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I  t is better to light a 

small candle than 

to curse the darkness.ô  

So goes one of the fa-

vourite sayings of the 

Corrymeela Commu-

nity in Northern Ire-

land, and if ever a 

community lived up to 

that maxim, they have 

done so.   
 

Quietly bringing together groups of young people across the sectarian divide of 

Catholic and Protestant to live and work together and to get to know each other as 

individuals in the lovely surroundings of the óHill of Harmonyô (which is what 

óCorrymeelaô means), they have done much to change attitudes in that troubled 

country and combat prejudice.  As one of the girls, who later became a member of 

the community, said to me:  óWhen I got home, I found I simply couldnôt go along 

with the way people there spoke and actedô.  
 

Mary Edgarôs article in this issue of Chrism has the same feel about it.  A massive 

problem being quietly tackled at ground level in a small but realistic way.  It is 

there too in Michael Ipgraveôs thoughtful analysis of Christian-Muslim relation-

ships, with his moving story of the local church and the mosque in a mill town in 

Northern England organising a joint door to door collection in the Autumn of 2001.  

It was the person from the church who asked for money for people suffering from 

the bombing in Afghanistan, and the representative from the mosque who asked for 

support for the victims of 9/11.  As he says:  óThe gasps of disbelief were audibleô. 
 

Gestures like these have a value far greater than their immediate practical results.  

They give out signals in a clear and unmistakable way of inner attitudes and values, 

which are different and often running counter to the prevailing ones.  As such they 

are a far more effective challenge than any amount of words.  They also open the 

way for God to act.  There are miracles of healing waiting in the wings, when ges-

tures like the ones described in this issue of Chrism are made prayerfully and sacri-

ficially.  
 

And never is this more true than in the realm of personal relationships.  Beatrice 

Brandonôs article on forgiveness makes very clear how hard and costly it is to for-

give someone who has really hurt us.  As she says, it is óagainst our natureô.  But 

that is where gestures come into their own.  They speak of a different attitudeðor 

rather a whole series of attitudesðawareness of our own need for forgiveness, our 

need to change, our readiness to view the situation truthfully without any personal 

glosses, above all our willingness to let Christôs love for us and the other person 

work a miracle of healing in us.  The Christ-like gesture is not easily made.  But it 

is the way to healing and new life. 

+George Hacker Editor 
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Reconciliation 
 

The three articles in this issue of 

Chrism all explore different aspects of 

reconciliation.  Beginning with the 

private and personal, the Revd Beatrice 

Brandon asks why it is no easy matter 

to forgive someone who has really hurt 

us, and sees the struggle to do so in the 

light of the Cross as part of our journey 

towards wholeness.  Then switching to 

reconciliation in a wider setting, the 

Ven. Dr Michael Ipgrave tackles the 

big contemporary question of the rela-

tionship between Christians and Mus-

lims.  Finally, in an often forgotten part 

of the world, Mary Edgar, a Quaker 

working with the Alternative to Vio-

lence program in Uganda, describes her 

work with ex-combatants, who desper-

ately need to be re-integrated into soci-

ety.  
 

Contents  
 

Not in our Nature . . .           2  
 

How to forgive      5         
 

Reconciling the Children of  

Abraham                           6 
 

Adrift and Dangerous       9         
 

Information about the Guild    11 
 

Meditations for Spring & Summer   12           

Lights in the Darkness 
 



Page 2                                               Chrism 

 Not in our Nature . . . 
Beatrice Brandon explores the reasons why it is no 

easy matter to forgive someone who has really hurt 

us, and sees our struggle to do so in the light of the 

Cross as part of our journey towards wholeness. 

OUR NATURE, GODôS NATURE 
 

How do we forgive those who betray 

our trust in deeply personal relation-

ships?  The difficulty is that it is not in 

our nature,  not in our human nature,  to 

forgive.  Human beings often respond 

to being hurt by retaliating.  People who 

have been damaged and betrayed de-

mand justice and compensation.  Anger 

and distrust, born out of pain, can be-

come part of our being and increasingly 

difficult to relinquish, without a sense 

of loss of identity.   
 

But it is Godôs nature to forgive (Psalm 

86. 5) and  we see it on the cross in Je-

sus.  Humiliated, tortured, unjustly 

tried, tired and exhausted, hated and 

spat upon, he prays: óFather, forgive 

them, for they do not know what they 

doô, and sets before us a momentous 

example of forgiveness (Luke 23. 34).  

Forgiveness is not natural: it is divine. 

The great German theologian Karl Rah-

ner said that forgiveness is the greatest  

and most incomprehensible  miracle of 

Godôs  love.  Through his forgiveness 

God communicates himself to us even  

when, in the course of everyday life, we 

have the audacity to disregard him. 
 

Rahnerôs words are faintly shocking: 

they gently remind us that we depend 

on our relationship with God far more 

than we are usually prepared to admit. 

Moreover, the extent to which our rela-

tionship with him is impaired on our 

part and the extent to which we seek to 

be reconciled to him, are reflected in 

our being and doing from moment to 

moment, including in our relationships 

with other people.  
 

Our calling as Christians and our  

response to the greatest and first com-

mandment is to love the Lord our 

God with all our whole being.  Yet it 

is my perception that the most pro-

found and widespread dis-ease in our 

society is unforgivenness: by that I 

mean that most of us have a problem 

giving and accepting it.  None of us is 

perfect, as individuals or in our rela-

tionships with the people around us,  

with  ourselves and with God.  Each 

of us is, to some extent, perpetrator 

and  victim.  
 

Why do we find it so difficult to for-

give those who hurt us?  Perhaps our 

struggle is symptomatic of the battles 

going on within ourselves, between 

deep tenacious stubbornness and fear 

of rejection, or perhaps because we 

cannot judge ourselves, or others, or 

the overall situation, with absolute 

certainty.  We would prefer pleasantly 

prepared ground over which to  travel, 

safely aided by a simple óA to Bô map 

and a guaranteed success story for its 

conclusion.  But the burden of con-

scious and unconscious suffering,   

which many of us carry around, is so 

great that the practical and inner proc-

esses of forgiveness often seem over-

whelmingly daunting.  
 

Maddeningly, guilt seems to persist 

until some positive action abolishes  

it.  Whilst guilt has this enduring 

quality, it also contains the instinct for 

reconciliation and peace within hu-

man relationships, even when guilty 

feelings are self-related.  This state 

could be described as  being at war with 

ourselves, while seeking to be recon-

ciled to the enemy within our own 

hearts. 

 

LOVING OUR NEIGHBOUR AS 

OURSELVES 
 

This inner tension reminds us of the  

paradox  within the second great  com-

mandment: to love our neighbour as 

ourselves.  But if  we are unable to ac-

cept and love ourselves, how is our love 

for those who hurt us and our ability to 

forgive hindered?  It is remarkable  how 

those  things which we find infuriating 

in  other people are often the things we 

dislike in ourselves.  But in order to 

forgive and love the other person at 

their worst, we also  need to forgive and 

love ourselves at our worst.   

