TFTD  BELFAST
28 January 08

I stepped out of the world as I know it – and into three days in a monastery – retreat, space, time.

Words like ‘self-indulgent’ and ‘escapist’ hover around the edges of the mind.  Like many people, I’m busy – e mails, phone, letters, meetings, constant travel.  There’s conflict and quite a bit of push and shove.  You don’t believe me?  The church is a place of passionate people and the boundaries can be a bit blurred.  And as I’m doing now, I often talk for a living – on and off like a tap.

So silence is the first shock.  Nobody talking to me and me not talking to anybody.  Books and time to read them.  Space to pray rather than busyness to help me avoid it.

Then worship – five times a day from early morning to late at night.  A rhythm and disciplined flow of worship which has been going on uninterrupted for 15 centuries.  It’s extraordinary.  A bit like a desert island - like prison - like a boarding school.  But more than all of those – you’re with others but with space.  And then I found that the wonder of the silence is that you don’t have to react to people or worry about how they react to you.  You can be rather than do.  And the worship just is – rather like stepping into a river and going with the flow.

‘Nice for you but what use is that?’, you might just are probably ask as you brush your teeth, rush to get the kids ready for school, worry about a long and difficult day at work and wish the weekend would come sooner.

‘Not much use in any direct sense’ is of course the answer.  Because that’s how we measure things.  But it’s not the only way.  More and more people are realising that busy, active, doing and fulfilling lives may need space in which you can recover a sense of who you are – learn to live with yourself so that you can live with others – recapture your spiritual roots and the sense of God in your life.

Traditional church may lose its appeal for many people.  But the spiritual search is alive.  People are seeking out movements like ‘Retreat in Daily Life’ and exploring ways into various kinds of spirituality and spiritual rules of life.  It’s not about withdrawing from the world or real life – more about learning how you can be truly yourself in all places and situation.
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I stepped out of the world as I know it and into the Mosque.  Strange sensation – talking off the shoes – as if entering a foreign country while remaining in familiar surroundings.

We talked together, the Iman and I.  Very different worlds.  But we share the common experience and concerns of people who offer leadership to faith communities. – how much to embrace the secular and everyday world and how much to stand apart from it.  We probably stand at opposite ends of that spectrum.  As a result, he seems much more solidly rooted in his own world and community than I do.

I learnt about the ritual washing.  I saw the community at prayer – five times a day.  Children with the adults learning by doing.  I look on with the mixture of respect and incomprehension that one feels when looking at faith from the outside.  There are endless interesting questions I would like to raise – multiculturalism and integration, being a religious community in a secular society, the question of how children and young people are held within the community of faith, about how faith communities can become trapped and used by political ideologies.

But it’s not like that.  Like the monastery I talked about yesterday, this is not first and foremost a place for debating interesting questions.  More a place for being rather than talking or doing.

And yet what I carry away from my visit is a sense of the brightness, the self-confidence and the rootedness of these people.  They aren’t shut off from the world.  They very much want to be part of it, to take their place, to integrate and to make their contribution.

One of the things which the secular world finds difficult is to recognise the place and the significance of religious faith and practice for many people.  Sometimes people deal with that by pointing out how negative and destructive an influence bad religion can be, distorted religion, religion captured by political ideology.  That’s what we know as sectarianism but it appears in other forms right across the world – and religion very often is guilty as charged.

But to recognise those negatives should not lead us to fail to notice the importance of belonging, of the community of faith and of a life of faith rooted in something outside of and bigger than ourselves.  Because in there lies one of the antidotes to the individualism and self-centred impoverishment of so much of our society.
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I stepped out of the world and into a monastery – out of the world and into a Mosque.  But the place to be is really on the Main Street

Saturday morning in Perth where I now live brings a taste of the new diversity of our society - a visit to a Ukranian tailor who does alterations and a restorative latte in the Polish coffee shop.  Up the street, the Black Watch is recruiting.  Buskers in full Red Indian dress play pipes and drums.  The Big Issue is being sold.  

All around there swirls that colourful street pageant of humanity – people of all ages and backgrounds; lonely people, young people strutting their stuff, people happy and sad.  I’m always a people-watcher – looking and wondering about the life stories that I can’t know anything about.  There will be saints and sinners, people who live for the moment and people who struggle heroically and in good conscience with issues and problems which cannot be resolved.

The street isn’t at first sight an obviously holy place.  But if faith means anything it has to connect with the daily lives of people – not just be shut up in a church.

A Church of Scotland minister George McLeod founded the religious community on Iona off the west coast of Scotland in 1938.  In the same year, he began the restoration of the buildings around the Abbey Church. on the island in 1938.  That movement of course deeply influenced the life of our own Corrymeela Community of Reconciliation.   George McLeod believed that faith should connect with the life of the world and its problems.  He trained young men for ministry – linking manual work in the monastic setting of the Abbey with ministry and care among the poor of the Glasgow community of Govan.

In one of best remembered sermons, he said:

‘I simply argue that the cross be raised again at the centre of the marketplace as well as on the steeple of the church.  I am recovering the claim that Jesus was not crucified in a cathedral between two candles, but on a cross between two thieves, on the town garbage heap, at a crossroad so cosmopolitan they had to write his title in Hebrew, Latin and Greek.  It was the kind of place where cynics talk smut, thieves curse, and soldiers gamble.  That’s where he died.  And that’s where Christians ought to be and what Christians ought to be about.’

