512 Laws of Burgos, which guaranteed 
basic rights to New World natives living in Spanish 
lands. In the audience that day was Bartolomé de Las 
Casas, himself a slaveholder at the time. The words of 
Montesinos were a revelation to him, and by 1514 he 
had divested himself of all of his slaves, believing that 
he would not go to heaven if he kept them. Las Casas 
eventually went on to become the great defender of the 
Indians, and did more than any man to ensure their fair 
treatment. 

(Source: Rivers of Gold: The Rise of the Spanish Empire, from 
Columbus to Magellan, Hugh Thomas, Random House  2004, 
ISBN 9780375502040)

Wall graffi  ti, Bethlehem
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The rough sleeper said afterwards, “It was a real David 
and Goliath situation.” The church’s minister said, “Hope 
becomes possible when the Gospel is rooted in political 
and local action like this.”

Loving God,
you call us to take special care of the poor
and those who are excluded.

Open our eyes to the economic and social systems 
which give rise to and perpetuate 
the poverty and misery of the excluded.

Give us a passion for charity
and a greater passion for justice.
This we pray in Christ’s name.
Amen.

This story is also appropriate for Ordinary Time 
(Stories for the season pp. 43-45).

7  Stories Worth Telling: Christmas

Christmas: Love comes to earth 
Introduction to the season 
God’s justice is no idealistic ‘dream of heaven’. It comes to earth as a practical reality in the present world. The people 
who fi rst notice its presence are always those who have been excluded by the power structures of society, but the 
powerful may also discover its message if only they are prepared to listen to the story which the powerless can tell.

Story for the season : Homeless in the City of London

“They wake us up every night to clean the streets – but 
the only places they hose down are those where we 
are sleeping. Join me one night and see for yourselves.” 
The rough sleeper was explaining the situation to the 
young people at a local church. A small group decided 
to accept his invitation and joined him one night. Sure 
enough, they were woken around 3.0 am and told to 
move: their sleeping spot in a doorway off  the street 
was hosed down but nothing else in the vicinity was 
touched. 

So they began to ask questions of the authorities who 
eagerly off ered justifi cation for their actions. The streets 
had to be cleared of all homeless people before the 
2012 London Olympics. These rough sleepers had 
committed no crime so could not be arrested, but they 
had refused to accept hostel accommodation, many of 
them unable to cope with the conditions and pressures 
of community living.  So the only option was to provide 
suffi  cient hassle to force them to move on: ‘street 
cleaning’ was the chosen strategy.

It proved hard to obtain the agreement of the 
authorities to attend a meeting to discuss the situation 
and excuses were given by the score, but after much 
persistence and many phone calls a date and time 
were reached. Representatives from the local council, 
from a homeless charity involved in the action, from 
local business, from academia and from the church 
met together. The council began with a fi fteen minute 
explanation of their policy and the reasons for it. Then 
a young church member hesitantly off ered a Biblical 
understanding of justice, saying that such street 
cleaning violated the human rights of those who choose 
to sleep in the street rather than accept a hostel place.   

Much to the amazement of the church representatives 
who had feared a no-win confrontation, the leader 
of the council commented that as he had made the 
original policy he had the power to change it. He 
suggested withdrawing from the street cleaning 
operation for two months while the situation was 
monitored and an alternative strategy was sought.

In many large cities it is common to see people sleeping in doorways, in alleyways or on benches. City authorities usually 
see this as bringing the city into disrepute and are put under pressure to ‘resolve’ the problem. The question is whether these 
‘solutions’ address the real needs of the rough sleepers themselves.

A doorway off  the street
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Hope for the world became � esh at a speci� c moment in history, facing all the political and social challenges 
which that time presented.  Precisely because this happened at one particular time, it can be embodied in any 
time, including our own. So God’s love becomes concrete and personal for us today.

Soviet Armenia had been one of the more successful republics in the USSR.. In the late eighties, however, several factors 
combined to bring huge hardship: war with Azerbaijan, a massive earthquake centred on Spitak in the north, and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union with the economic cooperation that had off ered. The republic’s main export became its people. 
In the 1990s the population fell by about one third. Most people emigrated to Russia to fi nd work, the brightest and best 
educated left for North America, Australia and Europe (the queue outside the US Embassy in the capital Yerevan was always 
the longest). In response to the situation, the World Council of Churches initiated development work, mainly through the 
Armenian Apostolic Church. Its ‘Round Table Conference’ supports a variety of agricultural and other projects across the 
country.

Christmas Day 
All years  The Word made flesh     John 1:1-14    
                          or  The birth of Jesus and the coming of shepherds     Luke 2:1-20

The mill at Magravan

Almighty God, 
whenever people work together,                                                                                                                                   
share their wealth, give of their labour,
their expertise, their time for the good of others,                                                                                                                                         
your kingdom comes a little closer.    
                                                                                                                      
Open our hearts to your Holy Spirit, 
that we may willingly work for each other                                                                                                                          
and thereby proclaim your kingdom.    
                                                                                                                            
This we ask through Jesus Christ, our Lord.         
Amen.

This story is also appropriate for Ordinary time (Stories 
for the season pp. 43-45).

The road to the tiny village of Magravan off ers views of 
Mount Ararat, across the border in eastern Turkey. Apart 
from the main highways, roads in Armenia are potholed 
and neglected, making it diffi  cult for farmers to get their 
produce to market (in one year 50 tons of Magravan 
apricots rotted). Transporting cereals any distance was 
impossible for most farmers.

The Round Table Conference off ered the farmers a mill 
so that wheat could be milled on site – but only on 
condition that the farmers provided the labour. Within 
twenty days a mill was erected on land provided by the 
Diocese of Ararat, the labour willingly supplied by the 
farmers of the fi ve villages in the region.  The Diocese 
also provided a vehicle to collect wheat and to help with 
the marketing.

The mill would grade the fl our and bag it; what could 
not be used for human consumption would be turned 
into animal fodder. The fi rst farmer to use the mill was 
paid 10 drams per kilo for his 182 kilos. At the time 
1,820 drams was the equivalent of £2.00 sterling. It was 
a pitiful start, but the presence of the mill led to a new 
spirit of cooperation amongst the farmers who were 
determined to start a cooperative. The Privatization 
Decrees of early independence had led to the 
break-up of large communally-run farms, and farmers in 
Magravan had been struggling to survive on a quarter of 
a hectare of land each. The mill proved to be the catalyst 
which led to new ways of collaborative working and the 
creation of a cooperative.

The mill at Magravan
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Those who challenge the powerful are always at risk. In a frightening and insecure world of violence and 
oppression, the most e� ective challenge to the forces of injustice always comes from those whose only power is 
their own humanity.

Most of the developing world’s biggest cities have a problem with rubbish, and they solve it by allowing land on the margins 
of the urban area to become enormous tips. After a while, the accumulated rubbish becomes so deep that the internal 
heat builds up, and some of the material spontaneously combusts. And so the tip becomes a smoking mountain, giving off  
methane and other gases, turning the atmosphere rancid.

Christmas 1 
Year A  Herod’s reaction  Matthew 2:13-23

Ca’ato’s story

in condemnation of both government and city policies 
and the people of his community loved him and trusted 
him, because in his weakness he made them strong. Like 
all such outspoken people in the Philippines, Ca’ato’s life 
was in danger, because to challenge authority was to be 
branded a communist. One day, an armed police offi  cer 
knocked at the door. Ca’ato was accused of being a 
communist and a threat. But Ca’ato had leprosy. Holding 
up his fi ngerless hands, he smiled through glazed eyes, 
“How can I possibly be a communist threat,“ he said, “if 
I can’t even pull a trigger or see what I’m aiming at? If 
lepers are communists, then presumably the bacteria are 
subversive as well!”

Ca’ato could never be wholly cured, but, in spite of his 
physical limitations, he continued to challenge those 
who misused their authority.

 
Help us, Christ Jesus, to take the form of servants,
to love and serve even those who despise or mistrust us.
Help us to bring hope and help
to those around us in need, 
the fearful, the tearful and the threatened,
that we may announce your kingdom, here on earth. 
Amen.

In November 1989 Manila’s Smokey Mountain was a 
place to avoid. Thousands of people lived and worked 
among the stinking heaps of refuse, somehow keeping 
smart and cleanly dressed, retaining their dignity despite 
the stench and fi lth. The acres of waste rose up beside 
the shoreline, but there was not a seagull in sight, just 
bulldozers shifting the rubbish, followed by platoons of 
small children picking and sifting to fi nd something of 
value that they could sell.

The City Corporation had already attempted to address 
the problem and had moved thousands of people 
from near the mountain out to Bagong Silang, a newly 
constructed concrete suburb at the northern extremity 
of the city. Here there was no sanitation, no clean 
running water and even less chance of making a living 
income than on the piles of refuse near the city centre. 
The ramshackle hovels of the tips had been exchanged 
for neat little empty concrete cubes – still infested, still 
home to extraordinary poverty, still beset by leprosy, 
tuberculosis and malaria. 

In one of these lost suburbs the local barangay 
(community council) had become active in 
campaigning for change and Ca’ato, its leader, was vocal 

Forced to become refugees in Egypt, Joseph, Mary and Jesus are unable to return to Judaea and have to � nd a 
new home in Galilee. That is how Matthew tells the story. Luke, on the other hand, says that they came south at 
the whim of the Roman census authorities, and later returned home to Nazareth (Luke 2:4, 39). In both accounts 
they are pushed around at the behest of political powers they neither control, nor, perhaps, fully understand. 
And that is a common experience for the poor and powerless of this world.

Since the sixteenth century Spanish invasion most land in El Salvador has been owned and controlled by a tiny elite. They 
have used the land for their own profi t, and suppressed any protests from the poor. A rebellion in the 1930s ended with thirty 
thousand dead and an imposed ‘peace’ for a generation. But the success of Fidel Castro’s 1959 Cuban revolution revived 
hopes for greater justice. Political parties and trade unions sensed a new opportunity for change. Some elements of the 
Church began to take the needs of the poor more seriously, what later became ‘Liberation Theology’. By the 1970s these 
developments led once again to fi erce repression and the fl ight of many poor families to fi nd a place of safety. Seeing the 
agitation as evidence of Communist infi ltration into its own ‘backyard’, the United States government allied itself with the 
Salvadoran authorities. It gave military support, and worked to create economic development that would defuse popular 
demands for radical change.

Return to Guarjila
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hushed tones, the leader told the visitors the story of the 
return. The community had hired buses to bring them 
over the dusty mountain tracks. It had been a journey of 
faith as they had no idea what awaited them. They had 
travelled for four days and when they fi nally reached their 
former homes they found the buildings in ruins, the fi elds 
and paths land-mined and nothing left of any former 
infrastructure. Their town had been totally destroyed. So 
the last year had been very hard work. They had repaired 
those houses that could be repaired, they had cleared 
the fi elds of land mines and planted crops, they had dug 
drainage channels and improvised a water supply. It had 
required great organization and had all taken place under 
frequent army attack. 

But they were achieving great success and this was why 
they had organized the celebration. The international 
visitors were thanked profusely for coming. “When the 
soldiers see internationals here they will not dare to 
attack us,” was the message. The visitors were given a 
meal and shown to a rough shelter near the communal 
kitchen where they slept on the ground alongside many 
others. During that night, the ruined church – in which 
other international visitors were sleeping – was attacked 
by the army. “They were trying to frighten us,” said the 
community, “but they knew internationals were there so 
they shot above their heads.”

 

To be forced from your home, your security,    
the things you have known all your days;   
to have no idea when you may return,    
or even if there is a place for you there any more:                                                                     
all this wears down the human spirit.
                                                                                               
To spend your early years, your fi rst experiences,    
the things you fi rst see and remember,                                                                        
surrounded by people who know 
that they do not belong, 
with hostile neighbours always asking, 
“When will they leave?”                                                                     
All this you knew, Jesus the refugee.
                                                                                                 
And did that experience make of you a diff erent person  
from the one you might have been     
if you had only known security and cosy certainty?  
Did it show you the fragility of human life;   
of human happiness; of sanity even?                                                                                           
So were you better able to speak
of the liberating love of God    
to those who, like you, know that
nothing else in life can be trusted absolutely?

“We must leave very early tomorrow morning,” said 
the guide. “We have to be past the garrison before the 
soldiers begin the day shift or we will be stopped from 
getting through.” So the international visitors left the 
hotel in San Salvador at 4.30 am. They were on their 
way to celebrate the fi rst anniversary of the return of a 
community of refugees who had been forced off  their 
land and property some years earlier and had fl ed across 
the border to Honduras. The El Salvadoran government, 
supported by the US, was engaged in a systematic 
clearance of rural communities, seeing them as a hot 
bed for national resistance. However, the community 
from Guarjila had decided to run the gauntlet of both 
government and army and had returned to their legal 
homes. The celebration was to honour the success of 
this return.

At frequent points along the route the visitors were 
stopped by squads of soldiers who checked the vehicle 
for arms, looked at passports and identity cards and 
reluctantly waved them through. Eventually they arrived 
just as the celebratory Mass was beginning. A huge 
marquee had been erected in the centre of an open 
space (formerly the centre of the town which had been 
severely bombed during the destruction) and people 
were gathering under the canvas. The Mass included 
the baptism of several infants, and prayers were said 
for those who had recently died – about 30 in total, 
including some children who had been killed by a land 
mine while playing. Throughout the service helicopter 
gunships circled overhead, their noise drowning the 
words of the priests, and battalion after battalion of 
soldiers marched past. Some took up position just 
beyond the marquee; others disappeared into the ruins 
of the town. The tension was obvious but the people 
refused to be intimidated and continued to crowd in 
under the awning on all sides.

When the service was over the visitors were taken to the 
next town, just a couple of miles away and part of the 
returned community. Soldiers were there as well. Here 
the church had been the fi rst victim of destruction in 
order to frighten the community and to remove their 
social base. The ruined tower stood proudly, rising high 
into the blue sky. 40 families had now set up some 
kind of life in the ruins of their homes while another 70 
families were living under plastic sheeting. The visitors 
were led in and out of many ruins and narrow lanes. “We 
are trying to confuse the army,” they were told. “We don’t 
want them to be able to identify the community leader 
or he will be taken away.”

Eventually the visitors were led into a small back room 
with no windows. “This way no one can see you,” said the 
guide almost in a whisper. “The soldiers are passing all 
the time and if they saw international visitors here they 
would know where to fi nd our leader.” Continuing in 
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Epiphany to Transfiguration: 
Making love known 

Jayyous, a small village in Qalqilya district, west of Nablus, was the fi rst, back 
in 2002, to incorporate international and Israeli volunteers in organized, 
non-violent resistance to the construction of the barrier on their land. 
Although their original resistance failed to prevent the fence or the 
destruction of hundreds of olive trees, the residents remain committed 
to resisting further loss of their land and still involve Israeli and other 
international dissidents.  

The barrier cut off  the residents of Jayyous from almost 90 per cent of their 
agricultural land, with access only via a gate and a set of convoluted permit 
restrictions imposed by the Israeli Occupation Forces (IOF). The IOF has 
now apparently decided it is too complicated to maintain the gate, which 
was opened sporadically and only after pressure by local villagers, and is 
determined to re-route the fence. This will return some land to the village, 
but will eliminate the gate, thus annexing over 6000 dunums* of land to 
Israel forever.

So on November 16th 2008 the villagers of Jayyous joined with 
internationals and some Israelis, including at least one of the original 
protestors, and attempted to march to their land. They were turned back 
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Introduction to the season
An ‘epiphany’ is a revelation. Something once hidden is made known and can be seen by all. God’s love enters our 
world silently, even secretly, but cannot be concealed for long. The light of heaven shines in the darkness of human 
history and reveals what life could be like if lived according to God’s justice. Many of this season’s Gospel readings 
illustrate that theme, speaking of a ‘light to the nations’, a ‘city set on a hill’, and the glory of a transfi gured Christ 
shown to the disciples. The stories of Jesus’ baptism and John 1:51 declare that now ‘the heavens are opened’. God’s 
purpose is being made known through Christ. A new future for humanity is visible for all who will look.

For more than a decade Israel has been constructing a ‘separation barrier’ between itself and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories of the West Bank. Most of the barrier consists of a multiple fence system up to 50 metres wide. About 
5 per cent, mainly in urban areas, is a concrete wall up to eight metres high. Israel justifi es this barrier as a security measure, 
protection from suicide bombings since the start of the second Palestinian intifada (uprising) in 2000. Sometimes the barrier 
follows the 1949 armistice ‘Green Line’. In many places it encroaches into Palestinian Occupied land to incorporate 
substantial Israeli settlements that have been built, especially around East Jerusalem, but also south around Bethlehem, 
and north, towards Nablus. Palestinian villagers often fi nd themselves cut off  from their land – which they need to cultivate.

The coming of the wise men (magi) challenges the faith rooted in the Jewish Scriptures to open itself to a wider 
world of those searching for hope and meaning in life. Right at the beginning Gentiles are acknowledged and 
accepted. Matthew reminds his readers from the start that in Christ God embraces all people: this does not 
deny the speci� c role of the Jewish people, but proclaims that the God they have encountered is not theirs 
alone.   

By contrast, in Israel today the stranger is not welcomed, and the signi� cance of Jerusalem for three major 
religions is thwarted by Israel’s desire to control the city and limit access to holy sites. This relentless drive 
undermines the very security they seek – and has lost sight of the inclusive religious traditions, a signi� cant 
element in the Hebrew Scriptures, to which the coming of the Magi bears witness.  

Epiphany 
All years  The coming of the magi    Matthew 2:1-12

A divided community

Israel and the Palestinian Territories



by a massive force of Israeli soldiers and border police 
who lined up across the village streets before the march 
even began, harassing and preventing the villagers from 
walking to their land. The attempt lasted over an hour, as 
the demonstrators pushed through the line of soldiers 
on several occasions. 

Towards the end, village women, along with Israeli and 
international supporters, sat down on the edge of their 
land and refused to leave as Israeli soldiers attempted to 
push them back towards the centre of the village.

The signifi cance of the renewal of protest in Jayyous is 
more than simply another frustrating demonstration. 
It is a strong symbol of the resilience of the Palestinian 
people: that they will not go quietly into economic 
despair and physical isolation. 

* a dunum is 1000m2

Would that today we had wise men
coming from the east 
to celebrate the birth of peace in the Holy Land.
Would that today we had women and men 
from across the world 

celebrating a new beginning, 
a stepping out in faith and trust, 
an acceptance of each other, 
amongst the communities who inhabit
the land of your birth. 

We pray for an end to fear, enmity and confl ict.
Give to Israelis and Palestinians a vision 
of peace and justice 

which will enable all to share equally
in the land which so many call holy.

This, Jesus, we pray in your name. 
Amen.

Most of the good agricultural land in El Salvador has long been owned by a tiny minority (the so-called ‘thirteen families’) 
who, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, developed it for export crops (such as coff ee and sugar), while poor families 
were forced to work in the plantations and rely on poorer land for their own food crops. From the 1960s some sections of 
the Catholic Church in El Salvador began to take more seriously their pastoral responsibilities for these poorer families. This 
began largely as an attempt to counteract the feared infl uence of Communism (from Cuba) but soon developed into a 
movement through which the poor gained a new confi dence to question and challenge the structures of society.

Jesus’ baptism was the time when he committed himself openly to the work God had for him. His whole life 
up to that point was a preparation for this moment. We do not know if some particular event (perhaps John’s 
preaching) provoked him into responding to God’s call then, or if it was simply a sense that the time was right. 
For many of us the response to God’s call can be a time of ‘crisis’ when some fresh experience forces us to 
question old loyalties and take a new, and possibly risky, path.

Many people were pleased when Oscar Romero was 
chosen to be Archbishop in El Salvador in 1977. On the 
whole they were the rich and powerful in the country – 
because Romero had a reputation of being opposed to 
the new ‘base Christian communities’ and their liberation 
theology that seemed to threaten the traditional 
structures of society.

In fact, Romero’s thinking was already beginning to 
change – not least because of the infl uence of Rutilio 
Grande, parish priest at Aguilares, where there was a 
well-developed pattern of the base groups. Grande 
was by no means the most radical of the Jesuits 
involved in the base communities, but he did believe 
in taking seriously the way in which ordinary people 
were beginning to see messages about social justice 
in the Gospels they were reading Sunday by Sunday. 

Grande had kept in close touch with Romero but he was 
murdered on 24 March 1977, three weeks after Romero 
had taken offi  ce as Archbishop.

Romero went to Aguilares to conduct the funeral. In the 
vigil that preceded it, Romero sat in the church with the 
people of Aguilares as, through the night, they told him 
about their lives, their suff erings, and the hope they had 
begun to fi nd in the Gospel.

When Romero returned to San Salvador people began 
to notice a change in his sermons. In the fi rst place, 
they grew longer, as he began to speak about the acts 
of violence and repression that were being perpetrated 
against the people, events that otherwise would go 
unreported. And he would relate these events to the 
Gospel readings of the day. The sermons were broadcast 
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Epiphany 1
Year A  Matthew 3:13-17 
Year B   Mark 1:4-11 
Year C   Luke 3:15-17, 21, 22

The baptism of Jesus

Romero’s ‘conversion’

The story ‘Who are the real puppet masters?’ 
Proper 7, Year A (p. 49) is also appropriate for this 
Festival.



through the Archdiocese radio station. Soon vast 
numbers were listening. An advertising agency working 
in El Salvador at the time calculated that 73 per cent of 
the rural population and 47 per cent in urban areas were 
listening every Sunday.

Gradually his sermons became more insistent, 
more challenging to the power and violence of the 
authorities. The same people who had welcomed his 
election as Archbishop, believing him to be a powerful 
voice against change, now began to fear and resent his 
infl uence. When he began to appeal directly to soldiers 
to ‘stop the repression’ – a call that could be interpreted 
as an incitement to disobey the orders of their superiors 
– they felt he could not be allowed to continue. On 24 
March 1980, he was assassinated as he said Mass in a 
hospital chapel: the conclusion of a path he had begun 
to take when he listened to the people’s stories at the 
funeral vigil in Aguilares three years before.

‘Take up your cross,’ you told your followers, Jesus,
and perhaps they were bewildered like us,
until they followed you to Jerusalem.
“How do we take up our cross today?” we might cry
until we follow you to the place of our sacrifi ce 
– only then will we know for certain.  
Give us, we pray, the faith and courage 
of those like Oscar Romero,

prepared to speak in your name,
to call for good news to the poor
and be ready to face the ultimate test
in service and humility.

Help us to take up our own cross
and to follow you to the last,
instruments of your Kingdom.
Amen.

This story is also appropriate for use during Lent.
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In the eyes of many, Oscar Romero is already a saint.
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For much of the last century South Africa was a very divided society. The black population, forming 80 per cent of the people 
of South Africa, was relegated to 13 per cent of the land. Attitudes between groups were understandably polarized: one 
community’s freedom fi ghter was the other’s terrorist; sanctions-busting rebel cricket and rugby tourists were viewed by 
the whites as heroes, for black people they were racist traitors. Against this background the following story is all the more 
remarkable.

What does Jesus see in Nathaniel? An honest Israelite, one who sees things clearly? Someone who is not easily 
taken in, perhaps at times even too sceptical for his own good, tending to cynicism? And Jesus promises that 
he will see things he never imagined to be possible  –  that in the work of this ‘Son of Man’ from Nazareth he will 
see heaven opened: the justice of God at work among people here on earth, like the angels of God ascending 
and descending in Jacob’s dream (Genesis 28:12).

One day, the child Desmond Tutu was out with his 
mother when a white man wearing a cassock and a 
huge black hat passed them. As he did so, he raised his 
hat to Mrs Tutu in greeting. Desmond was overwhelmed. 
He simply couldn’t believe it – a white man raising his 
hat to a simple black labouring woman! The white man 
was Bishop Trevor Huddleston, then parish priest in the 
black Johannesburg location of Sophiatown, who was 
to make such a massive contribution to the struggle for 
justice in South Africa.  

In 1945, aged 14 but looking more like 12 years old, a 
scrawny, spindly legged Desmond, wearing shorts but 
no shoes, reported for his fi rst day at Western High, the 
government secondary school in the old Western Native 
Township, near Sophiatown. He had to stay at a new 
hostel in Sophiatown run by the Fathers of the 
Community of the Resurrection, because travelling from 
home each day was too expensive. 

On one occasion Desmond was driving through 
Sophiatown with one of the Fathers, when he 
developed a very bad headache and needed to sit by 
the window to breathe. He was taken to Rietfontein 
Hospital, where he remained for twenty months because 
it was found that he had tuberculosis. It was here that 
his lifelong friendship with Father Huddleston 
developed. Every week, for all those eighty odd weeks, 
Huddleston would visit Desmond, not in any offi  cial 
capacity but because they enjoyed each other’s 
company. Huddleston found Desmond exceptionally 
bright, interested in everything, and a marvellously 
optimistic patient. He, in turn, was the greatest single 
infl uence in the life of the young Desmond, who still 
wonders at Father Huddleston’s pastoral care and love. 
“Who was I – just another black boy – that he should 
come and visit me?” 

Though he was a cheerful patient the one thing that 
really depressed Desmond was the fear that he might 
drop behind at school. It was a particularly crucial time 
for him, as he was preparing for his fi rst public exam, 
the Junior Certifi cate and he was constantly anxious 
to know what he was missing. So Father Huddleston 
brought books – ‘Treasure Island’, ‘Oliver Twist’, whatever 
they were currently reading in class – and many more 
besides. 

Although Father Huddleston was the greatest single 
infl uence in Desmond’s life, there were many others and 
he never tires of acknowledging his debt to them. 

Source: Tutu: Voice of the Voiceless, Shirley du Boulay, Hod-
der & Stoughton, 1988, ISBN 0340416149

Holy God,
you give us joy in your creation:
russet leaves, green blades rising from the ground,
acts of forgiveness, generosity of the human spirit.
Open our eyes to so much potential
in the world around us
and especially to your image in the people we meet.
We ask this in Christ’s name.
Amen.

Epiphany 2 
Year A  Baptism – John and Jesus   John 1:29-32
Year B  The call of Philip and Nathaniel  John 1:43-51

Seeing and believing



In Peru in the 1980s, as in the rest of the world, country people were assumed to be ignorant and their religion suspect. They 
were seen as ‘primitive’ and unschooled in the benefi ts of modern technology. At that period the rich world was only 
beginning to realise there was an environmental problem caused precisely by that technology. Now in the twenty-fi rst 
century the problem is immediate and the solutions of modernity, with their accompanying religious assumptions of 
superiority, are being called into question. Part of the answer has to be to re-affi  rm those ‘primitive’ people and their cultural 
wisdom.

In the Gospel story Jesus takes ordinary human life and makes it extraordinary. A Jewish ritual of puri� cation 
turns into a feast of new wine: a simple wedding becomes a revelation of the love of God in the world. Similarly, 
in the story from Peru a ‘pagan’ ritual of honouring Pachamama is � lled with new meaning – it re-awakens a 
sense of the importance of respecting the physical world on which we depend. When we celebrate what we 
already have, however limited that may be, miracles can happen.

To get to the village of Quiñer from the Peruvian capital 
Lima took just a couple of hours. An hour on a good 
level road and another hour up into the hills on a road 
where there was, hopefully, no danger of meeting 
oncoming traffi  c on a hairpin bend because the rule 
was, up on odd days of the month and down again on 
even days. The visitors arrived to the sound of Andean 
music and the sight of piles of mud bricks ready for the 
community room that they hoped the international 
development agency Christian Aid would help to fund. 
The room would, among other things, provide space for 
a school and a community radio that would keep 
people in touch with events in the wider world.

Not least, the football results – for after the Project 
Offi  cer said he would be recommending the project 
for funding he was asked to kick off  for the celebratory 
football match. The Peruvians gave the world the potato 
– which was duly sampled as part of the meal of roast 
guinea pig – and the English gave them back football 
and beer, a crate of which was brought out to aid the 
celebrations. 

Before drinking, a little was poured on the ground in 
honour of Pachamama, Mother Earth, from whom all 
good things come. Pagan religion? The visitor wondered 
but went along out of politeness and refl ected later on 
what was happening. Perhaps we should take more 
seriously the environment, the Earth community? After 
all, St Francis taught his followers to respect ‘our sister, 
Mother Earth’.

The point of the project was to keep the community 
together, to save them from drifting off  to the festering 
slums of Lima. Community is much more than things 
like a building and a radio: it is people celebrating 

Epiphany 2 
Year C  The Wedding at Cana  John 2:1-11

The community at Quiñer
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weddings, bringing up children, playing and eating 
together. And it is respect for ‘our sister, Mother Earth’. All 
these things Jesus affi  rmed when he showed the world 
what he was about in ‘the fi rst of his signs’ at the 
marriage at Cana.

God, thank you for bringing us to the place 
where we could hear what you had to say to us. 
We thought as we drove up the winding road
to the mountains 
that we were taking help in your name.  
But you had been there long before us 
and you had a word for us.  
These Quechua people had struggled and suff ered.  
They knew all along that the earth is to be treated 
with as much respect as we would give to our mother.
It seemed strange, even quaint at the time.  
But how much we needed to hear it and pass it on.  
Because now we know that the lives of our children
and all life on the planet 
depends on hearing what these wise people
had to tell us.
Amen.