 

When we  pray to God  that the person 

who hurt us will be the one to change,  

we may be indulging in displacement 

activity.  Resisting our own need to 

change, even if only in some small way,  

makes us rigid and less able to forgive  

those who have hurt us.  We need to ask 

God to help us change and grow too, as 

part of the movement towards forgiving 

the other.  God knows when the  mo-

ment arrives and we are ready to surren-

der ourselves and our will entirely to 

himðthe moment when we can say 

without reservation: ó. . . into your 

hands, Father I entrust  my whole be-

ingô.  

 

Remembering our own miserable re-

morse, helplessness and other painful 

emotions from times when we have  

hurt others, is a way of empathising 

with the person we are struggling to 

forgive.  It can be immensely liberating 

T here are many myths about forgiveness, but in reality it is no 

easy matter to forgive someone who has really hurt us. When 

invited to offer some advice to those who struggle to forgive, I 

prayed, took courage, plumbed the depths of my own experience and 

recalled those who have shared their own experiences. Within the 

limits of this article, I humbly offer a few of the insights which have 

surfaced and pray that they may help and encourage others who 

sometimes struggle to forgive.  
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and energizing to recall  times when we 

have personally experienced being for-

given, lovingly without a lust for 

power, as an expression of grace (Luke  

11. 4).  
 

The reality of the  experience of Godôs 

forgiveness inspires, intensifies and 

increases our own capacity to love and 

forgive.  Godôs forgiveness of us also 

demands that we forgive others, be-

cause grace brings responsibility and 

obligation (Matthew 18. 23-35; Luke 6. 

37).  Recalling the transforming effect on 

our own lives of receiving forgiveness, 

particularly when someone has struggled 

to forgive us, spurs us on to release others 

from the spiritual tyranny of unresolved 

guilt and unexpressed remorse 

(Colossians 3. 13).  To forgive gently, 

generously and without any desire for 

reward is a profoundly grace-filled ex-

perience, out of which comes an inex-

pressible joy and profound awareness of 

the intimacy of Godôs relationship with us 

(Ephesians 4. 32).   
 

ACCEPTING THAT WE ARE ALL  

IN NEED OF FORGIVENESS 
 

One way to foster a spirit of forgiveness 

is to accept that we all share a state of 

less than perfection and need each oth-

ers forgiveness (Mark 11. 25;  Ephe-

sians 4. 32). Priests who minister the 

sacrament of penance (John 20. 23) are 

mindful of their own sinful state, which 

encourages them to pray for an increase 

in their own capacity for humility and 

compassion, patience and gentleness.  

We would all do well to pray such 

prayers for ourselves and for each other 

(Colossians 3. 9-17). 
 

Nevertheless, when  we experience pro-

found pain through the actions or inac-

tions, words or silences of another per-

son or group of people, the sense of 

disorientation, even alienation, can be 

crippling.  The surges of anger and our  

sense of loss  can be devastating.  We 

may find ourselves on or even over the 

edge of despair, in a dark and frightful 

place (1 John 2. 11),  asking the ques-

tion:  where am I, who am I?  Primarily 

we are in relationship with God the 

Holy Trinity, then we are in relationship 

with ourselves and with each other, 

however impaired those relationships 

may be.  
 

Forgiveness is an  expression of unsel-

fish love: the kind of love which re-

flects Godôs love for us in our less than 

perfect  state.  Forgiveness is Godôs 

initiative (John 3. 16;  Colossians 2. 

13).  Even in the most difficult cir-

cumstances, it is comforting to know 

that the process is not dependent upon 

us alone and that Jesus Christ is al-

ways with us, to the end of time.  For-

giveness and reconciliation are at the 

heart of the Gospel message of salva-

tion: God the Son has laid down his 

life in order that we can be reconciled 

to God our Father (Colossians 1. 20-

22).  We should never doubt that his 

will for us is that we be reconciled to 

him, and to each other, in him.  No 

matter how serious the breakdown in 

a relationship might be, through our 

faith in Jesus Christ, God gives us 

hope!  
 

BEING TRUTHFUL  
 

A good place to begin to forgive is by 

being truthful about the situation in 

which we find ourselves and how it 

came about:  óLove rejoices in the 

truth, but not in evilô (1 Corinthians 

13. 6).  Spiritual warfare is a recog-

nized influence on the Christian faith 

journey.   Spiritual forces not aligned 

with Godôs will do work against rec-

onciliation (2 Corinthians 2. 11).  

When we struggle to forgive, we need 

to be spiritually discerning, alert to 

what is of God and what is not (1 

Thessalonians 5. 21, 22).     
 

The rewards of being as truthful as 

possible, at least with ourselves and 

with God, can be profoundly greater 

than if we try to minimize or dissem-

ble painful facts.  It takes  time and 

courage, however, to uncover, sift 

through, recognize and reflect upon 

the truth.  But without this stage, for-

giveness will be poorly-informed, 

incomplete and premature:  the spiri-

tual peace we seek for ourselves and 

those who need our forgiveness will 

probably elude us.   
 

A self-critical question we need to ask  

is this:  for what are we aspiring when 

we try to forgive?  We need  to exam-

ine our motives (Matthew 6. 14;  

Mark 11, 25).  For example, do we 

want a fully restored relationship, just 

our own inner peace, or an agreement 

to go separate ways with no ill feel-

ings?  Are we striving for the moral 

high ground, or to  free the other per-

son from unresolved guilt?  The out-

come to which we aspire  will influ-

ence, consciously and unconsciously, 

how we go about this journey and the 

eventual outcome (Proverbs 19. 11;  

Matthew 6. 15;  James 2. 13).  
 

Furthermore, the context in which we 

struggle to forgive is shaped by many 

factors, including cultural, religious and 

social influences.  For example, it is 

difficult to show courteously, in a social 

setting, how upset we may be by the 

past behaviour of another person who is 

present.  Norms of polite conduct kick 

in to protect the group, but which can 

place enormous strain on the victim.  

Concealment of the strain can feel like 

collusion, powerlessness and betrayal of 

oneself and the truth.   

 

Recognizing what is going on within 

our hearts and minds, however, is the 

prelude to coping and limiting the dam-

age, both to ourselves and to our capac-

ity for forgiveness.  For Almighty God 

all things are possible, but we have our 

human weakness and suffering with 

which to cope.  These debilitating  fac-

tors can restrict our vision of what 

could be, according to Godôs will.  So 

we need to keep our minds and hearts 

open, to be prepared to be surprised by 

Godôs grace at work within us and 

within  those who need our forgiveness.  

