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This thesis spotlights a social group—pilgrimage site staff—heretofore neglected in
anthropological research. The main subjects are the Resident Group (‘ressies’) working at
the Iona Community’s guest centres. Based on an accumulative 16-month fieldwork, the
ethnographic evidence challenges the assumptions that pilgrims’ ‘sacred’ encounters are
unmediated, that site staff passively acquiesce with the dominant ideology, and that the
production of pilgrimage experience is unproblematic. Building on existing paradigms of
pilgrimage as ‘contested’, ‘movement’-oriented, and a form of ‘practice’, the Turners’
classic view of pilgrimage as rite de passage is deployed to show that ‘place’ and
‘landscape’ are key themes in people’s understanding of and engagement with this ancient
pilgrimage isle today.

Part | lays the theoretical and methodological groundwork and introduces the
research locale, locating it within recent Celtic revivalisms. It also addresses how the Iona
Community (ressies’ employers) situate their religio-political vision within the wider
sociological and theological contexts of contemporary British Christianity.

Part II recounts the historical and contemporary formulations of Iona pilgrimage
and tourism. A Heideggerian perspective of ‘dwelling’ illuminates how devotees
appropriate Iona’s ‘sacred’ geography as a resource for personal revelation and self-
transformation. Ethnographic accounts of visitors’ ‘lona experience’ are provided as a
comparative foil to the site staff who enable this distinctive pilgrimage encounter.

Part III explores ressies’ motivations, discourses, and experiences at Iona as a locus
of ‘holistic’ work (and worship). It elucidates their complex relationship with the Iona
Community and how ressies contest their idealised corporate identity. Van Gennep’s
concept of ‘liminality’ and Ardener’s ‘paradox of remote places’ emerge as central themes
in analysing ressies’ ‘betwixt and between’ ‘selves’. An investigation of the social and
ideological structures of the Resident Group setup as a ‘total institution’ further reveals the

impact of the ‘leaving Iona’ rhetoric and reality upon ressies’ post-Iona lives.
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Introduction

Introduction: The Research Question

Making Visible the ‘Invisible’

In the study of pilgrimage, anthropologists have tended to focus on the experience of
pilgrims and their devotions. Little attention has been given to those who organise and
facilitate pilgrimage for others. In counterpoint to the classic question, ‘What is pilgrimage
like for the pilgrims?’ this thesis instead asks, ‘What is pilgrimage like for the site staff?’.

On one side are the pilgrims, the ‘consumers’ of pilgrimage experience, so to speak,
while on the other are the people who work behind-the-scenes to ‘produce’ or make possible
pilgrims’ encounters with the ‘sacred’.! The latter category may comprise members of the
local population, religious élite or ritual specialists (e.g., nuns, priests), and/or lay persons
such as guides and helpers (e.g., Hospitallers at Lourdes). They may provide pilgrims with
spiritually oriented succour or essential services like transport, lodgings, food and drink,
legal advice, and healthcare (see Turner & Turner 1978: 22; Turner 1974), but they are
largely taken for granted by pilgrims as well as by pilgrimage researchers. For instance,
why do people choose to be wardens for the pilgrims’ refuges along the Camino de Santiago?
What do the employees hired to operate the Youth Village’s restaurant and accommodation
at Lourdes feel about their work and the pilgrims they serve?

Very few studies explore how shrine organisers or site staff construct their own
identities—individually and collectively—vis 4 vis the pilgrims and other social groups, or
how staff themselves engage with the ‘sacred’ place. It is seldom asked how staff represent
and resist, embody and contest the ideologies associated with a place of pilgrimage, for it is

almost always assumed that their role as ‘worker’ at the site means acquiescence with the

' The use of the terms ‘consumer’ and ‘producer’ is intentional—they imply an economic relationship
between staff and pilgrims, as well as the aspect of ‘theatre’ or ‘performance’ in the way church services and
other pilgrimage-related events are ‘produced’ by staff for an ‘audience’ of pilgrims. These issues will be
explored in later chapters.



Introduction

dominant discourse. Pilgrimage staff are the ‘invisible other® which this dissertation seeks
to make visible.

My research intends to fill this gap in the literature by exploring how one group of
staff—the Jona Community’s Resident Group—serve as crucial agents in the ‘pilgrimage
experience’ at the Inner Hebridean isle of Iona, the legendary “cradle of Christianity’ in
Britain. Visitors’ main impressions of the ‘holy’ island arise from their experiences at the
restored Abbey. For several decades, the Resident Group employed by the Iona
Community—a dispersed, ecumenical Christian organisation—have been the primary
caretakers and mediators based at lona Abbey. The island’s religious reputation, current and
historical, is what attracts pilgrims and shapes their expectations and experiences of the
place. Although Historic Scotland took over conservation management of the Abbey in
2000, the Resident Group continue to have a vital presence there. They work daily to
provide a meaningful and memorable ‘Iona experience’ for those who have taken the long,
often arduous journey from as far away as New Zealand or Africa. Many visitors view the
Resident Group as a model community living an ideal life, continuing the tradition of

religious life on Iona in this secular, ‘(post)modern’ era.

Formulating Pilgrimage: A Brief Genealogy”

Pilgrimage has long inspired intellectual curiosity. Gregory of Nyssa in the fourth century
was already debating about the meanings attached to places of pilgrimage (Williams 2003:
31). However, initial anthropological ventures into the field were scant (e.g., Robertson
Smith’s (1899/1907) Religion of the Semites, Hertz’s (1913/1983) study of St Besse). In

1934, H. M. Gillet explored the significance of the Walsingham pilgrimage shrine. In 1958,

* Because of space constraints and as the pilgrimage literature has been capably covered by numerous
authors (e.g., Dubisch 1995; Badone & Roseman 2004), I will give only a brief summary here.
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Eric Wolf studied the Virgin of Guadalupe as a Mexican national symbol. Early
anthropological research tended to account for pilgrimage in Durkheimian terms. If God is
society worshipping itself, then pilgrimage is one way in which that collective
consciousness is created and its ideals reinforced. From this strict functionalist viewpoint,
pilgrimages like Durkheim’s ‘great religious festival’ operate as ‘social unifier and moral
regenerator’ (Eade & Sallnow 1991: 3).

An alternative approach was devised when Victor and Edith Turner (1969, 1974,
1978) published their seminal works on pilgrimage, calling attention to its symbolic and
social processes as a rite de passage, a term taken from Arnold van Gennep (1908/1960).
Stimulated by the Turners’ texts, the study of pilgrimage began to catch like wildfire.
Previous works (e.g., Vidyarthi 1961; Bhardwaj 1973), alongside a growing list of
ethnographies and articles—spanning across different religious traditions and venerated
sites (Neville 1987; Sallnow 1987, 1991; Naquin & Yu 1992)—began to be noticed within
mainstream anthropology. For the most part, these were reactions to the Turners’
structuralist paradigm.

In 1991, however, Eade and Sallnow offered a way to transcend the prevailing
dichotomous view of pilgrimage as ‘either supporting or subverting the established social
order’ by asserting that pilgrimage is instead ‘a realm of competing discourses’ (Eade &
Sallnow 1991: 5). They critique the functionalist and structuralist theories to argue for ‘the
essential heterogeneity of the pilgrimage process’ (ibid.: 2). Opposing a reductionist
approach, Eade and Sallnow advocate investigating each pilgrimage ‘in terms of its
particular social context and its “historically and culturally specific behaviors and
meanings”...” (Badone & Roseman 2004: 4). Furthermore, for Christian pilgrimage at least,
they propose that analysis should be broadened from the traditional place-centred viewpoint

to take into account the three coordinates of ‘place-person-text’. Many works have since
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springboarded from this triadic formulation of pilgrimage. This shift is also significant in
that it opens up possibilities for exploring how ‘persons’ other than the pilgrims, such as
local residents and shrine workers, perceive and participate in the pilgrimage process.

In 1992, Alan Morinis demonstrated the complexities of organising and
understanding pilgrimage. ‘Journeying’ for him is nevertheless a key defining feature of the
phenomenon (Morinis 1992: 3). Soon after, Coleman and Elsner (1995: 206) continued this
theme by emphasising ‘movement’ as a central feature that distinguishes pilgrimage from
other forms of religious ritual. By this time, studies on pilgrimage and tourism were
increasingly converging. In the late 1970s, the Turners (1978: 20) had already observed that:
“A tourist is half a pilgrim, if a pilgrim is half a tourist’. Indeed, tourism is often portrayed as
‘secular pilgrimage’ and °...rigid dichotomies between pilgrimage and tourism, or pilgrims
and tourists, no longer seem tenable in the shifting world of postmodern travel’ (Badone &
Roseman 2004: 2). This common theme of ‘movement’ underpinning both pilgrimage and
touristic activities has served to broaden the academic discourse and semantic fields within
which they can be understood (see Coleman & Eade 2004: 1-25; Badone & Roseman 2004).
No longer strictly confined to the realms of the ‘exceptional” and the ‘religious’, the study of
pilgrimage must also take into account other, more quotidian or secular practices previously
neglected.

The fact that anthropologists have generally overlooked such pilgrimage “others’ as
site staff—whose ordinary, everyday work makes possible pilgrims’ extraordinary
encounters with the ‘sacred’—is suggestive of the analytical models with which they are

working.
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Pilgrimage ‘Others’

Research on both pilgrimage and tourism has focused primarily on the traveler: the pilgrim
and the tourist, respectively. Pilgrims and tourists are temporary visitors to particular sites
which are actually home to surrounding communities. Whether centred on place,
place-person-text, or movement, pilgrimage studies have tended to prioritise the journeying
pilgrims over the (apparently) fixed, emplaced locals.> Furthermore, pilgrimage shrines do
not exist in isolation, but are part of a wider social network of communities at various levels:
global, national, regional, and local—all of which are organised and managed by groups of
people with particular skills, agendas, discourses, and experiences of the place (e.g.,
Vidyarthi 1961). In 1978, Turner and Turner (1978: 22, see also 25-6) described the
‘environment’ counterpart to their pilgrimage ‘organism’ as:

...the network of mundane ‘servicing mechanisms’—markets, hospices, hospitals,
military supports, legal devices..., systems of communication and transportation,

and so on....
Yet the social groups who occupy this network ‘environment’ have largely remained hidden
from the anthropological gaze. In the early 1990s, John Eade (1991) pointed out this area of
academic negligence and Naquin and Yii (1992: 28) raise the issue in reference to Chinese
pilgrimage. Fifteen years later, there are still only a handful of relevant publications. I will

summarise the most notable and salient contributions.