Christian Aid is an agency of the British and Irish 
churches that works globally for profound change 
that eradicates the causes of poverty. It strives 
to achieve equality, dignity and freedom for all, 
regardless of faith or nationality.



Since the eighteenth century, every nation has been aff ected by industrial and technological advances. Along with changes 
to the way people make their living there has been a steady fl ow into cities, and both economic and political power have 
become associated with urban areas and the global marketplace. Communities that are geographically remote have been 
regarded as preventing progress, limiting the drive for wealth which is the goal of ‘big business’. The indigenous people of 
the Cordillera Mountains of the northern Philippines were seen as ‘primitives’ by Spanish and then American colonizers, to 
be bought off  when ancestral lands stood in the way of ‘progress’. So the ancient and sometimes violent culture of remote 
villagers remained undisturbed: their creative regard for the natural world balanced by a fi erce defensiveness, and a 
readiness to draw blood to protect their family interests.

Jesus started something when he spoke in the synagogue at Nazareth. He took the passage from Isaiah 61 as 
a kind of manifesto, declaring that he had been sent to bring good news. It was an echo of the ancient idea 
of Jubilee, which was about liberation from debt and the impact of poverty, (Leviticus 25:10), but Jesus goes 
even further. Liberation can mean both release from injustice caused by the structures of society, and from the 
cultural patterns that unwittingly shape and limit people’s personal lives. Luke’s account of the early days of 
Jesus’ public ministry gives a unique insight into Jesus’ aims and intentions: the oppressed shall be set free.

Epiphany 3  
Year C  The sermon at Nazareth Luke 4:14 -21

Go tell it on the mountain

It used to take nearly 12 hours to get there – on a rickety 
old bus with pull-down windows, belching diesel fumes 
into the clear mountain air. And on that long drive from 
Baguio to Bontoc, deep into the Cordillera range, 
passengers bounced and clattered for mile after mile of 
unmade road, underlining – if such were needed – just 
how remote this northern region of the Philippines was.

In Bontoc itself, a small town serving as a centre of sorts 
for the indigenous Igorot people, the churches provided 
what help they could to protect them from the rapid 
deforestation of their ancestral lands. That was 1989. 
Now the churches are still active, but with the trees all 
gone, the challenge is to stay the hand of the miners, 
huge international corporations moving in to exploit the 
valuable minerals in these faraway mountains.

Bob Longid, bishop of the Episcopal Church in that 
region back in 1989, was himself an Igorot. He used to 
speak passionately of the hope and confi dence that 
the Christian faith had brought to a people so recently 
untouched by the industrialized world. He also told how 
his father, a bishop before him, had been brought up 
in a village to the north of Bontoc – where heads were 
still hunted in revenge for attacks or off ences caused 
by neighbouring communities. In such remote places, 
escalating violence resulted from increasingly 
desperate attempts to have the last word: an accidental 
injury in one village could lead to reprisals by its 
neighbour, which would be outdone by the next act 
of revenge. For Bishop Bob’s father, the Christian faith 
off ered the good news that it was possible to stop the 
cycle.

Forgiveness could lead to new beginnings. The violence 
inherent in headhunting could be abandoned in his 
generation, and forgotten by the next. He learnt to love 

his neighbours, seeing in them people like himself, no 
longer enemies but fellow travellers, even victims when 
it came to logging operations. Those oppressed by 
elements of their own long-held traditions were set free 
to become themselves.

Since Bishop Bob’s father was ordained the Episcopal 
Church has continued to grow, and it maintains a good 
relationship with other churches in the Cordillera 
Mountains. Increasingly the churches work together to 
resist the impact of global capital, which they now 
experience in the pressure from mining corporations 
that are attempting to extend their operations, to the 
detriment both of the environment, and of the 
indigenous communities that continue to live there. On 
their last day in Bontoc, the group of visitors from 
overseas agencies who had heard Bishop Bob’s story 
attended a Communion service in the local church. The 
priest celebrated in his own Igorot dialect, a 
humble man off ering a moving service. It was Bishop 
Bob’s father.

And did they understand,
those people in the synagogue, 
listening to the words of Isaiah?
Did they understand that you were 
announcing good news?
Did they get the point that new beginnings are possible, 

that the chains of oppression can be broken,
that we can be set free?

Make us, Lord Jesus, the heralds of good news,
bringers of liberation, proclaimers of the reign of God.
Help us to get the message and to pass it on,
that the world may shine a little more brightly 
with love and with hope.  
Amen.

See also the songs ‘The coming reign of God’, (p. 75) 
and ‘Good News for Today’, (p. 75)
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Following the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Centre, 
crowds throughout the US expressed their shock at the 
worst attack on American soil by wrapping themselves 
in the stars and stripes and repeatedly chanting, “USA, 
USA”. Many Christians included themselves in this 
reaction, echoing the refrain: “God bless America”. In the 
wake of this outcry church leaders in the US had the 
responsibility for leading worship and wrestled with 
what might be an appropriate Christian response. Even 
those congregations who saw themselves as 
liberally-minded, reasonable, intelligent, educated and 
able to see both sides of an argument, found it hard 
to separate the emotional horror from what they had 
always assumed formed the basis of their values.

The Sunday after the attack one preacher at such a 
church in the suburbs of Los Angeles reminded his 
congregation that ‘if we pray God bless America’ 
without at the same time praying ‘God bless our 
enemies’, the blessing becomes a curse. He reminded 
them to pray not only ‘about’ but ‘for’ the enemy, and 
concluded with a prayer for the terrorists. As a result, 
more than one third of the congregation walked out of 
the church never to return.

 

When we are afraid, 
when unknown terrors surround us
and we feel attacked when we expect to be safe,
we withdraw into ourselves
and retreat to what is familiar and secure.

Reconciling God, help us to remember 
that you made us all,
that your love is for all humankind,
even those who seem to be our enemies,
for all of us need your peace.

Give us a true desire to pray
for those who are diff erent from us,
for those who threaten us,
for those who anger us with their words or action,
so that we may grow increasingly like you as workers in 
your Kingdom.   
Amen. 

On 11 September 2001 four planes were hi-jacked, two of them fl own into the twin towers of the 110-storey World Trade 
Centre in New York. 2,752 people lost their lives in the incident and thousands more were injured or aff ected in diff erent 
ways. Whilst the nation mourned this horrifi c loss of life at the hands of terrorists, the almost universal reaction was one of 
defensiveness for the USA and antagonism towards the attackers and those they were assumed to represent.

The congregation who heard Jesus proclaim the coming of ‘the year of the Lord’s favour’ would have assumed 
that this meant blessing for Israel at the expense of her enemies. It was hardly surprising that people saw things 
that way, since the passage Jesus read from Isaiah continues:

“Strangers shall stand and feed your � ocks, foreigners shall till your land and dress your vines; 
but you shall be called priests of the Lord, you shall be named ministers of our God; you shall
enjoy the wealth of the nations, and in their riches you shall glory.”  (Isaiah 61:5-6)

But Jesus reminded them of times when Elijah, and later Elisha, was sent to help Gentiles instead of Israelites. 
Despite the fact that there was great need in Israel, God blessed foreigners. That challenge to cultural norms 
was something the congregation at Nazareth could not tolerate. Their response was one of violent rejection 
– a reaction that Jesus was to encounter many times throughout his ministry.

Epiphany 4  
Year C  The people’s response  Luke 4:22-30

A blessing or a curse?
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For many years the community of Muelle des Bueyes 
was the laughing stock of the whole diocese. They were 
the only parish which never completed the Lent 
studies on the Book of Acts. When they reached the 
passage that said that the early Christians owned 
everything in common, they decided that they could 
not read on until they had put that into practice. Of 
course they had no scholars or theologians with them 
who could inform them that it was not intended that 
Christians should take this literally, or that, although the 
Jerusalem church had naively tried to do so, it was soon 
proven impracticable and abandoned. 

So without such good advice they took it literally. They 
pulled down the fences between their individual family 
plots of land and began to farm cooperatively. Though 
they made mistakes, they found that their agriculture 
improved. They were able to buy machinery together 
and use it cooperatively. Gradually their productivity 
increased, and other communities began to imitate 
them. 

But when the United States decided to destroy the 

‘Communist’ Sandinista government of Nicaragua, such 
cooperatives became a prime target for the Contra 
guerrillas – they had become ‘a good example’ whose 
success threatened the ideology of private ownership, 
and so could not be allowed to continue.

This story was told by Father John Medcalf, a Columban Catholic 
missionary priest from the United Kingdom, who worked for some 
years in Nicaragua.

They said we were fools to try,
that it would never work, that we were idealists,   
too heavenly minded to be any earthly use. 
But we tried, and it worked.    
At least new things began to happen, 
things we had not imagined before. 

And then they became angry,       
and said “enough is enough”;   
we had had our time of freedom, 
they had been too tolerant;    
it was time to get back to the real world.
                                                                              
Is this always how your word will be treated, Jesus? 
Or will the world one day put aside its prejudice   
and discover the liberty of your love and justice?

In 1979 the Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua was overthrown by the Sandinistas, who began to establish a more socialist 
system in the country. But this was resisted by some Nicaraguans – not all of whom had been supporters of Somoza before 
1979. The United States allied itself with these anti-Sandinistas, and armed a guerrilla force (the Contra) to attack and 
undermine the Sandinista regime, which was fi nally voted out of power in a General Election in the early 1990s by a 
war-weary people who had become desperate for peace.

An example of justice and goodness will be seen by the whole community, and honest people will acknowledge 
its worth, giving thanks for what has been achieved. But there will be some who resent the way this shows up 
their own weaknesses. And they will do all they can to undermine what has been done.

5th Sunday before Lent  
Year A  Salt, light and law Matthew 5:13-20

The threat of a good example  
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Rural housing in Central America

Pe
te

r W
es

t



Not far from Baguio, a town situated on the 
southernmost slopes of the Cordillera Mountains on the 
large northern Philippine island of Luzon, a ten-year-old 
boy was woken by gunshots. He had been sleeping 
near the rest of his family, but the wrong way round in 
his bed. When the military fi red at the heads and chests 
of everyone else in the house, they killed them, but only 
succeeded in shattering Delio’s leg. In those last 
moments of agony, Delio’s father turned to him and said, 
“Run! You must run – and be a good boy.” Then he rolled 
over, kissed Delio’s dead mother and died himself.

Delio ran and ran, compounding the fractures to his 
broken leg. Somehow, he found his way to the Children’s 
Rehabilitation Centre, and started on the long road to 
some sort of recovery.

Elizabeth, a psychologist at the Centre, had spent three 
months in prison herself, and had seen there how 
women and children were traumatized, often jailed on 
no more than the merest suspicion of involvement in 
opposing government policy or actions. She decided 
she had to do something to help those children who 
had been deeply damaged and aff ected by the 
ongoing armed confl ict, and viewed the building of 
trusting relationships with them as essential to help 
them bring their pain to the surface.

When Delio arrived at the Centre, he wouldn’t talk. But 
he received the medical help he needed, although he 
refused to use the crutches that were off ered. And he 
was given space to play, and fi nd acceptance and care.  

It was a while before a 14-year-old who had lost his 
own father got talking to Delio, and the story came out. 

Together with other children, they decided to present 
what had happened as a play, and Delio was able to help 
the others re-enact exactly what had happened to him, 
a fi rst step to allowing himself some distance from the 
tragedy. And then he began to use the crutches, literally 
fi nding his feet once more.

Out of the depths, your people cry to you, O Lord.
Hear their voice; let your ears be attentive to their cry
for mercy. (Psalm 130:1)

God of love and life, 
help us to hear the cry from the depths,
the plea of your children for mercy, for hope, 
for the chance to start again.

Give us the courage to reach out and touch, and see, 
and hear the screaming wounds of inhumanity,
and in your name to help to heal. 

Through Christ, the one who off ers life to all. 
Amen.
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The Philippines is a troubled country. Since the Second World War the country has been controlled by a relatively small 
group of extremely wealthy and powerful families. Their business interests, coupled with strong links to transnational 
corporations, have led to the exploitation of both land and people, so much so that this once lush group of islands has been 
almost completely deforested since 1945. Now opencast mining operations are destroying vast areas of countryside as well 
as polluting the water resources.

Stories of healings from Mark’s Gospel follow consecutively on these three Sundays in Year B.

Healing of the body cannot be separated from healing of the mind and the spirit. In all these stories of healings 
by Jesus there are elements which are more than physical. The town brings those who are ill or ‘possessed by 
demons’. The leper is not only physically scarred, but feared and excluded by society. He does not doubt Jesus’ 
ability, but his willingness to meet his need. The paralyzed man, brought by his friends, � nds his inner sense of 
worthlessness and guilt addressed before his physical paralysis is tackled. In Delio’s story, his inner trauma 
hinders physical recovery – unless that is dealt with, his body cannot be restored to full health.

5th to 3rd Sundays before Lent  
Year B  Stories of healing  Mark 1:29 - 2:12

Delio’s story



The people of Samkoaddi were growing frustrated. In 
their very poor village the men were depressed, fi nding 
it hard to get work and therefore an income. 
Share-cropping the landlord’s sugar cane seemed the 
only way to make a living. Sufi a learnt of a local 
community development organization, GUP (see above), 
working in the area, and approached them for help to 
set up some sort of scheme for generating an income. 
Sufi a and eleven other women formed a cooperative 
and, with credit from GUP, purchased a simple machine 
to crush sugar cane and extract molasses.

The women now work in two teams of six, one team 
does the morning shift, one the afternoon. They have 
been able to get an income not just from crushing their 

own share of the crop, but by doing the landlord’s too, 
and charging him for the service.

The women hoped to have paid for the machine within 
two years and had their eyes set on a further scheme – a 
rice mill!

Gracious God, your glory is manifest
in majestic mountains and starry skies,
Reveal yourself in the necessary 
and painstaking actions we take 
to make the world a better place
for those around us, and for ourselves.
This we pray through Jesus Christ, our Lord.  
Amen.

Most of Bangladesh sprawls across the delta of the River Ganges, an enormous fl at area, where the river pours itself into 
braided streams that fl ow between the rice paddies. Under a bright sun the only sounds are of human voice and birdsong, 
though sometimes a bicycle rattles past, or a buff alo bellows. The land is fertile, and the countryside is beautiful, but for the 
vast majority of people, it is a struggle even to put one meal on the table for the children. Samkoaddi is one of the many 
small villages within the catchment area of a local community development organisation, Gono Unnayan Prochesta (GUP 
– People’s Development Eff orts).

Luke’s version of the Beatitudes can appear more political and ‘revolutionary’ than Matthew’s (“Blessed are you 
who are poor” Luke 6:20; “Blessed are the poor in spirit” Matthew 5:3, NRSV).  The Gospels, of course, were 
written in Greek, for a wider world beyond Palestine.  But words for ‘the poor’ in the Hebrew Scriptures do not 
separate material deprivation from its psychological impact: they mean ‘those who are oppressed and 
downtrodden’ by hardship and injustice.  This is what lies at the heart of Jesus’ teaching:  the good news of God’s 
liberation is for all whose spirits are crushed by their experience of life.

4th Sunday before Lent  
Year C  The Beatitudes   Luke 6:17-26

Sufia’s story

3rd Sunday before Lent     
Year A  Love your enemies   Matthew 5:38-48
 
The story of The Sabeel Conference (p. 26) is appropriate here.                             
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Goodness is stronger than evil;
Love is stronger than hate;
Light is stronger than darkness;
Life is stronger than death.
Victory is ours through him who loved us.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu



North of Yerevan, towards the Georgian border, lies 
Armenia’s third largest city, Vanadzor. The city developed 
around a river running between mountains and hills. Its 
mild climate and wooded valley make Vanadzor one of 
Armenia’s more beautiful places to visit.

In the centre of Vanadzor is an unusual katchkar. Over 
centuries the prehistoric monuments and obelisks used 
by successive civilizations in the area were adopted by 
the Armenian Church. Armenian Christians, especially 
from the ninth century onwards, used carved stone 
slabs, katchkars, to proclaim their faith and develop their 
identity as a people. Central to the katchkar is a ‘katch’, a 
cross: today they are to be found throughout Armenia. 
The katchkar in Vanadzor is unusual in that it has a 
jagged fi ssure sculpted into the stone slab. The split 
symbolizes the earthquake which, in 1988, erupted in 
north east Armenia, killing between 25,000 and 30,000 
people and destroying homes, churches, schools and 
factories in Gyumri, Spitak and Vanadzor.

The Diocese of Gugark works with communities of 
people whose livelihoods were aff ected by the 
earthquake: factory workers, farmers, engineers and 
scientists at the nuclear plant. A grant from ECLOF 
(Ecumenical Churches Loan Fund) to the Business 
Centre, Vanadzor, is disbursed among small groups of 
farmers new to agriculture. Courses are run in book and 
record keeping, crop rotation and animal husbandry; 
loans are available for machinery and the purchase of 
livestock. With about 300 people on their books the 
directors of the Business Centre were proud of the fact 
that not one farmer, no one running a small business, 
had defaulted in two years (a loan of £650 to a mill in the 
area had been repaid within a year).

A small group of development workers from a British 
charity, visiting the Business Centre, refl ected on its 100 
per cent repayment record. No defaults over a two year 
period was impressive. We need to believe that money 
we give for development is not wasted, that it does 
indeed make a diff erence for struggling communities. 
Human failure, a tsunami, Hurricane Mitch, short sighted 
economic policies of rich nations can undo or prevent 
development but generally we crave success: we long 
for the 100 percent repayment record of the Business 
Centre in Vanadzor.

But is 100 per cent repayment necessarily success? 
mean the criteria we use for our loans are too restrictive, 
that we are unwilling to take that extra, risky step to in-
clude those who, with help and luck, can make a strug-
gling venture grow. Sometimes the luck is not there 
or circumstances change, but it may be right to take 
that step beyond caution. Reality requires us not to be 
profl igate and naïve in our use of donated money, but 
to recognize that hope and creative living, for us and for 
others, may lie beyond the comfort of playing safe.

Sustaining God,
we see your vulnerability in Jesus Christ.
Give us courage to take those risks
which lead ultimately to new life
for us, and for the world you have given us,
through Christ our Lord,
Amen.
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Soviet Armenia was one of the more successful republics in the USSR. In the late eighties, however, several factors combined 
to bring huge hardship: war with Azerbaijan, a massive earthquake, and the collapse of the Soviet Union with the economic 
cooperation that had off ered. The republic’s main export became its people. In the 1990s the population fell by about one 
third. Most people emigrated to Russia to fi nd work, the brightest and best educated left for North America, Australia and 
Europe (the queue outside the US Embassy in the capital Yerevan was always the longest). In response to the situation the 
World Council of Churches initiated development work mainly through the Armenian Apostolic Church. Its ‘Round Table 
Conference’ supports a variety of agricultural and other projects across the country.

In Biblical times lending money was a matter of relieving a neighbour in need and poverty. Those who believe 
in God’s generosity should certainly therefore charge no interest, and should not even necessarily expect to 
get their money back (Exodus 22:25; Deuteronomy 15:1-11). In the modern world, lending is usually a business 
transaction, where (many would claim) di� erent principles must apply. What principles should apply when 
� nancial help is given to enable poor people to stand on their own feet again?

3rd Sunday before Lent 

Year C  Expect no return  Luke 6.27-38

Vanadzor

It may
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them in a crescent-shape to conserve as much as 
possible of the sparse rainfall. The trees planted a year or 
two back were fl ourishing. “In a hundred years we’ll have 
a forest back,” they said. 

Thank you, Lord, for opening my eyes.  
I thought these people needed to be shown 
a better way to live and worship you.  
I thought we were bringing 
the right words for them to use.  

But it was our blindness that needed healing.
So help me to clear my mind of what I thought I knew, 
and to look at that tree with their eyes.

Show me how to see the beauty of the tree, 
its shape satisfying the soul, 
and every leaf beyond any skill of mind to fashion.

Show me how to be grateful for the way 
the tree’s shade off ers a place to meet and foster 
community.

Show me how to wonder at the work of the tree, 
pumping water from deep under the ground, 
returning it to the atmosphere 
so that it will fall back and water the earth.

Show me how to be thankful for everything the tree gives: 
leaves and fruit, fl owers and medicine, 
and how to fi nd words to be thankful 
on behalf of all the insects and animals 
and birds that depend on the tree.
Amen.

The elders of the village said, “When we were children 
we were afraid to go into the forest. There were tigers…” 
The visitors looked around. Tigers? Forest? As far as the 
eye could see, towards the horizon and up the slopes, 
there was little more than grass. No wildlife, except one 
grey crab on damp earth in what might once have been 
a stream.

The visitors had come from an international 
development agency to look at tree-planting projects, 
and this place, south of Pune on the landward side of 
the Western Ghat, was treeless. But, they were told, 
during the last generation or two since India attained 
independence, the trees had been cleared and the 
timber sold. There was the promise of agriculture but 
very soon, because the trees were no longer there to 
pump the water up to the clouds, the rains failed and 
the people were leaving for the slums of Mumbai.

In the past everything the people needed was provided 
sustainably by the forest – fruit, timber, thatch, 
medicines, fuel, as well as the beauty of the fl owers 
they used in worship to give thanks. But according to 
commerce, land which did not contribute to the cash 
economy was ‘waste land’ and had no value unless it 
produced saleable products. The experts from Empire 
had come and told the people what was good and what 
was bad: and the result was exile from this paradise 
in which everything was provided sustainably and for 
which people gave thanks to God in their own way. 

The current villagers showed how they were planting 
native trees in groups of three, expecting there would 
be losses. They heaped the earth up on the slope below 

In our modern commercial society we assume that no-one can live literally according to the Sermon on the Mount. ‘Do 
not worry about tomorrow’ suggests the worst kind of improvidence that can only bring disaster. When the British took 
control in India they found people who lived precisely by those principles: the forest provided all they needed, and they gave 
thanks to God for that. But because they used the ‘wrong’ names for God, and because their forest did not make money, the 
missionaries and merchants worked together to undo that way of life, backed up, if the people resisted, by military force. 
Now that the serious consequences of a money- and profi t- based economy are all too clear, in India and elsewhere there is 
perhaps something to be learned from the teaching of Jesus - and from those too easily labelled ‘ignorant pagans’.

Trust in God does not imply idly waiting for wealth to ‘drop from heaven’ – it means putting God’s justice 
(‘righteousness’) � rst in all our dealings. By contrast, in ‘serving money’ we ignore justice and judge all things by 
their pro� t and market price. Even a work of art can be valued for its likely selling price rather than its beauty. 
That road leads to the destruction of community and the natural world, and to bitter division. God’s justice is 
the only sustainable basis for security and prosperity.

2nd Sunday before Lent  
Year A  Seek the Kingdom first    Matthew 6.24-34

Paradise lost in India
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Lent and Holy Week: 
Love’s struggle with injustice 
Introduction to the season
Many world faiths see love and justice woven into the fabric of creation. For Christians, it is in the incarnation of 
Christ that this is expressed in a unique and personal form. The Gospel stories of Lent and Holy Week reveal the heart 
of the struggle waged between God’s love and the forces of injustice and cruelty in the world. When love confronts 
evil it inevitable suff ers; those who choose to follow Christ soon recognize that putting love into practice involves 
‘taking up the Cross’ (Mark 8:34). The stories in this section refl ect this struggle against greed, indiff erence and cruelty 
in many diff erent societies across the world.

police were called, bringing intimidating weapons.

The village sangam met and the women decided a 
sit-down protest was needed. “We kept the men out of 
it,” said Arjulamma. “If they had become involved there 
would have been fi ghting.”

First the women sat down on the land – women of all 
ages: young women, old women, pregnant women. 
The police brought in their vehicles and threatened to 
run them over. So the women lay down. “Either we have 
our land back or we die,” they told the police. The police 
arrested 75 Dalit women and put them in cells up to 60 
kilometres away, a long way from their families. Many 
had never before been outside their village, but they 
were kept in prison for a month.

Finally the landowner agreed that if they paid him 20 
thousand rupees he would return their land. With the 
help of NASA, the women collected the money and 
paid the deposit required by the court. But the landlord 
didn’t turn up, so the deal could not be fi nalized. “We 
intend to take him to court to recover our deposit,” said 
Arjulamma. “So far this struggle has been going on 
for eight years, and we will not give up until we have 
recovered our land.”

Ever-strengthening God,  
we thank you for brave women and men 
across the world  
who reveal their dignity
in standing up for their rights.
Give us the same courage in opposing
injustice and exploitation
where we are.
We ask this in Christ’s name.  
Amen.

The story ‘Romero’s ‘conversion’ (p. 12) is also 
appropriate for use throughout Lent.

Story for the season : Arjulamma Charganti ’s story

The villagers said, “These days the men walk behind 
her.” They were speaking of Arjulamma Charganti, a 
diminutive woman in a red sari who had become the 
leader not only of her own but of twenty villages.

“Once,” Arjulamma explained, “we were an isolated 
village. When Prem Das fi rst arrived on his motorbike, 
the children hid – they had never seen a motorbike 
before. The village was ruled by an upper caste 
landowner who paid us virtually nothing for our work 
on the land; we had no legal rights to our houses, and 
we lived like pigs. But Prem Das, Director of the Nazareth 
Association of Social Awareness (NASA), helped us to see 
that if we worked together we could change our lives.”

“We formed a village sangam – an association – and 
applied to the government for the rights to the land our 
houses are built on. The government offi  cials actually 
came here to Gowrampeter! No one had ever been here 
before; we were not even on the map!”

“This gave us the courage to continue. Prem Das then 
helped us to get a government grant for new houses. 
We built them and we also bought new saris for all the 
women in the village. On the day when the last house 
was fi nished, we all moved in and we women wore our 
new saris – it was truly a new beginning.”

Previously the landowner had taken over the villagers’ 
land for his own purposes and the villagers had no 
choice but to work for a pittance as they could no 
longer grow their own food. So they decided to reclaim 
the 240 acres by occupying them. “Because we did this,” 
Arjulamma explained, “the landowner refused to pay any 
wages, and without wages we would starve.”

NASA gave them rice and tools and they obtained 
cashew nut seedlings from the government, but as soon 
as the plants began to grow, the landowner brought in 
animals to eat them. Major arguments ensued and the 

Indian society has traditionally been divided into castes, with members of the lowest castes, outcastes (Dalits) and tribal 
communities (Adivasis) excluded from many of society’s activities. Though caste discrimination has been illegal for many 
years, it still persists, especially in rural areas. Many community organizations work to overcome this discrimination, often in 
the face of violent reactions from the privileged castes. In most cases, as in this story from East Godaviri in eastern India, we 
cannot speak about a ‘conclusion’ or a ‘happy ending’ – the story is one of persistent struggle and endurance.
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Purok is a village in Mindanao whose inhabitants have 
always struggled to make ends meet. Some years ago 
the Department of Agriculture persuaded the villagers 
to abandon their traditional rice crop for a new variety 
that would produce twice as much. But the Department 
did not tell the villagers that this new variety would 
also require large and increasing amounts of expensive 
fertilizer and pesticide.

Soon every family was spending more on fertilizer and 
pesticide than they gained from selling the extra rice 
produced. The children grew weak with insuffi  cient food 
to keep them properly nourished. Some of the men 
became so frustrated with the lack of government help 
that they joined the New People’s Army.

Through deep anxiety, Lorna, one of the women, 
decided to call together the women of the village to 
see if they could fi nd a way to tackle their problem of 
increasing poverty. The villagers could produce little 
other than rice; they had a few chickens and shared the 
ownership of a couple of water buff alo which did the 
ploughing. They had no other source of income and 
the only contact with the wider world was through a 
Catholic priest who came to celebrate mass, and the 
pastor of the Wesleyan Holiness church whose prime 
concern was to ensure that they had all been saved.

The women went through the options available to them. 
The villagers could improve their nutrition by planting 
vegetables on the small plots of land between their 
homes and the rice fi elds – but how could they obtain 
and pay for the seed? They could obtain medical help 
for their children – but each consultation cost 25 pesos 
and the family earnings totalled only 80 pesos a week. 
They could move to the city – but none of them had any 
skills to off er the work market; they would probably live 
in a makeshift home, knowing no one and with even 
less certainty of food than now. They could encourage 

the men to join the resistance movement – but that 
would leave no one to plant the rice, the men might be 
killed and there was no guarantee that the resistance 
movement would change anything.

Gradually the women began to realize that none of 
these solutions would resolve their problems: that the 
only way to deal with them was by learning to trust 
each other, thus developing far deeper relationships 
with each other and working more closely in harmony. 

In the muddle of our daily lives,
tempted to act on impulse, drawn to despair,
give us, O Christ:
 the eyes to see clearly where we must go:
 the heart to feel deeply what we must do;
 and the hope of assurance to know your loving
 presence even in the hardest of times.
Amen.

See also the song ‘The Wilderness of Doubt’ (p. 76)

Since the Second World War the Philippines have been controlled by a group of wealthy and powerful families. Their 
business interests, coupled with strong links to transnational corporations, have exploited both land and people, and this 
once lush group of islands has been almost completely deforested. Vast areas of countryside are now being destroyed by 
opencast mining which is also polluting the water resources. Mindanao, the second largest island, has long been troubled 
by clashes between government forces and two resistance movements. The New People’s Army challenges the stranglehold 
of powerful landowners and transnational business, while the Moro People’s Liberation Front works towards independence 
for the island. Meanwhile, small-scale farmers try to get on with their lives. 