    

Deepening our understanding about  

how our struggle to forgive fits into our 

life so far, helps to uncover  unfinished 

business in our past.  For example, we 

may be impeded by unreleased resent-

ment connected with incidents in other 

contexts, or by experiences which have 

scarred us emotionally, or by painful 

but valuable life-lessons which we have 

not yet integrated in healthy ways.  But 

nothing is wasted in Godôs great econ-

omy.   
 

THROUGH HEALING TO 

WHOLENESS 
 

Sifting through the facts surrounding 

the hurt, assists objectivity and discern-

ment between relevant issues and those 

which are being transferred unhelpfully. 

For example, the struggle to forgive one 

person may be the result of transferring 

blame for suffering acquired through 

another relationship.  Finding a way 

forward may require considerable self-

discipline in order to discern  the rele-

vant issues and safe-guard against dis-

traction and transference.  Often,  pain 

experienced  out of proportion to the 

direct cause, indicates needs for healing 

at  deeper levels.  Various expressions 
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 continued 

of the healing ministry may be of great 

help:  for example, healing of memo-

ries, healing of past relationships even 

those with people who are now dead,  

the ministry of reconciliation and  the 

sacrament of penance.   

 

The struggle to forgive can also  be 

understood as a dimension of our jour-

ney through healing towards wholeness:  

it can be  profoundly illuminating and 

helpful in fostering self-awareness.  As 

we grow into the likeness of Christ, our 

capacity to forgive grows more Christ-

like.  Our responses to being hurt also 

become more Christ-like, for our own 

sake, for the sake of those who hurt us 

and for the sake of the Kingdom.  Fur-

thermore, through our example, we en-

courage othersða forgiving spirit shows 

that one is a true follower of Christ 

(Matthew 5. 43-48;  Mark 11. 25). 

 

One of the most difficult challenges is 

to forgive those who have harmed us in 

ways which have enduring and un-

avoidable consequences.  Living with 

the continual pain may well mean for-

giving not just once, but many times a 

day, for life.   Jesusô advice  on the ex-

tent to which Christians are to forgive 

others (Matthew 18. 22,35; Luke 17. 4) 

urges us on to be generous towards 

those who hurt us and to persevere in 

forgiving them.  Through Godôs grace, 

our capacity for forgiveness may evolve 

cyclically.  The struggle to forgive may 

be repeated over and over again as re-

peatedly we experience the suffering, 

draw a line and move on.  Over time, 

the struggle may lessen: eventually, we 

realize that we have actually forgiven 

the person and that we have moved a 

great distance away from the painful 

place in which we once struggled to 

forgive that person at all.  

 

Meanwhile,  if  we must suffer persis-

tent harmful consequences, we need the 

inner movement to forgive to become  

as much a part of our lives as breathing. 

Another way of drawing comfort and 

integrating a forgiving state into our 

way of being  is to use the Jesus Prayer 

inclusively, as a  bridge between and on 

behalf of our own sinful state and that 

of those who harm us: óLord Jesus 

Christ, Son of God, have mercy upon 

us.ô  

Embodying enduring pain does not 

preclude forgiveness of those who 

hurt us.  Bearing our own cross and  

living with our own woundedness in 

Christ-like ways are characteristic of 

the Christian  journey to wholeness in 

the image of Christ.  Almost inevita-

bly there are times when this seems 

impossible: we experience compas-

sion fatigue and turn sinking inwards, 

focussing on our inner well of distress 

and despair.  Donôt lose hope!  This  

human experience of suffering is an 

opportunity to appreciate more deeply 

that we cannot cope through our own 

strength, only through Godôs grace, 

which is made manifest in our great-

est weakness (2 Corinthians 12. 9).  

IN THE LIGHT OF THE CROSS  
 

This brings us to the issue of justice 

and justification.  Inhibited  forgive-

ness may be linked to judgmentalism: 

of ourselves, of the other, even of 

God.  We are unwise to judge our-

selves, never mind others (Luke 6. 

35).  But realising that we want to 

judge should prompt us to ask our-

selves:  what kind of justice are we 

really seeking?  Are we after our 

pound of flesh in recompense?  What 

conditions are we applying prior to 

forgiving.  What is the qualification 

for being forgiven?  The ways in 

which we cling to or reject criteria for 

forgiving those who hurt us indicate  

whether we are chasing worldly jus-

tice, applying our personal percep-

tions of right and wrong, or accepting 

Godôs way of making us righteous in 

his sight, through his saving action on 

the Cross.  

 

The Cross reminds us of our need for 

forgiveness on a cosmic scale. Our 

experiences of broken relationships 

and our hunger for reconciliation help 

us to see beyond our immediate cir-

cumstances and to appreciate, in new 

ways, the whole biblical meta-

narrative:  the great story of Godôs 

vast family travelling through time,  

falling in and out of love, harming 

and being harmed, and being healed 

and reconciled, through the ages.  

When we are struggling to forgive, the 

Bible can enable us to understand in 

right perspective our own story, pain 

and hopes for  restored relationship in 

the future (Genesis 45. 5-11;  Matthew 

18. 23-35;  2 Corinthians 5-11).  

  

Safe passage back to the state of rela-

tionship, place, or way of being, that 

we knew before, however, is not a 

perk simply to be earned by forgiving 

another.  Forgiveness acknowledges 

suffering:  suffering changes us and 

that change is worth exploration.  We 

need to ask ourselves for example, 

how has our experience of forgiving 

another person changed our own rela-

tionship with God?  How has God 

revealed himself further to us?  Per-

haps we can appreciate more deeply, 

if only in some infinitely small way, 

the costliness of the forgiveness we 

enjoy through Godôs salvific action on 

the Cross.  If so, our suffering and 

struggle to forgive have revealed 

glimpses of a gift beyond measure.  It 

is even conceivable that we may be 

able to thank the person who hurt us, 

for bringing about the occasion of this 

insight.  
 

We face a dilemma, however, if the 

person who has hurt us will not en-

gage with us, denies our suffering or 

rejects our forgiveness.  Although  

Jesusô Sermon on the Mount 

(Matthew 5. 23-26) advised recon-

ciliation with our  brother before re-

ceiving the forgiveness of God, some-

times, despite our prayers and hopes,  

this does not happen in our lifetime. 

But even if it is refused, the offer of 

unconditional forgiveness is still a 

merciful act,  because  it  affirms the 

genuine worth of the other person.  It 

also releases us because the Holy 

Spirit knows what is in our hearts and 

minds.  To know that we are able and 
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How to Forgive 
 

T his im-

po r tan t 

book, which 

was reviewed 

in Chrism for 

Winter 2000, is 

written by  

someone who 

is both a priest 

and practicing 

psychothera-

pistðJohn Monbourquette.  He is also 

a professor at the Institut de Pastorale 

of St Paul University, Ottawa. 
 