Michael Sallnow’s Andean Shrine Elites

Sallnow (1987), in his ethnography Pilgrims of the Andes, examines the religious landscape

of the Andes vis-a-vis the cults of shrines of Christ and the Virgin scattered across the Cusco

3 “Hosts’ or local residents, after all, also travel and become visitors—pilgrims, tourists, or
otherwise—elsewhere (see also Turner 1974: 191).
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region. His analysis shows how peasant pilgrims use the sacred terrain as an ongoing
symbolic resource to recover and redefine their ethnic identities in a politically fraught
world. Pilgrimage becomes, for different groups, a way of articulating and enacting
competing interests and goals. Understanding the Andean shrine organisers’ actions and
attitudes sheds light on this complex contestation for power. Devotees vie for ethnic
superiority, even while shrine élites—clergy and laity—seek to override and exploit the
parochial pilgrims for their own political ends. So while clerical authority is imposed upon
the peasantry, the pilgrims are simultaneously involved in reconstructing an indigenous,
nonimperial realm of social relations and identity.

In a later work, Sallnow (1991) elaborated upon this confrontation between priest
and pilgrim. At one Catholic shrine he investigates, pilgrims continue to perform customary
ritual dances against clerical censure. The priests are also powerless to prevent ‘popular’
practices of self-flagellation amongst pilgrims. On the flip side, although at some shrines
the lay brotherhood have the right to inflict penitential ceremonial whippings on pilgrims,
many disapprove of doing so. As Sallnow (1987: 268) earlier concluded, ‘To identify the
spirit of communitas in such phenomena would be sanguine, to say the least’. Although
Sallnow’s analysis capably engages with the roles of ‘shrine custodians’ and ‘ritual
specialists’, their discourses and practices, his project is fundamentally based on seeing

things from the pilgrim’s viewpoint.

‘Contesting the Sacred’: Communitas Confounded

Eade and Sallnow’s (1991) pivotal book Contesting the Sacred charts a few scholars’ brief
attention to residents and staff at pilgrimage sites, the most pertinent being John Eade’s
(1991) “Order and Power at Lourdes’. Eade discusses the organisation of the groups of

brancadier staff (lay helpers and Hospitallers) and explores the ways in which helpers and
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pilgrims conflict over official practices and discourses. Subverting shrine officials’ remit to
keep discipline and order, pilgrims pursue their own strategies to shape their ritual practices.
For instance, at the baths, the Hospitallers struggle to maintain a prayerful atmosphere and to
keep areas clear and queues orderly; pilgrims, however, talk amongst themselves to alleviate
tension and uncertainty and some even present ‘documentation’ claiming to allow them
direct access to the baths. Officials, especially those holding lower positions, occasionally
side with the pilgrims. Nonetheless, pilgrims are forced to conform—their freedom is, on
the whole, tightly contained by the strict regulations and staff’s imposition of authority.
Eade’s study unveils the elaborate web of discord lurking beneath the veneer of pilgrimage
as communitas. He takes seriously how officials as ‘shrine custodians’ mediate pilgrims’
experiences of the sacred. However, Eade’s analysis just falls short of giving us an insider’s
view of what motivates staff to offer their time and services, what compels them to abide by
the official rules and procedures, and what are their experiences at the shrine. Can
brancadiers also be considered ‘pilgrims’? Does their stint at Lourdes transform their lives,
like it supposedly does the pilgrims’?

Richard Stirrat’s (1991) study on Sinhala Catholic pilgrimage delineates how
unorthodox forms of religious expression have flourished outside the declining authority of
the institutional Church. Stirrat highlights devotees’ principal focus on charismatic
individuals as new sources of sacred power. Advantaged by mobility, it is easier for these
holy men—seen as personalising the divine—to elude the Church’s control. Stirrat (ibid.:
131) proposes that ‘there was a congruence between the secular polity and the world of the
gods’, where the old bureaucratic systems of stratified religion and of a ‘patrimonial state’
were giving way. Instead, modern Sri Lankans, living in a world of electoral politics,
identify with MPs who personalise the state. Similarly, contemporary devotees adulate the

holy men as individuals, independent of the encompassing structure of the Church.
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However, we learn little by way of the motivations and reactions of the former official shrine
clergy and laity and of the perspectives and intentions of these new ‘shrine custodians’ who
embody the sacred. How do they articulate the changes taking place in the religio-political
landscape of their homeland?

In his contribution, Christopher McKevitt (1991) articulates how the sacred locale of
San Giovannesi has become inhabited by foreigners and controlled by secular and church
organisations with little regard for the resident townspeople’s interests: ‘The town has been
entirely marginalized by the holy place it spawned’ (McKevitt 1991: 13). McKevitt’s work
is one of the first anthropological studies on the impact on and reaction of local people at a
pilgrimage site (ibid.: 95). For the townspeople, their patron saint Padre Pio was more than
a religious figure; he was also an advocate for important secular benefits, political and
material, such as the hospital he founded. Residents’ experiences of their sacred locale is
very different from those of pilgrims: local Sangiovannesi regard devotees’ exaggerated
religiosity as fanatical; they resent having their beloved patron saint appropriated in such
overly pious ways; and they dissociate themselves from what goes on at the shrine. In turn,
the devotees loathe and are suspicious of the Sangiovannesi, seeing them, within a religious
idiom, as aligned with the evil, sinful world. The dividing line, in this case, 1s not simply
between residents and pilgrims per se but between local Sangiovannesi and all devotees,
both visitors and permanent settlers. However, other groups also vie with one another for
‘ownership’ of Pio’s legacy, spiritual and material. The Capuchin friars control the shrine
and intensely promote special devotion to Pio. Profit-seeking outsiders have moved to San
Giovannesi to capitalise on the growing tourist industry. Political controversy was rife over
the hospital that Pio started for the poor but is now owned and run by the Vatican: ‘The
institution dominates the town both physically and economically, but its affairs are [largely]

secret to ordinary folk in the town’ (ibid.: 88).
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Not only does McKevitt effectively illuminate the views and experiences of an
often-overlooked local community, but his work also alerts us to the fact that categories such
as ‘shrine organisers’, ‘shrine custodians’, and ‘ritual specialists’ are not synonymous and
neither are ‘local residents’ all the same. Interesting comparisons will be drawn between

San Giovennesi and Iona’s own intricate web of communities.

Orthodox Monasticism at Mt Athos: A Reference Point for lona

So far, the pilgrimage literature has skirted around the role of ‘shrine staff”. However, Ren¢
Gothoni’s (1993) ethnography hits the nail squarely on the head. His fieldwork amongst an
Eastern Orthodox monastic brotherhood on Mt Athos seeks to articulate pilgrimage
experience from a “staff person’s’ standpoint—a refreshing approach which breaks the
mould of privileging the pilgrims and their devotions.

In a supposed ‘postmodern’, ‘post-Christian’ world, Gothoni seeks to understand
why monastic life on Athos has revived since 1972. He explains that young men, despairing
of ‘secularisation’ within and without the Greek Church, are inspired by a counter-cultural
devotion to fulfill a deeper calling in life. Skepticism about the Church, as well as the
overall decline of religious brotherhoods, has limited the options and (ironically) led many
youths to choose a monastic life at Athos. The reputation of the place and the hermits’
renown also draw men with interest in ‘things of the spirit’. New spiritual centres have
sprung up at Athos where old monasteries used to be located. Improved communication
between laity and monks has produced a ‘pro-monastic atmosphere and greater appreciation
of the tradition/spiritual heritage of the Holy Mountain’ (ibid.: 33). Rapid expansion of
tourism has driven monks at older monastery sites to seek greater seclusion and easier travel
has increased visitor numbers and heightened interest in monastic life—°...after all, most of

the [Athonite] monks came originally as visitors, pilgrims or tourists (ibid.).
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The monastic life of the Athonites, their social structure and daily routines, is set
apart from the outside, secular world. For instance, time is demarcated by the Julian, not
Gregorian, calendar and adjusts to the rhythm of the changing seasons. Alongside prayer,
acts of obedience, and the daily offices (following the Byzantine schedule), the monks
engage in tasks and manual jobs, including woodcutting, preparing food, cleaning,
harvesting, painting icons, etc. Today, however, they also cater to the rising numbers of
pilgrims and visitors touring the monasteries from Easter to the end of October. Guests
nowadays are expected to stay only one night, and a monastery’s daily programme carries
on regardless of visitors who may participate in some services and at meals. In marked
contrast, the Jona Community’s paying guests engage in a full, six-day programme (e.g.,
workshops, services, meals, chores) on the island facilitated by the Resident Group.

Gothoni’s study describes a highly structured religious brotherhood within a
long-standing Orthodox tradition. Tourism now flourishes alongside pilgrimage practices
and religious revivalism, which all contribute certain pressures and expectations. Go6thoni’s
ethnography is one of the first comprehensive attempts to scrutinise pilgrimage from the
other side of the lens, uncovering the Athonites’ motivations, organisations, and way of life.
It provides many helpful reference points for my own research, in particular: (1) the
idealisation of ‘living in community’; (2) the tough day-to-day realities in contrast to
outsiders’ expectations of a placid, sacrosanct monkish life; and (3) the question of whether
a cloistered life is a way of escaping from or engaging with the world. I will elaborate on

these three main points in subsequent chapters.
Some Methodological and Theoretical Considerations

Except for the few aforementioned relevant works, the positioning of site staff as ‘other’ is

reflected in their near absence within the pilgrimage literature. The heavy focus on pilgrims
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and their devotions has methodological and theoretical considerations. In general, pilgrims
have been more easily accessible to researchers than staff, such as clergy or other authority
figures, at traditional pilgrimage sites. Religious élites at sites governed by an
Establishment Church tend to be less open to outside scrutiny. In comparison, talking with
strangers about themselves is natural and intrinsic to many pilgrims’ experiences of
pilgrimage.

Conducting research amongst staff such as monks and nuns or priests may also be
highly circumscribed given the nature of monastic or ecclesiastical ways of life. Despite
early anthropological interest in Christian forms of worship (e.g., Hubert & Mauss
1898/1964; Mauss 1909/2003; Hertz 1913/1983) and the question of belief (e.g., Tylor 1958;
Needham 1972; Ruel 1982),* it seems curious that many contemporary treatises on
traditional religious life are theological, historical, or devotional, with few ethnographic
exceptions (e.g., Williams 1975; Gothéni 1993; also SanGiovanni 1978). Without the
requisite qualifications for membership, it may be difficult to get an ‘insider’s view’ of a
religious community or as a ritual specialist (SanGiovanni 1978: 20). One of this thesis’
objectives is to discover ethnographic insights gleaned from leading and enabling
pilgrimage in order to complement analyses by fieldworkers who prioritise the pilgrims’
vantage point.