For Jesus, the testing in the wilderness was a time to choose between alternative ways of achieving God’s 
purpose in the world – he could give people bread, startle them, or rule them. And if he rejects all these, what 
options are left open to him? Only the one that will lead him eventually to the cross.

Lent 1   
Year A  Matthew 4.1-11  
Year C  Luke 4:1-13

Crisis at Purok

The temptations in the wilderness

Story 1

Paddy fi eld at Purok
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25  Stories Worth Telling: Lent and Holy Week

The community known as ‘Die Bos’ consisted of 152 
families, their dwellings sandwiched between the main 
railway line and a road that led out of Cape Town. Most 
had settled there after being evicted from land they 
had occupied, or after losing their employment as farm 
labourers or domestic servants. They explained, with 
some pride, how they had created ‘The Structure’ – a 
word which seemed to apply equally to the community 
building they had erected at the centre of the makeshift 
homes, and the organization of the community in 
sections, each responsible for some aspect of the 
community’s life.

“When we had built ‘The Structure’,” they said, “we asked 
what the priority needs were of the community. First we 
decided that we needed a regular supply of clean water. 
Until then we had had to walk several kilometres to 
fetch water. So we campaigned with the city authorities, 
until they agreed to supply us. Now a water tanker visits 
our community regularly and replenishes the tanks we 
have built for ourselves. Next, we decided that we’ve 
needed good latrines. Again we campaigned, and were 
given the materials we needed, with which we built fi fty 
good lavatories to serve the whole community. Having 

done that, we considered what should be our next 
priority. (In appropriate contexts, the story-teller might 
pause to allow the audience or congregation to suggest 
what the community might decide.)

We decided that the next thing we needed was a public 
telephone. We needed to be in touch with our families 
in other places – we also needed to be able to contact 
the authorities whenever necessary. At the time of 
the visit, the concrete telephone box had been built, 
and the community was waiting for the phone to be 
installed. “And what will be your next priority?” asked the 
visitors. “We’ve already decided that,” they said. “We want 
a Post Offi  ce box number, so we can receive and send 
letters and documents.”

Gracious God,
whose presence makes holy 
the things we count as common,
reveal your kingdom in clean water, 
good latrines, public telephones,
and especially in the vision and determination
of men and women building community.
We ask this in Christ’s name.  
Amen. 

In the years of apartheid many people in South Africa were marginalized on the basis of the colour of their skin. 
Non-whites who were deemed ‘useful’ to the white economy had a place, albeit a subservient one. Those who were ‘surplus’ 
were pushed out, forced to fi nd whatever place they could. Other societies continue to fi nd their own ways to justify their 
exclusion of those they regard as of little or no economic value.

We know that poverty means a lack of material things – food, water, shelter and the like. Only when people 
become known as individuals who share a common humanity do we remember their needs are not only 
physical. As Jesus says, people cannot live ‘on bread alone’. All human beings need dignity, relationship and a 
sense of self-worth. God’s justice never ignores these needs, even though human institutions may forget them. 
‘Every word that comes from the mouth of God’ demands the full restoration of humanity and dignity for all.’ 

Not on bread alone Story 2

A township near Cape Town
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The German pastor just made it to the coach. Because 
Palestinians have a diffi  cult passage past checkpoints 
to get to Jerusalem, the 1996 Sabeel International 
Conference went northwards from Jerusalem to Galilee, 
so that more people could take part. The party was 
already on the coach when the pastor hurried up. He 
said that he had been staying out in Bethlehem, and 
that morning armed soldiers had boarded his bus at 
the checkpoint. Checking papers, they made every 
Palestinian under the age of thirty get off , whatever their 
reasons for wanting to get to Jerusalem, for work, to 
attend hospital, to visit relatives or any other purpose. 
He remonstrated with the Israeli offi  cer to no avail. He 
said he was deeply shocked.

But Nora Carmi  from Sabeel took the microphone, and 
her response was a testimony: “These things happen to 
every one of us every day. And we know that if we hate 
them, we are lost.”

The Sabeel Liberation Theology Centre was created by 
Anglican priest Dr Naim Ateek and has been working 
since the 1990s to embody Naim’s vision of achieving 
peace through justice, making common cause with 
Palestinian Muslims and working with Jewish Israelis 
like Jeff  Halper of the ‘Israeli Committee Against House 
Demolitions’ for a peaceful sharing of the land.

This story is also appropriate for the 3rd Sunday before 
Lent, Year A (p.20) Love your enemies.

The Sabeel prayer

Merciful and loving God, we give you thanks 
for the many blessings you have so graciously given us.
Thank you for your presence and guidance 
as we walk the way of peace.
Bless the work of Sabeel and its friends, 
local and international.
Guide its ecumenical, interfaith and justice ministries.
Grant us all the courage to confront oppression.
Strengthen our commitment to the work of justice,
peace and reconciliation among all people 
and especially between Palestinians and Israelis.
Help us all to see your image in each other.
Empower us to stand up for truth 
and to respect the dignity of every human being.
And to you alone be glory and honour, now and forever.
Amen.

Israel’s government has conducted a policy of deliberate ethnic cleansing since their conquest of the country in 1948 when 
three quarters of a million Palestinians were driven from their homes at gunpoint. A carefully orchestrated campaign has 
made the Palestinians appear to be the aggressors. This story illustrates how that works, and how Palestinians mostly know 
that giving expression to their anger plays into the hands of the Israeli authorities. At a much deeper level, hatred rots the 
soul without doing anything to solve the injustice of the situation. Not to hate, day after day, takes very real spiritual power 
on the part of Palestinians (both Christian and Muslim) and of all those throughout the world who support them.

In Scripture, Jerusalem has a long history of turning its back on God’s justice, by regarding itself as a unique 
and privileged community ‘beloved of God’, and ignoring the fact that its calling was to share God’s justice and 
mercy with the whole world, including its immediate neighbours. Part of the purpose of Jesus’ ministry was to 
recall the people to that task, but just as they had rejected the prophets in the past, they continue to be deaf to 
his appeal.

Lent 2   
Year C  The appeal to Jerusalem  Luke 13:31-35 

The Sabeel conference

A hanging in the Sabeel Centre
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27  Stories Worth Telling: Lent and Holy Week

In the early 1990s many young men in Kenya were 
imprisoned for ‘political agitation’. There was no legal 
reason for them to be kept in prison, so their mothers 
formed a group to appeal for their release. They asked 
Wangari Maathai, founder of the Kenyan Green Belt 
Movement and an experienced activist for democracy, 
to help them.

They agreed that on Friday 28 February 1992 the 
mothers, their supporters and Wangari would meet 
in Nairobi’s Uhuru (Freedom) Park and walk the short 
distance to the offi  ce of the attorney general with their 
appeal. They would inform him that they intended 
to sleep in the park until their sons were released. 
And this is what they did – much to the horror of the 
government which had been hoping to delay any 
action. The women were joined by others, mostly men, 
who supported the appeal and wanted to ensure the 
safety of the petitioners.

Evening came but there were no sons. So the women
lit 52 candles, one for each man in prison, and began a 
hunger strike. A second night passed with no sons, so on 
the Sunday they held a service. The crowds swelled as 
people joined them after attending their own churches. 
The women erected a board saying ‘Freedom Corner’. 
This gave courage to others who had been tortured by 
government authorities to come and tell their stories.

By Tuesday groups of armed police had cordoned off  the 
area. The women were ordered to disperse, but before 
anyone could move, the police threw teargas into the 
camp and charged. A battle continued all afternoon, 
spilling into the surrounding streets. Wangari was 
knocked unconscious and was taken to hospital but the 
mothers remained in the tent, praying and singing.

When Wangari recovered, she called a press conference 
at which she insisted on the women’s right to seek their 
sons’ freedom. On 3 March the police forcibly removed 
them. Freedom Corner was cordoned off  and all their 
belongings were seized.

But the struggle continued. The women sought 
sanctuary in the adjacent All Saints Cathedral. The 
vigil continued for a whole year. During this time the 
hunger strike was rotated: as one woman became weak, 
another would take over.

Soldiers surrounded the cathedral till eventually the 
government agreed to discuss the situation with the 
archbishop. The soldiers left but the mothers remained 
and the cathedral became a centre of pilgrimage and a 
national sit-in demonstration.

Early in 1993 the vigil ended when suddenly all but one 
of the sons were released. The group continued to fi ght 
for his release which eventually came in 1997.

Source: Unbowed – My Autobiography, Wangari Maathai, Arrow 
Books, 2008, ISBN 0099493099

Jesus, we name you in our prayers as we often do.
We are here to resist injustice. 
We are here waiting for peace, for what has been promised.
We look around and see familiar, much-loved faces
for we have been waiting for a very long time.
 But whose is that face there, standing with us?
 It is the face we have known all our lives.
Jesus, we see you standing with us.

You know what it feels like to be arrested, 
beaten, and tortured.
You know that victory against injustice

comes to those who are prepared to suff er,
not to those who have been taught to kill.

You know that those who work violence 
want us to hate them.
Give us a share of your strength to resist hatred
especially in ourselves.

You spoke out against injustice.
You told us to pray for the coming of God’s reign.
You assured us that this is what God desires;

that community where the hungry are fed,
where debts are let go, and
where we learn from the natural world around us.

A world of peace and justice is what God,
who is our mother, desires.
Amen.

Jomo Kenyatta, Kenya’s fi rst president (1963 – 1978) banned opposition parties, claiming that they would exacerbate 
existing tribal divisions. His successor Daniel arap Moi amended the constitution in 1982 making the country offi  cially a 
one-party state. After much local and foreign pressure, parliament repealed this ruling. Although Moi was re-elected in 1992 
for a further fi ve years, opposition parties won nearly half the parliamentary seats, and further liberalization followed.

It is said that among people living under oppression all mothers give birth with the hope ‘perhaps this child will 
be the one to lead our people to freedom’. But when those children begin to ful� l that hope the mothers su� er, 
as they see their sons and daughters persecuted for standing up for justice. Some of the most determined and 
persistent defense of the children comes from those mothers.

Lent 4   
Mothering Sunday  Luke 2:33-35 / John 19:25-27

Freedom cornered



into any car. Carol tried to explain that she was a nurse, 
but it was only when she pulled out the small cross that 
she wore round her neck that one of the women smiled, 
and gladly went with her.

They were taken to the district hospital in Salisbury for 
medical care, and then on to a refugee reception centre. 
Carol herself returned to Bowerchalke, and told her story 
to others.

As a result, parishioners began to understand the need 
for the new function of their vicar, speaking to him with 
real interest in his work among travelling people. Having 
resisted this role, they now became enthusiastic in 
supporting him. Their eyes had been opened to a world 
of need beyond the green pastures in the valley. 

This story appeared in the parish magazine of Ebbesbourne 
Wake in December 2001 and is used with permission.

It is comfortable in here, 
Jesus my teacher,
and I don’t need to worry about the world.
But you worry about the world, 

and you worry about me 
and the secure walls of my life’s cocoon.

Help me to break outside
and to see and hear and smell and feel
what others know to be their lot..

Teach me to listen before I judge,
to watch before I fear, 
and to think before I feel.

And help me to be a disciple 
who is not afraid to be outside,
not annoyed to have others on my mind,
but ready to be your companion 

in the silent valleys of unknown despair.
Amen.                                                                                                            

This story is also appropriate for Easter 2, Year A (p.38) 
Thomas’ doubts.

28  Stories Worth Telling: Lent and Holy Week

The New York events of September 2001 must have 
seemed a long way from the people of Bowerchalke 
and Ebbesbourne Wake. Of greater concern in those 
villages was the change in the duties of their vicar who 
had recently been given a half-time responsibility by 
the Diocese for ministry to gypsies and travellers across 
Dorset and Wiltshire. They could not make sense of the 
change, but recognized that the local churches were not 
contributing enough to pay him full time. Yet a ministry 
to travelling people seemed to be unnecessary and 
irrelevant in this quiet corner of Wiltshire.

One Friday in December, Carol Hebden, a church 
member, was running late on her way to meet a friend. 
Driving down the hill from Bowerchalke to take the left 
turn to Ebbesbourne Wake she suddenly came upon 40 
or more Asian men and women, and sheet upon sheet 
of polystyrene strewn across the road. 

When Carol recounted the story she said: “I had no idea 
what I was going to do but I knew what I was not going 
to do, and that was to drive on by. Many years as a nurse 
had made me diffi  cult to shock but nothing could have 
prepared me for what I was about to witness. I parked 
the car and approached this bedraggled and bewildered 
collection of human beings. They spoke no English but 
made it known they were from Sri Lanka. They were 
utterly bewildered, frightened, desolate, destitute and 
wretched. They were inadequately clothed, some 
bare-foot, some in shirt-sleeves. They had no 
possessions; only those they stood up in.”

Someone must have called 999 and, unknown to Carol 
at the time, a driver had given chase after seeing a van 
drop this precious cargo. He and Carol later met when 
a police offi  cer from Tisbury arrived with him to help. 
Eventually the refugees were ferried to a waiting bus, 
though the women in particular were reluctant to get 

The Chalke Valley in Wiltshire is a beautiful part of the world. The River Ebble wends its way towards Salisbury between 
pastureland and wooded slopes, and the villages that overlook it are quaint and very English. It is a comfortable place to be 
living, and many wealthy families live among the farms and traditional villagers. Confl icts ‘elsewhere in the world’ can seem 
remote from such apparently peaceful communities, until their impact is suddenly felt in unexpected ways.

In the Gospels blindness is rarely thought of as a merely physical condition – more often it is a symbol of an 
intellectual and spiritual inability or unwillingness to see the truth. Not only are those who reject Jesus (such as 
the Pharisees in John’s story) described as being in this state, but the disciples of Jesus also constantly fail to see 
what lies in front of their eyes. Mark’s Gospel makes this point very clearly in chapter 8:14-25, where the healing 
of a blind man at Bethsaida follows immediately after a description of the disciples’ obtuseness.

Lent 4 
Year A  The man born blind  John 9:1-41

A precious cargo
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The villages and farms in Karambi district are reached 
after a dusty drive that winds down the escarpments of 
eastern Rwanda along dirt roads, over an hour’s journey 
from Kibungu, itself several hours’ drive from the capital, 
Kigali. Since the 1994 genocide the world has paid little 
attention to Rwanda and, with the collapse of the coff ee 
and tea markets, the country’s wealth has ebbed away. 
The country is now on the margins, with merely regional 
status within the East African economy.

When the Karambi families tell of their experiences in 
the genocide, visitors feel they are with some of the 
most powerless people they have ever met. The Karambi 
Hutus fl ed to refugee camps in Tanzania in 1994, fearing 
reprisals from the Tutu-led RPF (Rwanda Patriotic Front). 
After more than two years in these camps they were 
repatriated and given a resettlement kit of blankets, a 
hoe, some cooking pots and food to feed their families 
for a few meals. But the walk to their villages took fi ve 
days and their food ran out. At their own gates again, 
they found their homes destroyed, and returned 
Rwandese exiles now settled on their land.

Seven years later, the Karambi village leaders negotiated 
a compromise with their new neighbours to share the 
land. Houses were rebuilt although many Hutu men 
were in prison for genocide-related atrocities.

The Baptist Union of Rwanda was working with the 
returnee families to increase their economic strength 
and security. The introduction of livestock banks, giving 
the fi rst families a goat and then distributing the kids 
to other families in the scheme, was already making a 
diff erence. Chrisanti Rubonera and his wife Charlotte 
had bred goats, bought some cows and were now 
selling milk. Chrisanti was paying school fees for his 
children and diversifi ed his farm by growing beans, 
passion fruit, maize and peanuts. He had bought a 
bicycle and iron sheets, and was planning to buy solar 
panels with the profi t from his bean harvest.

Laurencia Niyera-Nzeyimani looks after her eight 
children whilst her husband is in jail. Returning from the 
refugee camp with nothing she was given a goat, and 
reared over twenty. She bought cattle and pigs, paid the 
school fees for her family and bought a sewing machine 
for her daughters. The family now has a clothes shop in 
the village and Lawrencia plans to open a tea shop.

These people may be far from the world media centres 
and the structures of global political and economic 
power, but they have been noticed, helped to stand 
and to regain a toe-hold on life. The Baptist Union of 
Rwanda has made sure they have not been passed over.

How can you go back
when you know you have done wrong?
Now that there are no excuses,
no way you can justify what happened,
even though you feel in your heart
that you were led astray,

used by people who were clever,
who told you their lies,
who used you to advance their plans.

But you know that you heard the lies willingly, 
because they matched and confi rmed things
you had thought for years but had never dared voice.
But then you were given permission,

you were in the right,
they were the bad ones,
the vermin who needed to be cleared out
so our country could be free and proud again. 

And how it all ended: so many bodies. 
So much that we did; that others did; that I did. 
Forgiveness is too much to ask. 
But a place, a corner, 
for now we have nowhere else to go. 
And perhaps, in time, we can be family again.

This story is also appropriate for Sundays 12th - 18th 
June, Year C (p. 50) and for Sundays 11th - 17th 
September, Year A (p.61).

Around the Great Lakes of Central Africa Tutsis (cattle herders), Hutus (farmers) and Twa (forest hunters) co-existed for 
centuries. Some Tutsi clans later established monarchies which dominated large areas. When European explorers and 
colonists arrived they took these Tutsis to be ‘superior’ and reinforced their power. At independence (1960) the Hutu majority 
in Rwanda turned the tables and began to treat Tutsis as aliens. After a Tutsi-led invasion from Uganda in 1990 challenged 
their control, extremist Hutus branded all Tutsis as inyenzi (cockroaches) who must be ‘cleansed’ from the nation, and, in 
1994 massacred 800,000 Tutsis and other critics of their regime. Despite this, they were driven from power and many fl ed to 
eastern Congo. Some remain there, the source of much instability and confl ict, but most have returned. In Rwanda tensions 
persist, despite the new government’s declared policy: “We are not Hutu, Tutsi or Twa, we are all Rwandese.” 

When people who have done wrong repent and return, those who feel they have always remained responsible 
and righteous often � nd it hard to welcome them without resentment. But to refuse to do so is to repudiate the 
love of the Father who always grants a new beginning to o� enders.

Lent 4
Year C  The prodigal son  Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32

The refugees at Karambi
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When Jesus says: “You will always have the poor with 
you” does that mean we can do nothing about poverty? 
If even Jesus thinks it is inevitable, what can we do? 
No-one who heard him speak those words in Bethany 
would have made such a mistake. They would have 
recognized instantly where those words come from – 
the Sabbath Year law (Deuteronomy 15), which deals 
with the need for regular forgiveness of debt. Verses 
7-11 recognize the inevitability that some will fall into 
poverty, through misfortune or mismanagement: “there 

will never cease to be some in need on the earth” (v.11, 
NRSV) – which is why action must be taken to relieve 
their immediate need. But it is also vital to ensure that 
temporary distress does not become a permanent 
and inescapable condition. Debt that has become 
unpayable and crippling must be cancelled. The fact 
that Jesus quotes one part of that Deuteronomy 
passage must never become an excuse to ignore the 
whole purpose – that there should “be no one in need 
among you” (v.4, NRSV).

Passion Sunday 
Year C  Anointing Jesus’ feet  John 12:1-8

It started one Christmas in the north of Peru, where John 
Medcalf, a Columban Catholic missionary priest from 
the UK, was setting up rural libraries in partnership with 
Christian Aid, an international development agency. The 
government was taking milk produced by local farmers 
and exporting it – which looked good for the country’s 
economy but was bad for the communities who found 
themselves without milk and with little profi t. So the 
people organized a union. 

But the government got word of it. Soldiers came 
from Cajamarca. The fi rst the farmers knew of their 
presence was a burst of machine gun fi re. They rushed 
the soldiers, took their weapons and uniforms, and sent 
them back where they came from. But many farmers 
had been wounded. All through Lent they were leaving 
hospital and going straight to jail. 

Good Friday was spent in procession. Everybody – even 
babies – would fast all day. The farming community 
would meet early to decide which route the ‘Way of the 

Cross’ would follow. And this year they had only one 
idea; “We are following Jesus, aren’t we? Jesus is in the 
jail! Let’s go to Cajamarca!”

So the farmers started down the hill, singing and 
making the stations of the cross as they normally did. 
The people of Cajamarca also gathered in their church 
as usual, but when word reached them that a crowd of 
peasants was on its way seeking justice they started to 
drift home. The farmers gathered round the governor’s 
residence and asked that their brothers and sisters be 
set free.

There could have been a massacre – but Amnesty 
International had been at work. Hundreds of letters had 
been sent to the governor. The world was watching. The 
prisoners were set free.

And the people said, ‘Alleluya, Christ is risen!’ Easter had 
happened. That community celebrated Easter there and 
then, that Good Friday afternoon. 

Peru in the 1980s was like many countries, divided into rich and poor, where trade makes the rich richer, and the military are 
there to keep things that way. Development agencies, however, were alongside those helping the poor to support and stand 
up for themselves, to feed themselves better and through education to understand what was happening in the world. 

Celebrations of Palm Sunday can be something of a pantomime, with donkeys parading and children waving 
banners. But the entry into Jerusalem was no pantomime – it was a serious challenge to those who controlled 
the City and the Temple. Read the Gospel accounts of the debates during the � rst part of the following week 
– accounts which the Palm Sunday and Passion readings in the Lectionary omit. The authorities had to react 
to the challenge Jesus posed but at � rst his support from ordinary folk threw them o�  balance. Only later did 
they recover the initiative – and his refusal to defend himself by force gave the chance to do away with him by 
subterfuge.

Palm Sunday
Year A:   Matthew 21:1-11    Year B:    Mark 11.1-11  Year C:    Luke 19:28-40  

One Passiontide in Peru

The entry to Jerusalem
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At the Last Supper, Jesus says to his disciples, “I tell you, 
I will never again drink of the fruit of the vine until that 
day when I drink it new with you in the kingdom of God”  
(Matthew 26:29; Mark 14:25; Luke 22:16).

In 1965 Camilo Torres, a Colombian Dominican priest, 
said, “I have stopped off ering mass to live out the love 
for my neighbour in the temporal, economic and social 
orders. When my brother no longer has anything against 
me, and when the revolution has been completed, then 
I will off er mass again.” (Camilo Torres, German Guzman, 
Sheed and Ward, 1969, ASIN B0006BZ450).

Torres was born in 1929 into the four per cent of the 
Colombian population who received 40 per cent of the 
country’s wealth, while millions lived in poverty. His 
mother was a political activist and tried to prevent him 
from becoming a priest. But as priest and chaplain at the 
National University, he worked with his students in the 
slums of Bogota, helping the Indian residents to form a 
pilot farm, founding schools and a medical clinic, and 
training shoe-makers and tailors. Accused of organizing 

a Communist camp to train guerrillas, he asked to be 
released from ‘the privileges and duties of the clergy’, 
and joined the National Liberation Army (ELN). Within a 
few months, in February 1966, he was killed in a skirmish 
with government troops. He saw taking up arms as his 
only option in following Christ in that situation. Any 
other choice would have meant he was siding with the 
forces of oppression against the poor – a dilemma faced 
by many Christians.

You shared bread and wine at a table, Jesus,
with those who doubted, betrayed, misunderstood you.
Your way of life was not built 
upon the death of your enemies –
and through your own death 
they were off ered a new path to life.
Teach us today to assert ourselves in your name,
so that we may bring life to others.
Help us to open our arms to our opponents,
that together we may lay down our arms
for the sake of the Reign of God
Amen.

In much of Latin America a system of land-ownership derived from the early days of the Spanish conquest gave a tiny 
percentage of the population control over vast resources. By the mid-twentieth century this had led to unsustainable levels 
of inequality and poverty. Eff orts to change this system were met with violent resistance on the part of the wealthy. This 
forced many Christians who had been involved in the struggle for justice to take painful decisions. Though the level of open 
violence has decreased since those days, the gap between rich and poor remains as wide as ever.

In this � nal week, from his entry into Jerusalem through his teaching in the Temple to his trial, Jesus throws 
down a challenge to the powers who believe they have the authority to govern the world. In this he never 
resorts to deadly violence. That is consistent with so much of his teaching: “If anyone strikes you on the right 
cheek, turn the other also” (Matthew 5:39); “If you had only recognized on this day the things that make for 
peace” (Luke 19:42); “All who take the sword will perish by the sword.” (Matthew 26:52). Some sayings, however, 
appear to point in a di� erent direction: “But now… the one who has no sword must sell his cloak and buy one” 
(Luke 22:36). And why does Jesus allow his disciples to carry swords into Gethsemane (Luke 22:38)? Perhaps 
we cannot say that non-violence is an absolute ‘law’ of Christian action to be followed in every circumstance. 
Certainly there have been Christians who have felt compelled to use force to resist what they believed would 
otherwise be a far worse evil. Nevertheless, it remains true that although evil and injustice can sometimes be 
restrained by force, they can only be cured by love. And that is the way Jesus chooses.

Passion readings 
Year A   Matthew 26:14, 27-66 or 27:11-54        
Year B   Mark 14:1-15:47 or 15:1-39 (40-47)       
Year C   Luke 22:14, 23:56 or 23:1-49

Taking up arms for the Prince of Peace?

Now I’m really confused, Jesus.
At fi rst we heard you say: “Now is the time” 
and “This is the year of God’s favour”.
We thought: “At last, this is what we’ve been waiting for,  
something is being done. This is the man to follow.”
We looked to you to take action,      
to bring down the tyrants and the traitors   
who have made us suff er all our lives.
But then you started to say: “Turn the other cheek;
love those who persecute you.”   
We wondered how you thought 

this would bring about the changes you promised,  
and some people gave up on you then.     
“No use to us,” they said, “he’s just a dreamer.”                            
But we stuck by you. 
We came with you all the way to Jerusalem   
and now look what you’ve done,    
riding into the city like the king the prophets promised,  
turning over the tables in the Temple,    
challenging the powerful people 
just where it hurts them most.
And what I want to know is: where will it all end?
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Maria was a 41-year-old primary school teacher in San 
Salvador, the capital city of the small Central American 
country of El Salvador. She was the mother of four 
children and a deacon in the local Baptist church. In her 
spare time she taught groups of peasant women how to 
read and write. 

On 5 April 1989, as she was leaving school at the end of 
her day’s work accompanied by a number of her pupils, 
she was seized by a group of heavily armed men who 
forced her into a Cherokee car with darkened windows. 

An hour later, she was pushed from the car onto a 
roadside in the outskirts of the city and shot four times. 
Her body showed that Maria had been severely tortured 
in the short time since she had been taken: there were 
acid burns on her back and shoulders, her face had been 
beaten and one arm was broken.

Maria had recently read a statement on national radio 
calling for women to defend their rights, to struggle 
for equality and to help build peace in their war-torn 
country. Was this her crime? Or was it that she had 
participated in the anniversary commemoration of 
the assassination of Oscar Romero, whom she greatly 
respected? Or was it that her literacy work had led her 
to join with others to found, the national coordinating 
body for Salvadoran women (CONAMUS)?

Shortly before her murder, Maria recorded a message 
for women in Canada, the USA and Britain. In it she said: 
“Salvadoran women don’t want to remain silent about 
the problems that aff ect us all… We declare ourselves in 
favour of peace. What are we doing? We have workshops 
and educational days… We produce educational and 
information materials. We have just opened a clinic 
off ering psychological and legal help to women who 
have been victims of violence.”

Much has changed in El Salvador since Maria’s murder. 
The civil war has been brought to an end and levels 
of overt violence have greatly reduced. But many of 
the structural injustices which caused the confl ict in 
the fi rst place remain. CONAMUS has continued to 
address the issues which directly aff ect poor women 
in El Salvador, including domestic violence and rape, 
economic survival, lack of political participation, and 
social inequality. 

Make us ready, Jesus, to lay aside
those duties that distract us,
that we may live out our love for our neighbour
in the middle of today’s world.

As we face the hard choices
and long for just solutions,
show us your way
and bring us at last to  your table.

Amen.                                                                                                        

As Oscar Romero began to speak out strongly against injustice in El Salvador (see the story of his ‘conversion’: Lent seasonal 
stories) other churches began to follow his lead. One such was Emmanuel Baptist Church in the capital San Salvador. Those 
in power saw these actions as subversive. In 1981 Roberto d’Aubuisson, leader of the Nationalist Republican (ARENA) Party, 
said that peace could be restored in El Salvador if 200,000 to 300,000 ‘subversives’ were killed. Such attitudes led to the 
murder of many teachers, trade unionists, church leaders and community workers.

Death always seems to be the end. ‘It is � nished’ can mean ‘that’s the end of all we hoped for – how can we 
continue now that s/he is dead?’ But to see it that way is to allow the powers of injustice a victory – their aim, by 
killing selected people, is precisely to intimidate the rest into silence. The blow feels unbearable now. Only later 
do we see that ‘it is � nished’ means ‘it is accomplished’. The powers of death have done their worst, but love has 
de� ed them. It has broken the fear they inspire, the only thing they can rely on to retain their authority.

Good Friday  
All years  Crucifixion   John 18:1-19:42

Maria Crist ina Gomez Story 1

The Maria Cristina Gomez cross, created 
by her friends to honour her work



Rachel Corrie went to the Gaza Strip in 2002 as part of 
the International Solidarity Movement. She was working 
with others trying to protect the Rafah home of a 
Palestinian pharmacist from demolition when she was 
crushed to death by an Israeli army bulldozer on 
16 March, 2003. Rachel was just 23 years old. 