As you would expect, it is an óin depthô 

book, with many important insights into 

the complexities of human nature.  But it 

is also an intensely practical book, with a 

step-by-step guide to help one to achieve 

forgiveness.  Here are the two most im-

portant sets of chapter headings, which 

in themselves make a thought provok-

ing guide to action. 

Unmasking False Notions of 

Forgiveness 
 

Ý Forgiving is not forgetting 
 

Ý Forgiveness is not denial 
 

Ý Forgiveness takes more than will-

power 
 

Ý Forgiveness cannot be given on 

command 
 

Ý Forgiveness does not take us back 

to where we were before the of-

fence 
 

Ý Forgiveness does not mean giving 

up our rights 
 

Ý Forgiveness does not mean excus-

ing the offender 
 

Ý Forgiveness does not demonstrate 

moral superiority 
 

Ý Forgiveness does not mean leaving 

it to God 

The Twelve Steps of  

True Forgiveness 
 

Step 1.  Do not seek revenge; put an end 

to the offending actions 
 

Step 2.  Recognize your pain and poverty 
 

Step 3.  Share your pain with someone 
 

Step 4.  Identify your loss properly so you 

can grieve it 
 

Step 5.  Accept anger and the desire for 

revenge 
 

Step 6.  Forgive yourself 
 

Step 7.  Understand the offender 
 

Step 8.  Make sense of the offence in your 

life 
 

Step 9.  Recognize that youôre worthy of 

forgiveness, and already forgiven 
 

Step10.  Stop trying so hard to forgive 
 

Step11.  Open up to the grace of forgiving 
 

Step12.  Decide whether to end or renew 

the relationship 

willing to forgive unreservedly is pro-

foundly liberating!  

 

Nevertheless, it can helpful to be re-

minded of the possibility that we may 

never forgive.  If we feel unable to for-

give, we still need to give up the idea of 

revenge against those who hurt us.  Re-

leasing them from every bit of the 

ódebtô they owe us can seem immensely 

costly: however ólove keeps no debtorôs 

accountô.  óOur Father . . . forgive us 

our sins as we forgive  those who sin 

against usô  is our explicit request when 

we pray the  Lordôs Prayer.  True for-

giveness is freely and generously given.  

Furthermore, as Christians we are called 

to pray for the well-being of those who 

spitefully use us, even when they hurt us 

over and over again (Matthew 5. 44). 

 

Some of  the hardest things to forgive 

are those which appear to pierce our 

very being.  But these experiences   

help us to distinguish between what we 

truly are and those things which we 

assume give us value.  No matter how 

awful their judgements or actions, other 

people arenôt empowered  to  demolish 

our God-given inmost identity.  Grasp-

ing this truth helps us to forgive them 

and to realize that the most precious 

consolation comes from God, rather 

than from other people.   When all has 

been said and done, we are Godôs chil-

dren and loved by him more than we 

can ever imagine.  His love is stronger 

than any hurt that another person can 

do to us.   

 

The healing which God offers is  heal-

ing of the Christian soul in the context 

of eternity.  No matter how serious 

the harm done to us or how great our 

struggle to forgive the perpetrator, for 

God, nothing is impossible. And 

whenever we sense, however fleet-

ingly and unexpectedly, what it is to 

forgive those who hurt usðor to be 

ourselves truly, fully forgiven by 

those we have harmedðwe glimpse 

the loving generosity, grace and glory 

of God our Father.  Through these 

moments God empowers us to com-

municate this message of divine for-

giveness: the reconciling and healing 

dimension of the Gospel (2 Corin-

thians 5. 18-21).   Through this awe-

some and mysterious miracle of 

Godôs forgiveness, the supernatural 

becomes natural and there is the reali-

zation of what Jesus Christ has al-

ready done:  as he cried on the Cross: 

óIt is finished!ô.  

 

It is no easy matter to forgive some-

one who has really hurt us. But when 

we see what God has suffered and 

done for us on the Crossðhow can 

we fail to forgive each other?   Ç 

The Revd Beatrice 

Brandon is the Con-

vener of the House of 

Bishopsô Healing 

Ministry Steering 

Group.  She was  the 

initiator, researcher, 

co-writer and co-

editor of the House of Bishopsô report A 

Time to Heal: the first report on the heal-

ing ministry within the Church of Eng-

land for over forty years.  It was published 

in 2000 with extensive recommendations 

for the development of this ministry.  

 

Beatrice supports and develops the 

healing ministry  within the Church of 

England through a wide range of con-

tacts, networks and research.  She  trav-

els extensively, organizing and address-

ing conferences and leading training 

days for clergy and laity.  Beatrice also 

preaches around the country in churches 

and cathedrals and at clergy confer-

ences.  

 

Beatrice is chairman of Churches To-

gether for Healing, a national ecumeni-

cal group within Churches Together in 

England, with representatives from 

eleven denominations and healthcare 

chaplaincies.  It supports the ecumeni-

cal expression and development of the 

healing ministry.  She can be contacted 

at beatricebrandon@btinternet.com.   
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THE CHILDREN OF ABRAHAM  
 

Among the several dysfunctional family 

groups portrayed in the Bible, surely none 

is more evocative than that made up of 

Abraham, his sons Ishmael and Isaac, and 

their mothers Hagar and Sarah.  The Gene-

sis narrative unfolds on two levels.  One is 

a human tale of rivalry between two wives, 

of contempt and of maltreatment, and 

eventually of the exclusion of the elder son 

in favour of the younger.  Threaded 

through this story is another themeðof 

divine promise, the blessing given to Abra-

ham to be transmitted through him to his 

rightful heirs and so to reach into the 

whole world.  Feelings of anxiety and re-

lief, of triumph and bitterness, of generos-

ity and harshness, shift within Abrahamôs 

family as the plot develops, and within the 

scripture there is no achievement of recon-

ciliation between the two branches of 

Abrahamôs offspring, nor any unambigu-

ous expectation that there should be.  

Rather, the angel of the Lord tells Hagar, 

even as he promises a blessing to her son 

Ishmael: óHe shall be a wild ass of a man, 

with his hand against everyone, and every-

oneôs hand against him; and he shall live at 

odds with all his kin.ô  On the other hand, 

there is a faint glimmer of hope when the 

time comes for Abraham to die, for it is 

both sons, Isaac and Ishmael together, who 

bury their father. 
 