Traditional pilgrimage sites such as Mt Athos have tended to be staffed by religious,
where the ministry of hospitality is extended to visitors as a ‘by-product’ of the order’s life
together. In other words, these traditional ‘staff communities’ of monks and nuns do not
exist solely for receiving visitors and guests. Although the ministry of hospitality is still

important to many religious orders, since the Reformation direct economic dependence on

* Much anthropological literature on Christianity has also focused on its impact on indigenous
peoples in colonial contexts (e.g., James & Johnson 1988).
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pilgrims has generally declined. In the early half of the 20th century, a fresh generation of
intentional communities in Britain began to emerge. These lay, ecumenical, or ‘alternative’
groups proliferated in the 1960s and 1970s and continue to be popular today. Many are
residential communities catering specifically for retreats, conferences, therapy, and other
spiritually oriented events. For instance, the Community of Aidan and Hilda, founded by an
Anglican priest in the 1980s, has a house on Lindisfare that offers guests organised
programmes and retreats with Celtic themes. Lee Abbey in Devon, a Christian movement
dating back to 1945, offers youth camps, ‘getaways’, silent retreats, self-catering units,
church group programmes, and family holidays. While typically spearheaded by an
ordained minister, the staff who run such centres of hospitality are generally ordinary, lay
people whose daily work involves quotidian tasks such as cooking, cleaning, and gardening.
Perhaps because of its relatively recent origins, this aspect of ‘labour’—and its economic
corollaries—at religious/pilgrimage sites has been understudied thus far. Yet these workers
are responsible for creating the very environment necessary for pilgrims to focus on their
devotions; more than that, staff also may mediate pilgrims’ actual experiences of the
‘sacred’. Pilgrimage staff thus are crucial agents in the setting up of the material and
spiritual conditions essential for pilgrims to attend to their business with ease.

The 1ssue of human mediation is important. Theoretically, the ‘invisibility’ of staff
in the literature reflects and reinforces the perception that sacred sites somehow provide
more immediate or direct access to the ‘divine’—this is commonly the expectant pilgrim’s
aspiration. It is often used to justify why pilgrims undertake long, arduous journeys for the
sake of reaching a special, more holy place than is attainable in ordinary life. God is seen as
somehow more present, more discernible at pilgrimage sites, as evidenced by the miracles,
special rituals, and other extraordinary experiences pilgrims hope to encounter there. At

holy sites, ultimate ‘Otherness’ seems just within reach. The paradigmatic pilgrim basks in

12



Introduction

the ‘basic elements and structures of his faith in their unshielded, virgin radiance’ (Turner &
Turner 1978: 15, italics added), where human mediation seems unnecessary. The mundane
things of everyday life, such as who makes their beds, cleans the toilets, or washes up after
them, may thus fade from pilgrims’ consciousness or care.’

Given the importance of pilgrimage sites and the vested interests in maintaining
them, however, sacred places might actually be even more mediated than pilgrims’ ordinary,
local churches. It would be tempting, though, to think that ritual experts at pilgrimage sites
are the only staff who really mediate the ‘sacred’; but whose view does this reflect, or rather,
privilege? The pilgrims? The ritual specialists? Perhaps the current literature too narrowly
defines what constitutes the ‘sacred” by not taking into account those ‘unseen’ staff who
perform apparently non-religious yet vital services for pilgrims. How staff believe they
contribute to others’ pilgrimage experience and how they themselves experience the
‘sacred’, through their work, are questions not raised by previous studies. This thesis seeks
to rectify site workers’ assumed secondary status in the current literature.

The ethnographic and analytical neglect of those working behind-the-scenes has also
contributed to an emphasis on the performance of formal rituals over what happens
‘backstage’—all the preparation, rehearsals, and close ‘stage’ management necessary to
create for pilgrims an apparently seamless and coherent experience of the ‘sacred’. Such a
paradigm prioritises the pilgrims as ‘consumers’ or participants over the staff who ‘produce’
the event, as if the production or mediation of pilgrimage is itself unproblematic. This view
obscures the reality that shrine workers, too, have an equally valid experience of pilgrimage
or of ‘the sacred” through their ‘profane” activities. For instance, how do the scripted

“dramas’ enacted for a public audience compare and interact with the ‘dramas’ in staff’s

private lives?

> Or take on heightened religious significance for pilgrims who may desire a ‘special spirituality’ for
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The prevailing tendency to privilege pilgrims’ point of view has also served to reify
pilgrimage through its separation from the wider social order and to reinforce its difference
from ‘normal’ life. The normative pilgrimage pattern entails travel to a distant place or
‘peripheral locations’ (Turner 1974) in search of transformative encounters with an ‘Other’.
However, not only do people visit local shrines (e.g., medieval English pilgrims, see
Coleman & Eade 2004: 13) but sacred centres, wherever they are located, also are home to
other social groups for whom pilgrimage practices are part of their everyday lives.
Following Coleman and Eade’s (2004) recent ‘reframing’ of pilgrimage—which considers
the wider social, cultural, and religious contexts within which ‘sacralised” movement
occurs—this thesis examines how the Resident Group, as staff hired to enact a specific set of
practices and ideals within the pilgrimage landscape of Iona, come to embody the ‘liminal’
in complex ways.

Anthropologists have long been well aware of the performative aspects of religious
ceremonies and events (e.g., van Gennep 1908/1960; Turner 1974; see also Parkin 1996;
James 2003; Rappaport 1999); in recent years, such concepts also have been applied to
touristic practices (e.g., Coleman & Crang 2002; Abram et al. 1997). Anthropologists have
classically preferred the indigenous point of view, and it is often the ‘natives” who organise
and perform for ‘outsider’ tourists. Less academic interest is usually given to non-native
staff. As the distinctions between ‘pilgrimage’ and ‘tourism’ blur, research on
‘performance’ from the perspective of the ‘producers’—religious or otherwise, native or
not—might begin to contribute to a wider understanding of the role staff and area residents
play in the ‘production’ of place and the negotiation of identity and ‘authenticity’ at places

of pilgrimage.

mundane tasks such as cleaning the cutlery.
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The “invisibility’ of pilgrimage staff in the literature also gives the impression that
they are passive representatives of the dominant ideology. It may seem safe to presume that
staff who choose to work at a holy site do so because they agree with the beliefs and aims of
the religious institution administering the site. But is this assumption true? What do the
employers require of staff in terms of their individual faith and job skills? Are there
non-believers lurking amongst site workers? Is there any conflict between staff members’
personal aspirations and their employers’ goals? In what ways does working at a sacred site
affect people’s faith? Do they leave spiritually invigorated or deflated? How do staff
collude or contend with pilgrims’ expectations and assumptions about them? And how are
workers’ expectations themselves confirmed or confounded? These questions make
problematic any supposition that site workers simply comply with their assigned roles and
their employers’ discourses.

My research also partly follows Nancy Frey’s (1998, 2004) concern about the lack of
emphasis on pilgrims’ return home. Frey (2004: 96) argues that:

The dominant Western post-Enlightenment organizing paradigm of progress and the

view of life as a line have influenced the reading of pilgrimage as a linear

narrative...the focus is on the pilgrim’s journey and action at the goal. The return
seems to be culturally constructed as unimportant, uninteresting, or simply
unnoticed.... Instead, metaphors of breaking new ground, forward progress, and
discovery are privileged. In contrast, expressions like ‘going backwards’ and ‘going
in circles’ are pejorative in tone. (italics added)
Already in the 1970s, the Turners (1978: 23) suggested that the pilgrimage road is
metaphorically ‘an ellipse, not a straight line’, for the return journey is psychologically
different for pilgrims than their outgoing peregrination. Frey’s critique of ‘reading[s] of

pilgrimage as a linear narrative’ in terms of Santiago de Compostela pilgrims has

significant applications for the Resident Group on lona—also known as ‘ressies’.
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It is important to note that, in the Iona case, there are at least two categories of
"potential pilgrims’, loosely distinguished by purpose and time. The first are those who visit
Iona briefly, while the second are those who relocate to the island for an extended period to
work in a spiritual or faith context. The first category comprises all types of visitors, from
daytrippers and holidaymakers to ‘Scottish cousins’ (see Chapter 4) and the Iona
Community’s weekly paying guests. These visitors may or may not be initially or explicitly
motivated to visit Iona for spiritual reasons, but may develop such interests to an extent as to
self-identify as a ‘pilgrim’. The second category, however, consists of people who go to
Iona in order to live and work there, usually in a religious retreat house or for tﬁe Iona
Community at the Abbey and the MacLeod Centre. Because these site workers are focused
on serving the pilgrims, they rarely label themselves pilgrims’; but it is possible their Iona
tenure may effect transformations within them comparable to what pilgrims classically
experience. While Frey’s (1998, 2004) Camino pilgrims may approximate Iona’s first
‘potential pilgrim’ category of “visitors’, I instead compare her Camino pilgrims with Iona’s
second category of ‘potential pilgrims’—the Iona Community’s ressies. My reasons for
doing this will become clear in the following chapters.

Building on Frey’s insight, this thesis explores what happens to ressies after their
contracts with the Jona Community expire and they must leave Iona to pick up their ‘former’
lives (usually on the British mainland). The difficulty of ex-ressies’ dispersal on their return
‘home’ was overcome by maintaining regular contact with them via letters, email, and
telephone, as well as occasionally exchanging visits—reflecting the usual ways whereby
former ressie colleagues stay in touch with one another. As such, while my primary
ethnography is based on fieldwork on Iona, it also has ‘multi-sited’ dimensions (Marcus

1998). This research takes seriously Frey’s (2004: 97) point about the need for processual
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models of pilgrimage where travelers’—in this case, ressies’—reincorporation into their

social groups at ‘home’ is taken into account.

Structure of the Thesis

This thesis aims to make visible in anthropological analysis the hitherto ‘invisible’ site
workers at one place of pilgrimage. It brings to the fore the people who work
behind-the-scenes to mediate and facilitate the ‘sacred’ for others. The thesis falls into three
main parts.