The bulldozer was destroying houses and clearing the 
land for the construction of a border fence. Rachel was 
one of four people who were obstructing the nine ton 
bulldozer. When it turned towards the house Rachel 
knelt about twenty metres away from it, wearing a high 
visibility jacket. The bulldozer did not stop, despite her 
high visibility and the warning shouts and gestures of 
many people.

Rachel stood up, climbing onto the earth mound in 
front of the bulldozer. It pushed her over and under the 
blade, continuing to move forward until her body was 
under the cockpit. Then it reversed, back over her, with 
the blade still pressed down. Rachel died of massive 
internal injuries almost immediately in the ambulance.

Since her death, Rachel Corrie’s story has been told 
many times, particularly as a dramatized account. 

‘My name is Rachel Corrie’ has been performed in 
theatres worldwide. She failed to stop Israeli attacks on 
Palestinians but her death showed the world what Israel 
is doing to the Palestinian people. Above all, her story 
has been powerful in reminding the Palestinian people 
that there are Americans with a concern for justice and 
a love for humanity.

Loving God, you understand all that happens.
You know how often we fail 
to see your hand at work in the world.
You recognize our fears and anxieties 
when unjust powers and authorities dominate.
You share our sorrow when your people suff er 
in their struggle for what is right and just.

We pray that you will guide us in our understanding:
that you will help us to see your purposes
in the world; 
that you will strengthen and support
all who strive for your justice;
and that those who suff er in their struggle 
may know your comfort.

We pray that your name may be glorifi ed and that your 
Kingdom may come.  
Amen. 
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Rachel’s stand Story 2

The Gaza strip is about 41 kilometres (25 miles) long, and between six and twelve kilometres (four to seven and a half 
miles) wide. One and a half million people live there, mostly refugees from all parts of Israel who were driven out of their 
homes in 1948. After the six-day war in 1967 the Gaza strip came under Israeli military occupation. In 1994 the Oslo Accords 
gave a measure of local Palestinian control, but real power over borders remained in Israeli hands. In 2002 Israel began 
demolishing houses and clearing the land in order to construct a fence on the border with Egypt, which made possible a 
blockade of the Gaza strip. 

This was once someone’s home in the West Bank
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John Robinson, sometime bishop of Woolwich, wrote: 
“The only way evil ever wins victories is by making a man retort by evil, reflect it, pay it back, 
and thus afford it a new lease of life. Over one who persistently absorbs it and refuses to give 
it out, it is powerless. It is in this kind of way that Paul sees Christ dealing with the forces of evil 
– going on and on, triumphantly absorbing their attack by untiring obedience, till eventually 
there is nothing more they can do. Or rather, there is one thing more – and that is to kill Him. 
This they do. But in the very act they confess their own defeat... He thus slips their grasp and 
renders them impotent.”

The Body – A Study in Pauline Theology, Bimillennial Pr, 2002, ISBN 0964138840
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Easter to Pentecost: 
The victory of love 
Introduction to the season
The resurrection of Christ is the decisive victory of God’s love over the powers of evil, says the New Testament. It is 
not about the resuscitation of a corpse, nor even primarily about ‘life after death’. In the same way the Ascension is 
not a story about a physical journey to heaven ‘up above’– it is the enthronement of Christ over the ‘principalities 
and powers’ (Ephesians 1:20-21), those forces which had usurped the place of God’s love and justice in the world. 
And Pentecost means that the strength of love which was demonstrated at the Cross can now live in human lives 
through God’s Spirit. It is this faith in the triumph of love over the powers of injustice which makes it possible for 
ordinary people to struggle against oppression – because they realize that what they have always been told about 
the unchangeability of life ‘as it is’ has now been overturned by a revolutionary new Gospel.

When Jesus calls us to love our enemies
it turns our world upside down.
Loving God, lead us to fi nd the courage

to walk where we do not want to go
and to step into the unknown.

Turn our world upside down
so that the unimaginable does indeed happen:
those once enslaved are freed,
those excluded on the grounds
of race, gender or sexual orientation
become full sharers in society:

a Nelson Mandela becomes President of South Africa
and a Barack Obama becomes President 
of the United States of America.  
This we pray in Christ’s name.
Amen.

Story for the season: Jim Clark

In 1965 the civil rights struggle in America came to 
march from Selma to Montgomery. A large crowd of 
black and white activists outside Ebenezer Baptist 
Church, Montgomery grew angry when they heard 
reports of serious injuries to demonstrators. Across 
the street stood Sheriff  Jim Clark, who symbolized 
the oppressive forces of the state and city. Sensing 
what might happen if the crowd became more 
restive, a young African American preacher grabbed a 
microphone and shouted out: “It’s time we sang a song.”

Lifting his voice, he sang: ‘Do you love our Lord?’ to 
which the crowd responded: ‘Certainly, certainly, 
certainly, Lord’. Then the pastor recited a litany of the 
leaders of the non-violent movement, calling Martin 
Luther King Jr and the others by name. Each time the 
demonstrators, warming to the song, sang loudly: 
‘Certainly, certainly, certainly, Lord’. Then suddenly the 
preacher sang again. ‘Do you love Jim Clark?’ ‘Cer… 
certainly, Lord’ came the stunned reply. ‘Do you love 
Jim Clark?’ the preacher sang again. ‘Certainly, Lord,’ 
came the reply, only this time a bit more strongly. ‘Do 
you love Jim Clark?’ the preacher asked again. By this 
time he had made the point and the protestors’ voices 
rang out: ‘Certainly, certainly, certainly, Lord’. Taking the 
microphone, Reverend James Bevel reminded everyone: 
“We are not just fi ghting for our rights, but for the good 
of the whole society. It’s not enough to defeat Jim Clark. 
Do you hear me, Jim? We want you converted!”

By the mid-1960s the campaign against racial discrimination in the United States was at a turning point and focused on 
Dallas County, Alabama where less than one per cenr of blacks old enough to vote were registered. Eff orts to change this 
were blocked; all kinds of manoeuvres organized by local offi  cials and the Ku Klux Klan. Marches supported by the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference led by Martin Luther King were a non-violent response to the killing of activists. Americans 
realized that segregationists were not trying to preserve social order but were rather supporting ‘a system of state-endorsed 
terrorism against non-whites’. The Voting Rights Act became law in August, 1965.

Story 1



If you attended their meetings, it would be some time 
before you realized that the men folk these women had 
lost were on opposite sides in the 1994 killings. Some 
had seen their husbands slaughtered in the genocide. 
The husbands of others had taken part in the killing, 
and had either later been killed themselves, or had 
fl ed and not been seen since. “We all suff ered equally,” 
said the women, and it was this recognition that made 
reconciliation possible: “The love between us will 
eradicate hatred in our country.”

Loving God, lead us to see how much we share 
both in pain and in joy.
In drawing us to Christ draw us to each other,
that working together we may grow and build 
for the good of all.
This we pray in Christ’s name.    
Amen.

This story is also appropriate for Sundays 11th to 17th 
September, (Year A) p.61.

The women’s cooperative at Remera, in the south of 
Rwanda, grew ‘Irish’ potatoes (as distinct from sweet 
potatoes). A nearby secondary school fed its pupils on 
Irish potatoes, traditionally bought from farms in the 
hilly north of the country. But in the early 1990s civil 
war had disrupted that supply and the local women 
realised this was a gap they could fi ll. With the support 
of the Baptist Union of Rwanda, they rented land, limed 
it to reduce the acidity of the soil, and fed it with goat 
manure – 12 full baskets were carried by each member 
on her head. Their fi rst harvest produced 4.3 tonnes, of 
which 3.5 tonnes was sold to the school, making a good 
profi t for the cooperative. 

“When we fi rst organized ourselves,” the women said, 
“we had a lot of trouble from the men. They told us 
that women were not capable of running a business, 
that we should stay at home and cultivate the family 
plot. Some of the women were pressured into leaving 
the cooperative. So when we made our fi rst profi t we 
decided to buy a supply of new hoes, one for each 
family involved. We invited the men to a party, with 
a good supply of sorghum beer. When the men got 
mellow, we brought out the hoes and presented them. 
They were forced to see that the women’s ingenuity and 
skill had brought benefi t. Now some of the men work 
with us in our cooperative when their wives are sick.”   

A year later all their good work was swept away in the 
genocide that claimed up to a million lives in 1994 
and utterly destroyed most of the good economic 
development that had been achieved. 

Some years later another women’s cooperative was 
begun in the same part of the country where the 
Remera cooperative had operated before 1994. This time 
it was a widows’ cooperative, with about 200 members, 
also supported by the Rwanda Baptist Union. Each 
member had her own small plot of land on the hills, but 
they worked together every Tuesday on cooperative 
land in the valleys. Each had been given a goat, a hoe, 
seeds and fertilizers by the project, and they grew crops 
to sell – potatoes, beans, sorghum and cassava – to raise 
money for medicines and primary school fees.
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Story for the season : The women of Remera Story 2

Around the Great Lakes of Central Africa cattle herders (Tutsis), farmers (Hutus) and forest hunters (Twa) co-existed for 
centuries. But later some Tutsi clans established strong monarchies which dominated large areas. When European explorers 
and colonists arrived they took these Tutsis to be a ‘superior race’, and reinforced their power. At independence in 1960 the 
Hutu majority in Rwanda turned the tables and began to treat Tutsis as aliens. After a Tutsi-led invasion from Uganda in 
1990 began to challenge their control, extremist Hutus branded all Tutsis as inyenzi (cockroaches) who must be ‘cleansed’ 
from the nation, and in 1994 massacred 800,000 Tutsis and other critics of their regime. Despite this, they were driven from 
power by the invaders and many fl ed to Eastern Congo. Some remain there, the source of much instability and confl ict, but 
most have returned home.  In Rwanda tensions persist, despite the new government’s declared policy of “We are not Hutu, 
Tutsi or Twa, we are all Rwandese.”  Often it is the women who take the initiative to overcome these tensions, becoming the 
foundation for good development. 

A scene in southern Rwanda
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Groups walked across the fi elds; packed open-backed 
vehicles bounced over the rough tracks – all heading for 
a marquee emblazoned with a banner that welcomed 
everyone to the Dalit Pragathi Ikya Sangam (Union for 
the Development of Oppressed People). 

They came from 120 village sangams, mostly women, 
but also some men – about 500 people all together. The 
meeting began with songs and drama about things that 
could easily happen in any village: arguments in families; 
pompous rich people making fools of themselves; poor 
people getting into scrapes – so there was plenty of 
laughter. Then the president stood to speak. He had 
some good things to say in a general sort of way, but 
there was still a great deal of chatter.

Then a woman stood – the president of a nearby village 
sangam – and the whole assembly grew silent, listening 
intently to her words. The events of her story had 
happened less than a month previously.

A low caste boy from her village had been a bonded 
labourer on an upper caste family farm. Bonded labour 
is illegal in India but still happens, especially in remote 
rural villages. If you get into debt – and there are many 
ways that can happen if you are poor – you can be 
forced to work, or to send your children to work for the 
moneylender, not for wages, but to pay off  the debt. This 
can continue for a lifetime or beyond to pay off  a loan.

One day the boy found an illegal still. Although 
home brewing of the harsh raw spirit arrack is strictly 
prohibited, it is widely practised. If this discovery got out 
the farmer’s family would be in big trouble. They caught 
the boy and beat him so hard that he died. To make it 
look like suicide, they put a rope round his neck and 
strung him up on a tree to make it look like suicide. Then 
they went to the boy’s family and off ered 3,000 rupees 
(about £60) as a gesture to help with funeral expenses.

The boy’s family went to the village sangam to seek 
advice. They didn’t believe their son had committed 
suicide, but didn’t know what they could do. The 
sangam agreed to call in the authorities and money was 
collected to enable the family to travel to the District 
Coroner’s offi  ce. He came to the village to examine the 
boy’s body. “This was no suicide,” he said and issued a 
certifi cate of murder. The police were called and eight 
members of the farmer’s family were arrested.

So the farmer’s family off ered the boy’s family 100,000 
rupees to drop the case. This is a huge sum and the 
family was very poor. Again they discussed it with the 
sangam and decided: “No! We want justice. If we accept 
the money, they will think they can go on killing us.”

And this was why they had come to this Saturday 
morning meeting of the Ikya sangam – to appeal for 
contributions to enable the court case to go ahead so 
that justice could be done. “In the past,” the woman 
told the Ikya sangam, “the upper caste people used to 
do what they wanted with us. But now we are in the 
sangam. Now we are united. Now we are together. Now 
we can act for justice. This is why we have come here 
to ask for your support, so that we can have justice, not 
only for the boy in our village, but for all the 
down-trodden people of India, and the poor people of 
the whole world.”

Let there be an up-rising                                                                                                                                        
of Christ – crushed, crucifi ed, entombed.                                                                                                                
Let the earth crack!                                                                                                                                           
Let stones be rolled away!                                                                                                                                     
Let the dawn push back the blanket of the night!                                                                                                     
Let the trumpets sound!                                                                                                                                           
Let fl owers open!                                                                                                                                            
For we welcome the One who affi  rms life!                                        
Let there be an up-rising                                                                                                                                        
of God’s little ones – dispossessed, outcast, silenced.                                                                                             
Let their land be given back to them!                                                                                                                     
Let the stones blocking their liberty be rolled away!                                                                                              
Let their stubborn hopes for tomorrow re-shape                                                                                                    
the dark realities of today!                                                                                                                                       
Let their own stories be heard!                                                                                                                                
Let our ears and hearts be opened to them!                                                                                                                     
For their struggle reveals the One who affi  rms life!

This prayer was prompted by Kenith A David’s Sacrament and 
Struggle, WCC, 1994, ISBN 2825411434                                                 

This story is also appropriate for Sundays 18th - 24th 
September, Year B (p. 61).   

Story for the season: The Dalit boy Story 3

Indian society has traditionally been divided into castes, with members of the lowest castes, outcastes (Dalits) and tribal 
communities (Adivasis) excluded from many of society’s activities. Though caste discrimination has been illegal for many 
years, it still persists, especially in rural areas. Many community organizations work to overcome this discrimination, often in 
the face of violent reactions from the privileged castes. In most cases, as in this story from the East Godaviri district of eastern 
India, we cannot speak about a ‘conclusion’ or ‘happy ending’ – the story is one of persistent struggle and endurance.
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Sarith lives on the outskirts of Cambodia’s capital Phnom 
Penh. His home is a twenty minute ride from the city 
centre on the back of a motorcycle. Sarith, a cook by 
trade, lives with his mother Sophea, who has been 
caring for him ever since his HIV developed into AIDS. 

Sarith was 33 when he became HIV+. The advent of AIDS 
was devastating. It led to the loss of his job, initially to 
susceptibility to opportunistic illnesses, gradually to an 
indiff erence to food and eating, and a total lack of will 
to live. Eventually on the point of death he qualifi ed for 
the anti-AIDS drugs, the anti-retrovirals (ARVs). Very few 
people in Cambodia are on ARVs and Sarith was one of 
the lucky ones. 

The prevalence of HIV/AIDS in Cambodia is amongst 
the highest in Asia. Prevention measures exerted by 
the Government and its partners has helped reduce 
the spread of HIV: prevalence has dropped remarkably 
(to 0.9% in 2006 and is expected to level off  at 0.6% 
in 2010). However, the sexual health issues of young 
people remain unaddressed and such work is seriously 
underfunded. It is usually young women who are at 
risk. Almost half of new infections are in married women 
and one third in children (mainly through perinatal 
transmission). This suggests an urgent need for married 
couples to have more open, honest relationships and 

highlights the lack of appropriate care and support of 
pregnant women. 

In Sarith’s case ARVs changed his life. Médécins Sans 
Frontières paid for the drugs which were administered 
by the care workers of the Maryknoll Foundation, an 
American Catholic mission agency. Sarith started to eat 
and to take an interest in what he was eating. His will to 
live returned and over time his general health improved 
beyond recognition. He felt confi dent that he could 
hold a job down if he could fi nd one. 

His mother Sophea explained the profound eff ect of 
the medication, not only on her son but also on her. 
“Not only has Sarith come back to life. I have as well. For 
months I watched my child die in front of my eyes and 
was powerless to do anything about it. Now, through 
Maryknoll, he is on the right medication. It is not only 
Sarith who has come alive, it is me too.”

God of wholeness and health,
wanting us to experience life as rich and engaged,
to balance joyous fulfi llment with faithful obedience,
give us the will to make the most of our bodies as they are,
and of what sense we have left in our minds.
We ask this for the sake of your Kingdom
and in Jesus’ name.
Amen.

Story for the season: Coming back to life in Cambodia Story 4

Cambodia in South East Asia is a country of contrasts: majestic temples at Angkor Wat, the River Mekong dominating 
its length, a tragic history under the Khmer Rouge and a continuing battle against malaria, dengue fever and AIDS. The 
poverty of its 14 million people and their Government makes it hard for the country to cope with these illnesses. 

Sarith (centre) with mother Sophea and care worker
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The delegation from the British churches visited El 
Salvador while civil war was raging in that country. They 
were taken to the Human Rights offi  ce linked to the 
Cathedral where Oscar Romero had preached. In the 
offi  ce they were shown ‘The Book’. These were the years 
when death squads, organized by the landowners and 
the army, went out by night in 4x4 Jeep Cherokees with 
darkened windows to look for the teachers, catechists 
and community leaders in the villages. They would 
kidnap, torture and murder them, and dump their 
mutilated bodies far away from their homes. When a 
corpse was reported by the local people, workers from 
the Human Rights offi  ce went out to photograph the 
body. The photographs were collected together and 
pasted into ‘The Book’, held at the Human Rights offi  ce. 
So when the families of the disappeared teachers, 
catechists and community workers failed to fi nd their 
relatives in their own locality, they came fi nally to the 
Human Rights offi  ce to turn the pages of ‘The Book’, 
perhaps to fi nd there what had happened to their 
brother, or sister, father, mother, or friend.

The delegation looked at ‘The Book’ and wept. “We 
thought we were coming here to give you some help, 
to support you in some way,” they said, “and you have 
shown us this which makes us feel helpless, that all our 
hope of supporting you is futile.” 

“Don’t ever say that,” the Human Rights workers replied. 
“You have come to see us – and that means everything.”

As Allan Webster, then Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral, 
London, put it on the delegation’s return: “It was as if we 
had put our fi ngers and our hands into the wounds of 
Christ.”

Life is so cheap for torturers, hostage-takers, 
disappearers, death squads,
and we collude in that cheapness 
when we aff ect not to see or do not want to know.
Make us more like Doubting Thomas, 
determined to know the truth,
about torturers, hostage-takers, 
disappearers, death squads
and ourselves when we condone evil in the world.
Make us, too, like Thomas, seeing Christ before him,
and hidden in the faces of those who hold life so cheaply
and those who make their accommodation with evil.
In practicing the peace 
which the Risen Christ gives to his disciples
may we bear witness to a reign of justice and truth..
This we ask in Christ’s name.  
Amen.

The story  ‘A precious cargo’  (p.28) is also appropriate 
here.

39  Stories Worth Telling: Easter to Pentecost

Journeys are often associated with new discoveries: we � nd new places, make new friends, and sometimes 
discover things about ourselves we did not imagine possible. This Easter Sunday evening walk to Emmaus 
opened the disciples’ eyes to a new world. Still today, journeys can bring new insight and fresh challenge to 
those who undertake them.

Easter 3 
Year A  The road to Emmaus  Luke 24:13-35

The murder of Archbishop Oscar Romero on 24 March 1980 unleashed a wave of killings, as if those who wanted to retain 
power in El Salvador saw this as their best opportunity, now the boldest defender of the poor had been eliminated. The 
wave of violence continued until ‘wiser’ voices prevailed, insisting that such open brutality only enraged world opinion, 
and that their aims would be better achieved by subtler methods. Through all these changes of tactics the people strove to 
maintain their support for one another and their confi dence in a better future.

Thomas cannot believe unless he � rst sees. Many of us � nd it di�  cult to believe that the love of God can 
overcome hatred and injustice unless we see evidence. The evidence is presented to us in the lives of poor 
communities who have su� ered great repression, and yet still � nd the courage and hope to continue working 
for justice. The challenge then is to translate that faith into our own situations, where often our greatest 
problem is ‘the disappearance of hope’, as Bishop Lesslie Newbigin expressed it in The Other Side of 1984 (Church 
House Publishing, 1990, ISBN 2825407844).

Easter 2  
Year A   Thomas’ doubts  John 20:19-31

A visit to the people of El Salvador
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The evening sun was low in the sky and the coconut 
palm trees were casting long shadows across the rice 
fi elds as the group of community workers walked 
the dusty tracks back to Vinoba Ashram in Kuthur, 
Tamil Nadu, South India. It had been a long and tiring 
day, visiting villages supported by LAFTI, a Gandhian 
organization run by members of the Ashram inspired by 
the Sardovaya movement of village development, self 
government and land reform.

The day had been spent talking with rice farmers, 
brick makers and dispossessed fi shermen’s families in 
the Thiruvarur district. Here the coastline is pitted by 
rectangular earthworks, each about half the size of a 
football pitch and surrounded by barbed wire, electric 
lights and security fences. These are the saltwater ponds 
for rearing prawns, now a lucrative global industry. 
Subsistence farmers in many parts of coastal Asia are 
losing their lands and livelihoods to feed the appetites 
of the affl  uent north for frozen prawns, ready meal 
curries and seafood cocktails.

As the group walked, Leela Salaraj told the story of the 
events over the last 20 years. She recounted the changes 
that the intensive prawn industry had brought and how 
it was now ruining lives. The industry was taking over the 
coastal areas and local villagers’ access to the sea was 
becoming limited and eff ectively banned. The coastline 
was now littered with bunds (embankments enclosing 
the ponds) of prawn farms. Polluted salty water from 
the prawn tanks drained into the fi elds, making the soil 
saline and poisoning the crops. Freshwater wells had 
become useless, forcing the poor to walk further inland 
to fi nd drinkable water.

There was quick profi t for some, but soon an ecological 
wasteland was created and the profi teers moved 
on, leaving a devastated natural and economic 
environment. By then the workers from Vinoba Ashram 
had started to organize national resistance to the 
presence of the industrial prawn farming. Mobilizing 
the aff ected populations, they organized a chain of 
hunger strikes, sit-ins and rallies. They picketed national 
highways, railway lines, airports, government offi  ces 
and harbours until, in February 1991, the Government 
of India issued the Coastal Zone Regulation Notifi cation 
to stop intensive and semi-intensive prawn farming 

in wetlands and to establish a National Coastal 
Management Authority to safeguard the marine life and 
coastal areas. 

But none of this was implemented and by 1996 
Leela and her co-workers were planning further legal 
campaigns. Despite rulings by the highest courts 
there has been little improvement. In most states, 
the Government and local authorities have failed to 
implement the Supreme Court’s directives. The situation 
in Tamil Nadu has remained the same.
Jaganathan, an older community worker, went on 
hunger strike. “The Fishery department is playing foul; 
hand in glove with the prawn lobby with their power 
and money. This is illegal. The law is being ignored and 
fl outed yet no action is taken from any section of the 
government,” he said.

Leela had walked through these 182 coastal villages 
for 20 years during this ‘prawn war’. She was originally a 
nursery teacher until she saw the poverty of the people. 
She was imprisoned for 15 days for participating in a 
prawn protest, and now led a section of the protest 
movement called “Women who’ve been in jail”. As the 
group sat down for their evening meal she reached for 
her rice with deformed fi ngers, knuckles smashed by 
the staves of the prawn industry’s hired strikebreakers in 
this justice struggle. 

What is revealed in the breaking of this bread? 

Risen Christ, you revealed yourself to the disciples
 in the breaking of the bread.
For many, then and now, this bread comes at a price,
 if it comes at all.
Give a portion of your spirit 

to all who seek dignity within work,
and the recognition of its contribution
to the common good,
to those who stand up for workers’ rights and wellbeing
and a just sharing of the harvest,
to those who fi ght for the integrity 
and health of the environment.

Make us their companions,
sharing in their struggle for bread,
sharing our plentiful bread with them
and meeting you in broken bread.  

Amen.

For generations people have fi shed for prawn in the Indian mangrove swamps by eco-friendly and sustainable ways. But, 
enticed by western capital, business interests now exploit the land and resources, trampling on the rights of the local poor. 
Coastal forests and lagoons are being destroyed, making the coastline vulnerable to tidal surges and tsunamis, wiping 
out the breeding grounds for fi sh and birds. Waste from the prawn farms, containing pesticides and fertilizers, is pumped 
out, further polluting both sea and land, people are forced to abandon their coastal villages to become landless labourers 
working in the brick kilns, eventually drifting into the slums of Kolkata, Chennai and Delhi.

The road to Kuthur
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Dietrich Bonhoeff er was born in 1906 in Breslau, (now 
Wrocław, Poland), part of the generation born in the 
fi rst decade of the twentieth century. Too young to fi ght 
in World War 1, many became the most enthusiastic 
recruits to the Nazi Party. Bonhoeff er’s family was 
wealthy (their father was a prominent psychiatrist), and 
not at all pious. When 16-year-old Dietrich announced 
his intention to study theology, his older brother Klaus 
bemoaned the waste of his talent on such a ‘provincial 
and superfl uous’ organization. “If the Church is feeble,” 
came the reply, “I shall reform it.” Bonhoeff er was 
ordained in 1931.

Adolf Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor on 30 January 
1933 was greeted with enthusiasm in Germany. Many
in the churches saw this as a moment of renewal, even 
of resurrection (Auferstehung), for a defeated and 
demoralized nation. Bonhoeff er saw things diff erently. In 
a radio broadcast three weeks later he warned 
against the danger of this leader (Führer) becoming a 
mis-leader, a seducer (Verführer). The broadcast was cut 
off  at that point.     

In the churches of Berlin Bonhoeff er felt increasingly 
isolated, and in September 1933 he resigned to take 
up the pastorate of the Lutheran congregation in 
London. He tried to explain himself to Karl Barth, 
Professor of Theology at Bonn University: “I felt that I 
was incomprehensibly in radical opposition to all my 
friends, that my views of matters were taking me more 
and more into isolation, although I was and remained in 
the closest personal relationship with these men – and 
all that made me anxious, made me uncertain. I was 
afraid I would go wrong out of obstinacy – and I saw no 
reason why I should see things more correctly, better 
than so many able and good pastors to whom I looked 
up, so I thought that it was probably time to go into the 
wilderness for a while and simply do pastoral work…” 
(Letter dated 24 October 1933)

Karl Barth replied: “What is all this about ‘going away’, 
‘the quietness of pastoral work’, etc at a moment when 
you are just wanted in Germany? You know as well as I 
do that the opposition in Berlin and the opposition of 
the church in Germany as a whole stand on such weak 
feet! That every honest man must have his hands full 
making it sharp and clear and fi rm! That now perhaps 
everything is going down the drain not because of the 
great power and deceit of the German Christians, but 
because of the pig-headedness and stupidity, of the 
desperate shallowness of, of all people, the anti-German 
Christians… No, to all the reasons and excuses that you 
might perhaps still be able to put in front of me, I will 
only give you one answer: ‘And the German church? 
And the German churches?’ – until you are back again 
in Berlin to attend faithfully and truly to the machine 
gun which you have left behind there.” (Letter dated 20 
November 1933)

In early 1935 Bonhoeff er returned to Germany at the 
invitation of the Confessing Church, formed to oppose 
the compromises with Nazism which the established 
churches were prepared to accept. He became the 
leader of their newly-formed seminary for training 
pastors at Finkenwalde, near Stettin, where he remained 
until it was shut down by the Gestapo in 1937.

Bonhoe� er’s and Barth’s letters quoted in Vol 1, The Churches 
and the Third Reich, Klaus Scholder, SCM Press, 1987, ISBN 
00334019222.

Redeemer God,
you know that so often we fail you.
Our courage is too small and our faith is too limited
Yet we also know that you will restore us,
that you will pick us up when we fall,  
take us by the hand and lead us back along your path.
Thank you for this, and help us to put our trust in you,
now and always.
Amen.

Dietrich Bonhoeff er became a hero for many people in the churches during the second half of the twentieth century. His 
apparently steadfast resistance to Hitler, which led to his execution in 1945, and his insights into the way theology must 
meet the challenges of a secular age, seemed to set a glowing example of Christian discipleship. But Bonhoeff er was not 
always so consistent, as an exchange of letters with Karl Barth in Autumn 1933 shows. Like Peter in the Gospel story, he 
wavered, but then found his feet once more.    

Nicknames sometimes express the opposite of a person’s most obvious characteristic – the shortest person 
might be called ‘Lofty’, and ‘Curly’ someone with straight (or no) hair. The nickname Jesus gives to Simon � ts that 
kind of teasing irony – no one could be less rock-like or reliable than the Peter we read about in the Gospels. 
But he learns from his failures. Through them he discovers the true meaning of forgiveness. And that is what 
eventually makes Peter someone who can be trusted with the task of strengthening others.

Easter 3
Year C   Peter’s restoration   John 21:1-19

The cost of discipleship  
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Ascension is a neglected festival these days, perhaps 
because we are no longer comfortable with the notion 
of Jesus ‘going up to heaven’. The ancient world’s image 
of a three-decker universe, with the vault of heaven 
above the earth and the pit of hell beneath, is not ours. 
But the New Testament does not speak so much of a 
journey to the sky as of an enthronement: Jesus “is at the 
right hand of God, with angels, authorities and powers 
made subject to him.” (1 Peter 3:22 NRSV).