Despite occasional gestures of compas-

sion towards Hagar and of recognition 

towards Ishmael, the Genesis account is 

clear that the line of divine promise and 

blessing is to continue through Sarahôs son 

Isaac.  Christians and Jews would subse-

quently dispute among themselves how the 

category of óheirô was to be definedð

through physical descent from Isaac, or 

through the faith of Abraham?  In the 

QurôǕn, by contrast, it is Ishmael (IsmǕóǭl) 

rather than Isaac (IsỠǕq) who is the principal 

focus of attention as exemplar with his father 

Abraham (IbrǕhǭm) of that obedient submis-

sion to God which is called islǕm.  These 

different though related scriptural starting 

points suggest that, when we speak of Juda-

ism, Christianity and Islam as all being 

óAbrahamic religionsô, we should expect to 

find in that title as much contestment as 

commonalty, since each religious commu-

nity has claimed for itself exclusive rights as 

Abrahamôs heirs.  This expectation is indeed 

in large measure borne out by historical ex-

perience: óBoth the Christians and the Mus-

lims claim, as indeed do the Jews, that they 

are the unique heirs to Abrahamôs legacy.  

The exclusiveness of their claims has turned 

the three siblings into a notoriously fractious 

family since each doubts the legitimacy of 

the others, while at the same time acknowl-

edging, often obliquely and always grudg-

ingly, their mutual affiliationô. 

 

Against this backdrop, what prospect is 

there for reconciliation between the children 

of Abraham, and what steps can be taken 

towards it?   To begin to answer questions 

like these, it is necessary first to identify 

some of the barriers to friendly co-

existence and co-operation, particularly 

between Christians and Muslims.  This is 

a highly complex area, but I suggest that 

prominent among the factors impeding 

reconciliation are three: the historic and 

ongoing pollution of our memories of one 

another; a lack of attention in our knowl-

edge of one another; and the influence of 

a particular type of supersessionist theol-

ogy.  In saying a little about each problem 

in turn, I shall also ask how we can re-

spond to the challenge each presents, re-

calling finally that any genuine prospect 

of reconciliation must be set in the context 

of prayer to the God who remains the 

friend of Abraham and of all his children. 
 

MEMORIES  
 

The past is closed: what has happened has 

happened, and cannot be changed.  Our 

memory of the past, though, is not closed: 

what we remember, and the use we make 

of our memories, is not beyond our con-

trol.  The history of Christian-Muslim 

interactions includes both confrontational 

and divisive episodes, such as the epoch 

of the Crusades, and also more positive 

periods like the convivencia of medieval 

Spain, in which Jewish communities also 

played a significant part.  The lesson to 

learn from history is that the encounters of 

Christians and Muslims have been varied 

and diverse, shaped by and shaping the 

political and economic contexts of the 

Reconciling the Children 
of Abraham 
Michael Ipgrave, formerly Inter Faith Relations Ad-

viser to the Archbishopsô Council, asks:  óCan friends 

of God be friends of one another?ô 

W hat does it mean to speak of reconciliation between people and com-

munities of different faiths, of the healing of inter-religious relations? 

At no time has that question been so insistently asked as at the present, when 

religious difference often seems to become the occasion for division, suspi-

cion, and even conflict, whether in British society or globally. It is a question 

which can and should be addressed to every kind of religious tradition; but it 

is most insistently asked of Jews, Christians and Muslims, the three faiths 

which each in some sense claim descent from the zealous monotheism of 

Abraham. In Hebrew, Christian and Islamic scripture alike, Abraham is 

given the lovely title ófriend of Godô, yet those who claim descent from him 

have often found it difficult to live with one another in a spirit of friendship. 

Why is this, and where and how might ways to reconciliation be found? 

The Ven. Dr Michael Ipgrave is Archdeacon of 

Southwark, with responsibilities for oversight of 

parishes in the religiously and ethnically divers 

communities of South London.  He was previ-

ously Inter Faith Relations Adviser to the 

Archbishopsô Council of the Church of Eng-

land, and prior to that for thirteen years a parish 

priest in inner city Leicester.  He has written and 

lectured extensively on Christian-Muslim and 

inter faith relations. 
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times and places in which they happened.  

From our interlocking pasts, we can 

choose to draw out a story of conflict, 

suspicion and distrust; or we can discern 

opportunities of mutual trust, understand-

ing and co-operation.  The complexity of 

the historical experience opens to us both 

possibilities, according to how we select 

and use our memories. 
 

This is a significant point to recognise in 

the quest for reconciliation, since memory 

is a powerful force which can easily be 

manipulated.  Negative memories of the 

other inherited from the past can be 

evoked to sow the seeds of suspicion or to 

justify conflict in the present, thus gener-

ating yet more negative memories which 

can lock Christians, Jews and Muslims 

into future cycles of confrontation.  This 

destructive logic needs to be broken for 

reconciliation to grow, as two examples 

can show. 
 

On a recent visit to Sarajevo, I was forci-

bly struck by the way in which each com-

munity treasured the memories of its own 

sufferings at the hand of others, while 

being oblivious to the pain for which they 

were themselves responsible.  At the 

same time, there was hope for the future 

in the determined effort to retrieve the 

history of Sarajevo as óEuropeôs little 

Jerusalemô, a city where Muslims, Jews, 

and Orthodox and Catholic Christians had 

in the past lived harmoniously together.  

Following the terrible riots in Kaduna, 

Nigeria in which Christians and Muslims 

attacked each other, an imam and a pastor 

determined that they would together 

travel the country preaching the message 

that neither of their religions sanctioned 

the killing of others; the memorable 

friendship they formed as a result is pre-

sented in a moving film called óThe Imam 

and the Pastorô, which is itself creating a 

positive memory for the future. 
 

The point of engaging in what Pope John 

Paul II called the ópurification of mem-

oryô is precisely not to spend time agonis-

ing over the crimes of the past, or engag-

ing in fruitless self-abasement, but rather, 

by naming and repenting for past sin, to 

be set free from the destructive power that 

polluted memories of the other can exer-

cise over us, and so be set free to build 

together a new reality for the future.  Per-

haps nowhere has this been more evident 

than in the extraordinary change wrought 

in Christian-Jewish relations since the 

Holocaust, where the Christian 

churchesðled by the Vatican II docu-

ment Nostra Aetateðhave acknowledged 

the part that a distortion of Christian teach-

ing has played in the oppression and perse-

cution of Jewish people. This can be seen as 

a real sign of hope that a similar transforma-

tion in Christian-Muslim relations could be 

effected through openly addressing memo-

ries of the past. 

 

STEREOTYPES 
 

Even when memory is discounted, it is easy 

for us to form false images of the other 

through the simple process of stereotyp-

ingðthat is, agglomerating people different 

from us into a collective and undifferenti-

ated whole in a way which does no justice 

to their individuality and diversity.  Phrases 

like óMuslims think in a legalistic wayô, or 

óthey are likely to condone violenceô betray 

this kind of thinking.  Conversely, the view 

among some Muslims that Western society 

is invariably characterised by moral laxity 

associates óChristianityô with pornography, 

drug and alcohol abuse, and family break-

down.  The less dramatic reality, that in 

both Muslim and Christian communities 

there will be a range of opinions and atti-

tudes, and differing patterns of religious life 

and ethical behaviour, can only be realised 

by those who take the trouble to focus their 

attention on the complexity of peopleôs 

lives as they are actually lived.  This can be 

particularly difficult when so many of our 

images of the other are fed to us through 

media which rely for their effect on simple 

and instantly recognisable images, and the 

development of technology has meant that 

people can increasingly tailor their media 

consumption to suit their own preconcep-

tions and prejudices. 
 