Part I ‘Setting the Scene’ lays the methodological groundwork and introduces the
research locale—the isle of Iona—locating it within recent Celtic revivalisms, which sustain
and enhance its prestige as a long-venerated place of pilgrimage. The single previous
ethnographic study conducted on Iona is mined for its comparative historical and analytical
insights, and I argue that ‘liminality’ is a particularly important and appropriate concept for
understanding the enduring social force of this tiny Hebridean island. Part I also broadens
the anthropological perspective to take in the wider sociological and theological contexts of
British Christianity today. What makes Iona the place it is and why up to 200,000 people
flock to it annually can only be understood in light of the societal and theological changes of
the last century. Out of the embers of early 20th-century events, the lona Community—the
Resident Group’s employers and one of the island’s top ‘attractions’—emerge as a unique
social movement set to reinvent and revive Christianity in a ‘post-Christian’, ‘postmodern’
age. Their particular religio-political ideology reconstructs Iona’s narrative and interpretive
frameworks, which the Resident Group are expected to assimilate, embody, and propagate
to visitors. Through their remit to desacralise and ‘decentre’ the island, the notions of
‘place’ and ‘lived paradox’ become defining aspects of Resident staff’s own ‘Iona

experience’.
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Building on Part I’s broad contextual and theoretical scaffolding, Part II ‘Escape to
the Edge: Visitors to a Sacred Isle’ focuses on how the island developed as a pilgrimage site
of such status and renown. It recounts the historical development of Iona pilgrimage
practices and the growing dependence of the island’s economy on a vibrant tourist industry.
In investigating how modern-day visitors experience the ‘sacred’ on Iona, the themes of
‘landscape’ and ‘practice’ (or ‘dwelling”) come to the foreground to explain people’s
fascination and engagement with a place they believe has agency and intention unequalled
elsewhere. To properly grasp who are the Resident Group, it is necessary first to understand
the impact their day-to-day labour has on the people they serve and against whom they are
primarily defined—the Iona Community guests and other visitors. To that end, Part II also
provides an ethnographic account of this social group’s ‘Iona experience’, before turning the
spotlight in Part III on the site staff who enable this distinctive pilgrimage encounter.

Part III ‘Living the Liminal: The Resident Group on Iona’ is the culmination of and
driving force behind Parts I and II. It addresses this thesis’ main purpose to illuminate the
role one group of ‘invisible’ staff play in producing and mediating ‘pilgrimage experience’
on lona and provides a nuanced analysis of their motivations, everyday practices, and
experiences. What becomes evident is that the Resident Group identity is highly contested
and creates considerable internal and external conflict—their complex relationship with
their ‘absent’ employers the Iona Community being one crucial source of tension. The
Community’s vision and ambivalence toward their Iona centres (inadvertently) end up
situating the Resident Group within several ‘lived paradoxes’, where ‘living the liminal’
becomes the dominant existential mode by which these staff exist. In response to the
realities of ‘living in community’ in the face of others’ constant idealisation, staff strive to
assert their individuality through subversive strategies and submerged discourses. Many

successfully reinvent their vocational, sexual, spiritual, and/or natural or true ‘selves’ during
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their Iona tenure; and the daily worship services and the weekly Pilgrimage they are
responsible to organise and lead become the stage upon which self-experimentation and
-transformations take place.

Part I11 additionally picks up the earlier themes of ‘landscape’, ‘place’, and ‘practice’
to elucidate how the weekly Pilgrimage—as a particular way of engaging with Iona’s
natural and human landscape—exposes the politics of place and politicises the place. Each
of Iona’s social groups (e.g., the locals, visitors, Resident staff) is, in a sense, defined by how
they relate to the landscape via their own historical and ongoing activities and narratives.
An analysis of the Pilgrimage reveals that instead of the popular perception of Iona as a
straightforwardly ‘sacred’ place, its landscape is, in fact, ‘dense’ with multiple layers and
inhabited by mutually interdependent social groups—each making possible the existence of
the others.

Finally, Part III explores the problematic ways in which the Iona Community’s
‘leaving Iona’ rhetoric affects Resident staff and their post-lona lives. By investigating the
social and ideological structures of the Resident Group setup as a ‘total institution’, the key
themes of ‘liminality’, ‘lived paradox’, and ‘place’ are drawn together. Within their current
raison d’étre, in order to fulfil their remit to sustain a holistic lifestyle collapsing the
‘sacred/secular’, ‘work/worship’, ‘prayer/politics’ dichotomies, Resident staff embody
these dualities as ‘lived paradoxes’ in problematic ways that linger far beyond their Iona
sojourn.

The Conclusion synthesises the thesis’ main arguments, reiterates the core
contributions to the field, and offers suggestions for future research into continuing to make

visible the ‘invisible others’ of pilgrimage.
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Chapter 1. The Research Locale

Chapter 1. The Research Locale

‘Celtic’ Britain, Anthropologically

The Hebridean islands have long enchanted writers and artists as places of rugged beauty
and inspiration. Especially from the 19th century onwards, during the Romantic and
Antiquarian movements, Celtic Britain on the whole was lauded for the ‘sublime’ quality
of its landscape. The Western Isles were an extreme example of the exoticisation of
Highland Britain (see MacDonald 2002; Johnson 1972) and its ‘spiritual’ appeal. Today,
the notion of ‘Celticity’ or ‘Celtic spirituality’, through various historical revivalisms (see
Bradley 1999), has lost its linguistic and cultural moorings in wider society.

Hechter (1975) argues that the 19th-century renaissance of ‘Celtic culture’ was a
nationalistic reaction against the history of ‘internal colonialisation’ by England.
Alongside this political development were Celtophiles like Matthew Amold and Ernest
Rénan, whose works (e.g., Arnold 1867; Rénan 1896) contributed hugely to popular
imaginings of Celts as ‘sensitive, visionary, poetic, spiritual, mercurial and given to
melancholy’ (Bradley 1999: 121; see also Chapman 1978). The 20th-century Celtic
revivalism—with its distinct political, feminist, and ecological slants, and concentrating
again on a highly romanticised ‘Celtic fringe’—has been critiqued by many academics,
notably historian Donald Meek (2000) and anthropologist Malcolm Chapman (1992).
Meek (2000) argues that the notions of ‘Celtic spirituality’ and ‘Celtic Christianity’" are
themselves part of this wider ‘reinvention’ of the ‘Celtic noble savage’ to meet
modern/postmodern needs. He also asserts that, contrary to what ‘Celtic Christian’
devotees like to believe, there is no historical evidence for the existence of ‘The Celtic

Church’—a centrally organised ecclesiastical structure with a cohesive theology, somehow

! For a recent account, see¢ Davies (1999).
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growing in parallel with and pitted against the Latin Church in Rome. Certainly the Irish
and Scottish monasteries shared some differences from their Roman counterparts, but St
Columba® himself would have practiced and propagated a doctrine and faith very much in
line with that of his superiors in Rome.

The so-called ‘Celtic Church’ or ‘Celtic Christianity’ continues to enjoy a
tremendous surge of interest today, especially by non-Celts and most recently by
charismatic Anglicans. It is portrayed variously as ecologically minded, culture friendly,
feminist, holistic, and as a form of spirituality—both Christian and pagan—"indigenous’ to
the British Isles, ‘more pure and primitive’ (Bradley 1999). Used in this way, however,
the term Celtic Christianity’ has virtually nothing to do with Gaeldom nor the sabbatarian
form of Christianity practiced by native Celts (traditionally Gaelic speakers) in areas such
as the Outer Hebrides (see, e.g., Parman 1990). Instead, it is used to refer to the practices
and expressions of faith which modern-day Christians attribute to Celtic saints such as
Columba, Patrick, Brigid, and Aidan. It is this latter phenomenon that characterises
contemporary Celtic Christian revivalism, attracting such diverse followers as charismatic
evangelicals, liberals, and traditionalists. Many places in Britain associated with these
Celtic saints (e.g., Durham, Glastonbury, Iona, Lindisfarne) attract large numbers of
pilgrims keen to recapture an apparently ‘indigenous’ British or Celtic spirituality. ‘Celtic
Britain’ and ‘Celticity’ continue to loom large in the public’s imagination.

Outside of Ireland, major ‘Celtic’ sites such as Glastonbury and Lindisfarne have
attracted numerous devotees; but because of its link with St Columba and its remote island

location, Iona has inevitably been the focus of revivalists’ attention’—what Meek (2000:

? The 6th-century Irish saint who according to legend was responsible for Christianising Britain (or
at least Scotland) from Iona; see Chapter 3 for more details.

* In the late 1980s and 1990s, Lindisfarne became the centre of Celtic revivalism, especially
amongst charismatic English Anglicans. In 2003, however, in a BBC Radio 4 survey of ‘Britain’s Favourite
Spiritual Places’, Iona was only pipped to the post by Walsingham, with Lindisfarne in sixth place (BBC
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57) calls, ‘a primitivist’s dream’. Over the centuries, political and religious agendas have
been formulated around this supposed ‘cradle of Christianity’, drawing continual public
attention to it. Today, Celtic revivalism is one of the prime reasons why up to 200,000
visitors annually make their way to Iona, some still regarding the Abbey—which hosts a
present-day worshipping community, the Iona Community’s Resident Group—as the
‘Celtic Mother Church’. Although the idea of a 21st-century ‘religious community’ seems
anachronistic, more intriguing is its growing renown in an era which many regard as ‘post-
Christian’, ‘postmodern’, and irrevocably ‘secular’. Certainly, Iona’s geographically
peripheral, island location appeals to popular imaginings of Celtic exoticism.
Anthropologists such as Edwin Ardener (1989), Anthony Jackson (c.1981),
Malcolm Chapman (1978, 1992) Edward Condry (1981), Judith Ennew (1980), Peter
Mewett (1982), and Tamara Kohn (2002) have written about ‘Celticity’ and/or the Western
Isles. Their research mainly focus on the identity of the ‘Gael’ and issues of ‘belonging’ in
relation to local communities and provides important insights which inform this thesis’
understanding of Hebridean life. My research, however, concentrates on outsiders who are
employed to work on Iona, most of whom are non-Celts. Another point of divergence is
that due to its religious history and ongoing status as a pilgrimage site, Iona is regarded on
many fronts (including by local people) as atypical of the Hebrides. Local life on Iona has
been affected by the influx of visitors for much longer and more dramatically than on other
Western Isles. For instance, in marked contrast to the rest of the Highlands and Islands,
the last generation of native Gaelic speakers on Iona has long died out and the island’s
primary school only teaches the language very intermittently. More recently, Basu (2004)

and Kohn (1997) have studied the nature and impact of tourism in the Highlands and

2006). According to Bradley (1999: viii), lona continues to be viewed as ‘a place of exceptional spiritual
power, ecumenical potential and renewal of the church’.
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the author, provide invaluable sources of information which are referred to throughout the
dissertation.

Only one previous anthropological study of Iona has been conducted. J. M.
Golliher’s (1989) doctoral thesis is titled, ‘Pilgrimage as quest and protest on the Isle of
Tona, Scotland: The organization of the pilgrims’ experience as revealed by cognitive
analysis of meaning conveyed through explanatory discourse’. Golliher’s primary interest
was in testing and applying a specific methodology. Using cognitive analysis, he
conducted ‘pre-Iona fieldwork’ in a small Episcopalian congregation in New York and
then used a similar approach on Iona. His research goals, while differing from mine, are
nonetheless worth critiquing and the results yield interesting comparisons with my own

project.