Throughout the ancient world people believed that the 
course of earthly history was governed and directed 
by ‘the heavens’, the pattern and progress of stars and 
planets.  For Jews, however, including Jesus and the 
Apostles, it is the mind and will of God, not stars and 
planets, which govern the world. ‘Heaven’ is wherever 
God’s good purposes are fulfi lled.

So to say that Jesus has ‘gone into heaven’ (1 Peter 
3:22) is not to say that he has fi nally left this world and 
gone to some distant, far-away realm. It is to make the 

startling claim that Christ is now the one who shapes 
the world’s future – in other words that the love which 
went to the cross is the power that will change the 
world, despite all appearances to the contrary. 

It was at the Cross that hatred and injustice met their 
match. They were fatally undermined by the action 
God took in Christ, however desperately and viciously 
they still fi ght back. Even the powers of the natural 
world which were created for good but had become 
perverted and destructive, are now being redeemed 
and restored to play their part in the fl ourishing of 
human life, as the letter to the Colossian Christians 
(Colossians 1:16, 20) makes clear.

It is only this victory of God’s love which enables Christ’s 
disciples to shoulder the burden of his work. The 
recognition that love is triumphant makes it possible to 
face the demands of ‘Ordinary Time’, the everyday work 
for justice which must be done in human history.

Ascension Day
All years  Luke 24:44-53

Pentecost Sunday

If you believe and I believe
And we together pray,
The Holy Spirit must come down
And set God’s people free,
And set God’s people free,
And set God’s people free;
The Holy Spirit must come down
And set God’s people free.

(Words: Zimbabwean traditional. Tune arr. John Bell, Sent 
by the Lord, Wild Goose Publications, Iona Community,1998, 
ISBN 0947988440)

All Years  Acts 2.1-11

“What I have I share,”  said Mathilda Mathema, of 
Mahwange village, Zimbabwe. “The Lord will give me 
more tomorrow.”                                

(from Katie Duckworth’s report on her visit for Christian Aid, 
May 1994.)                                                                                          

Mathilda was a member of ORAP, the Organisation of 
Rural Associations for Progress, which had nearly half a 
million members in the mid-1990s.

In the familiar story of the coming of the Holy Spirit, we 
read of the early followers of Jesus fi nding a new energy. 
It was that energy, a profound and liberating experience 
of God, that led them on to change the world.

As the Christian community began to expand and 
develop across the Middle East and Asia Minor, local 
congregations wrestled with how to interpret Jesus’ 
teaching, death and resurrection in their own particular 
contexts.

The Book of Revelation off ers us seven examples of 
how the Holy Spirit was understood to be speaking to 
churches in Asia Minor (Revelation Chapters 2 and 3). 
Each letter to the churches acknowledges the unique 
circumstances and character of that community, and 
then urges a brief message and challenge.

What is the Holy Spirit saying to the churches today? 
The challenges may strike at a personal level, but above 
all they touch us together as the Body of Christ. In 
the context of a world of global inequality and gross 
injustice, but rich with diverse faiths and cultures, how 
are we to avoid the charge of being ‘neither hot nor 
cold’ (Revelation 3.15)?
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Ordinary Time: 
Working it out
Introduction to the season
The fi rst half of the Church’s year from Advent to Pentecost tells how God’s love enters human life. Through service 
and sacrifi ce it overcomes the powers of destruction and gives fresh hope to those who long to see a new world 
come to birth.  Now in the Gospel readings of Ordinary Time we see how this message is to be worked out in 
everyday life.

In the Introduction to this book we spoke about the contrast between ‘Empire’ and ‘Community’ at work in the 
world today. ‘Empire’ manipulates and controls people for its own ends, off ering them acceptance and a sense of 
belonging only at the price of their submission and subservience. By contrast ‘Community’ affi  rms the humanity 
and value of individuals, developing their capacities to the full and setting them free from domination, exploitation, 
shame and violence. Too often throughout history the Church has imitated ‘Empire’, off ering forgiveness in return for 
self-abasement, and a form of salvation that crushes and suppresses our human nature. But the salvation off ered by 
Jesus enables people to be more fully human, giving them the confi dence to live as those made in God’s image.    

even though no member of the group believed they 
could adequately fi ll Sydney’s shoe.

Work and planning continue among church members in 
the Newton Abbot area, in order to keep the sponsored 
walks up and running in future years. Sydney died in 
June 2010, after a short illness, knowing that something 
of his own dedication and commitment had been 
passed on, and that the poor communities he had 
served so faithfully would not be without friends in his 
home area.

Clothe us, we pray, in the mantle of commitment.
Release us from worldly comforts 
with a hunger for liberation.
And give us the eyes to see, ears to hear, 
and hands to take hold of what must be done
to build your Kingdom today.
Amen.

Water the roots of our faith, we pray,
that commitment to your Kingdom may spring up 
out of the comfortable soils of the familiar.
May our lives blossom with the good news of liberation,
and bear fruit in justice, peace
and a determination
to live for others.
Amen.

Story for the season : Handing on the mantle

Sydney Williams was over 80 years old when he decided 
the time had come to give up his voluntary work, raising 
funds for Christian Aid. The local committee that had 
been supporting Sydney with a variety of fundraising 
activities discussed ways of helping him, quickly realising 
just how much time and energy he had expended over 
many years to help poor communities.

Not only was Sydney coordinating all kinds of Christian 
Aid activities in the Newton Abbot area in Devon, he 
had been running the annual sponsored walk round 
the racecourse for over 40 years, almost single-handed. 
In 2009, the walk had raised around £23,000, despite a 
gathering recession. His personal charisma and contacts 
with local schools had helped to make the event a 
national fl agship for Christian Aid, an example of what 
could be done locally to support the charity’s partners 
round the world.

The committee recognized that they did not have the 
capacity to keep everything going, and so, while Sydney 
still had the energy to do so, he was encouraged to keep 
the other events running while a separate group took on 
the sponsored walk. In May 2010 their hard work pulled 
off  a successful event, with Sydney simply off ering 
guidance in the background. The income did not reach 
the 2009 level, but the mantle had been handed on, 

Story 1



seemed to be about real life, life we could relate to. 
We began to work together to take action. We began 
to work to improve the life of our barrio and soon our 
children were joining in and abandoning their drug 
taking. We started a literacy campaign and got all the 
people reading and discussing their future.”

You call us to choose between two manifestos:
the fi rst a strategy for death,

in which we each play the victim, O God,
in which we refuse life and focus instead 
on wrongs being done and the comfort of despair.

The second a way of life,
where together we seize the opportunities 
you give us for making justice,
and creating hope with just the crude resources we have.

Help us to make our answer ‘Yes’
to each new window of hope,
to see our way to you beside our sisters and our brothers.

Keep us awake, 
that every day and every hour 
and every minute shall be yours:
your ‘Yes’ to us at one with ours to you
Amen.

Norma and her friends sat in her front room in one of 
Managua’s barrios (poor districts). They had met to tell 
the delegation from churches in the United Kingdom 
about the Base Christian Community to which they 
belonged. 

“In the days when Somoza ruled Nicaragua,” they said, “all 
our teenage children were getting involved in the drugs 
trade which Somoza was promoting in the country.” 
The parents (mainly mothers) began to meet together 
to decide what they could do to rescue their children 
from the eff ects of Somoza’s drugs.  “We were not sure 
how to begin,” they said, “but then one of our members, 
who belonged to the Communist Party, suggested that 
we should read the works of Marx and Lenin. We began 
to do this, but we found it very diffi  cult, and we could 
not see how we could apply it to our own lives. Then 
another member, a regular attender at Mass, suggested 
that we should read the Pope’s Social Teaching. We tried 
this, too, and found it easier to understand, but still not 
clear how we could put it into practice. Then someone 
suggested that we should try reading the Gospels. Soon 
we began to see what we could do. The Gospel stories 
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Story for the season : If you dare to read the Gospels, expect things to change Story 2

From 1936 to 1979 Nicaragua was dominated by the Somoza family, fi rst Anastasio the father and then his two sons Luis 
and Anastasio. Despite their authoritarian and often brutal rule, they had the support of the United States because they 
were ‘anti-communist’. It was said: “Somoza may be a son of a bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch”. But the Somozas’ regime 
provoked opposition in the form of Base Communities among poor people, and an armed insurrection of guerrillas, the 
‘Sandinistas’. After President Carter suspended US aid the Somoza dictatorship fell in 1979. The Sandinistas formed a new 
government, but under President Reagan in the 1980s the US took action against them. In the early 1990s a war-weary 
people elected a compromise government in the hope of restoring peace.

Story for the season : The cardboard box story Story 3

Part of the job of Christian Aid staff  involves fostering relationships of mutual respect between donors and recipients. Many 
donors, perhaps understandably, are motivated by poor people’s lack of material possessions. One committee wanted a 
direct link of the kind where, as they said, “We send a pump and it needs a washer, so we send a washer!” Sometimes it 
takes a visit from a representative of the people being ‘helped’ to explain what is really needed.  That happened when Romy 
Tiongco from the Philippines spent an evening with the committee. Romy told this story to illustrate that development is not 
primarily about sending things to people.

“So we started with a cardboard box,” said Romy. The 
box was full of useful goods and the villagers practiced 
trading. With much encouragement they moved from 
role-play to reality and, with some initial help with 
transport, they set up a shop. The shop brought an 
income as well as boosting the villagers self-confi dence. 
Soon they were repairing the road to improve access to 
the town. And then came the point when the agency 
provided a lorry, and the villagers were in business in 
every sense of the word.

The village was a long way from the town, down a bad 
dirt road, so the villagers depended on the landlord for 
all their supplies and for fi nding a market for whatever 
they produced. One might imagine that they needed to 
take charge of the situation. But the fi rst problem was 
that these Filipino people had been told for centuries 
that they were inferior peasants. The Spanish had told 
them so, then the Americans who replaced them 
said the same thing, and the men who served the 
dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos (1965 - 1986) were 
even worse. The people had had their self-confi dence 
systematically destroyed.



God, so often we think of ourselves as givers.
It makes us feel good to give when we can,
and for that we thank you.
But save us from thinking that we always know 
which gifts are needed most;    
that because we have the power to give, 
we also have the right to tell others what they must do;
that because we are rich and successful, 
we know all the answers.

Story for the season : Lukashin Story 4

Soviet Armenia had been one of the more successful republics in the USSR. In the late eighties, however, several factors 
combined to bring huge hardship: war with Azerbaijan, a massive earthquake in the north and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union with the economic cooperation that had off ered. The republic’s main export became its people. In the 1990s the 
population fell by about one third. Most people emigrated to Russia to fi nd work, the brightest and best educated left for 
North America, Australia and Europe (the queue outside the US Embassy in the capital Yerevan was always the longest). 
In response to the situation, the World Council of Churches initiated development work mainly through the Armenian 
Apostolic Church. Its ‘Round Table Conference’ supports a variety of agricultural and other projects across the country.

Then came the big debate within the village community. 
How was income from the scheme to be spent? What 
would benefi t the village most?

The ground in the area was stony; it needed to be 
cleared for further apricot groves. Water for consumption 
and irrigation was being delivered to the village 
by tanker; work was needed to pipe in water from 
elsewhere. Roads were almost non-existent; a drawback 
for hopes of marketing the dried apricots. Children were 
walking several kilometres each day for education; a 
primary school was much needed. Any number of 
single developments might improve the quality of life in 
the village.

After debate SHEN and the villagers came to the 
conclusion that no single project would suffi  ce. Lukashin 
needed a programme that saw the village and its 
needs as a whole, one that would take steps to tackle 
all the diffi  culties it faced: land, health, water, roads, 
livestock, literacy. In development circles this is known as 
integrated village development, a way of working which 
involves villagers in decision making and takes a holistic 
view of the village.

Sustainer God, source of life in all its fullness, 
give us wisdom in a complex world
and help us to work together for the good of all, 
through Jesus Christ our Lord.  
Amen. 

The stories ‘Homeless in the City of London’ (p. 7) and 
‘The Mill at Magravan’ (p. 8) are also appropriate for 
Ordinary Time.

In south west Armenia, between Mount Ararat and 
Mount Aragats, lies the village of Lukashin. In the Soviet 
period Lukashin served as the site for a state farm. Less 
fertile than other districts in the valley it was selected by 
the Soviets for animal husbandry, rather than agriculture. 
The village managed vast herds of cattle, providing meat 
and milk for Armenia and beyond.

In the autumn of 1991 Armenia (and other republics) 
declared itself independent of a now defunct Soviet 
Union. Within two months a ‘Decree of Privatization’ was 
declared in Yerevan; state and communal farms were 
disbanded, with assets and stock divided among village 
communities – often into holdings or units too small 
to be viable. New owners of privatized factories sold 
off  heavy plant and machinery. The manufacturing and 
industrial base of the country was quickly eroded.

The livestock in Lukashin was divided amongst those 
who had tended them. New found wealth over the 
years drained away; the able bodied left to fi nd work 
elsewhere (in Russia for those who were lucky). The 
village elders were presiding over a community about to 
die around them.

So they contacted SHEN, a community development 
organization set up by Armenian intellectuals after 
the confl ict in Nagorno Karabakh (1988 – 1994). SHEN 
contracted with the villagers to develop the few acres 
of apricot trees under cultivation and would provide 
agronomists, fruit driers, storage barns, a refrigeration 
plant and transport.
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Teach us the art of listening – even to voices long 
silenced;
to minds full of wisdom and insight, 
but despised and undervalued by those 
who claim to rule them;
so together we may grow into your likeness,
as your liberated people.
Amen.
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Throughout the Gospels Jesus repeatedly speaks 
about a ‘Son of Man’. This title has a long history. In 
some parts of the Hebrew Scriptures it simply means ‘a 
human being’. This is its sense in Psalms 8:4 and 144:3, 
and repeatedly in the Book of Ezekiel (for example 2:1, 
3:1). But in the Book of Daniel it acquires an added 
meaning. In Daniel 7:13 ‘one like a son of man’ receives 
the kingdom, and his reign on earth replaces that of the 
four beasts, the tyrannical empires that had dominated 
the world. In Daniel 7:27 it is clear that this ‘son of man’ 
is the people of God, the ‘saints of the Most High’. Their 
government is to be characterized by humanity, in 
contrast to the inhumanity of the four empires.

In the time between ‘Daniel’ and Jesus this hope of a 
new God-given reign was treasured by many, though 
others despaired of ever seeing it happen. During 
this period it was often pictured as the coming of an 
individual, who once and for all would establish God’s 
justice on earth. Something of the same image is used 
by Martin Luther in his hymn Ein Feste Burg:
   

With force of arms we nothing can; 
full soon were we down-ridden    
But for us fights the Proper Man, 
whom God himself hath bidden.  

Walter Wink, however, takes the meaning further by 
suggesting that in the story of the healing of the 
paralytic (Matthew 9:1-8, Mark 2:1-12, Luke 5:17-
26) “… ‘the son of the man’ is not limited to Jesus, 
but indicates any person who knows God’s very 
nature, that God is, at the core, forgiving… The early 
Christians had the clear sense that the human being is 
not restricted to Jesus, but that it is an authority they 
are permitted to assume themselves: the authority to 
heal and forgive sins.” 

It is clear that Jesus saw himself as the one who would 
begin to establish God’s justice in the world, not by 
power, but by the love which endures the cross. As 
Paul says, he becomes the bringer of a new humanity 
into history (1 Corinthians 15:45-48). All people are 
called to embody this new humanity, despite their 
sense of inadequacy for the task.
                                                                                                                                                      
When the actor Will Smith was a boy his greatest 
hero was the boxer Mohammed Ali. When, later, the 
film ‘Ali’ was being planned, Smith was seen as the 
obvious person to play the lead. But he refused. “I 
could not possibly play him,” he said. Eventually, in 
frustration, the producers asked Ali himself to help 
them persuade Will. Ali phoned him: “Will Smith,” he 
said, “you are the man!” Smith played the part, and 
played it well.

Son of Man

Armenia’s bumper crop
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apartheid. Naude himself was banned for seven 
years. Once his banning was lifted he renewed his 
commitment to change in South Africa, succeeding 
Desmond Tutu as Secretary-General of the South African 
Council of Churches, and forming part of an Afrikaner 
delegation to meet ANC representatives in Senegal.

At Naude’s funeral in 2004 Desmond Tutu, another 
close friend, said his integrity had led him to follow his 
conscience whatever the cost. “Although he continued 
to love his community he did not allow this to defl ect 
him from the truth as he saw it. While his community 
rejected him he was embraced with great aff ection and 
admiration by the black community. He enabled black 
people to see that not all white people were bad.”  

Life-giving God, help us to look up 
– and see your vision of community 
that we call the Kingdom of Heaven,
a world where all of us, women and men
 of every race and every culture 
share life joyfully in all its fullness.

Saviour God, Lord Jesus, help us to look out
– and see the world as it is, 
a world which they tell us is divided between
 ourselves and the others, 
rich and poor, friends and enemies.  
Help us to see the truth that sets us free from delusions. 
Help us to share your compassion with those 
who in any way are denied the fullness of life.

Holy Spirit of God, help us to look lively
– and to witness every day to your vision of community.  
For preaching the Kingdom, Jesus was called mad. 
He was hung up on a cross, rejected and mocked.
So give us the patient endurance never to despair, 
but to work out in our lives what we mean when we pray: 
Father in heaven; may your Kingdom come!        
Amen.

This story is also appropriate for Sundays from 
9th - 15th October, Year B (p. 64).
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When Beyers Naude died in 2004 Nelson Mandela 
publicly acknowledged the contribution his friend had 
made in the struggle to end apartheid: “he had stood up 
against apartheid at a time when it was an unpopular 
thing for white people to do, and he did so at the 
expense of his family and his freedom”.

It had indeed been a costly journey for Naude. His father 
had been a founding member of the Broederbond, 
an elitist and secretive club dedicated to preserving 
Afrikaner culture and rule in South Africa. In 1940, 
as a young minister in the all white Dutch Reformed 
Church, Beyers followed his father’s lead in joining the 
Broederbond. He was an able and gifted preacher, soon 
moving from the Western Cape where he had grown up 
to the Transvaal to accept a post in Roodepoort.

Preferment and position in the Church were assured. 
It was not to be, however: the more closely he studied 
scripture the more he realised that apartheid was 
neither biblical nor moral. Christians should not be 
divided on grounds of colour and race and Naude 
became increasingly uncomfortable within his Church.

When 69 anti-apartheid demonstrators were shot dead 
in 1960 at Sharpeville Naude could no longer silence 
his disquiet. He resigned from the Broederbond. A year 
later he formed the inter-denominational, inter-racial 
Christian Institute. When the Dutch Reformed Church 
forced him to choose between the church and the 
Christian Institute he resigned from his ministerial post 
– at the age of 48. He and his family were subsequently 
ostracized by the Afrikaner community but they found a 
warm welcome in the black Dutch Reformed Church in 
Alexandra Township. 

Then followed a life dedicated to the ending of 
apartheid. In 1968 the Christian Institute made a 
signifi cant contribution to the ‘Message to the People 
of South Africa’, a powerful document repudiating 

In the middle of the twentieth century South Africa was in the grip of apartheid, a desperate and ultimately brutal political 
attempt, through racial segregation, to ensure that white people maintained dominance and privilege over the vast 
majority of the country’s black, Asian and coloured population. Internal resistance to apartheid came largely from the 
disenfranchised black communities. Increasingly the prophetic voice of the church began to be heard, not primarily through 
congregations but through outspoken and courageous leaders: Albert Luthuli, Trevor Huddleston, Desmond Tutu among 
others. One such leader who stood out was Beyers Naude, a Dutch Reformed Minister who saw himself ‘as an Afrikaner, and 
never anything else but an Afrikaner’.  

At � rst, Mark’s Gospel records, the people welcome the message of Jesus. “We have never seen anything like 
this,” they say (Mark 2:12). But before long, con� ict and controversy begin. As the religious leaders turn against 
him, Jesus chooses twelve to be the nucleus of a new community (Mark 3:13-19). Even his own family becomes 
convinced that he is deranged. His vision of the dawning Reign of God seems a dangerous illusion to most – 
though there are some who embrace it. They become his new ‘family’.

Sundays from 5th to 11th June (if after Trinity Sunday: Proper 5)
Year B  “He is possessed”  Mark 3:20-35

Beyers Naude 



Salvador Women’s Network, training others on women’s 
rights and health. So, like the mustard seed, Plato Forma 
grew and grew, and was transformed into a decent 
place to live by the courage and determination of the 
fi rst few mothers.

But after this success, lawyers and land speculators saw 
their opportunity. Built on unoccupied land, Plato Forma 
had no legal security. People arrived with documents 
purporting to prove land ownership, pursuing claims 
against the residents. Typically they sent in bailiff s who 
issued summonses claiming a plot of land, but off ering 
to accept an ’aff ordable’ ten per cent compromise 
settlement. They often targeted households when the 
adults were at work, preying on the elderly to authorize 
repayments. AMPLA had set up its own community 
radio station and rapidly got information to the public 
whenever these bailiff s arrived. They also conducted a 
Land Rights campaign, street by street, to inform people 
of their rights, collecting evidence to use in court to 
challenge the land speculators’ claims.

Slum neighbourhoods are bleak places.
The struggle to survive is all consuming,
discarded waste and dirt bring illness,
children drift into gang culture,
there is little work
and families fi nd it hard to stay together.

It is not always so.
It need not always be so.
God, plant your seed of hope, courage,
resistance and perseverance,
in those communities of people
for whom shanty towns and favelas are home.
Give them an inkling of how much
they can achieve when they work together
and strengthen their determination to make it happen.

Bless the fruits of their eff orts
and the work of those of us who long
for your Kingdom to be a reality for all.
Amen.
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Donna Julietta’s neighbourhood is Plato Forma, a 
favela (slum or informal settlement) on the outskirts of 
Salvador, Brazil. By the end of the twentieth century it 
was home to 62,000 people.

Donna Julietta and her neighbours left home before 
dawn each morning to walk several kilometres down 
muddy tracks to the factories where they worked, or 
the homes of the rich where they were employed 
as cleaners, maids and nannies. Their husbands daily 
looked for jobs as casual labourers, starting early in the 
scramble for the few opportunities the day might bring.

The immediate need was for someone to look after their
children whilst they were out. So they formed a women’s 
group, opening a community crèche which employed 
some of their number to care for their children.

The crèche workers soon noticed the children were 
prone to illnesses like diarrhoea, coughs and ‘fl u. So 
the women’s group began to pressurize the state 
authorities to build a health centre in the favela. For a 
long time it was refused because there was no road for 
the employees’ cars. Meanwhile the mothers trained in 
family health care and the women campaigned for a 
tarmac road. After many years of lobbying, delegations 
to the City Hall and mobilizing the community the road 
was built. By this time suffi  cient men had joined for it to 
become a community association.

Once the road was built the nursery could get state 
funded teachers. The clinic was also able to attract paid 
staff , including health visitors and an AIDS educator. 
Electricity and water supplies followed. Local traders 
took the opportunity to build a shopping centre and 
the community was able to get schools, a vocational 
training centre, a day care centre for the elderly, a post 
offi  ce and public telephones. Local bus companies 
began to operate, helping the workers on their daily 
commute. Plato Forma became the base for the North

Since the end of military rule in 1985, Brazil has struggled with the tensions of a deeply divided society, where one per cent 
of landowners hold 44 per cent of the land, and the richest one fi fth of the population earns nearly 30 times more than the 
poorest one fi fth. During the early 1990s infl ation reached over 750 per cent a year. So the Campaign Against Hunger was 
formed. This brought together many groups working among the poor, including Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra 
(Movement of Landless Workers) which resettles poor rural families on land left idle by owners (permitted under Brazilian 
law – the amount of idle land, however, represents less than four per cent of all privately owned land). Partly as a result of 
these alliances, in 2002 Lula (Luis Inácio da Silva), a former Trade Union leader, became President.

These parables seem to be about growth – but there is a deeper message. Once God’s love � nds a foothold it 
has a dynamic of its own. It is unpredictable, not dependent on the e� orts of those who � rst planted it, and 
can suddenly blossom into a power that transforms the whole community. In the Hebrew Scriptures the image 
of a tree giving shelter is a well-known description of political power and government (Ezekiel 17:22 – 23; 31; 
Daniel 4:10-12). As Jesus’ hearers were only too aware, those powers were often oppressive and destructive. By 
comparison the Reign of God’s love may appear weak, but will outlast them all.

Sundays from 12th to 18th June if after Trinity Sunday (Proper 6)
Year B  Parables of the Kingdom Mark 4:26- 34 

A day with AMPLA – The Association of Residents of Plato Forma 



The ‘Refugees at Karambi’, Lent 4, Year C alternative (p.29) is appropriate here, but with this link paragraph.

In Rwanda the slogan of the post-1994 government: ‘We are not Hutu, Tutsi or Twa – we are all Rwandese’ 
implies a determination to put away the old divisions. But forgiveness and reconciliation are not easy – not for 
those who lost loved ones and do not yet feel that they have received justice, nor for those who participated in 
the massacres and are still ostracized. And especially for their children, who were too young to be involved, but 
nevertheless can be as mistrusted as their parents.   

Sundays from 12th to 18th June if after Trinity Sunday (Proper 6)
Year C  Forgiveness  Luke 7:36- 8:3

The delegation of UK Trade Unionists had visited El 
Salvador and wanted to present their fi ndings to the 
United States Embassy in London. They felt that it would 
create a better impression if they took with them to the 
Embassy a representative of an organization that would 
be seen as more moderate than the rather left-wing 
Trade Union movement. So they invited a member of 
Church Action for Central America (CAFCA) to join them.

The meeting proceeded as planned, and the Trade 
Unionists put their points, but without apparently 
having much impact on the US Embassy staff  member. 
He continually pointed out how the levels of violence 
and killings had consistently reduced in El Salvador since 
the peak in the early 1980s, soon after the murder of 
Archbishop Oscar Romero. The Trade Unionists could 
only agree, and seemed to have little to say in reply.

Finally the CAFCA member felt impelled to speak up. He 
agreed that the levels of violence were greatly reduced 
in El Salvador, and that, of course, that was a wholly 
good thing. But when the CAFCA delegation had visited 
in 1986, he said, they were told that the Salvadoran 
government authorities appeared to be adopting much 
more subtle and sophisticated tactics. Whereas in the 
early 1980s they had used extreme violence, apparently 
attempting to kill as many ‘left-wingers’ as possible, they 
seem to have realized that these tactics only provoked 
greater anger and opposition, and also aroused 

international protests and campaigns. Now they sought 
to reduce the eff ectiveness of the opposition they 
faced in the country by intimidation and veiled threats, 
sowing suspicion and mistrust. The CAFCA delegation, 
he commented, was left wondering who was training 
the El Salvadoran authorities to adopt these more subtle 
and more eff ective tactics.

At this the Embassy man leapt to his feet. “If you are 
accusing us of doing this...” he blurted, and stormed out 
of the room. Some minutes later he returned and the 
meeting was hastily brought to an end. “You seemed 
to have touched a sore point there,” said the Trade 
Unionists outside the Embassy.

They said that you always knew 
what people were thinking, Jesus:    
always aware of what was in people’s minds.  
And yet we still think we can hide from others 

what we are planning,     
and so gain an advantage over them, 
catch them out, make fools of them.                         

Teach us that this is the way of mistrust, 
of division, of disaster.                           
Make us honest, easily read, worthy of people’s trust;  
so that in all our relationships and dealing with others,
we may convey something 
of your transparent goodness and love. 
Amen.

This story may also be appropriate for Epiphany 
(p.11).

When civil war broke out in El Salvador in the 1980s, the overriding strategic need, as the United States government saw it, 
was to prevent the whole of Central America from following the example of Cuba in 1958 and Nicaragua in 1979 and falling 
into the hands of ‘communism’. But the openly brutal methods of the Salvadoran Government proved counter-productive. A 
more sophisticated and subtle set of tactics needed to be developed to achieve their objectives.

Those who wish to preserve their unjust power in the world must use underhand methods. Trickery and 
subterfuge are vital skills for them. The most successful tyrants are those who can secretly manipulate events 
behind the scenes. But the promise of the Gospel is that such secrets cannot remain hidden for ever – and when 
the truth is revealed the authority of the manipulators is undermined. 

Sundays from 19th to 26th June (Proper 7)
Year A  Unmasking the world’s secret ways Matthew 10:24-39

Who are the real puppet masters? 
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When he was asked: ‘Do you think about that time 
often?’ he visibly moved away and replied: ‘In the night 
when I can’t sleep’. He sits hunched up, avoiding any eye 
contact and always looking down. He smiles amicably, 
but his eyes are expressionless and his smiles keep you 
at a distance. In the camps, child soldiers did not look 
at each other, and defi nitely not at their commanders. 
The eyes too easily give away feelings and that could 
be dangerous. The wrong expression could result in 
beatings, mutilation, even death.

His biggest wish is to be able to complete his education 
but all his symptoms point to post-traumatic stress 
disorder. He is dissociated, shows depressive tendencies, 
suff ers sleep disturbance and probably nightmares. He 
can’t concentrate and his empty eyes say ‘I am not really 
here’. 

*This name has been changed to protect his identity.