In such a context, small but certain steps 

towards reconciliation can be taken simply 

by getting to know people who are different 

from us. The effort of a local church to link 

up with a mosque or synagogue in the 

neighbourhood, or of individual Christians, 

Muslims and Jews to get to know each 

other and to count one another as friends, 

may indeed seem insignificant against the 

backdrop of global conflicts and societal 

tensions.  However, it is only the lived real-

ity of such relationships that will be strong 

enough to hold us together when the force 

of mass stereotyping tries to drive us apart.  

Whenever now I hear somebody opining 

about the way óMuslimsô think or act, my 

mind turns to my friends, and I ask: óIs this 

true of Faiyaz, or Dilwar, or Batul?ô  It is 

clear from the Gospels that Jesus took the 

trouble to pay attention to individuals, 

rather than to stereotype, and the parable of 

the Good Samaritan is just one example of 

the way in which he described unexpected 

people in unusual relationships to break 

down peopleôs perceptions.  
 

We need urgently to rediscover the rich 

and deep reality of peopleôs lives which 

we so easily conceal behind the shallow 

and predictable mask of the stereotype; 

and that rediscovery can surprise us into 

a new relationship with the other.  In a 

mill town in the North of England in the 

autumn of 2001, at a time of intense 

strain in Christian-Muslim relations, a 

parish church and a mosque organised a 

joint door-to-door collection.  Going in 

pairs from house to house, one would 

say: óIôm from the local church, and Iôm 

collecting for people suffering in the 

bombing in Afghanistanô, and the other 

would add: óAnd Iôm from the mosque, 

and Iôm collecting for the 9/11 victims in 

New Yorkô.  The gasps of disbelief were 

audible: surely they had it the wrong 

way round, people would think; surely 

each should be collecting for their own, 

not for the other. So, in a small but sig-

nificant way, preconceptions were upset, 

and people were nudged a little further 

towards reconciliation. 

 

SUPERSESSION 
 

The factors I have mentioned so far stem 

essentially from human relationships 

rather than from inherently theological 

factors.  It does seem that reconciliation 

between the faith communities is as 

much impeded by issues of politics, his-

tory and economics as by belief: óIt is 

very dubious to assume that the bad re-

cord of Christians in relating to other 

religious traditions is the fault of certain 

Christian ideas.  It is equally as likely 

that the bad ideas are projections of bad 

relationships.ô  However, some ways of 

understanding core belief in the Abra-

hamic faiths can also themselves become 

barriers to reconciliation.  In particular, 

the idea of ósupersessionô, that one relig-

ion has entirely replaced another so that 

the former has no continuing validity 

whatever, can poison relations between 

the faith communities. 
 

There is no doubt that Islam and Chris-

tianity, and to a lesser extent Judaism, 

are in contest with one another over 

what constitutes the finality of Godôs 

revelation.  For Christianity, while the 

Hebrew scriptures testify to the pur-

poses and character of God, they do so 

in a way which reaches its completion 

in Jesus, whose life, death and rising 

embody the fullness of the divine in a 

way which needs no supplementation. 
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This means, on the one hand, that Chris-

tians have often regarded Judaism as a 

religion which has been superseded in its 

entirety; Jews who do not recognise in 

Jesus the fulfilment of Godôs purpose 

have therefore been seen as wilfully blind.  

On the other hand, they have equally seen 

no need or space for a revelatory event 

later than Christ, such as that claimed for 

the prophetic message of the QurôǕn de-

livered through Muhammad; Islam, ac-

cordingly, has been seen as a deviation 

from or a falsification of true Christian 

faith.  Muslims in turn, believe the QurôǕn 

to contain the full and final revelation of 

God, completing and perfecting that de-

livered through earlier messengers includ-

ing both the Hebrew prophets and Jesus; 

they therefore view both Judaism and 

Christianity as being superseded by Islam.  

If Muhammad is indeed the óseal of the 

prophetsô, then Christians and Jews, while 

recognised as óPeople of the Bookô en-

trusted with a divine revelation, are unrea-

sonable in refusing to accept Islam.  

Moreover, their own accounts of their 

own religions, particularly the Christian 

doctrines of incarnation and Trinity, must 

be erroneous or even corrupt.  
 

It is not difficult to see from this outline of 

the idea of ósupersessionô how attitudes 

can be formed on either side of the equa-

tion which will make friendship difficult.  

Followers of the óearlierô religionsðJews 

vis-à-vis Christianity and Islam, Christians 

vis-à-vis Islamðcan be at best irritated, at 

worst outraged, by the way in which their 

own faiths are appropriated, reinterpreted 

or added to by impertinent newcomers.  

Those who come ólaterôðChristians in 

relation to Judaism, Muslims in relation to 

both Judaism and Christianityðcan be 

stupefied that others can cling to ways of 

believing and acting which are clearly 

outdated and discarded. From both per-

spectives, there can grow an attitude which 

dismisses the other as inferior to ourselves, 

since we are the ones who hold the truth of 

God.  Either way, the harsh application of 

a supersessionist theology can lead to a 

distancing from the other which makes 

reconciliation harder to achieve. 
 

However, we should pause before accept-

ing this bleak logic as compelling.  It is a 

way of arguing which has in large meas-

ure succumbed to human patterns of 

thought in leaving no room for the myste-

rious and enlarging grace of God.  Without 

in any way wishing to dilute the convictions 

that each community has of the sufficiency 

and finality of the revelation of God en-

trusted to them, there needs to be a recogni-

tion that divine truth is not given to us as a 

possession by which to enhance our own 

status, but rather is offered through us to all 

as a liberating reality into which all can 

grow.  To be convinced that God has acted 

decisively and finally in the person of Jesus 

does not mean that I must dismiss the very 

palpable evidences of holiness that I see in 

my spiritual kindred who also seek the God 

of Abraham, nor that I should immediately 

seek to reinterpret their religious practice in 

Christian terms.  On the contrary, that very 

conviction of the reality of Godôs communi-

cation should lead me, in openness to the 

Spirit who guides into all truth, to listen 

attentively to faithful Jews and Muslims 

who themselves listen attentively for the 

divine Word.  
 

One of the most creative, and simple, ways 

of doing this is for Christians, Jews and 

Muslims to read together, in one anotherôs 

company, passages from the Hebrew scrip-

tures, the New Testament, and the QurôǕn.  