Golliher’s Iona Study: Some Points of Comparison

Golliher and his wife were volunteer staff at Iona Abbey for about ten weeks in the late
1980s, after which he spent an unspecified amount of time working at Bishop’s House*
nearby. With a nod towards participant observation, his methodology was to interview
staff by having them ‘participate in a data elicitation process’ (Golliher 1989: 101). Nine
members of staff were asked to comment generally about their experiences, while another
four were asked to discuss specific topics, e.g., their experience in the Prayers for Healing
service, on the weekly Pilgrimage. Golliher then collated their responses to establish any
patterns of variation, which led to respondents being randomly tested to account for the
variation. My own fieldwork modus operandi significantly differs from Golliher’s and is

explained in the next section.

“ The Episcopalian Retreat House on Iona nin by an English couple, with four or five seasonal staff
and capacity for about 25 guests.
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volunteers® and ressies—ever referred to herself or himself as a pilgrim. It is possible that
in the 1980s, during the height of Celtic revivalism, staff thought of themselves more
explicitly as ‘pilgrims’. Over the past 20 years, however, the ‘culture’ and size of the staff
team has changed to meet the growing demands of guests and visitors as well as increasing
governmental regulations. The Resident Group, at least, has undergone a gradual process
of ‘professionalisation’, which means that staff members’ motivations and self-identities
have also altered. While they may no longer consciously think of themselves as ‘pilgrims’,
whether or not they can be considered as such is intriguing.

On another point, Golliher does not distinguish amongst his respondents between
ressies and vollies. This is because the boundary between the two groups was less
pronounced in the 1980s. But at the turn of the 21st century, due to their differing lengths
of time spent on the island, the nature and level of responsibility of their work, the amount
of contact they have with visitors and Iona Community Members, and the structural
differences in their social life and organisation, ressies and vollies have remarkably distinct
‘Iona experiences’. Several of the ressies I interviewed were initially volunteers; their
comparisons between the different roles they played are illuminating.

The absence of any discussion about the local population is a particular flaw in
Golliher’s (1989) account. One key defining feature of staff’s—especially ressies’—
tenure on lona is their relationships and interactions with the islanders. While the local
inhabitants and Iona Community staff are mutually interdependent and supportive in many
ways, their historical (and ongoing) relationship is also fraught with tension and discord.

It is impossible to paint a full picture of a ressie’s ‘Iona experience’ without taking into
account the politics and identities of the local people. Not only do they work alongside

one another all season long, but they also share a common social life during the winter

* Volunteers or “vollies’ supplement the Resident Group on short-term stints; see Chapter 5 for
details.
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months. While Golliher’s study is helpful in some respects, my project intends to delve
not only more deeply into how the Resident Group mediate ‘the sacred’ for others but also
into their actual experiences of living and working at a pilgrimage site and the impact it

has on their lives, faith, and self-understandings.

Fieldwork and Methodology
From February 2001 to January 2002, I worked as Sacristan at Iona Abbey and lived there
as a member of the Iona Community’s Resident Group. In July 2000, I had written to
Reverend Dr Norman Shanks, Leader of the Iona Community at the time, to inquire about
the possibility of conducting research on the island; at the time, not fully grasping the
seemingly paradoxical idea of a ‘dispersed community’, I was still under the notion that
Members lived on Iona. Coincidentally, I also attended a talk at Regent’s Park College
given by John Bell, who I discovered was a liturgical specialist and Member of the
Community. Shortly afterwards—at the suggestion of then Iona Abbey Warden Rev Brian
Woodcock and Sacristan David Hawkey—I paid the island a short reconnaissance.

My initial interest in Iona was the resurgence of healing practices and beliefs
within the ‘Celtic tradition’. A weekly service of ‘Prayers for Healing’ is held at Iona
Abbey. Its theology and format is unique, attendance is high, and prayer requests
continually flutter in from all over the globe. Iintended to study this ritual and uncover its
anthropological mysteries. My brief preparatory trip to Iona, however, clarified some
points but raised further questions. What the Warden had said on the telephone was true: it
was difficult to appreciate how a group which called itself the ‘lona Community’ did not in
fact live together in one place nor on the island after which it was named. The

‘worshipping community’ at Iona Abbey were actually representatives—not Members®—

% This crucial distinction will be discussed later.
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of the Iona Community. But who were these people, what was their way of life, and why
did they choose it if they were not Community Members? What was the nature of their
relationship with the Community, the locals, and visitors? These questions would come to
form the bedrock of my research.

It quickly became clear that the most effective and practical way for me to conduct
fieldwork on Iona was to become a full-time Resident member of this staff community’. I
was encouraged to apply for a post; in December 2000 I was offered the job as Sacristan.
Gaining the Iona Community’s support and acceptance of my project was pivotal. Initially,
they had justifiable concerns over how ‘disruptive’ my presence as a researcher would be
to the safety and trust upon which a small group existing closely together in a remote place
depends. From the beginning, I made explicit my research agenda and intentions and took
advice from the Warden and other staff line managers on how best to handle self-
disclosure with my colleagues.

As Sacristan, I was responsible for the Abbey church and chapels and for
coordinating and implementing all the religious services and events. I was also a member
of the Programme Team, which plan and carry out each week’s workshops and sessions
for guests. My role as Sacristan put me in a prime position to relate naturally with a wide
range of people, including tourists, pilgrims, and other visitors. The majority of guests and
visitors were extremely forthcoming when they learned of my project. Together with the
Warden, the Sacristan also had to handle the day-to-day negotiations of sharing space and
resources with Historic Scotland staff at the Abbey. I was thus strategically situated to
gather information about this embryonic partnership and its implications for tourism,
pilgrimage, and heritage conservation on the island.

As a Resident Group member, I shared in the daily life of the staff and guests,

developing friendships as a matter of course and actively participated in the task of
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‘building community’. During Staff Training, 1 was elected as ‘Staff Rep’. The Staff Rep,
an honorary member of the Management Team, is responsible for mediating the staff’s
relationship with the Iona Community Islands Committee. This meant I gained first-hand
insights into what the Community think of themselves, their ethos and goals. 1 had access
to the different levels of management as well as to the private sentiments of those staff
who chose to confide in me. Being entrusted by ressies in this way, however, meant I had
to negotiate very carefully the integrity and ethics of using people’s ‘secrets’ as ‘research
fodder’.

Wearing all these different ‘hats’, so to speak, gave me a unique ‘insider’ fieldwork
experience. It also made it possible for me to form contacts with the dispersed Community
Members, who were better predisposed to help with my research than if I had been a
complete stranger. In such an intimate setting, it was crucial that I had an official role and
a reason to be on Iona. Being a ressie provided a ‘base identity’ from which I could more
easily approach the locals; even if many tend to distance themselves from ‘those religious
nutters’ at the Abbey, at least I would be a known quantity.

As this is the first extensive ethnographic work to be conducted on Iona, I am
especially aware of my responsibility to the islanders, the Resident staff and, the lona
Community, as well as to future researchers. I appreciate that fruitful diachronic analyses
arise from a commitment to long-term investment by the researcher in the people and field
of investigation and that permission to conduct research is a privilege granted by the group
under study. The data and other personal information contained in this dissertation are
included with permission and pseudonyms are used throughout to protect people’s privacy.

Building trust with colleagues, Community Members, and islanders was vital to my
approach, which strives to be reflexive and interactive. Following Jenkins (1994: 433-55),

I understand the processes of fieldwork to reflect social life as constituting ‘acts of mutual
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interpretation’ when essentially incompatible systems of comprehension meet. To be ‘in’
the field is to be involved, to recognise that in order to participate the investigator must
take up one of the roles being offered; my formal post as Sacristan demonstrates the
importance and necessity of this. Such a method surrenders the myth of the ‘objective
researcher’ and acknowledges the impossibility of neutrality and transparent representation.
This does not, however, negate the possibility for a researcher to work towards an
‘objective’ (though not necessarily ‘positivistic’) articulation of the fieldwork that is
comprehensive, fair, and helpful for comparative work.

My methodology aims for a multi-vocal representation by highlighting the
interrelationships and treating the fieldwork process as a collaborative venture between the
researcher and the researched. In practice, this calls for intensive cooperation both on a
daily level and in the production of knowledge and also takes into account the creative
potential of serendipity (Pieke 1998). Furthermore, this approach allows the subject’s
needs and priorities to influence the research agenda. In fact, it was the experience of
being fully immersed in Resident Group life and, day after day, hearing (and
commiserating with) staff’s struggles over their individual and collective identities, which
made me rethink my original research focus. I discovered that these facilitators of
pilgrimage for others had their own distinctive and significant ‘lona experience’ seldom
discussed in the anthropological literature. Several staff crises further underlined the
fragility and contradictions of staff’s encounters of the ‘sacred” on Iona. In the process of
fieldwork, I discovered the issue of ‘healing’ was subsumed under the more dominant
rhetoric and praxis of ‘identity’ and ‘place’. The Iona Community’s fascinating (and at
times, frustrating) ambivalence about the ressies who play such an important part in the

Community’s ‘public image’ confirmed the re-direction of my study.
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To some extent, as a member of the very group I was studying, I inevitably had an
impact on Resident Group life: just like the other staff, my personality, background, and
idiosyncrasies contributed to the ‘culture’ of that year’s staff group. However, it is also
true there is a limit to which individuals can effect any immediate or lasting change.
Relatively small and temporary adjustments, such as newspaper preferences or how staff
meetings are conducted, can happen quickly through the leadership of the Wardens on the
island. But larger structural or processual changes requiring the wider Community’s
involvement are much harder and take longer to implement. Because of the high turnover
of staff, generally suggestions from one year are seldom carried over to the next. In fact,
as observed by many regularly returning guests and older Community members, the
individual staff person may come and go, but the essential way of life embodied by the
group continues unaltered. It is this enduring mode or raison d’éire—expressed and
experienced by one particular staff group—which my project explores.