God, thank you for showing us that you are not like other 
gods:

not like an emperor-god who sends good things
to those who obey without question;
not a god who manipulates the universe,
sending famine, fl ood and earthquake,
not a tribal god who blesses the killing of enemies.

We reach our in our prayers to Alfred and many who, like 
him, suff er death by being forced to infl ict it;

to all those young soldiers taught
that there is a god who approves of killing;
who cannot live with the terrible things
they have seen and done.

Jesus shows us that you are close beside us;
That when we suff er you suff er with us;

a God who has already forgiven us 
for whatever shames us;
a God who knows what we can become,
despite the evidence of our worthlessness.

So help us to proclaim the Good News
that you love all people unconditionally.
Be with us, loving God,
as we try to tell people what you are really like.
But help us to face up to this fact: that it was proclaiming 
these things that brought Jesus to the Cross.
Amen.

Alfred was abducted by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) 
when he was 14 years old. He still has a bullet in his right 
arm, sustained when fi ghting as a child soldier. As a 
result he is unable to straighten his right forearm.

Alfred was marched from his village for about 70 miles 
into Sudan, where most of the LRA training camps were 
located. During the march he and the other abducted 
children were forced to commit atrocities like beating 
and killing (mostly with axes or sticks). Later, when they 
climbed the ranks within the LRA, they were given guns. 
They also had to steal their food, raiding the villages 
they passed through.

Alfred was forced to stay in the LRA for three years. He 
does not say what happened to him there, but he was 
wounded after a raid across the Ugandan border. He 
could get no treatment as they were in the bush and 
for two weeks he was in great pain, often starving as 
he could not steal food with the others. In fact, he was 
ready to die. During this period he decided to escape, 
making his way back towards Gulu, walking at night and 
hiding during the day. He reached a village outside Gulu 
and found a cyclist to whom he explained that he was 
fl eeing from the LRA. This man gave him food and took
him to the District Authorities who admitted him to a 
rehabilitation centre where he stayed for six months 
and was taken through their psycho-social programme. 
This included cooking meals together and attending 
meetings where he and other former child soldiers 
shared their experiences.

Alfred is now 18 years old and in the third year of 
secondary school. His teachers describe him as 
withdrawn and depressive. He has little or no contact 
with his peers and seems unable to communicate with 
anyone. One teacher commented that Alfred may not be 
able to complete his education because of this and also 
his problems with concentration. Sometimes he refuses 
to go into the classroom but sits outside, his head in his 
hands or staring into space.

For more than 20 years the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) conducted a brutal war in northern Uganda. This guerrilla group, 
led by Joseph Kony, self-proclaimed God’s spokesperson, aimed to overthrow the government and establish a theocratic 
state. More than 1.7 million people were displaced from their homes, 100,000 were killed and nearly 80,000 abducted, 38,000 
of them children under thirteen. In August 2006 a truce was signed between the LRA and the Uganda government and the 
LRA forces moved into Sudan. Although there was still no formal peace settlement the people of northern Uganda slowly 
began to leave the protection of Gulu municipality and the displacement camps to rebuild their homes and re-establish 
their farms. For those who were abducted, there are additional diffi  culties.

Why does the man call himself ‘Legion’ – the name for a division of Roman soldiers? Living in the Decapolis, he 
would undoubtedly have experienced the brutal reality of Roman occupation. Did the soldiers of a Legion once 
beat him, abuse him, torture him – so that now the nightmare is always within him, driving him mad? Has that 
group of human beings, invested with almost demonic power and authority, now taken control of his mind? 
Whatever the history of his trauma, it is from its destructive and debilitating impact that Jesus now sets him free.

Sundays from 19th to 26th June (Proper 7)
Year C   The Gerasene demoniac   Luke 8:26-39

Alfred Wokorach*



Among the lush paddies and palms of southern 
Bangladesh there lies the small village of Sendia. The 
little thatched houses, constructed of mud and bamboo, 
cluster around a small mound, and it was on this slope 
that Sunil Bahin began his business.

Before then, Sunil and his family often went to bed 
hungry and, like the other villagers, they could not 
see how to get out of continuing poverty and their 
indebtedness to the local moneylender, who charged 
a massive 100 per cent annually. Then the1988 fl oods 
came, which immediately made things worse, but also 
brought in Gono Unnayan Prochesta (GUP - People’s 
Development Eff orts), a local community development 
organization that became involved in rehabilitation 
work. Before moving on to help elsewhere, GUP set up 
a samittee, a villagers’ council, to take responsibility for 
working together to develop the village.

The samittee discussed Sunil’s idea for a small business 
and so, with their backing and a small loan from GUP at 
just eight per cent interest, Sunil began to make metal 
kitchen utensils: rice shovels, sieves, plates and so on. 
Very soon the whole village began to feel the benefi ts of 
this business.

One of the earliest improvements was the construction 
of latrines in conjunction with a district health 
programme run by GUP. Education, sanitation and health 
issues were recognized as interconnected concerns, and 
Sunil’s enterprise became part of a drive by the whole 
village for development.

But GUP was careful to discourage the village from 
becoming dependent on them. If Sunil had needed a 
second loan, he would have been charged an increased 
rate of 11 per cent, and a further loan would have 
been even more expensive at 14 per cent. What was 
important was the ability of the village to stand on its 

own feet as far as possible, so that future fl oods, or 
poor harvests could be managed with cooperation and 
determination. 

Out of the depths of despair, your people cry, O God,
and yet there is hope to be found 

where we work together, 
where we see each other’s gifts, 
where we live to do your will.

Bless the ones who despair today.
Help us to be among those who reach out to them.
Draw us together and grant us hope.  
In Christ, our light.   
Amen.

Most of Bangladesh sprawls across the delta of the River Ganges, an enormous fl at area, where the river pours itself into 
braided streams that fl ow between the rice paddies. Under a bright sun the only sounds are of human voice and birdsong, 
though sometimes a bicycle rattles past, or a buff alo bellows. The land is fertile, and the countryside is beautiful, but for the 
vast majority of people, it is a struggle even to put one meal on the table for the children. Sendia is one of the many small 
villages within the catchment area of a local community development organization, Gono Unnayan Prochesta (GUP – 
People’s Development Eff orts). 

For many communities debt is like a haemorrhage, where needed resources and strength drain endlessly away. 
Finding ways to stop that continuous loss is one of the foundations of good development, which is not merely 
about the provision of physical needs, but the restoration of full humanity and community. It is to this that Jesus 
points throughout his ministry of healing and preaching.

Sundays from 26th June to 2nd July (Proper 8)
Year B  The woman with the haemorrhage  Mark 5.21-43

Sunil Bahin’s story
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You might think nothing could change the lives of the 
women fi sh-vendors of Lake Pulicat, a large inland lake 
on the east coast of India, between Andhra Pradesh and 
Tamil Nadu. For generations their lives had not altered. 
Before dawn they got up, prepared breakfast, swept the 
house and did other household chores. Then, as the sun 
was rising, they went to the money-lenders to borrow 
money for the day’s trading. That was a time of hard 
bargaining. Interest rates could vary: thirty, fi fty, never 
less than twenty per cent for the day. Then, with the 
borrowed cash, they went to the lake shore to meet the 
boats as they came in after the night’s fi shing. 

As the fi shermen drew up their boats on the beach the 
women rushed to haggle over the price of the fi sh. Then, 
boxes of fi sh on their heads, they walked to market. 
Because they arrived late they were often barely able 
to fi nd a space. There they stayed until the fi sh were 
sold. With their small profi t they bought food and other 
necessary items and returned to the moneylenders to 
repay the day’s borrowing, plus the interest agreed. Then 
back home they would go – to sleep. For generations 
the women had lived in the same way. You might think 
nothing could change it.

But an organization was at work, supported by an 
international development agency – the Association of 
the Rural Poor (ARP). Mostly they worked among coastal 
fi shing communities, but they had been looking for an 
opportunity to work among the fi sh-vendors of Pulicat. 
So when Shanit, a new graduate, joined them, they sent 
her to live among the Pulicat communities. Her fi rst task 
was to persuade the women of the value of working 
together. Poverty can destroy community and solidarity; 
setting people against one another.  

Shanti spent many months before the fi sh-vendors 
were persuaded. When they fi nally agreed to set up 
an association, ARP made a grant so the women could 
set up their own loan fund, no longer obliged to 
borrow from the money-lenders. Their own association 
administered the lending, and the daily interest was paid 

back into the funds, which gradually built up, becoming 
able to support the women in buying items that 
normally would be beyond their means. 

Once a year the state government put the market 
up for auction. Normally a consortium of local upper 
caste farmers bought the franchise for the year and 
administered the market, taking fees from the stall-
holders. After a year or two the women fi sh-vendors’ 
association decided their common fund was strong 
enough for them to attend the annual auction. The 
farmers and local tradespeople were surprised to see 
them there. They were even more surprised when the 
fi sh vendors outbid everyone else and purchased the 
right to control the market for the year.

The women knew they would face much stiff er 
opposition the following year, but were determined 
to compete again. They also knew this could not be a 
long-term solution, and began to negotiate with the 
State Government to set up a properly organized and 
recognized cooperative. This would give them the right 
to set up their own market, beyond the control of the 
rich farmers and business people. But fi rst they wanted 
to negotiate with other local poor farmers and artisans, 
in order to set up an organization that would benefi t all 
the poor people of the area.

Give us boldness, Lord. 
Boldness to stand up and be counted, 
boldness to stand alongside our sisters and brothers 
and children 
when the powerful want to make us to their will, 
when they want to take what is rightfully ours, 
when they would take our good name and even our lives. 
Especially give us the security of knowing
you are standing beside us, 
so that fi rmness never turns to contempt, 
nor anger to hatred. 
For you are the one from whom comes all that is good, 
and hence all justice comes from you.
Amen.

Indian society has traditionally been divided into castes, with members of the lowest castes, outcastes (Dalits) and tribal 
communities (Adivasis) excluded from society’s activities. Though caste discrimination has been illegal for many years, it 
persists, especially in rural areas. Many community organizations work to overcome it, often facing violent reaction from the 
privileged castes. In most cases, as below, we cannot speak of a ‘conclusion’ or ‘happy ending’ – the story is one of persistent 
struggle and endurance.

The messengers Jesus sends to announce the coming Reign of God achieve great things. But they are not clever, 
privileged and powerful people. On the contrary they are simple and lowly members of society – those who are 
able to grasp the world-changing implications of the Good News. The rich and powerful, even some of the poor, 
are unable to see this because their lives are inextricably bound up with the way society is now. Only if they 
listen and respond to the message brought by the poor can they � nd their ‘salvation’.  

Sundays from 3rd to 9th July (Proper 9)
Year A  The truth revealed to the simple Matthew 11.16-19, 25-30

The fish vendors
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Kuhn Penh lives in a village in northeast Thailand where 
people struggle to survive. It is hot and dry, and no 
tourists ever visit. He is 28 years old, married with four 
children and intends that there should be no more. He 
inherited one and a half rai* of land from his father – not 
enough to provide the food needed to feed his family. 
They had to rely on sparse rainfall to water the crops, 
and often the rains do not come at all.

For some years Kuhn Penh was forced to leave home 
and seek work elsewhere as a carpenter, often employed 
in road construction, sending back wages to support 
the family. But the separation from his family was a 
great strain on them all. Then a group of people came 
to the village saying they could help farmers like him to 
produce more food from their land. 

Kuhn Penh had already tried everything he knew, but 
there was nothing to be lost so he contacted the group 
and, to his amazement, they sent a dowser, a man with 
a stick, to walk over his small farm, covering every inch. 
At one point the rod twisted right out of the dowser’s 
hands and fell to the ground. He walked over it again 
and again from diff erent directions and each time at

the same point the rod fell to the ground. He told Kuhn 
Penh to dig down at that point and he would fi nd water.

Now Kuhn Penh has a deep well from which he waters 
his abundant vegetable garden of chillies, onions, beans, 
cucumbers and garlic. He has dug a large square pond 
in which he keeps freshwater fi sh. Around the pond he 
has planted fruit trees: papaya, jack fruit, mango, which 
provide the vitamins the family needs, and the roots 
also help to strengthen the banks. He grows maize and 
peas on one section of the land and rice on another – 
and feeds the fi sh from the bran produced in the milling 
of the rice. The tiny piece of land now supplies the 
family with all the food they need. Kuhn Penh no longer 
has to go away for months on end to fi nd work and the 
family can live together happily. 

We give thanks, gracious God,
for seed that falls in good soil,
for farmers who work the land 
and provide food for all to eat,
for labourers, agronomists, development agencies 
and government schemes
which may all play their part.

We give thanks also for timely rains, 
shared discoveries 
and, above all, lucky breaks
which give struggling farmers hope 
that they will indeed feed their families
and those of others around them.  
Amen.

See also ‘Harvest Song’ (p.77)

Thailand is best known in for its tourist attractions – the bright lights and picturesque temples of Bangkok or the beaches 
of Phuket Island and Pattaya. What is far less well known is the dry northeast of the country where people struggle to live, 
and where poverty creates the conditions that force parents to send their children to the city to seek work under frequently 
appalling conditions.

When the seeds of justice are planted in a community they can be vulnerable to many things which threaten 
their growth. Sometimes the seeds can be quickly removed by people who have no wish to see them take 
root. Or they may be overwhelmed and discouraged by intransigent opposition. At times the communities 
themselves prefer short-term bene� ts to more lasting good, and so choke o�  the potential for sustained 
growth. But there are also times when the seed takes root in good and productive soil – and then they produce 
a rich harvest.

Sundays from 10th to 16th July (Proper 10)
Year A  The parable of the sower  Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

Kuhn Penh’s story
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Story 1

Kuhn Penh’s vegetable garden
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When he was young he looked after cattle and 
studied the Qu’ran. Then PIP taught him to read his 
own language and he became a teacher and then an 
animator. But his early Qu’ranic studies still infl uence the 
way he works. They taught him to respect others, to be 
honest, and to manage things well, especially property 
which belongs to others.

Generous God,
you sow the seed of creativity and fruitfulness

in all sorts of grounds,
in development agencies,
in community farming projects and the hard-working 
families who draw their inspiration from them,
in the work of animators and advisers,
in the regard for others, learned in Qu’ranic studies.

Lead us to make the most of all that we have,
all whom we encounter,
that Jesus’ abundant life may be proclaimed
in the fruits of all that we undertake.
We ask this in Christ’s name.
Amen. 

Ousmane Ba is one of the ‘animators’ working with 
the Podor Integrated Development Programme. He 
is responsible for its work in several villages – as an 
animator he encourages the villagers to defi ne their 
priority needs and to work on programmes which will 
answer those needs.  His travel round the villages is 
made possible by a motor-bike, provided through a 
grant from Christian Aid.

He says that although he sometimes fi nds his work 
discouraging he often fi nds it very encouraging. It is 
discouraging when he has organized something in a 
village, perhaps a garden or some other activity, but 
when he returns a month later he fi nds that there 
has been no follow-up, and all the hope and good 
beginnings have collapsed. At other times he returns to 
fi nd that people have been even more motivated and 
enthusiastic than he had been himself: “My presence or 
absence does not aff ect them.”
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Ousmane Ba Story 2
The economy of Senegal  in West Africa has been seriously aff ected in recent years by drought, the encroachment of 
the Sahara Desert into previously productive areas, and the collapse of the international market for peanut production, 
established during the French colonial period. Many non-governmental organizations have made attempts to tackle these 
problems. One such is the Union pour la Solidarite et l’Entraide (Union for Solidarity and Self-Help: USE), which runs the 
Podor Integrated Development Programme (PIP) in villages in the middle Senegal River area around the town of Podor. 
USE and PIP have been supported by Christian Aid, with substantial funding from the European Union’s international aid 
budget. 
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Pe
te

r W
es

t

Senegal, West Africa



Salim and his wife Arabiya are like thousands of 
Palestinians. They grew up in the Judean hills and were 
made refugees in 1948 when Israel took over their 
village. Arabiya went to Jordan, Salim to Shua’fat refugee 
camp outside the Old City of Jerusalem, graduating 
from the United Nations high school as a construction 
engineer. In the early 1980s he and Arabiya met and 
married. They lived in Saudi Arabia for nearly ten years 
before returning to Jerusalem and life in the refugee 
camp. It was chronically overcrowded so they purchased 
a small plot of land in the nearby village of Anata and 
applied for a permit to build a home.

But Palestinians are never given permits to build. There 
followed a series of expensive applications, each refused 
on a technicality. Eventually they built a small house 
where they lived for nearly fi ve years before Salim 
was told that he and his family had fi fteen minutes 
to remove their belongings and leave their house 
before it was destroyed. Salim resisted and was beaten, 
handcuff ed and thrown out. It just happened that 
Jeff  was nearby and he was called to the scene. As he 
arrived, Arabiya was being carried out unconscious from 
the eff ect of tear gas thrown into the house to fl ush her 
out with her six children.

Jeff  tried remonstrating with the heavily armed civilian 
in charge of the operation. Then, as the bulldozer was 
ordered to advance, he threw himself in front of it to 
stop the demolition – and found himself lying in the dirt 
next to Salim. Jeff  wiped the face of the man who would 
become his friend, and promised that the world would 
hear his story.  

He fi rst set about trying to understand why Salim 
and Arabiya’s house had to be demolished. From that 
followed his work with the Israeli Committee Against 
House Demolitions, a story he tells in An Israeli in 
Palestine – Resisting Dispossession, Redeeming Israel, 
(Pluto Press, 2010, ISBN 9780745330716).

At the time of publishing, Salim’s house had been destroyed 
for the fi fth time. With volunteer help, ICAHD has rebuilt it 
yet again.
For more information, see www.icahd.org

How do we know who is our neighbour?
How do we fi nd the courage and the strength 
to love them?
How do we step outside our selfi sh concerns 
to others in their need?
Loving God, show us the way.
Amen. 

Jeff  Halper is a Jewish anthropologist who was brought up in the USA and moved to Israel in 1973. He has travelled back 
to his native USA and around the UK with Salim Shawamreh telling how he crossed what he calls the ‘fi ne line’ between 
protest and resistance in the face of the unjust way in which Palestinians are treated. This is the story.

The lawyer wants to know ‘who is my neighbour?’ Who are the people I must love as I love myself, and who are 
the ones I can regard as none of my concern? Jesus replies with a story of a man who crosses all the barriers 
of human exclusiveness to be a neighbour to someone in need. Jews and Samaritans had been enemies for 
generations so for a Jew to be o� ered a Samaritan as an example of holy living must have overturned every 
prejudice and assumption the lawyer had held.

Sundays from 10th to 16th July (Proper 10) continued
Year C  The good Samaritan   Luke 10:25-37 

The good neighbour
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Beit Arabiya, before its destruction
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In February 2010 Jerry was told not to come back to 
church. The minister of the little chapel feared for the 
impact of his occasional sudden outbursts which she 
felt intimidated other church members, and she was no 
longer prepared to tolerate his unpredictable behaviour. 
Having spoken to a more experienced colleague, they 
agreed to send an older male church member round 
to Jerry’s house to ensure he stayed at home on the 
Sunday morning, and informed the police that they 
feared a disturbance of the peace.

Jerry had been attending the chapel longer than anyone 
else, a faithful member who had managed to keep 
himself going despite many pressures over the years. His 
unpredictability, well-known by fellow villagers, almost 
certainly had its roots in autism, and older members of 
the community knew how he was and cared for him as 
best they could. 

The actions of the minister and her superintendent have 
divided the church. Older church members are incensed 
that Jerry has been marginalized by the very community 
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Congregations in many parts of the United Kingdom are under pressure from falling numbers, ageing members and 
mounting costs. Ministers and lay members often have to take on additional responsibilities simply in order to keep their 
chapels and churches afl oat; management techniques drawn from commerce are being utilized with the aim of getting 
congregations to grow again. However, such methods can suggest that it is necessary to weed out those elements and 
people who do not fi t in.       

Modern agricultural methods dictate that it is vital to manage what we grow, to be more certain than 
the farmers of Jesus’ time that the seeds we plant will provide the crop we need. That sense of order and 
organization seems to be God-given, and weeds to be nothing more than a threat to the purity of the crop. At 
what stage, then, should weeds be removed? Jesus asserts that there is indeed a time for sorting out the crop, a 
time when it will become clear what are weeds, and what plants can be used pro� tably. But that judgment can 
be made too early – aggressive attempts to ‘cleanse’ the � eld too soon risk doing a great deal of damage.

that should have been preaching inclusion. Just a few 
newer members have taken the side of the minister.

The question facing the church was about how to deal 
with disruptive behaviour. The line taken by the church’s 
leadership was to clear out the person apparently 
causing distress, but many older church members 
began to think that the greater disruption was created 
by those who wished to take a high-handed attitude 
towards the weak.

Where do we see your face, Jesus?
In the good, the virtuous and those who fi t in?
Teach us, Loving God, to put on Christ,
that his values and his standards may be our own,
and that we seek, and see, his face in all whom we meet,
whether disruptive and diffi  cult, offi  cious and judgmental,
and indeed, the people like us: pleasant, modest and 
normal.                                    
We ask this in his name.
Amen.

Sundays from 17th to 23rd July (Proper 11)
Year A  The weeds in the field  Matthew 13:24- 30, 36- 43

Whose church? Story 1
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By the end of the third century CE the Roman Empire, which had ruled the lands surrounding the Mediterranean for 
as long as anyone could remember, seemed close to total collapse. It was threatened both by external forces and by 
internal dissension. Diocletian, who became Emperor in 284 CE, divided his realm into four parts for better defense and 
administration. But even this desperate strategy failed to revive the state’s fortunes. People began to suspect that something 
deeper was amiss. The ancient gods must be angry for some reason. Suspicion began to fall on the Christians – had their 
‘atheism’, their refusal to acknowledge the traditional Roman faith, brought disaster? In an attempt to re-assert the pagan 
foundations of the Empire Christians began to be persecuted again in 303, as they had been several times in the past. But 
two years later Diocletian abdicated, admitting that his policy had completely failed. Rome was ready for a change. Some 
were beginning to ask themselves whether the Christian faith, far from being a threat to the Empire, might provide the 
solution to its problems. Helena, the wife of Constantius, co-Emperor in Britain and Gaul, was a Christian, and in those 
provinces Christians were protected to some extent from Diocletian’s persecution. Even though Helena and Constantius 
later divorced, she kept in close touch with their son, Constantine, and her infl uence is clearly seen in his later policies. 

Crossing the Milvian Bridge Story 2

When Constantius died in 306 CE, the army at York 
acclaimed his son Constantine as his successor. Six 
years after his accession Constantine embarked on a 
military adventure that by 324 won him control of the 
entire Empire. In 312 he crossed the Alps and attacked 
Maxentius, the ruler of Italy, Spain and North Africa. 

Against all military logic Maxentius led his forces 
out of his stronghold at Rome to meet the enemy 
army in open battle. Before the crucial encounter, as 
Constantine himself later told the story, he and his 
troops saw a cross in the sun with the words ‘Conquer 
by this’. 

The people who listened to Jesus longed for an end to the evils that a� ected their lives. Many believed that one 
day, perhaps soon, God’s power would once again sweep into the world to destroy all that causes su� ering and 
distress. Jesus himself had announced that ‘the Reign of God is near’ (Mark 1:15). So perhaps they hoped to see 
the ful� llment of all their dreams – a new world, cleansed from all they hated and despised: Romans, oppressive 
landlords and a host of other resentments. For them Jesus’ parable must have come as a bitter disappointment. 
He makes it clear that God does not operate in that way. Instead, love and justice work in the world as it is now – 
there can be no orgy of cleansing, ethnic or otherwise. We must live, with and even learn from, those whom we 
oppose, and leave any � nal judgment to God. 

For people in the ancient world, the word ‘god’ meant power. Jesus transformed its meaning, speaking of love, 
of one who never resorts to force, but is prepared to go to the cross to bring healing to the world. For nearly 
three hundred years the Christian Church held to this vision, but then the state which once had persecuted 
them began to pose as their friend.  Most Christians all too eagerly welcomed the new relationship, without 
realizing the consequences. Seeing the change in the attitude of the state as a God-given opportunity, the 
Christians accepted its protection and support. Thus the word ‘god’ began to revert to its ancient meaning of 
absolute power.

This created a di�  cult theological problem. The Church believed that Jesus had revealed God in a new way, that 
he was the ‘Word made � esh’. But how can the loving humanity of Jesus be related to absolute power? Soon 
the Church became obsessed with this insoluble question, and it became the source of bitter disputes. Despite 
these growing con� icts the Emperors of the fourth century were convinced that they were building a genuinely 
new society, perhaps even ful� lling the long-delayed promise of God’s Reign on earth. They were clearing the 
‘weeds’ from the � eld – but this was something that Jesus had said could only be done by uprooting good grain 
along with the bad. The force required to establish the ‘Christian Empire’ was in itself a denial of all that Jesus 
had stood for and proclaimed.

This story diff ers from others in this book – it comes from the early history of the Church, rather than the 
contemporary world. But it is a story that needs to be re-told and thoroughly understood, because the alliances 
and compromises that were worked out then between the Church and the Roman Empire created problems that 
Christians still wrestle with today.



imperial palace. There they were ‘encouraged’ to declare 
their unity in a formula that Christ is ‘of one substance’ 
(homoousios) with the Father. But even this could be 
interpreted in many ways, and soon stronger structures 
of authority, and the purging of dissenters, became 
increasingly necessary if the Church was succeed in its 
new task of creating social cohesion. 

In 379 CE Theodosius became emperor in the East, and 
in 393 of the whole empire. During his reign things 
which Constantine could only dream of were fi nally 
achieved. In 380 CE, with the full support of Ambrose, 
bishop of Milan, Theodosius decreed: 

“We desire that all peoples who fall beneath 
the sway of our imperial clemency should 
profess the faith which we believe to have 
been communicated by the Apostle Peter to 
the Romans… And we require that all those 
who follow this rule of faith should embrace 
the name of Catholic Christians, adjudging 
all others madmen, and ordering them to be 
designated as heretics… condemned as such, 
in the fi rst instance, to suff er divine punishment, 
and therewith, the vengeance of that power 
which we, by celestial authority, have assumed.”   

Pagans and heretics were thus to be purged from 
the new ‘Christian Empire’. Jews were given some 
legal protection, but only as a barely tolerated alien 
community that stubbornly refused to be fully 
integrated.  Christians who, a century earlier, had been 
subject to fi erce persecution by the authorities, now 
wielded authority themselves, and were in a position to 
persecute others if they chose.  

Jesus, who came among us as a servant,
we are tempted by status and desire for recognition.
Lord, have mercy.
Lord, have mercy.

Jesus, who called us to forgive,
we are tempted by the security 
that comes with condemning others.
Christ, have mercy.
Christ, have mercy.

Jesus, who shared bread and wine
with those who would betray and deny him,
we are tempted to take control by
shutting out those we fear.
Lord, have mercy.
Lord, have mercy.

And in a dream that night Christ appeared to 
him, urging him to use the sign of the cross ‘in his 
engagements with the enemy’. It was too much to 
expect that Constantine might have seen the sign 
in the heavens as a warning, reminding him that it is 
only through love that the world can be conquered, 
not by force of arms. He was too deeply embedded in 
the ancient traditions of force and divine power even 
to imagine this as a possibility. And so at the Milvian 
Bridge over the River Tiber on 28 October 312 Maxentius’ 
soldiers met their deaths with the sign of the Prince of 
Peace before their eyes.

After his victory Constantine came to an agreement with 
the ruler of the Eastern Empire, the pagan Licinius, to 
give religious freedom to both pagans and Christians. 
In this Edict of Milan they said: “It seemed to us… that 
it was proper that the Christians and all others should 
have liberty to follow that mode of religion which to 
each of them appeared best.”                                                                                                                           

But it soon became clear that Constantine intended 
to use the agreement to favour the Church by a 
programme of church building, public endowment of 
the Church’s charitable work, and privileges granted to 
the clergy.

Licinius remained a pagan, faithfully following the 
ancient religion of Rome. When he began to harass the 
Christian Armenians on the eastern frontier Constantine 
took the chance to move against him. After defeating 
Licinus and becoming sole Emperor in 324 Constantine 
wrote to his new Eastern Provinces: 

“Beginning at the remote Ocean around Britain 
where, according to the law of nature, the sun 
sinks below the horizon, through the aid of the 
divine power I banished and utterly rooted out 
every form of prevailing wickedness… in the 
hope that the human race, enlightened by me, 
might be recalled to the fi t observance of the 
holy laws of God.”  

During his lifetime (he died in 337 CE) paganism was 
still far too strong in the empire for him to be able to 
fulfi ll his whole ambition. But he hoped that at least 
the Christian Church could become the foundation 
for a new imperial unity. To his disappointment, he 
found the Church itself divided. In the West there were 
arguments about whether church leaders who had 
‘compromised’ in some way during the persecutions 
under Emperor Diocletian could be reinstated and 
trusted again. In the East there were fi ercer debates 
about the nature of Christ, and his relationship with 
God the Creator of all things. Determined to solve these 
problems, the Emperor called the bishops of ‘the whole 
world’ (the oecumene) to a Council at Nicaea, near his 
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This new life God is giving us – what is it really like?   

• It is like sending a campaigning message by e-mail
to ten friends, and asking each to send it on to 
ten others. Within a few days thousands, perhaps 
millions, of people have heard the news.
    • It is like putting a drop of red dye in a bucket of 
water. Stir and before long all the water is red. Then 
it’s time to put in your cloth. 