This process of óscriptural reasoningô can 

bring home to each of us a strong sense of 

ourselves as people of faith each engaged 

through the scriptures in a dialogue through 

which God teaches us the way of holiness, 

and each privileged to be learners from one 

anotherôs learning.  This is not at all to say 

that such shared study will lead to agree-

ment or to the resolution of theological dif-

ferences, which are profound and irreduci-

ble.  On the contrary, one of the most valu-

able results of the dialogue may be pre-

cisely to understand those differences bet-

ter.  But there can be also a strong sense that 

the very act of being addressed by the 

Word, of learning together from God, is 

itself a spiritual exercise; as one theologian 

said of an early exercise in inter faith dia-

logue: óThe Spirit was not a topic for dis-

cussion, but the milieu in which we metô. 
 

PRAYING FOR RECONCILIATION  
 

As participants in genuine dialogue be-

tween people of different faiths have come 

to realise, reconciliation between Jew, 

Christian and Muslim cannot be achieved if 

it is essayed in human terms alone.  A re-

current danger of inter faith dialogue is that 

it can easily be limited to a kind of negotia-

tion between religious representatives fac-

ing one another across a table.  Such a dy-

namic shuts out the reality of the divine, 

however much the name of God may be 

mentioned in official dispatches.  The chil-

dren of Abraham can only hope for 

reconciliation when they are present to 

one another as people facing together 

towards the God of Abraham whose 

Word has brought them into being.  

 

The issue of óinter faith prayerô or 

ómulti-faith worshipô is fraught with 

complexity, and some of the activities 

which go under that name can seem 

little more than a mélange of items from 

different traditions combined with little 

awareness of the different integrities in 

which they find meaning.  There can 

and should, though, be times and places 

at which the children of Abraham can 

come together before their one God.  At 

the height of the war in Bosnia-

Herzegovina, for example, above five 

hundred Muslims, Christians and peo-

ple of other faiths gathered in a park in 

Leicester to pray for peace.  First the 

bishop, and then the imam, each ad-

dressed the gathering, as a Christian and 

a Muslim respectively calling their peo-

ple to prayer.  Then, for ten minutes, we 

stood together in silence, alongside one 

another as we all faced towards God in 

prayerful repentance and hope.  That for 

me was a glimpse of what reconciliation 

between Abrahamôs children could 

beða reconciliation which can only be 

found in Abrahamôs God.  Ç 

 

 
Lord of hope and compassion, Friend of 

Abraham, 

Who called our father in faith to journey 

to a new future, 

May we who name ourselves children of 

Abraham, 

Call to mind all who honour him as fa-

ther. 

Those who guard and celebrate the Torah, 

Those for whom the Word has walked on 

earth and lived among us 

Those who follow their Prophet, who lis-

tened for the word in the desert 

And shaped a community after what he 

heard. 

Lord of reconciliation, God of the painful 

sacrifice uniting humankind, 

We long for the day when you will provide 

for all nations of the earth your blessing 

of peace. 

But now when strife and war are at hand, 

help us to see in each other a family like-

ness, our inheritance from our one father 

Abraham. 

Keep hatred from the threshold of our 

hearts, and preserve within us a generous 

spirit which recognizes in both foe and 

friend a common humanity. 

This we ask in the name of the one who 

came to offer us the costly gift of abundant 

life. 

Reconciling the Children of 

Abraham 
continued 
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Ugandaôs violent, unstable past has re-

sulted in a large number of ex-

combatants, trained fighting men, who 

now need to be reintegrated into society.  

So in October last year I readily returned 

to Kampala at the request of Grace and 

Joseph.  The following paragraphs are a 

description of our work during the last 

few months of 2006, with workshops in 

Kampala and Palissa. 

 

The Kampala workshops were attended 

mainly by ex-combatantsðmany young 

ex-rebels, including women, from the 

West Nile region, and some from other 

regimes, who are still marginalized by the 

government and society.  Many were 

imprisoned after they were demobilised 

and then lived in exile in Kenyaðat least 

one was still in the process of returning 

home to Uganda.  There were also some 

interested community members.  The 

Training for Trainers workshop had 

twenty-one graduatesðall of whom are 

keen to go out and help facilitate more 

AVP workshops. 

 

The workshops in Kampala were different 

from the ones in Pallisaða small town.  

The people were more varied in Kampala, 

with different histories, but all of the ex-

combatants (and community members for 

that matter) were marginalized in some 

way.  They were unable to make a reason-

able living, although many of them 

were trying using their ingenuity and 

imaginationðfor example raising lung-

fish in a pond to sell for food, as well as 

other more conventional ways.  The 

community members often had a prob-

lem integrating into the communityð

although some were simply caring citi-

zens. 

 

It is easy to look at an ex-combatant and 

say to oneself that he was one of ldi 

Aminôs thugs.  But when one looks into 

the history, one sees that when Idi Amin 

came into power he was taking over 

from Obote, who was doing a bad job 

of running the country.  Aminôs goals at 

the beginning were good for Uganda, 

and idealistic young men joined the 

army, idealistically believing they were 

doing the right thing to build Uganda 

into a strong, peaceful country.  These 

men were then caughtðthey were in 

the Ugandan armyðfighting for their 

country.  They learned all the skills of 

the military and war.   When the regime 

changed the military people were ousted 

as well as the leaderðand the 

óUgandanô soldiers became óAminôsô 

soldiers and were thrown in jail.   

 

Something similar happened with the 

other regime changes.  After jail and 

exile, the men and women want to re-

turn to their homes and families.  When 

they returned they found that their fami-

lies were scattered, their homes destroyed, 

and their futures bleak.  They were feared 

by the communities they returned toðif 

nothing else they were feared for what 

they might be óplottingô for the futureð

they were looked on suspiciously by the 

community and not given an opportunity 

to make a living and given no pensionð

in fact one ex-combatant that I met, who 

fought in WWII in the Kings African Ri-

fles, had his bank account frozen and is 

still unable to use the money that he le-

gally earned. 

 

If the opportunity comes for these people 

to return to the army, or another army, 

they will take it.  There is no other way 

for them to make money to live.  Quakers 

like myself feel that we need to try to 

prevent this from being their only option.  

We need to give them the opportunity to 

train in areas which will give them a sus-

taining life so that they, their families 

(probably new families) and communities 

(probably new communities) can live 

peacefully and fulfilled, and donôt have 

the needðwhether it be to earn money or 

out of frustration and hopelessness in their 

livesðto return to fighting and violence 

in order to eat and feed their families. 

 
In the workshops I was most struck by the 

gentleness of most of the participants.  

Some were a little brusque on the out-

side, but when we discussed, as we do in 

AVP, some quite personal topics, the pain 

felt by these ex-combatants was obvious.  

The outside was tough, the inside hurting.  