The approach taken in this thesis closely follows Coleman and Eade’s (2004: 17)
‘micro-level examinations of the embodied motion inherent within pilgrimage practices...’.
It is important to note that Iona hosts a diversity of pilgrimage practices, from daytripper
groups led by parish priests or independent pilgrimage operators to individuals and church
groups who book in to stay at one of the other religious retreat houses on the island, i.e.,
the Episcopalian Bishop’s House, the Roman Catholic House of Prayer (‘Cnoc a
Chalmain’), the Presbyterian Duncraig, or even the Findhorn Foundation-sponsored
meditation/retreat house Traigh Bhan. The locals, too, are engaged in the hospitality
industry by providing many services to pilgrims and other visitors. Interestingly, great
numbers of ‘Protestant pilgrims’—a seemingly oxymoronic term (see Coleman 2004a;
45)—find their way to Iona, many of whom stay at the Abbey or MacLeod Centre under

the guidance and care of the Resident Group and vollies. Instead of pilgrimage
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original analysis. While the term has taken on common metaphorical usage, van Gennep
(1908/1960) actually refers to rites de passage literally as movements or activities which
occur within or across physical spaces such as territorial boundaries and frontiers or
thresholds of houses. Spatial separation between the uninitiated and their tribe or village
during a rite de passage is commonplace (ibid.: 4). He also describes ancient ‘neutral
zones’ between states or tribal lands as ‘symbolic and spatial areas of transition” where
anyone within such spaces are ‘physically and magico-religiously in a special situation for
a certain length of time: he wavers between two worlds’ (ibid.: 18). Such ‘betwixt and
between’ places are what van Gennep calls ‘the spatial location of liminality’ (ibid.: 4).

My research suggests that the isle of Iona is not so much a ‘sacred’ site as it is a
‘liminal’ place. Not only do people come to Iona during times of crisis or transition in
their lives, but as the Turners (1978: 3) point out, liminality is also pofentiality—the island
symbolises the possibilities of ‘what may be’ and offers the hope of aspirations fulfilled.
As a pilgrimage site, Iona’s ‘liminality’ includes the potential for encountering the ‘sacred’,
but seen from perspectives other than (but not precluding) the pilgrims’, it equally contains
the possibility of confrontation with the ‘profane’. What is holy can also be dangerous or
polluting, classically requiring complex ceremonies and rituals in order to circumscribe its
ambiguity (Douglas 1969; Turner 1969).

While Hastrup’s (1998: 136) analysis of the ‘double nature’ of features in the
Icelandic landscape seems to locate liminality between the divisions of ‘nature/culture’,
‘danger/safety’, ‘sacred/secular’, etc., my understanding of liminality in the Iona case is
about transcending these dualistic categories or, rather, by holding them in tension as
‘lived paradoxes’. The quotation that opens Part I gives one version of this phenomenon:
*...there is no conflict between the angels and fairies of Iona, between the dark strands

entwined with the shining—all forces are balanced to generate a power which you can
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sense all about you’ (Alexander 1981: 85, italics added). This mythology of the island
being uniquely able to contain opposing forces in balance (‘Pagan and Christian’, ‘angels
and fairies’) reflects a modern, wistful reinvention of early Christian Celts as innovators of
‘inculturation’ who regarded Christianity and paganism as not incompatible religions.

In terms of the lona Community, their emphasis on incarnational theology and the
priority of practice within (local) places asserts that ‘transcendence’ can only be found by
the seemingly contradictory act of being fully immersed in the world—for God by their
reckoning is immanent in the world, not set apart from it. Hence, transcendence and
immanence are themselves two sides of Iona’s ‘lived paradox’ of liminality. Through their
raison d’étre, ressies actively contribute to constructing this ‘liminality’ for guests and
other visitors. Employed by the Community, ressies (plus voilies) labour to ‘build
community’ with new sets of weekly guests through the ‘common task’ of ‘work and
worship’. Rather than promoting the ‘sacred’ (‘worship’) over the ‘secular’ (‘work’),
ressies are supposed to embody the collapse of such divisions in their daily, communal
life—a ‘wholeness’ of existence where work is worship. As such, Iona’s ‘liminality’ is not
only about actualising potentialities (Hirsch 1995); it is also a way of transcending or
deconstructing the ‘sacred/secular’ duality in a place where multiple, competing discourses
and practices (and social groups)—numinous and mundane—have co-existed for a long
time. Furthermore, like Hastrup’s (1998: 124) Icelandic landscape which is ‘more than
topography, [and] is also a set of resources’, Iona’s dense and multi-layered landscape is
pregnant with not just the past, but also the present and the future—all related to various
different forms of ‘dwelling’ or practice. For the landscape ‘is a total social fact’ and ‘time
and space are components of action, not containers for it’ (ibid). We return here to the
themes of ‘space’, ‘practice’, and ‘movement’—articulated by van Gennep almost a

century ago.
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The Community’s emphasis on ‘common fask’ is intentional and revealing. It
underscores their belief that ‘community’ is created through doing things together. More
than that, ressies do these things in a specific place—the ancient, ‘sacred’ isle of Iona.
While the guests participate with the Resident Group in this ‘common task’, they do so
only for one week. A week of ‘living the liminal’ can be exciting and illuminating for
guests, but ressies practicing this ‘liminality’ repetitively, week after week for up to three
seasons, have a very different ‘lona experience’. Their ‘extended liminality’ on Jona raises
questions about identity, individually and collectively, their relationship with locals and
the landscape, and how their Iona sojourn impacts their faith and lives afterwards. In the
attempt to incarnate their employers’ ideological vision—through their particular form of
‘dwelling’ via the daily ritualised and routinised activities of ‘work and worship’—this
thesis contends that ressies end up embodying the ‘liminal’ in problematic and paradoxical

ways. What happens, after all, if worship becomes work?

‘Iona is a Thin Place’: Lived Paradox

Although George MacLeod—the Iona Community’s founder—may not have coined it, he
is attributed with having made famous the phrase, ‘Iona is a thin place’ (see Bradley 1999:
182). For many people, the island is such a ‘tissue’ between the spiritual and the material
where the ‘sacred’ seems more discernible than elsewhere. In this sense, all pilgrimage
sites are ‘thin’ places—their attraction stemming from an apparent ‘closeness’ of heaven to
earth and hence as sources of divine power, ‘where special things happen’. Self-professed
pilgrims like to hold services on lona for they say it is a place made ‘thin’ by centuries of
worship and devotion by people whose lives (and deaths) are dedicated to God. Besides
spiritual permeability, Iona Community guests and staff in particular also recognise Iona’s

‘thinness’ as the quality of social porosity. One Abbey guest explains:
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Perhaps it’s because Iona is an island, or perhaps because the phone isn’t ringing,
or because it’s such a departure from everyday life, or because at lona one comes
into contact with many Christians he/she would not otherwise have met, perhaps
for the sake of Iona’s beauty, or because of the exertion required by the
pilgrimage. .. for any or all of those reasons combined, one’s soul is more open to
God than in the pedestrian nature of life. I don’t know that God speaks louder at
Iona, but I think our ears are more open.
People’s sense of communitas or feelings of closeness with one another, to nature, and to
God are enhanced by the island’s small size; in addition, the structures and the staft’s
efforts at the Community’s centres are all aimed at facilitating easy sociability between
strangers. Developing intense connections with people in a short space of time is
widespread amongst Iona enthusiasts. Many people ascribe Iona’s ‘thinness’ to a return to
the simple things of life, much like Frey’s (2004) Camino pilgrims who found walking or
bicycling a liberating change from their normally fast-paced lifestyles. With apparently
fewer ‘material distractions’, people say that on Iona they feel more able to concentrate on
‘higher’ or spiritual values. As articulated this Part’s opening quotation, Iona is perceived
to be ‘on the edge of another dimension’ (Alexander 1981: 85), a gateway to the unknown
and therefore to potentiality. Like other pilgrimage sites, Iona’s thinness could thus be
equated with ‘liminality’ in terms of potentiality, an opening up of possibilities in
pilgrims’ aspirations. Indeed, many Iona Community guests and staff search out Iona
during times of crisis or transition in their lives.
However, Iona’s ‘liminality’ works in other ways, too. The island is not just a
‘thin’ place but an exceptionally ‘thick’ one, too. For guests and staff, this sometimes
manifests itself in unfulfilled expectations. Some people are disappointed by the island
(meaning the Abbey) being ‘too religious’ (i.e., too institutionalised) or not religious

enough (i.e., not enough direct proselytisation); others, such as daytrippers, have been

heard to complain, ‘What’s there to see here?’. This inability to identify Iona’s ‘thinness’,
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if only for its natural beauty, is considered by locals and Iona devotees alike as the ultimate
mark of a ‘tourist’. Instead of being moved positively by its ‘thinness’, these ‘tourists’
experience Iona as a profoundly ‘thick’ place (‘They just don’t get it!”).

For locals, Iona is ‘thin’ and ‘thick’ in different ways. The island can be regarded
as ‘thin’ in terms of the precariousness of their crofting customs, of keeping up a viable
human population, '® and the fragile balance of heavy dependence on tourism with
maintaining their traditional way of life. In the 2001 foot-and-mouth outbreak, Iona
farmers had to weigh up the threat to their animals against restricting visitors’ access to the
land. With up to 1,000 visitors'' a day converging on a five-square-mile space, Iona is
also a prime example of Ardener’s (1989: 215) observation that in ‘remote areas’, ‘... from
the inside outwards there [is] an almost exaggerated contrary sense of the absence of any
barrier to the world—a peculiar sense of excessive vulnerability, of ease of entry’. This
constant intrusion of the ‘outside world’ is what finally made islanders surrender the
proposal of building a ‘Fixed Link’, a bridge between Iona and Mull: ‘they liked being an
island too much’.'? In fact, the Sound of Iona and the Atlantic Ocean act as a blessed moat
around the isle when the boats and ferries stop running at the end of each day.
Paradoxically, the flood of visitors makes Iona feel simultaneously ‘thick’—in terms of

people density—and ‘thin’ in terms of the island’s borders being continually traversed by

outsiders.

1°1n 1999, a Guardian article describes the urgency Iona locals felt about their ‘fragile community’;
the “factfile’ reported a more than 40% shrinkage in population over the past seven years, with a total then of
102 locals—of which greater than 40% were over 60 (Seenan 1999).

' Which is 10x the local population of about 100.

'2 Though locals were initially fiercely divided on the issue.
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Most outsiders’ ‘lona experience’ is primarily about its ‘thinness’ or spiritual
porosity. For some repeat guests at the Jona Community centres, however, the

Community’s theology of finding the Divine in the mundane and quotidian begins to take

hold:

...When I visited this year [compared to a previous visit] it was also.a spepial time

but for me much of what made it special was in the very ordinary t{ungs like

watching a football match or chatting in the rooms. Although Iopa is a very special

place I now feel much more that anywhere can be a ‘thin place’ if I am open to

what God wants to do. (italics added)
For many guests, it may take a few visits to Iona before they fully grasp this paradox of
places being simultaneously ‘thin’ and ‘thick’, where the apparent divisions of modern life
(e.g., ‘sacred/secular’) are collapsed. Ressies, however, daily confront and must
themselves embody this ‘lived paradox’, or liminality—what they make of the island’s
‘thinness’ and ‘thickness’ throughout and at the end of their Iona sojourn is uncovered in
the rest of this dissertation.