• It is like an investor who has spread his portfolio 
widely over many stocks and shares. Then he spots 
a company which has invented a product which will 
make a tremendous profi t. Immediately he sells all 
his shares, puts all his eggs in that one basket, and 
bets everything on the company’s future.

• It is like a woman who did well at school, leaving 
with A and A* grades in all her subjects, English, 
History, Biology, Music, Drama and many others. 
But in her early twenties she discovered Astronomy. 
Within a few years she dropped everything else and 
spent all her time studying that one subject.

• It is like someone whose bedroom is cluttered with 
all the things he has collected over the years. In the 
end, to make a fresh start, he takes everything out 
into the yard. There he sorts it into two piles. The 
things he needs he puts back in the room. All the 
rest he throws away.

• It is like an orchestra, in which the various 
instruments learn to play in harmony. Each has 
a diff erent ‘voice’, perhaps working to a diff erent 
rhythm, resonating, or echoing with another group 
of instruments. Through practice, through hard work 
together, each player develops an acute awareness 
of the others, their querks and their abilities, so 
that ultimately the piece gives life and breath to 
the intentions of its composer. And each player is 
fulfi lled in the part they play.

• It is like a fl ock of geese, fl ying in formation. From 
time to time the leader gives way so that another 
can maintain the pace and hold the direction, and 
each takes responsibility for holding the pattern so 
that together they can achieve their goal.

• It is like this. Before setting out on a long train 
journey, a man had a coff ee in the station cafe. He 
overheard snippets of a conversation between 
a group at a nearby table, and became uneasy 
about what he heard. He boarded the train without 
making sense of the phrases he had heard, until 
suddenly the penny dropped. He realized that 
a bomb had been planted under a viaduct in a 
remote location ahead. He ran along the train 
looking for the guard and eventually pulled the 
emergency cord. As the train ground to a halt, 
passengers began to ask what was the matter, and 
he told them about the plot he had heard. They 
thought it so far-fetched that they doubted his 
sanity. The guard appeared and the man poured 
out his story, but was again disbelieved, and the 
guard became more intent on taking his personal 
details so he could be arrested. On reaching the 
next station, uniformed offi  cers pulled him off  the 
train and it sped on its way. Half an hour later, far off  
in the distance, a plume of black smoke rose above 
the moors.

• Finally, a parable for a particular situation:
“If there are three cookies in a jar, you can pick up 
one, or even two together, but try to pick up all 
three and your hand gets stuck in the jar.         

Israel wants to be a Jewish country, and Israel wants 
to be a democracy, and Israel wants the whole 
country. Tell me how they can do this. The problem 
is you can have two out of the three. You can be 
Jewish and a democracy, but then you can’t have all 
the land. Or you can be Jewish and have the land of 
Israel, but you’re not a democracy. Or you can be a 
democracy and have the land of Israel, but not be 
Jewish. So, this is the essence of the problem.” 

(Told by Je�  Halper, Coordinator of the Israel Committee 
against House Demolitions. His explanation can also 
be found in an interview on: http://www.alternet.org/
world/149849/will_2011_bring_the_end_of_the_israeli_
state_as_we_know_it?page=entire 

If Jesus’ parables are to have any impact today they must be ‘translated’ into contemporary terms. Here we 
attempt to do that, hoping that you will be encouraged to do the same. Parables shine a bright light onto a 
situation, bringing clarity where there was once obscurity and even deceit. We should never think of them as 
easy options, as concessions to ‘simple’ people. Their purpose is often to shock and to force their hearers to a 
decision. Mark 4:11-12 remind us that sometimes the e� ect of their brutal clarity – perhaps even their purpose 
– is to push those who are unwilling to face the challenge of God’s justice o�  the fence and into even � ercer 
opposition.

Sundays from 24th to 30th July (Proper 12)
Year A  Parables of the Kingdom  Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52

Parables for today?
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The achievements of the Diocese were carefully 
recorded and now have become part of the 
‘disaster preparedness and reduction’ policies being 
implemented throughout the Philippines by a wide 
range of community organizations.

Sometimes we are overwhelmed, O God,
and the mud and wreckage of all that has been
threatens to engulf what we are 
and destroy all that we could become.

Take us by the hand and hold us 
while the typhoon rages and the waters rise;
and with assurance and hope show us 
how to use what we have learnt,

so that we can hold another’s hand 
when the fl oods come once more – 
so that together we may fi nd a fi rm foothold, 
and a refuge in you.
In the name of the Christ who calmed a storm
Amen.

The Philippines are subject to regular storms which blow 
in from the Pacifi c. In recent years these storms have 
become more frequent and more extreme. In 2004 four 
such typhoons happened within a fortnight, the third 
of which was the most severe. Within a few hours rain 
equivalent to half the average UK annual rainfall, fell 
mainly on the central uplands. It was so severe that it 
dislodged hundreds of felled logs. These swept down 
the hillside, accompanied by soil, and uprooted other 
trees in their path.   

Their way was blocked by a bridge over the main 
river and a vast lake built up behind. When the bridge 
collapsed the lower valley was inundated. Homes were 
destroyed and mud was deposited, in some places more 
than three metres deep. Relief came in quickly, from 
the Filipino government and international agencies, 
often fl own in by Filipino army helicopters. But it was 
diffi  cult for supplies to get through to remote and 
poor communities and mobilizing the ‘basic human 
communities’ proved to be the key to this.

Many fi shing boats had been destroyed by the typhoon. 
Through the Diocese new boats were off ered to the 
families, on condition that they moved away from the 
old-style private ownership and formed cooperatives in 
which eight families would share a new boat. Instead 
of dividing the catch into eight shares, one for each 
family, the catch would be divided into nine shares, one 
for each family, and one for the cooperative fund. This 
would build the resources of the group so that when 
repairs or improvements were needed, they would have 
the funds available.

The Catholic Diocese of Infanta lies on the eastern (Pacifi c) coast of Luzon, the largest of the Philippine islands. It is a 
district where travel and communication are extremely diffi  cult. A community of nuns has been working among the poor 
communities of the Diocese, encouraging them to set up ‘Basic Human Communities’.  25 - 30 families meet together weekly 
to discuss issues of common concern, and to pray in whatever way seems appropriate to them. These are similar to the 
‘Base Christian Communities’ of Latin America, ‘basic’ because they consist of people from the lowest strata of the poor, the 
‘base’ of society. In the more pluralist Filipino society they deliberately involve people whose background is not specifi cally 
Christian.

Storing up wealth for yourself, says Jesus, is futile. He agrees with the old preacher who said, “You work for 
something with all your wisdom, knowledge and skill, and then you leave it all to someone who has not had 
to work for it. This, too, is vanity.” (Ecclesiastes 2:21). Far better to be wealthy in God’s eyes – by combining 
your skills and abilities with those of other people to create a shared prosperity that will last beyond your brief 
lifetime.

Sundays from 31st July to 6th August (Proper 13)
Year C  Building bigger barns  Luke 12:13- 21 

Storm in Luzon
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Sundays from 14th to 20th August (Proper 15)
Year A  Purity and the Canaanite woman Matthew 15:(10-) 21-28



Any encounter with strangers can be disturbing. They 
challenge our assumptions, even threaten our sense of 
identity. Sometimes there is even fear of ‘contamination’, 
that the stability or health of ‘our’ community will be 
undermined. It is clear from the discussion with the 
Pharisees and scribes about impurity (here in the longer 
version of the Matthew passage, and also recorded in 
the earlier part of Mark 7) that Jesus does not share 
those fears. Why, then, does he respond so negatively, 
even brutally, to the Gentile woman who asks for help? 

Was he angry because she challenged his strategy of 
giving ‘the house of Israel’ priority in his work, precisely 
when he was exhausted by disputes with that ‘house’, 
and badly needed time to rest and rethink? So did the 
encounter force him to change not only his mood but 
also his mind – seeing more clearly than before that 
there can be no limits to God’s love?

Or was he perhaps provoking her to an even greater 
assertiveness by forcibly reminding her of what many 
Jews thought of ‘her kind’? Certainly her meeting with 
Jesus would have taught her how to deal in the future 
with people who regarded her as ‘inferior’, whether 
that was his intention or not. Those who challenge the 
barriers society sets against them, as she had begun 
to do, will need a rare kind of self-confi dence and 
persistence if they are not to back down in the face of 
the anger and violence they will always meet.

Whatever the truth of this, it is signifi cant that both 
Matthew and Mark place this story at a crucial turning 
point in the ministry of Jesus. Up to this point his 
dealings have been mainly with his own people. From 
this point on Gentiles become much more prominent. 
Now it is clear that the ‘good news’ is for all people, and 
all are welcome at the feast of God’s Reign. 

Sundays from 4th to 10th September (Proper 18)
Year B  The Syrophoenician woman and Healing a deaf-mute       Mark 7:24-37 

Sundays from 11th to 17th September (Proper 19)
Year A  The two debtors Matthew 18.21-35

The stories of ‘The refugees at Karambi’ (p.29) and ‘The women of Remera’  (p.36) is appropriate here.

When workers stand idle in the market place there is 
something wrong with the way the economic system 
is operating. In the time of Jesus powerful people had 
long ignored the Jubilee laws of land ownership which 
were intended to guarantee every family enough land to 
work and earn their own living. Instead land had fallen 
under the control of a tiny minority, and many people 
earned their daily bread only when those landowners 
required their labour. In such a situation the parable’s 
imaginary owner does what no actual landowner would 

ever dream of doing – he pays his workers the full daily 
wage, whether or not they have worked for it. His action 
creates intense confl ict among the workers.  So is this 
a warning to workers that they must not be taken in 
by the divisive tactics of owners, but must avoid the 
trap of seeing other poor people as their rivals?  Or 
is it a vivid image of God’s generosity – one which 
should determine the way politics and economics are 
organized in this world, but does not do so yet?

Sundays from 18th to 24th September (Proper 20) 
Year A   The vineyard labourers  Matthew 20:1-16

Year B  Children at the centre  Mark 9:30-37

The story of ‘The Dalit Boy’ (p. 37) is appropriate here.
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In one case it was alleged that villagers in part of 
Nicaragua were suff ering the eff ects of pesticides, 
and Juan Dominguez, a Los Angeles lawyer, used that 
evidence to help build a case for legal action against 
the Dole Food Company, the world’s largest producer of 
fresh fruit and vegetables.

The case focused on the use of dibromochloropropane, 
a pesticide used to kill worms on banana plantations 
in fi ve Central American countries in the 1970s. The 
workers said the pesticide damaged their health and left 
the men sterile, but Dole denied causing any harm.

In 2007 a Los Angeles jury awarded US$5.7 million to six 
Nicaraguan men who sued not only Dole but chemical 
companies as well, and related cases were launched in 
Florida courts as well as in California.

But in 2009 Dominguez faced charges of falsifying 
evidence in the form of work histories and laboratory 
reports. It was alleged that people who had never 
worked on plantations were coached to lie, and children 
were airbrushed out in order to sustain claims of 
infertility. In June, the county superior court judge threw 
out relevant lawsuits, and asserted that Dominguez’s law 
offi  ces had ‘perverted the court’s ability to deliver justice’.

Swedish fi lm-maker Fredrik Gertten has released an 87 
minute documentary fi lm entitled ‘Bananas!’ He is also 
being sued by Dole for allegedly making propaganda 
for a crook. But Gertten insists that the fi lm presents 
a balanced portrayal of the story. He acknowledged 
that Dominguez possibly lost control of some of his 
colleagues, and that fraud might have occurred, but 

declared that powerful corporations had reason to 
destroy him.

Based on an article entitled ‘Champion of poor banana workers 
accused of fraud’ by Rory Carroll, Latin America Correspondent for 
The Guardian newspaper, July 16, 2009.

We long for a day when truth and integrity
begin to rule the decisions and actions 
of both the powerful and the powerless.

In this complex and murky world give wisdom 
to all who set out to fi nd the truth,    
who make a stand for justice, 
who expose wrongdoing.

Give strength especially to the poor, 
and to individuals who have to make their voices 
heard against the wealth and power 
of huge commercial and fi nancial institutions.

Through Jesus Christ, our Lord.
Amen.

Bananas are still a major export crop for some of Central America’s smaller countries, and the trade continues to be 
dominated by huge US corporations. Every so often allegations surface regarding the way in which plantation workers 
are treated, and each time added publicity is given to the Fair Trade movement which aims to ensure that workers are not 
exploited.

When we are faced with a crisis or challenge it is vital to take action. Too many good people worry and complain 
but in the end do little. The cheating farm manager in Jesus’ story took action, which is why he is praised, 
despite his dishonesty. Whenever we encounter a situation where a courageous few are struggling to provide 
for their basic needs – pure water, sanitation, health care – or when ongoing injustice blocks  their aims, we 
need to put our hesitations on one side and get to work to support them.

The deliberately startling way Jesus tells the story, however, raises other questions for us, as it clearly did in 
the churches for whom this Gospel was written. Are questionable methods ever justi� ed to achieve good 
ends? Should we be prepared to sacri� ce a little honesty if the overall end-product is justice for all? In Nazi 
Germany Dietrich Bonhoe� er supported the bomb plot to rid the world of Adolf Hitler, despite the deception 
and violence it entailed. How to love God and your neighbour can sometimes pose almost insoluble moral 
dilemmas. We have to learn to live with that – it is only if we sacri� ce our fundamental integrity that we lose 
everything.

Year C   The unscrupulous steward   Luke 16:1-13 

Bananas and lawyers: longing for an honest bunch

62  Stories Worth Telling: Ordinary Time

Central America



Anima Mondal was born into an upper class Hindu 
family in India and received a good education. It was 
expected that she would marry well and bring up her 
children in the same style. However, as Anima grew 
up, she became aware of the many women around her 
whose families were too poor to send their children to 
school and for whom the future was bleak. If they were 
lucky they would marry a caring man who could earn 
enough to support the family. The reality was more 
likely to be an unemployed, unskilled man, whose only 
alternative was to go to the city in a desperate attempt 
to fi nd work, leaving behind his wife and children. 

Anima became more and more concerned for such 
women and determined to do something to change 
their lives. She trained in traditional textile skills – 
printing, weaving, dyeing – and began to teach these 
skills to a small group of women who had no other 
means of support. 

Her family was horrifi ed – when was she going to 
marry and produce the children that were her future? 
Anima steadfastly replied that she would never marry: 
her future lay with giving women skills so they could 
become independent, earning wages so they could look 
after their children. She has her own room in the home 
of one of her several brothers, all of whom support the 
work she is doing.

Her work began small with a handful of women. Now 
it is an international enterprise. The training methods 
which Anima introduced have been eagerly seized 
upon by women throughout India. Thousands of 
women now earn an income; some in workshops with 
large premises, others from home. Their textile products 
are of a high standard: not only are they sold in the 
network of national craft shops throughout India but are 
stocked by the fair trade outlets of Western countries.  

In my neighbour I see my rival,
and her way of life feels like a threat to mine.
 Christ shed a light upon her
 that I may see her goodness, her creativity,
 her desire for the life you off er in its fullness.
In myself I see what is right,
my way of being shaped over years of toil,
of refl ection and prayer.
 Christ shed your light upon me
 that I may look again at the dark corners,
 the shadowy ideas, the prejudices that keep me
 from seeing my neighbour as sister, brother, friend.
And, O Christ, help us take up instruments together
to make something new, something special in the world,
and a new song will be heard in God’s Kingdom.
Amen.

The expectation for many women, no matter where they live, has been and often still is limited to marriage and the 
bringing up of a family. Greater wealth and prosperity has led to a move away from this in most Western societies. But 
Anima lives in the small town of Canning, deep in the Sundarbans, a sandy, low-lying area of mangrove swamps in the 
Ganges delta, south of Kolkata (formerly Calcutta). Her background makes her achievements even more remarkable. 

There is something in us all that wants to see ‘our team’ get the glory. If others do well we are tempted to 
criticize, put it down, and even attempt to stop it. Jesus reserves his strongest condemnation for those who put 
obstacles in the path of others because they ‘do not belong to us’. Some Christians might refuse to support work 
done by those of other faiths, but Jesus teaches his disciples that the priority is to see the work of God’s justice 
done in the world. It does not matter who does it. 

Sundays from 25th September to 1st October (Proper 21)
Year B  Stumbling-blocks Mark 9:38-50

Anima Mondal
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Year C  The rich man and Lazarus Luke 16:19-31

Throughout most of their history, the people of Israel 
were confi dent that they would see God’s justice fully in 
this world, in their own history. Only in later centuries, 
as the hold of injustice over society began to seem 
unbreakable, did their hopes turn to a time beyond 
death, when goodness would fi nally triumph. But if a 
belief in justice beyond death replaces hope for present 
justice, it can become a recipe for the perpetuation 
of inequality and suff ering. This is especially true if it 
is only the poor who cherish that belief. In the time of 
Jesus the people who denied the Resurrection were 
the Sadducees, wealthy landowners who perhaps were 

content to see the poor they exploited postpone hope 
to another world.

Jesus restores the hope of seeing justice at work now, in 
the present world. For him, the Reign of God is already 
breaking into human life, and would be seen in all its 
fullness ‘within this generation’ (Mark 13:30). But he 
does not abandon belief in a fi nal righting of wrongs 
beyond the grave. For him the two convictions belong 
indissolubly together. The Good News that he brings 
encourages the poor to go on believing in the fi nal 
triumph of justice, but it also gives them the confi dence 
to work and speak for it now.



Remembering the death of her child during the hungry 
times after her husband was taken away, Pomba, one 
of the women, broke down. Her grief prompted others 
to talk, revealing a community that had believed in the 
goodwill of the government, a law-abiding people who 
found it hard to be on the wrong side of the law, but 
who were now faced with police who served powerful 
landowners rather than justice. Yet despite all they 
had suff ered the community remained hopeful, even 
naming their settlement after the president who was 
taken ill the night before his inauguration and died a 
few days later, not living long enough to fulfi ll their 
hopes.   

They were a deeply Christian people, holding the truth 
that God intends people to live, a hard-working people 
who only wanted some land to grow food but who 
were denied the opportunity by greed and injustice.

Magni� cat 
Mary still weeps for her loss
as Pomba tells of her child that died.
Hope shines as briefl y as the fi refl ies that lighted us here.
Rosaldo sings a victory song
over all who value silver more than life.
We have sat for an hour with these people
and can never prise our hands apart from theirs.
But “Go in peace” :
the time of sharing is over and now we are sent out. 
The shroud hangs empty on the cross
that crowns the road
and a very small girl is carrying her brother...

The story of  ‘The threat of a good example’ (p.18) is 
also appropriate here. 
The story ‘Beyers Naude’  (p. 47) is also appropriate 
here, especially linked to verses 29-30.

Edson drove the international visitors to meet Mera and 
Ana, two young women deeply committed to their work 
on behalf of the poor people of Bahia. They continued 
their journey together along some of the worst roads 
imaginable till they reached the community of Vila 
Tancredo Neves. It was dark by the time they arrived 
but it was just possible, by torchlight, to see their way 
between a double row of small wattle and daub houses 
to the spot where a large empty cross draped with a 
shroud had been placed. Nearby was a schoolroom, 
slowly fi lling with people who began to sing – songs 
that said how people stand together against all their 
problems, songs of assurance that God stands with 
them too. The visitors were introduced, the speech 
making it clear that they, too, had come to stand with 
the community.

One by one, community members described their 
experiences. They owned their land legally, most of 
them having sold all their possessions to do so – and 
growing crops on their land was their only means 
of survival. The government had helped them by 
building the schoolroom, but the help stopped when 
the government failed to provide the money to pay a 
teacher. Four years earlier the local large estate owners 
had sent gunmen to burn their homes and terrorize 
them by shooting. Despite their continuing fear that 
this would be repeated, the people had stayed on their 
land. Then the police had come. They had taken two 
men away and imprisoned them for a year, during which 
they had been tortured and beaten. All eff orts, including 
getting the best lawyer in Bahia, had failed to discover 
why the men had been imprisoned. Eventually they 
were released and the community received them back 
happily, determined to resist such unlawful terrorism. 

The Brazilian state of Bahia is about the size of Spain, with a coastal area very like West Africa in climate and culture. Many 
people still speak Yoruba, the language of their ancestors who were brought here as slaves. In this region white families 
often own huge estates, so large that much of the land lies idle. Brazilian law says unused land may be occupied by landless 
families who may establish title to it if they can produce a harvest. Families made homeless by sugar estates attempt to 
obtain this entitlement but the powerful landowners send thugs to frighten them away.

The Hebrew Jubilee laws decreed that land must not be bought and sold permanently, but only on ‘leaseholds’ 
to last until the next Jubilee (� ftieth) year (Leviticus 25). Poor families forced to sell their property would then 
regain it with the chance of a fresh start. It may be doubted whether these laws were ever fully put into practice 
– certainly by Jesus’ day they had long been ignored. So society became divided into classes of rich landowners 
and landless poor, precisely the situation the Jubilee laws were intended to prevent. Jesus called his followers 
to a community of faith which shared all resources, abandoning the false security of ‘what is mine I keep’. This 
is why he challenges the rich man to give up his position of power as a great landowner. But the man cannot 
accept the challenge and rejects the opportunity to become part of the new community of God’s Kingdom.

Sundays from 9th to 15th October (Proper 23)
Year B  The rich man  Mark 10.17-31

Vila Tancredo Neves
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While France was under Nazi rule and Jews were being 
rounded up to be taken away and killed, 5,000 Jews 
and many other children and refugees passed through 
Le Chambon on their way to safety over the border in 
Switzerland. In the end the whole town was involved. 
Boy Scouts and Bible groups took messages so that 
when the Vichy inspectors came round, the Jews had 
vanished into the woods. Many other groups took 
part – Quakers, Catholic clergy, the Red Cross, Cimade* 
and the Swedes. But Trocmé was the man who knew 
them all and combined parish visiting with keeping the 
organization together. His wife Magda was indefatigable 
in providing hospitality out of extreme poverty. 

An early test came when Trocmé was ordered to ring 
the temple bell to celebrate Vichy France. The custodian, 
defending the bell against those who wanted to ring 
it, told them the bell did not belong to Marechal Pétain 
but to God. He was a Darbyste – like a third of the 
Protestants in the area – a member of an extreme sect 
founded by John Nelson Darby who believed they alone 
would go to heaven.

The Protestant temple, with the Calvinist tradition of 
preaching, was where Trocmé worked out a practical 
theology of what today we would call militant 
nonviolence. He did not see pacifi sm as simply keeping 
his hands clean and avoiding the ‘thou shalt nots’ of 
the Bible. Rather, he worked out the implications of 
those passages in the Hebrew Scriptures (Numbers 
35:9-31, Joshua 20:1-9, Deuteronomy 19:1-13) that deal 
with cities of refuge – Lest innocent blood be shed, the 
translation used by Philip Hallie in the title of the book 
on Trocmé and the people of Le Chambon (Harper 
Perennial, 1994, ISBN 0060925175). But the practice of 
the people was immediate and instinctive. When Magda 
found a German Jewish refugee on her doorstep she 
immediately told her to come in by the fi re.
All these people had been told fi rmly and under pain of 
death to shun each other as heretics or as unpatriotic. 

But common humanity counts for more than division 
and rejection. Philip Hallie, brought up in the Jewish 
ghetto in Chicago, himself suff ered from anti-semitic 
persecution. He taught philosophy for 34 years at 
Wesleyan University in Middleton, Connecticut, USA. 

After a talk Hallie gave in the 1980s, a woman stood 
up and said that the people of Le Chambon had saved 
all three of her children. “She came to the front of 
the room, turned to face the audience and said, ‘The 
Holocaust was storm, lightning, thunder, wind, rain, yes. 
And Le Chambon was the rainbow.’ A few people in the 
room gasped, while she and I looked at each other and I 
said, ‘The rainbow’. She nodded slowly – we understood 
each other.” 

The rainbow, for Philip Hallie, ‘reminds God and man 
that life is precious to God, that God off ers not only 
sentimental hope, but a promise that living will have the 
last word, not killing. The rainbow means realistic hope.’

Sometimes it’s so hard to decide whose side we’re on.
And we run away and hide, if you let us.
So thank you, Jesus, for asking the questions
that make us stop and think.
And thank you for those who stopped what they were 
doing – and thought,

and served instead of fi ghting;
who cared instead of hating;
who saw your face in that of their sister or brother and 
embraced them.

Help us to off er to God all that is God’s,
and bring to our neighbours 
all that you would have us bring.
For the glory of God and God’s Kingdom. 
Amen.

Le Chambon-sur-Lignon is a small town in a remote mountainous corner of France. Its remoteness had long made it a place 
of refuge for Huguenot Protestants during centuries of persecution. André Trocmé became its pastor in 1934 because as a 
pacifi st he was not acceptable anywhere else in a France preparing for another war with Germany. His assistant Eduard 
Theis shared his beliefs. 

Jesus is faced with a trick question, designed to put him in an impossible dilemma. Either he will incur the wrath 
of the authorities (if he repudiates taxes) or of the crowd (if he says they should be paid).  But he throws the 
question back to his accusers – they have Caesar’s money readily available, so they already participate in the 
system it creates. What, then, do they think they owe to Caesar? And what do they owe to God? It is for them to 
choose, and to declare their loyalty.

Sundays from 16th to 22nd October (Proper 24)
Year A  Paying tax to Caesar  Matthew 22:15-22

Lest innocent blood be shed
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Story 1

*a French NGO founded during WWII to support people uprooted by 
war



By 2003 (the year that Moi stood down) Kenya had 
become one of the most corrupt countries in Africa. 
It became the norm for major government projects 
to demand kickbacks of between 10 and 25 per cent, 
according to a Kenyan economist cited by Blaine Harden 
(Africa - Dispatches from a Fragile Continent, Flamingo 
New Ed edition, 1992, ISBN 0006378560). “Under Moi, 
there were a number of projects that would not and 
should not have been approved except for corruption.” 
One example is a hydro-electric power station at the 
Turkwell Gorge. Involving a British company, it was 
underwritten by the British government, despite 
concerns that it was to be constructed on a known 
earthquake fault line in a drought-prone region. The 
plant ended up costing four times what it should have, 
owing to corruption and incompetence, and only 
produced half the power expected. The Kenyan press 
described it as ‘the whitest of white elephants’ and ‘a 
stinking scandal’. 

In the run up to the 1992 multi-party elections the 
governing party (KANU) distributed money at grassroots 
level to woo supporters through its youth wing, 
conducting a massive membership recruitment drive, 
until about 45 per cent of the electorate had become 
party members. Even in local markets, buyers and 
sellers could not trade without a party card and, in turn, 
millions of Kenyan shillings were raised for the ruling 
party. The government fl ooded Nairobi with newly 
printed currency. Local newspapers reported that the 
government nearly doubled the nation’s money supply 
by distributing new Kenya shilling notes worth about £1 
billion in total. Some of these funds were diverted from 
the National Social Fund, according to Africa Confi dential 
in its October 1992 issue. As in the case of Caesar’s coin, 
the bank notes had the President’s portrait on them as 
had been the custom since Independence.

For the poor majority, buying local foodstuff s and 
essentials had become increasingly expensive 
throughout the years as the condition of the national 
economy deteriorated. In Kenya, as elsewhere, bartering 

and payment in kind with its more honest negotiation 
between individuals according to mutual need had 
been the basis of trade amongst the poor. Perhaps 
those patterns of trade are closer to the things of 
God. Having a wealth of ‘Moi’s money’ increasingly 
denoted that a corrupt and oppressive regime also had 
possession of the person’s soul. The people were able to 
pay (back) their taxes to that corrupt regime with that 
corrupted money.

By the time he retired Daniel arap Moi and his family 
were alleged to have looted Kenya of more than 
£1 billion, banked in accounts in 28 countries and with 
properties in Knightsbridge (London), Surrey, New York, 
South Africa and Australia (The Guardian, 31 August 
2007).

So, when are taxes the exploitation of a people’s wealth 
by a predatory and probably corrupt government?                                                                            
And when are they the best way of sharing wealth 
in the community, 
doing things together and supporting the weakest
among us?                                    
Not an easy choice.  
Give us, good Lord, the wisdom to know the diff erence, 
and to respond appropriately.                                                                            
In the name of Christ, 
Amen.

Daniel arap Moi succeeded Jomo Kenyatta as president of Kenya in October 1978. Because he had a negligible power base 
Moi began to reward loyalty, and as a consequence, the government became enormously corrupt. Following an attempted 
coup in 1982 Government handouts co-opted military leaders – offi  cers above the rank of major got free farms, gifts of the 
government. Patronage continued, with land, jobs of all ranks in the civil service, positions in the privatized state bodies 
being given to those loyal to the regime.

There are many way to avoid paying tax. For example, international companies use ‘transfer pricing’ techniques 
to register their pro� ts in tax havens, thus depriving poor countries of the resources they need for their 
development. Local builders work for one another for no payment, or for unrecorded cash sums. Equally, grass-
roots communities can use some of the same tricks to avoid giving � nancial support to corrupt and tyrannical 
regimes. Wealthy people may use perfectly legal means to avoid responsibility for others. Poor communities 
may be forced to resort to illegality to establish any kind of justice. Should our sympathy, or lack of it, depend 
on the precise legality of such actions, or on the impact they have on the wider community?