Given the fighting skills of these men and 

women, this is a potentially dangerous 

combination.  More than one participant 

was from the north where the problems 

have been going on for the last twenty 

years.  These people have recently been 

granted amnesty and their stories are of 

years fighting in the bush in exile, and 

I  n January and February 2006 I had the opportunity to spend 

some time in Kampala, Uganda.  I had the chance to meet and 

work with Grace and Joseph Sirrah, of the National Reconciliation 

Aid Foundation (NAREAF).  Among other things they facilitate the 

Alternatives to Violence Program (AVP)ða program that assists ex

-combatants to reintegrate into Ugandan society.  I attended one 

such program and witnessed at first hand the understanding that 

grew in the participants as the workshop progressed.  Ex-

combatants are often outcasts in society, which can cause isolation, 

depression and further violence.  Often these people become dan-

gerous, both to themselves and to society. 

Adrift and Dangerous 
Mary Edgar, from the Society of Friends, de-

scribes her work with the Alternative to Vio-

lence program in Uganda, whose violent un-

stable past has given rise to a large number 

of ex-combatants, fighting men, who desper-

ately need to be reintegrated into society. 
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Adrift and Dangerous 
continued 

now they have returned to their original 

communities and have nothingðwhen 

they were granted amnesty they were 

given a small sum of money and nothing 

more.  Whatever we feel about what they 

may deserve, from a purely practical point 

of view, there is unlikely to be a truly 

peaceful period when they do not have the 

skills or opportunity to work, earn a liv-

ing, or even help themselves by growing 

their own food.  In addition to their pre-

sent poverty and frustration, many also 

have HIV/AIDSðan added incentive to 

give them the opportunity to be self-

sustaining and non-violent to prevent the 

virus being spread further. 

 

In Pallisa the people were different. Most 

of the participants in the Second Level 

workshop were ex-combatants, but in the 

Basic Level there were quite a lot of local 

politicians too.  The councilors were inter-

ested in the AVP both for themselves and 

also to evaluate them for future use in the 

areaðhopefully government sponsored. 

 

It seems that in the rural areas there are a 

lot of land disputes.  When, during the 

workshop, we spoke of, or role played, 

land disputes and how they were dealt 

with, I found it quite shocking to hear 

how often the solutions were violentð

physically violent too.  They were trained, 

most of them, to fight and that was the 

way to solve a problem.  They listened to 

the alternative to violence suggestionsð

and were receptive.  In fact I was amazed 

how receptive they were.  They donôt like 

violenceðbut they have learned from a 

young age that this is how problems are 

solved.  Many of their fathers and grand-

fathers were also in the army in colonial 

and post-colonial times and passed on 

their conflict solving skills to their chil-

drenðall of which was reinforced when 

they were themselves in the army.  How 

will the cycle ever stop?  It will stopðI 

saw the peopleðmostly men, but some 

womenðwho seemed to me like 

óspongesô, waiting to absorb peaceful, non

-violent methods to solve their various 

disputes.  We have to follow this up and 

see that there are more workshops in or-

der to ensure that there are facilitators 

within each community, and also to en-

able the recently graduated facilitators to 

get the experience they need. 

 
Unfortunately the organic farming work-

shop could not be given in 

Pallisa this time.  The 

timing was bad for the 

farming facilitators and so 

it couldnôt take place.  

However, we had a bee-

keeping workshop which 

was very successful.  The 

participants were very 

interested and surprised 

that bee-keeping was 

within their capabilitiesð

both financially and with 

their new information.  

The participants learned 

how to obtain a basic Af-

rican bee-hive, and how 

to attract a colony of bees, 

take care of them, harvest 

the honey and market it.  The information 

they gathered from the workshop was basic 

and very practical.  There were demonstra-

tions of how to do all the steps, and a bee-

hive was put in a suitable position in the 

grounds of the restaurant where the work-

shop was held.  The participants can return 

to check on the hive in the future.  Informa-

tion was handed out to the potential bee-

keepers to help with collecting and process-

ing the honey, which it was not possible to 

demonstrate in the workshop.  Many of the 

participants were motivated to get a bee-

hive and begin to start attracting a colony. 

 

At the closing of the whole workshop in 

Pallisa, the Minister of Health (who is in 

fact an MP in the Pallisa area) had been 

invited to talk.  He, himself, was an ex-

combatant (an army major by rank), and he 

seemed to be very receptive to the need for 

more programs to help ex-combatants inte-

grate into civilian society.  He didnôt prom-

ise any money, but he did seem genuinely 

to wish to help where he could, most espe-

cially in connection with the HIV/AIDS, 

this being directly under his ministry. 

 

What I like about these workshops and this 

whole project here is that NAREAF is a 

Ugandan organization.   I really believe that 

they know what is needed to solve their 

own problems and can provide the solution 

themselves.  They do need help though, and 

I am happy to give a little.  AVP started in 

the United States (developed by Quakers)

ðbut it has been seen to be of value by 

Ugandans for Ugandans, and it has been 

adapted to a certain degree by different 

organizations and institutions.  For instance, 

Makerere Universityôs MA program has 

adopted AVP as one of its programs and so 

have other cultural groups.  I think we, in 

the western world, find it easy to judge 

other people and cultures and feel that we 

know the answers to their problems.  But 

itôs easy for us to make mistakes because 

imposing solutions on people very often 

doesnôt work.  Itôs quite hard for us to see 

the cause of a problemðin many cases 

we are the cause ourselves, as a culture, 

through ótraditionalô colonisation or 

through the ómodernô Coca Cola type of 

colonisation.  People can solve their own 

problems, and we can offer our help to 

carry out the solutions.  I feel that this is 

the most effective way to help  and the 

most satisfying for everyone.  It will 

probably cost less, and the people con-

cerned own the solution as well as the 

problem.  Ç 

 

Mary Edgar was born 

in the UK in 1944 and 

married a Scottish 

Canadian.  She now 

lives on a farm on the 

shores of Lake Erie.   
 

She writes: 
 

I taught English as a 

second language to 

adult immigrants to Canada for ten years.  

Then became involved with the London Food 

Bank (distributing free groceries to needy 

members of the community).  Here I came 

across ex-students of mine who were not get-

ting on well in Canadaðmost of whom came 

from war-torn, conflict ridden countries.  They 

would have preferred to stay in their own 

country, but had been forced to leave.  Three 

years ago I discovered the óAlternative to 

Violenceô project, developed by Quakers in the 

US, and began to participate in workshops in 

a womenôs prison close to London, Ontario.  

Learning that AVP was a widely used method 

in Africaða continent close to my heartðI 

decided to look for opportunities to help there.  

Through the Quakers I found NAREAF and 

Joseph and Grace Sirrah.   

An ATV workshop in action.  These people have been trained to fight, 

and that was their way to solve problems.  In the workshops they lis-

tened to alternative to violence suggestionsðand were receptive. 

 

 