In Chapter 2, I set the wider sociological and theological contexts of contemporary
British Christianity. How the Iona Community, its Resident Group, as well as Iona’s

numerous visitors (pilgrims and otherwise) understand and define themselves, can only be

fully appreciated against the textured and complex backdrop of “British Christianity’.
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Chapter 2. An Old Place, A New Monasticism?: The Wider Picture

‘“What has happened to Christianity in Britain?” asks sociologist Duncan MacLaren (2004:
1), echoing the concern of those lamenting the decline of Western Christianity. Unlike his
detractors, MacLaren proposes that credibility can be restored to the Church. He suggests
that the ‘very old monasticism’ of the Columban church might offer Christians today one
viable model of a distinctive, inculturated, and engaged community by which Christianity
can flourish again (ibid.: 187-200).

This dissertation explores this perennial question about British Christianity in
reference to the experiences, discourse, and practices of a group of Christians working at
the ancient pilgrimage site of Iona. Set in the originating landscape of Columban
Christianity, does the lona Community’s Resident Group exemplify the ‘new monasticism’
hinted at by MacLaren and others (e.g., Gardiner 2002, 2005)? Is Iona the birthplace of a
new religious movement that will revive Western Christianity? Or is it a theological and
missiological outpost as remote from the mainstream Church as the island is

geographically peripheral in the British Isles?

The Sociological Context

At the turn of the 21st century, the religious landscape of Britain is said to be reshaping
itself. In the press, political arena, popular culture, and other forums, Britain is touted as a
‘multicultural’, ‘multi-faith’ society. Although still primarily dominated by Christian
adherents, British religiosity now includes Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, and those
claiming ‘No religion’, amongst other groups listed on nation-wide statistical surveys
(National Statistics 2001). TV and radio programmes exploring other faiths, especially

Islam since ‘9/11°, continue to abound. During traditional Christian holidays, there is no
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lack of public debate (e.g., BBC Radio 2’s ‘Jeremy Vine Show’) over whether more
‘innocuous’, less religiously ‘tainted’ terms like ‘winter holidays’ or ‘festive season’
should replace such Christo-centric labels as ‘Christmas’ and ‘Easter’. The climate of
‘political correctness’ has vociferous advocates on both sides, each voicing the struggles of
a society trying to come to terms with its changing demographics and cultural milieu.
Britain, like other modern, industrialised Western inheritors of the European Reformation
and Enlightenment, has apparently undergone the processes of ‘secularisation’ (Bruce

1996: 57).

Secular, or Not So Secular?
Much has been written about ‘secularisation theory’, both for and against it (e.g., Berger
1969; Wilson 1966, 1976; Bruce 1996, 2002; MacLaren 2004; Gill 1993). I will not
rehash the arguments here, but suffice to say it is widely accepted that Christianity, its
institutions, practices, and doctrines, no longer plays the central role in modern Britain as it
once did before the Enlightenment. Because of changes attributed to ‘modernity’, such as
population mobility, division of labour, the notion of leisure, and the loosening of
traditional social structures, Christianity has lost its force as cultural meta-narrative and
‘social cement’. The decline of Christianity’s popularity and social significance is often
gauged by ‘alarming’ drops in church membership, numbers of churches and clergy, and
church use and attendance (MacLaren 2004: 1-2; Bruce 1996: 32ff). Much scholarly
attention on the state of religion in modern Britain has relied heavily on such statistical
evidence to show a dramatic loss in Christian belief.

Christians seem to recognise it, too. Third World churches increasingly feel the
need to send missionaries and to export Christianity back to the Northern Hemisphere

(Hanciles 2003). At Greenbelt, the largest annual pan-Christian festival in the UK, an
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sects (e.g., Pentacostalism, other charismatic movements) have burgeoned in both Western
societies and Third World countries (e.g., Martin 1998). Other major world religions have
shown signs of growth, while alternative communities too are gaining prominence. All
this suggests that instead of a clear-cut tumbling gradient of faith and belief, Britain’s
religious topography is being reconfigured in more complex ways. Statistical analysis
alone falls short of explaining the situation on the ground, of illuminating people’s
experiences and motivations within the shifting balance of religious commitment in Britain
(Francis & Brierly 1997; Jenkins 1999). Nevertheless, Rene Rémond (1999: 204) reminds
us that ‘even in the most secularised societies [of Europe), the religious factor [i.e.,
Christianity] assessed statistically is still clearly in the majority, and is by far the most
massive social element of a voluntary nature’ (see also National Statistics 2001).

Building on the work of sociologists like Peter Berger, Steve Bruce, and Grace
Davie, amongst others, MacLaren (2004) outlines 11 scenarios of what he calls
‘desecularisation’ in modern Europe, where religion continues to persist, strengthen, or be
revitalized. The three categories of ‘stable’, ‘holistic’ and ‘public’ religion—most directly
relevant to my research—will be discussed below. Whether one agrees with MacLaren’s

typography and prescriptions or not, the question of religion and secularisation in the West

is still vibrant and remains at the forefront of much public debate.

Stable Religion

Recent statistics show a leveling off of religion’s descent in Europe. Comparing data used
by Grace Davie, Robin Gill, and Steve Bruce with the European Values Study (EVS)
surveys and the BBC ‘Soul of Britain’ questionnaire in 2000, MacLaren (2004: 74)
contends that British ‘religious belief”, ‘religious identity’, and ‘confidence in the church’

have remained stable or even grown. Although the British average is lower than that of
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Europe as a whole, MacLaren (ibid.: 75-7) argues that four indicators of ‘religious
identity’ or religious disposition—belief in a personal God, self-identification as being
religious, gaining comfort and strength from religion, and time taken for prayer or
meditation—are roughly the same in 19992000 as in 1981. This statistical trend, and
even a small increase, is also true in regards to the British people’s ‘confidence in the
church’ to answer moral, family, spiritual and social problems (ibid.: 77).!

MacLaren’s analyses serve to balance out the widespread assumption that
Christianity in modern Britain is or will soon become defunct. Although EVS surveys do
not assess only the state of Christianity in Britain but of British religiosity in general, it is
nevertheless interesting to note that religiosity is remaining stable, or even growing, in a
so-called secular society in the West at the end of the 20th century. Just where is this
growth taking place and why? This thesis suggests that some Christians in Britain are

finding innovative ways to reinvent their faith and redefine their religious identity.

Holistic Religion

Alongside the demise of traditional or institutional religion has been the blossoming of
ideas, beliefs, and practices often known collectively as ‘New Age’. The social origins of
today’s new religions or New Age movements go as far back as the late 18th and 19th
centuries (Hexham & Poewe 1997: 46-7; Hunter 1996: 108; Wilson 1976) as European
industrialisation took root. Instead of trying to revive or reform Christianity, many new
religious movements created ‘new traditions that merged old Christian themes with exotic
elements from other sources’, e.g., Eastern philosophies, Jungian psychology, indigenous
traditions, and even science (Hexham & Poewe 1997: 46-7). They are a ‘product of

modernity’, a reaction against the ratiocination and rationalization of modernity yet

! MacLaren’s use of the figures is not unproblematic, but due to lack of space, his analysis is
accepted at face value here.
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‘Community’ is idealised as the place where meaningful relationships can be
discovered, where a diversity of cultures and a common humanity can be appreciated and
celebrated, where people can live more ‘authentic’ lives in touch with themselves, with
nature, and with the divine. ‘Community’ is where they can reclaim a sense of the unity of
life and of the self. New Age religions often offer a global vision, where all peoples and
cultures can join together to create a whole and ‘radically new world culture’ (Hexham &
Poewe 1997: 46). Such a vision tends to appeal to those who applaud the ‘liberal’ values
of pluralism, freedom of expression, and interconnectivity. Interestingly, many Iona
devotees, Christian and otherwise, fit easily into this profile of ‘New Age’ adherents.

Traditional notions of ‘community’ also have been revived; witness the
proliferation of face-to-face, ‘alternative’ communities, where people choose to relocate to
live together, usually in a specific place. A plethora of intentional communities abounds,
offering lifestyles as ‘antidotes’ to mainstream society—related to concepts like veganism,
organic farming, eco-warriorism, anarchism, non-violence, healing, sustainable
technologies, etc. The Intentional Communities Directory? lists over 1,600 communities
worldwide, which is by no means exhaustive. These communities seek to live in stark
contrast to what is variously deplored as the urban, dehumanised, individualistic,
consumerist, capitalist, modern world. Some groups have roots in the counter-culture of
the 1960s and 70s, in the hippie and commune movements, e.g., the Findhorn Community
(1962) in NW Scotland. Most are much more recent, having been formed in the past 15
years or so, with many more still forming or re-forming.

The popularity of and surge of interest in intentional communities confirms
MacLaren’s (2004: 86) view that ‘the preoccupations of the 1960s—authenticity,

immediacy, and experience—are no longer marginal, but have now been disseminated

? Website <http://directory.ic.org>, accessed September 2006.
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throughout mainstream culture’. Even if only a minority claim to be ‘New Age’ adherents,
“holistic spirituality’ is implicitly accepted by much larger numbers of people in society.
Choosing to relocate to live in a community requires a much higher level of commitment
than buying homeopathic remedies, for instance, but many groups like the Findhorn
Foundation offer short-stay programmes to give people a ‘taster’. Since 1974, Findhorn’s
long-running ‘Experience Week’—where guests pay to engage in shared work and to
experience Findhorn’s ‘spiritual principles’—has attracted over 30,000 participants. 3
Findhorn’s growing popularity illustrates not only people’s fascination with such
communities, but also their willingness to invest (financially) in exploring them.

For the UK, the Intentional Communities Directory cites 91 ‘intentional
communities’, while ‘Diggers & Dreamers—The Guide to Communal Living in Britain’*
lists 88 such communities, plus another 13 ‘embryonic’ ones; it is likely there are hundreds
more unlisted (e.g., Simon Community provides housing for homeless people in London).
Not all these groups can be considered ‘New Age’. Many are co-housing projects with
socio-political foci or therapeutic communities for the disabled or disadvantaged (e.g.,
L’Arche). Some have a shared spiritual path, while others self-consciously reject all
religions, preferring a more materialist approach.