Moi’s money Story 2
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‘A hydro-electric power station
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The Episcopal Diocese of Kigeme in Rwanda is engaged 
in a ‘social transformation programme’. At one level 
this is a programme working for food security in 
vulnerable rural areas. It employs six facilitators, each 
with a motorbike provided by Christian Aid, whose task 
is to identify and train ‘animateurs’ to work with local 
community groups. There are 150 such volunteers who 
work through cooperatives or youth choirs, encouraging 
people to develop good agricultural methods.

At the Jyambere Rubyiruko (Develop the Youth) choir 
and cooperative at Muhero Episcopal chapel, the visitors 
met twelve members aged between 16 and 19 who 
had worked every Tuesday and Friday for a month to 
clear volcanic rock from the land around the chapel so it 
could be used to grow crops. Now they produce coff ee, 
haricot beans and bananas both for their own use and 
to sell in the market. 

In a much poorer part of the Diocese, near the Burundi 
border and badly aff ected by the 1998 famine, 20 
hectares of church land had been transformed into 
massive hillside terraces. The people were intending to 
plant potatoes, beans and wheat, and trees to prevent 
soil erosion. Another problem lay in the acidity of the 
soil. The people were planning to keep livestock whose 
manure would fertilize the soil, neutralize the acidity and 
thus enable the production of food crops.

The Social Transformation Programme, however, goes far 
deeper than mere agricultural support. It aims to change 
the way people regard themselves and their future. “In 
Rwanda people have followed instructions, as they have 
been taught to do since the time of the colonialists,” 
said Ernest, one of the two Diocesan Archdeacons. 
“They thought that the authorities must think for them.” 

This ingrained belief that solutions can only come 
from those who are in charge had made the genocide 
possible. As a widow in the Nyantanga Cooperative 
said, “Kigali people organized the killings. It was the 
law to kill Tutsis; if we refused we would have been 
killed ourselves.” Ernest explained, “The Transformation 
Programme teaches people to think for themselves. 
We are not teaching people to be rebels, but to examine 
what the authorities say, and if necessary challenge it.”  

The philosophy is not to off er people solutions, but 
to support groups until they fi nd their own solutions 
to problems. But in many ways it is an uphill struggle: 
many aid organizations simply give things to people, 
so communities cannot gain confi dence in their own 
strengths. A similar programme of education and 
formation had been established in some of the Catholic 
parishes of Butare before 1994.  But the work there had 
barely begun to take root before the genocide swept 
away the good foundations that had been laid. Now 
Kigeme Diocese is trying to rebuild those foundations.

Make us leaders in your own image, Jesus:
not like those who lord it over your people,   
satisfying our own desires for fame, 
and respect, and love;
but using the skills you have given us    
to help people fi nd their own freedom, 
their own thoughts, their own dignity.

                            
Help us accept that we can be forgotten    
in the enthusiasm and the self-confi dence   
with which your people do your work.
Amen.

Around the Great Lakes of Central Africa cattle herders (Tutsis), farmers (Hutus) and forest hunters (Twa) co-existed for 
centuries. But later some Tutsi clans established strong monarchies which dominated large areas. When European explorers 
and colonists arrived they took these Tutsis to be a ‘superior race’, and reinforced their power. At independence in 1960 the 
Hutu majority in Rwanda turned the tables and began to treat Tutsis as aliens. After a Tutsi-led invasion from Uganda in 
1990 began to challenge their control extremist Hutus branded all Tutsis as inyenzi (cockroaches) who must be ‘cleansed’ 
from the nation, and in 1994 massacred 800,000 Tutsis and other critics of their regime. Despite this, they were driven from 
power by the invaders and many fl ed to Eastern Congo. Some remain there, the source of much instability and confl ict, but 
most have returned home.  In Rwanda tensions persist, despite the new government’s declared policy of “We are not Hutu, 
Tutsi or Twa, we are all Rwandese.”   

Conventional wisdom says that leadership is a matter of power – not necessarily brute force, but superior 
knowledge or self-con� dence, the ability to dominate and manipulate others. This has created untold misery 
and su� ering throughout history. The way of Jesus Christ’s leadership is very di� erent. It seeks not to dominate, 
but to support those it leads. It does not manipulate, rather it builds con� dence in others. It is prepared to risk 
the loss of its own prestige and authority in order to build up the strength of the community it serves.

Year B  Who is the greatest?  Mark 10:35-45

Develop the youth
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Were it not that she is from one of the poorest provinces 
in the north east edge of Cambodia, a villager who 
cannot read, write or even speak Khmer, Kambre 
Nanglave would be on London’s West End stage. The 
power of her story telling was electrifying; the story even 
more so.

CIDSE, an indigenous Cambodian organization, had 
been working in Kambre Nanglave’s commune in 
Ratanakiri Province for seven years, mapping out the 
commune’s land, establishing a village development 
committee, improving the water supply, and organizing 
training courses in animal husbandry, agriculture and 
literacy.  

It was the logging, however, which caused the greatest 
impoverishment in the area. Logging companies, 
without consulting aff ected villagers, frequently 
destroyed great swathes of forest. For the villagers the 
forests were a source of food and of income, through 
the resin harvested from the trees. More than that, the 
trees were sacred, the dwelling place of the spirits.

Villagers in Chan Commune’s Forestry Committee had 
expended so much emotional and physical energy 
seeing off  a Malaysian logging company that they 
had little fi ght left when its assets and operation were 
handed over to a Taiwanese company. Then Kambre 
Nanglave took over leading the resistance.  

The new company Hero had obtained a logging 
concession from the Provincial Government. Rural 
communities could not match the wealth and infl uence 
of international logging companies – the Cambodian 
Director of Hero was a close friend of a Government 
Minister in Phnom Penh. The company, however, 
was exceeding its contract, logging indiscriminately, 
and had not provided the promised new schools as 
compensation for the timber. 

Kambre Nanglave set about giving the villagers the 
self-belief that they could win. The village headman 
had been bribed by Hero but Kambre Nanglave carried 
with her the commune council (‘the headman has no 
right to give away the land that belongs to all of us’) 
and physically confronted the loggers. The villagers 
took their case to the District Council and then to the 
Provincial Council.

Their appearance before the Provincial Council 
coincided with an international conference, 
organised by CIDSE, on the eff ects of logging on rural 
communities. Kambre Nanglave, having never before 
been out of Ratanakiri and unable to speak fl uent 
Khmer, spoke so passionately that she was asked 
whether she was prepared to petition the King.

In Phnom Penh King Sihanouk explained that he was 
an old man and could do little but he would pass the 
matter on to the relevant Minister. By the time Kambre 
Nanglave returned to her village the logging had 
stopped and land was being cleared for a new school.

Ratanakiri in the north east of Cambodia is one of the poorest provinces in the country: nearly one in four children dies 
before reaching the age of fi ve, three-quarters of the population is illiterate. Despite migration into the province in recent 
years, ethnic Khmer (the majority in Cambodia) still make up less than forty percent of the local population. Amongst the 
indigenous tribal groupings, less than ten per cent speak fl uent Khmer, a cause of further marginalization of the forest 
dwellers and subsistence farmers. Ratanakiri is beset by illegal logging and ‘land grabbing’ by powerful offi  cials and 
businessmen.  

Persistence in the face of rejection, indi� erence and hostility – this is required of those who work for justice in 
today’s world. It is demanding enough if they have the worldly advantages of an education, adequate resources, 
good communication skills, but far more so for those who begin with none of these. People who � nd the faith 
and courage to overcome their disabilities and disadvantages become a powerful witness to the presence of 
God’s justice at work in the world.

Year C  The persistent widow  Luke 18.1-8

Kambre Nanglave
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Story 1

Kambre Nanglave tells her story.
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At-Tuwani now glows at night Story 2
After nine years of active lobbying and struggling, the West Bank village of At-Tuwani has fi nally been connected to the 
Palestinian electricity grid. The State of Israel has persistently denied the Palestinians of the South Hebron Hills (where 
At-Tuwani is situated) all the amenities which are automatically granted to the Jewish settlements and outposts in the 
same area. 

help of Palestinian electrical engineers, accomplished 
the mission of bringing electricity to the village. 

Tonight, and - inshallah - for many nights to come, the 
electricity will shine in At-Tuwani.

Holy Spirit of God, fi ll us with your impatience 
for the ending of violence and injustice –  now.
Help us never to forget that bulldozers and bombs 
directed at the homes of the poor are a daily insult to you.

Lord Jesus, Son of God, share with us 
your compassion for those who stand, homeless, 
and long for the ending of injustice and violence.
Help us to feel as if we are sitting alongside those 
who are losing homes and livelihood – today,
wondering where to fi nd the next meal; 
how cold it is going to be – tonight.

Creator God, share with us your infi nite patience.
It is not in your nature to do violence 
to any one of us to whom you gave free will.
(but how often have we done violence in your name!)
Help us Lord to wait –-for as long as it takes.
Amen.

The At-Tuwani Village Council originally petitioned the 
Israeli District Coordinating Offi  ce (DCO), responsible 
for the coordination of civilian aff airs in the occupied 
territories, for access to electricity in 2001. This small 
community of 250 Palestinian farmers, shepherds and 
schoolchildren was denied access to all the amenities 
automatically granted to the Jewish settlements and 
outposts whose lush, green developments surround the 
village. In order to survive the Palestinians were forced 
to truck in their water, heat it with donated solar panels, 
burn their rubbish, dig cesspools, and rely on rainwater 
to nourish their crops. 

The At-Tuwani Village Council received nothing but
non-responses, delays and requests for additional 
paperwork, confi scations and demolitions, so they 
brought in Israeli and international activists and 
politicians – even Tony Blair came to hear about the lack 
of basic services for the South Hebron Hills. Eventually 
Palestinian Authority offi  cials were able to provide the 
supplies to build the electricity infrastructure prior to 
obtaining the permits from the Israeli DCO, and with the 
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What gave Kambre Nanglave her strength and passion? 
Attending the CIDSE adult literacy classes where no 
‘cat sat on the mat’ but where teaching materials and 
methods related the words on a page to the realities of 
life. They taught about the benefi ts of the forest to the 
villagers, of the need to work together, to plan their own 
development and the fact that their future was in their 
own hands.   

Gracious God, give us a vision of people across the world
valuing each other and the earth you have given us.
Give us, too, the urgency to play our part
in making that vision a reality.
In Jesus’ name,  
Amen.
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Power lines on the road into At-Tuwani



Boroimat is situated about one hundred metres from the 
river bank. It is a village of small houses that consist of 
a single room, 8 by 4 metres, constructed on a bamboo 
framework, with mud walls and a coconut matting roof.

The Bangladeshi government has little in the way 
of resources and so cannot provide health care or 
education for its people. The villagers are illiterate and 
there is no prospect of schooling for the children. The 
homes have no sanitation and the only water supply is 
the river with all its sources of pollution. The villagers 
have no land of their own and rely totally on a local 
landlord for employment, planting and harvesting the 
rice in his fi elds, casual seasonal work.

The children often go hungry because the casual labour 
does not earn enough to pay for food all year round. 
A number have become so weak that they have died 
of diarrhoea – a condition that could easily have been 
cured. The only temporary solution is to borrow from the 
local moneylender at an exorbitant 150 per cent interest 
rate. This has to be done when funds are needed for a 
wedding or funeral, but the loan can seldom ever be 
repaid in full.

The good thing about the village is its strong sense of 
community. The villagers struggle on together, each 
supporting the other, and somehow they get by. But 
the fear that hangs over all of them is that the river 
may fl ood again. It has done so in the past. Last time it 
drowned their chickens, their only asset, and they have 
never been able to aff ord to purchase more. What might 
another fl ood take?

One day, the villagers received a visit. The woman came 
from a local agency GUP (Gono Unnayan Prochesta – 
People’s Development Eff orts). She said that they might 
be able to help them but that the villagers had to do 
two things. First they should decide together what their 

biggest problem was, and then where they could start 
to change the situation. The villagers welcomed this 
approach – after all it was their village. They should be 
the ones to make the decisions – not those who came 
in with off ers of help. In this situation, the people were 
united in seeing, as a high priority, the provision of a 
tubewell, operated from a raised platform. This would 
allow the continual fl ow of clean water even during the 
annual fl ooding of the Ganges delta, and enable the 
village to keep going when times were hard.

It is so easy to see the things we have not got, Jesus,
to lament our lack of education,
to complain that we need more resources,
more opportunities, more privilege,
and yet we have you, and in you we have each other.
Give us the grace to celebrate the life we have,
in company with our sisters and brothers,
and responding to their need and their longing,
to fi nd ourselves ready to receive the riches of their love –
so may your people grow in hope.
Amen.

The story ‘A precious cargo’  Year A. (p.28) is also 
appropriate here.

Most of Bangladesh sprawls across the delta of the River Ganges, an enormous fl at area, where the river pours itself into 
braided streams that fl ow between the rice paddies. Under a bright sun the only sounds are of human voice and birdsong, 
though sometimes a bicycle rattles past, or a buff alo bellows. The land is fertile and the countryside is beautiful, but for the 
vast majority of people, it is a struggle even to put one meal on the table for the children. Boroimat is one of the many small 
villages within the catchment area of a local community development organization, Gono Unnayan Prochesta (GUP – 
People’s Development Eff orts). 

Jesus’ question ‘What do you want me to do for you?’ seems almost impertinent. Isn’t it obvious what Bartimaeus 
needs? But the question gives him the chance to identify his own needs, in a sense to ‘take control’ of his own 
healing process. It may be obvious (to outsiders) what poor communities need, but good development begins 
when they are enabled to de� ne their own needs, and take control of their own process of growth. 

Sundays from 23rd to 29th October (Proper 25)
Year B  The healing of a blind man  Mark 10.46-52

Boroimat
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Traders on the river near Boroimat
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Arunawa and Shohanna live in diff erent parts of Sendia 
village in Bangladesh, not far from the offi  ces of a local 
community development organization, Gono Unnayan 
Prochesta (GUP meaning People’s Development Eff orts). 
They meet every morning because of their work as a 
part of GUP’s tree-nurturing programme. Watering and 
caring for the hundred trees each has in their charge, 
the women move along the embankment of a road 
that connects their separate parts of the village. In the 
middle they meet for a chat and to catch up with the 
latest news.

The chance to help with the tree-nurturing has given 
Arunawa, a widow in her thirties, real hope for the 
future. Faced with bringing up her children alone, she 
was not only struggling to survive but was also lonely. 
Now she is helping GUP to provide trees which will 
provide fruit, medicine, shelter, and eventually timber. 

As well as gaining a regular if small income she has also 
found a new friend in Shohanna.

Arunawa has discovered the possibility of life after her 
husband’s death, life in a far fuller way than she believed 
possible.  

Your love, Great God, is like a tree 
 that stands beside the stream. 
It shelters us from the burning sun of despair,
 and provides us with the fruit of hope to sustain us. 
Its leaves provide the medicine of grace 
 to heal our wounds, 
and its wood off ers the fuel we need to sustain our lives. 

In the darkest places, among its roots, 
we may yet fi nd truffl  es of joy,
unexpected delights to help us on our way.

Your love, Great God, is like a tree
 that stands beside the stream.

Most of Bangladesh is spread across the delta of the River Ganges, an enormous fl at area, where the river spreads itself into 
braided streams that fl ow between the rice paddies. Under a bright sun the only sounds are of human voice and birdsong, 
though sometimes a bicycle rattles past, or a buff alo bellows. The land is fertile, and the countryside is beautiful, but for the 
vast majority of people, it is a struggle even to put one meal on the table for the children.

 “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” says Jesus. Not those who never complain or resist, but those whose spirits are 
crushed by the experiences of life, and by what others have done to them. Because God’s love is for them – to 
give them fresh hope and courage, to lift them out of the pit of despair and give them new life. They are the 
people through whom God’s justice can build a new world.

All Saints
Year A  The beatitudes  Matthew 5:1-12

The story of Arunawa
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Year C  Luke 6:20 -31

‘Su� a’s story’  (p.20) is appropriate here.

4th Sunday before Advent
Year C   Zaccheus  Luke 19:1-10

See ‘Song for Zaccheus’ (p. 77)



Our understanding of the parables of Jesus is always 
strongly infl uenced by our social background. In a 
free-market competitive society, the parable of the 
talents seems to reinforce all that society has taught us 
about success and failure in life. Those who use their 
talents make good, while those who neglect what they 
have been given (and live on state benefi ts?) are rightly 
condemned. But a group of peasant women in 
El Salvador saw things diff erently. To them the parable 
mirrored the injustice in which they were forced to 
live. Exploiters (of land and other people) get rich, while 
people who try to hang on to the little land they possess 
lose everything. ‘From those who have nothing, even 
what they have will be taken away’ was for them a
daily experience. 

So what is Jesus saying? In contrast to the previous 
parable, “The kingdom of heaven will be like…” 
(Matthew 25:1 NRSV), this one begins “For it is as if…..”.  
So perhaps it is a description of how things are in 
the world now, and not at all how they will be in the 
‘Kingdom of God’.  The ruthless competitiveness of 
the world is the exact opposite of the Reign of God’s 
love.  But Jesus can use an example of injustice to teach 
truth about the Kingdom (another is Luke 16:1-15):  his 
disciples must use every opportunity they have, not for 
their own fi nancial gain, but to do the work of God’s 
Kingdom while there is still time.

2nd Sunday before Advent
Year A  The talents Matthew 25:14-30
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I met a traveller from an antique land             
Who said: “Two vast and trunkless legs of stone                      
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,                       
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown                        
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command                          
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read                       
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,                       
The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed.                        
And on the pedestal these words appear:                         
‘My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:                        
Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!’                    

Nothing beside remains.  Round the decay                            
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,                             
The lone and level sands stretch far away”.
   Percy Bysshe Shelley

Although the Temple in Jerusalem has often been portrayed as the heart of the Jewish faith in Jesus’ time, it had 
a much more sinister role. It represented to the people of the day the collaboration between a corrupt Jewish 
leadership and the might of the Roman Empire, and acted as the nerve centre of a cruel and oppressive regime. 
The disciples’ wonder as they looked at the huge buildings was matched by Jesus’ declaration that such symbols 
of oppression could not last, however colossal they appeared. Shelley’s sonnet ‘Ozymandias’ o� ers a similar 
recognition, that empires will fall, and those who have claimed greatness will disappear into the sands of time. 
Only God’s Kingdom shall last.

Signs of the end 

Year B    Mark 13:1-8 
Year C    Luke 21:5 -9

See also the song  ‘ You see these stones’ (p.78).
The Dome of the Rock beside the Western Wall of the 
Temple in Jerusalem
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Dom Hélder Câmara told how one day a delegation 
came to see him in Recifé. A thief broke into a church 
and stole the ciborium which held the Holy Sacrament. 
As the thief fl ed he scattered the wafers – the hosts that 
carried the living presence of Christ for the people – in 
the mud. The congregation rescued the hosts but felt 
that the situation called for a ceremony of atonement. 

Bishop Dom Hélder agreed. Everyone gathered in 
church and the bishop prayed: “Lord, in the name of my 
brother the thief, I ask your pardon. He didn’t know what 
he was doing. He didn’t know that you are truly present 
and living in the Eucharist. We are deeply shocked by 
what he did.”  He spoke to the people: “But my friends, 
my brothers, how blind we all are! We are shocked 
because our brother, the thief, threw the Eucharistic 
Christ into the mud. But here in the north-east of Brazil 
Christ lives in the mud all the time!”

So the bishop asked the people who were receiving 
communion, to open their eyes and recognize the 
Eucharist in the poor, the oppressed, the suff ering. “It is 
by this that we will be judged on the last day… ,” 
he told them.

(adapted from Dom Câmara - The Conversions of a Bishop, José 
de Broucker, Tr. Hilary Davies, Collins, 1979, ISBN 0529056240)  

Lord Jesus, every time we celebrate the Eucharist 
you welcome us into your presence.
You have been with us often, 
help us now to recognize your face

in the hungry people we read about:
in the mailing that tells of another famine;
in those who are thirsty because their water 
has been taken for the gardens of the strong;
in the strangers, unloaded at night 
from a lorry on the motorway;
in the naked men and women and children 
driven from their homes at night;
in the sick whose urgent journey to hospital 
is blocked by an uncaring soldier at a checkpoint;
in the prisoners in Belmarsh or Guantánamo 
who are called terrorists.

Do not let us forget that you were crucifi ed
to show what the Empire does to terrorists.
So help us to see your face, Lord.

Dom Hélder Câmara (1909 –1999) was Archbishop of Olinda and Recifé, in the poverty-stricken north-east of Brazil, from 
1964 to 1985. He once remarked: “When I give bread to the poor they call me a saint. When I ask why the poor have no 
bread they call me a Communist.” Christians who believe that the body of Christ is a ‘real presence’ in the bread of the 
Eucharist may also believe that it must therefore be preserved from any ‘contamination’. To break that taboo would be a 
shocking sacrilege. For Hélder Câmara, however, it has something to teach us about the presence of Christ in the world.

In the parable of the sheep and the goats Jesus says that the peoples of the world will be judged, in the end, by 
the way they treat the poorest and weakest – the ones Jesus calls his family. This is not a task which can be done 
‘at arm’s length’ – it demands an involvement which will destroy any pretence at respectability or superiority. 
Only that commitment is a true following of the Christ who ‘made himself of no account, taking the form of a 
servant’ (Philippians 2:7).

Sunday before Advent
Year A  The sheep and the goats Matthew 25:31-46

Christ in the mud
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Songs
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Advent 2: The Baptist’s song
Timothy J. Woods, Andrew Midion, December 1995
(see p.5)
 

A           F#m                  Bm                   E

A            F#m        D            E              F#m

C#m         Bm        E          E7              A          F#m

D     A     E             A       E               A                                E                       E          Bm           

In the     rugged      rocky           des..........ert,     where the   sil.....ence hangs for......lorn,       And the 

only      sign of  wa    -     ter      is the   dew   that comes at     dawn, Where a     godly,       lonely

prophet spent his  days    among     the    crags,         Eating    locusts    and wild   honey,     dressed in

camel-   hair      and   rags:                       Make straight the ....   way        the ....  way                 of   the Lor....

D            E         A                                   D                         A           E7            A                    

...................... d               Make straight the wa.. ....................... y      the way   ........         of         the     Lord  

All round Jordan when God called him, he would preach where’er he went,                             
Telling people of the Kingdom and demanding they repent.                                      
“After me,” he told his hearers, “comes one mightier than I; 
For the straps across his sandals I’m not worthy to untie.”
 
Make straight the way of the Lord;    
Make straight the way of the Lord.

.
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All praise to you O God of peace
Who off ers pris’ners their release
And helps the blind to see once more,
Pronouncing good news to the poor.

Where dogma and the market reigns
Too many people live in chains,
Deprived of peace and power and health
While global business racks up wealth.

God help executives who fi ll
Their coff ers while creating hell,
And fail to hear and cannot see
Their toll of human misery.

Don’t speak in terms of after-life
When hunger and disease are rife;
The poor need good news here, today,
And justice is the price to pay.

Commitment to a jubilee
Where God’s love reigns and all are free
Demands we heed our neighbours’ strife
Live simply, give them hope of life.

© Timothy J Woods 2011

Epiphany 3: Good news for today
Long metre: Tallis Canon (Glory to Thee My God this night)

(see p.16)

Uncertainty lies all around 
And people long to feel secure;
The ship of hope has run aground –
Their dreams are washed up on the shore.
 But Jesus says the time is here:
 The reign of God is drawing near.

How many children born today 
Will never know the gift of health?
How many parents dream that they
Might once enjoy a taste of wealth?
 But Jesus says the time is here:
 The reign of God is drawing near.

It’s good news to the poor he brings – 
A wholeness that the world can’t buy.
For hopeless is that love of things
Which always fail to satisfy.
 And Jesus says the time is here:
 The reign of God is drawing near.

And to the blind he off ers sight,
The world in sharper focus see;
For those in chains he’ll put things right,
And oppressed people will be free;
 For Jesus says the time is here:
 The reign of God is drawing near.

Imagine heaven here on earth,
Where each could love and all forgive,
Where hope and justice brought to birth
Would shape the fuller lives we’d live:
 for Jesus says the time is here:
 The reign of God is drawing near.
  
© Timothy J Woods 2011

Epiphany 3: The coming reign of God
Tune: ‘Melita’ or any good 88.88.88 metre

(see p.16)

When the Pharisees and rulers appeared among the crowd,                                             
And they asked John to baptize them, he declared, “You viper’s brood!                               
Who has warned you to escape from God’s great wrath that looms ahead?                           
Now repent and practice justice, help the poor and share your bread.” 

Make straight the way of the Lord;    
Make straight the way of the Lord.

One day Jesus to the Jordan came to be baptized by John. 
Although John tried to dissuade him, to the river they went down.                          
Then the voice of God was heard to say, “You are my beloved Son.”                           
And the Baptist told the people: “Behold God’s Chosen One.” 

Make straight the way of the Lord;    
Make straight the way of the Lord.
  
© Timothy J Woods 1995
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A sower took seed and he went out to sow,
Down in the fi elds and along by the lane.
Some fell by the path and it started to grow,

But soon it was trampled
and pecked at by sparrows
and nibbled by fi eld mice
and never grew golden as grain,
and never matured into grain.

Some fell on the rock as the sower went by,
Down in the fi elds and along by the lane,
But it withered away for the ground was too dry

And soon it was trampled
and pecked at by sparrows
and nibbled by fi eld mice
and never grew golden as grain,
and never matured into grain.

Some fell in the thistles that stood near the track,
Down in the fi elds and along by the lane,
And as the seed grew it was choked and held back

And soon it was trampled
and pecked at by sparrows
and nibbled by fi eld mice
and never grew golden as grain,
and never matured into grain.

But some of the seed into good soil did drop,
Down in the fi elds and along by the lane,
And the plants grew so strong they produced a great crop

Which never got trampled
or pecked at by sparrows
or nibbled by fi eld mice
But rather grew golden as grain
to feed all the people again.

When Jesus was preaching the Kingdom of God,
Down in the fi elds and along by the lane,
His words brought new life, but some misunderstood.

Their meaning was trampled
As if food for sparrows
Or sound bites for fi eld mice
And yet for us now they remain
The seeds that grow golden as grain. 

© Timothy J Woods 2002

Sundays 10th – 16th July: Harvest song
Tune: Widecombe Fair

(see p.53)

Standing still, a sandstorm blowing,
Lose your bearings, panic growing,
Which direction are you going?
What became of faith?
At the outset with conviction,
Travelled in a clear direction,
But the map now reads like fi ction – 
What became of faith?
Hard now to defend it,
Easier suspend it – 
Dust and sand encrust your hands,
Evidence of wanton dereliction:
From the mills where God was grinding
Tracks through life were clear though winding,
Now the sands of doubt are blinding –
What became of faith?

So at last your steps have faltered,
Dust and doubt all views have altered
And against your faith revolted:
Here is ground for hope.
Long to see the Way more clearly,
Know and love the Truth more dearly,
Follow in Life’s footsteps nearly –
Here is ground for hope.
When the sands stop blowing,
New horizons showing,
Sensing fi rst a desperate thirst – 
(Living water’s off ered to the weary)
Hoist your pack upon your shoulder
One more step – you’ll feel bolder; 
Scars have made you wise, if older –
Here’s the ground for hope.
  
© Timothy J Woods 2010

Lent 1: The wilderness of doubt   
Tune: Men of Harlech

(see p.24)
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You see these stones! Not one shall stay in place
The Temple and its cult shall be no more;
Its buildings disappear and leave no trace
Of Empire’s burdens crippling the poor.

You see this wall! It stands for hate and fear,
But can’t escape the artist’s paint or pen;
In hope and faith that liberation’s near,
This wall will fall and not one stone remain.

Break down the walls! We long to live in peace – 
Shout! – for in Christ there is no east and west;
One day oppression, hate and war will cease,
As empires fall, we’ll claim our Sabbath rest.  

© Timothy J Woods 2011

2nd Sunday before Advent: You see these stones...
Tune: Woodlands

(see p.72)

As Jesus passed through Jericho
The people rushed to hear him,
Who’d heard his name some time ago 
And longed to gather near him;
But one small man just couldn’t see,
Too short to glimpse the Rabbi.
He ran ahead and climbed a tree
To watch the Teacher come by.

Who, stopping at that very place,
Looked up and saw Zacchaeus.
He called out: “Come down now, make haste,
Today I’ll stay at your house.”
Then full of joy, he hurried down
And went to make the dinner,
But others grumbled all around:
“That man’s a dreadful sinner.”

But, for the poor, Zacchaeus said
He’d halve the cash he’d hoarded,
And repay fourfold all his debts
To those he had defrauded.
“Salvation to this house has come
this very day,” said Jesus;
“for this is also Abr’am’s son
who climbed the tree to see us.”

And then when Jesus took his leave,
Zacchaeus might have wondered:
Did he begin to frown and grieve?
Perhaps he’d truly blundered?
A token gesture from his wealth
Would still allow some pleasure:
It might aff ect his mental health
To give up all his treasure!

We’ll never know the story’s end,
The Gospels don’t record it,
But if Zacchaeus kept his word
We’re told he could aff ord it.
Our actions prove we kept our word,
Made genuine confessions:
We can’t aff ord to serve the Lord
While minding our possessions.
  
© Timothy J Woods 2007

4th Sunday before Advent: Song for Zacchaeus
Tune: The Vicar of Bray

(see p.71)
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