Several well-known UK Christian communities also date back to the 1960s’ and
1970s’ counter-culture movements, e.g., the Ashram Community (1967) in Sheffield; the
New Creation Christian Community, home of the Jesus Army (1974). Although variable
in ethos and methods, they too advocate that a more integrated, healthier, and ‘holistic’ life
can be better achieved through corporate living. This ‘holistic’ vision has been part of
Christianity for a long time, taking different forms throughout history. The collaborative

lifestyle adopted by the early aposties, as described in the ‘Acts of the Apostles’, has been

z Webs?te <www.ﬁndhom.org/brochureZOOS/expeﬁenceweek.php>, accessed January 2006.
Website <www.diggersanddreamers.org.uk>, accessed September 2006.
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volunteer, and participate in major para-church events, such as annual conferences and
festivals, such as Spring Harvest or Greenbelt, also regard themselves as ‘mobile
communities’ and even meet together informally between festivals.

Instead of dwelling together in one place, some communities are geographically
dispersed with members agreeing to be bound together by a ‘Rule’. The Northumbria
Community, officially founded in the 1990s, has a ‘Mother House’ in Northumberland, but
its membership is ‘a network of hugely diverse people, from different backgrounds,
streams and edges of the Christian faith’.® The Community of Aidan and Hilda founded in
the 1980s by Ray Simpson, an Anglican priest, is headquartered on Lindisfarne, where its
main house offers retreats and programmes to guests. The actual Community is ‘a world-
wide fellowship whose members seek to live out Christianity as a complete way of life’.7
Both these groups are self-styled ‘Celtic Christian’, ecumenical communities whose
visions emphasise healing, wholeness, and unity. Both these communities were inspired—
not the least structurally—by the Iona Community, whose roots stretch further back to
1938.

The early part of the 20th century—dominated by the two World Wars and the
Depression—spawned a handful of influential and enduring Christian communities. Some
of them have developed social and political visions, which pertain to MacLaren’s

designation of ‘public religion’ discussed in the next section.

Public Religion

MacLaren (2004: 89-90) regards ‘public religion’ as that which ‘forc[es] itself onto the
public agenda. . .refusing to accept its relegation to a “private” sphere of personal

preferences, subjectivity, leisure, family life, etc. Instead, [it]...rais[es] its head in public

® Website <www.northumbriacommunity.org/WhoWeAre/index. html>, accessed January 2006.

" Website <www.aidan.org uk/about-cah/about-cah_main html>, accessed January 2006, italics
added.
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as a potent force in politics, education and culture’. Far from becoming restricted and
irrelevant, MacLaren thinks religion has in fact gained public significance. For Britain, he
cites examples from the 1980s when religious and political figures clashed over incidents
such as the Falkland’s War memorial service (ibid.: 91). More recently, much of the
public outcry against the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq was spearheaded by religious
leaders, including the Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams. The controversy over
the rights of Muslim schoolgirls in France to wear the fourlard also illustrates the ongoing
potential for religious issues to intrude upon the public agenda.

Religions that have
social force, however, are
generally not those called ‘New
Age’. Bruce (1996) suggests
that New Age-type religions

prioritise maximising each

person’s human potential, and

Figure 2.4 Youth at Greenbelt supporting
‘Trade Justice’

while the environment is a
central concern, the inherent
individualism and relativism of New Age beliefs and practices renders such groups
politically impotent. Their organisational structures tend to be loose and strong group
allegiance is usually unnecessary. Environmental and societal problems—and their
solutions—tend to be linked with personal ones. Nevertheless, their ideological
underpinnings are expressed as forms of ‘protest’ against so-called Western secularisation,
techno-industrialisation, and individualism. Interestingly, the Turners (1978: 39) predicted

that pilgrimages would increasingly serve:
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..not so much to maintain society’s status quo as to recollect, and even to presage,

an alternative mode of social being, a world where communitas, rather than a

bureaucratic social structure, is preeminent.

Could the growing numbers of people who frequent New Age communities—set in their
own alternative societies in secluded refuges—also be regarded as contemporary pilgrims?
In any case, many such groups in Britain seek to transform society, not so much through
political action, as through a reinvention of supposedly traditional beliefs and practices
which are seen as ‘closer to nature’ and more indigenous, €.g., neo-paganism, druidism,
Wicca, Celtic spirituality. These communities usually serve as havens or retreats from a
corrupt and corrupting society, even if they hope their commune ideologies will eventually
spread worldwide. Without enough group cohesion or discipline, they have made little
impact upon mainstream public life.

Bruce (1996: 190) contrasts New Age religions with the new religions of the 18th
and 19th centuries, such as Methodism, which although also individualistic, effected
radical political and social change, e.g., anti-Slavery movements, literacy, and savings
banks. The evangelical revivalisms of that era are well documented. In Britain, groups
like the Quakers, the Methodists, and the Clapham Sect were prolific social reformers,
basing their zeal on the belief that religion and public morality are and should be closely
intertwined. The Christian Socialist movement—from which the Labour Party was later
founded—grew out of the notion that Jesus Christ was the world’s first socialist. Although
many evangelicals prioritised individual spiritual salvation, in practice their faith and
politics were inseparable.

Callum Brown (1997) asserts, however, that at the end of the 1880s,
evangelicalism—strongest in Western urban areas—was decaying. Brown’s (1997: 124ff)
work focuses on Scotland but he reckons this trend was not unique to it. Changing leisure

habits, the rise of socialism, the labour movement, and the bourgeois crisis of faith all

60



Chapter 2. The Wider Picture

challenged people’s understanding of Christian mission. Brown argues that
evangelicalism had operated as a single hegemonic ideology of social reform by resting on
the direct commandment of God, but the cumulative effect of the liberalisation of
presbyterian standards, the modernisation of worship, and the advance of modern biblical
criticism all served to undermine confidence in Christian values as an agent of social and
individual betterment.

The uncertainties provoked by two World Wars and the Great Depression inspired
a new generation of Christian movements and communities. The Iona Community, in
particular, stands out for its ‘political’ vision and theological and corporeal
experimentation. The events of the early 20th century helped shape other communities’
work, e.g., during WWII, Brother Roger sheltered refugees in a house in Taizé before the
community grew to include more than a hundred Catholic and Protestant brothers from 25
countries today. Taizé is best known for its style of worship, using meditative chants,
which is emulated all over the world, including on Iona. Other well-known groups created
during this time, such as the Bruderhof Community (1920s), Moral Re-Armament (MRA)
(1938), and the Othona Community (1946), amongst others, have also developed socio-
political aims, but they tend to concentrate on spiritual or moral development as a
prerequisite t;) building a more just society.

Groups like the Taizé brotherhood, the Corrymeela Community, Wellspring
Community® (in Australia), and the Iona Community attract thousands of people—
especially women, young people, and disiliusioned middle-classes—who feel they ‘fall
within the cracks’ of the Church. These ‘disenfranchised’ are keen on ‘spirituality’ but
cold on institutionalised religion. The growing popularity of ‘marginal’ religious

communities and movements in the West—including New Age groups like the Findhorn

® An offshoot of the Iona Community begun by former guests.
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Foundation—may be a reaction to or result of the phenomenon of Christians today
‘believing without belonging’ (Davie 2000: 3). Rather than mitigating against the desire to
belong, this phenomenon may instead fuel the hunger for a common and communal
identity. This thesis investigates how the Resident Group utilise their “lona experience’ to
reinvent their identities and sense of belonging in relation to the place (and to each other).
Rémond (1999: 204) contends that while Christianity has been evicted from the posttions
of power it formerly occupied, it continues to persist ‘in the heart of societies’; Christianity
may now exist at the margins of society, but what happens at the margins endures and
matters. In light of this, what is the relation between the centre and the periphery? How
do these communities see themselves in relation to the Church, and vice versa? Why are
services at places like Taizé and Iona bursting at the seams with attendees while
mainstream churches appear to empty of members? To approach these questions, it is
important to recognise what theological shifts have been taking place within this

apparently ‘postmodern’, ‘post-Christian’ age.

The Theological Context

It would be foolish to draw hard lines between the various theological camps in Western
Christianity today. Many subtle and sophisticated differentiations and overlaps exist
amongst them. It is possible to apply any number of litmus tests based on doctrinal
formulation, credal orthodoxy, worship style, Biblical hermeneutics, church affiliation, etc.
to discern the ‘approprate’ labels, or to posit a spectrum with axes running from ‘Catholic’
to ‘evangelical’, ‘conservative’ to ‘liberal’, ‘charismatic’ to ‘high church’, or whatever
else, to try to delineate British Christianity. All too often, words such as ‘liberal’ and
‘liberalism’, ‘traditionalist’ and ‘orthodox’, ‘evangelical’ and ‘Evangelical’ are loosely

tossed around, used and confused by people on all sides. A particularly pedantic Iona
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Community Member asserted he is one of a handful of ‘evangelicals’ in the Community,
insisting upon the small ‘e’; this fine distinction is probably not easily grasped by most
Christians.

The meanings of such terms are commonly misunderstood, compounded by the
perpetual conflict between emic and etic definitions. For instance, Trevor Williams, a
former leader of the Corrymeela Community, regards himself as an Evangelical (capital
‘E’) but reckons most other Evangelicals would not.” The Archbishop of Canterbury
Rowan Williams draws fire from self-proclaimed, hard-line Evangelicals who fear he is
too soft on the matter of homosexuality, for example, as well as from so-called Liberals
who fear he will finally favour conservatism in order to avoid Anglican schism. Where
one stands in reference to a particular community or point of doctrine can be viewed very
differently depending on another’s position, whether inside or outside of the tradition, and
how far in or out. In a sense, these terms and positions are all relative to one another.

It is beyond this thesis’ scope and expertise to articulate the friction- and faction-
filled history of Western Christian theology and its concomitant terminologies. Instead, I
present two main forces within British Christianity, broadly characterised by their attitudes
towards and exercise of ‘mission’. My rationale is that it is within this ‘mission’
framework that the Iona Community understands itself and that others judge them, whether

approvingly or critically.

Missions and Mission
According to David Bosch (1991), for most of Christian history, ‘mission’ referred
exclusively to the (Western) doctrine of the Trinity and the mutually defining ‘sending’

relationships amongst them: the Son was ‘sent’ into the world by the Father and the Holy

® Personal communication, interview, June 2001
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Spirit is continually being ‘sent’ by the Father and the Son. From the 16th century
onwards, however, starting with the Jesuits, the term ‘mission” became used to describe
outward journeys by Christians to bring people under the Roman Catholic Church’s
authority and into the faith. This coincided with the age of European colonial expansion
and conquest, from which most of today’s overseas missionary movements derive. As
such, contemporary populist usage of ‘mission’ is almost synonymous with the idea of
‘missions’, i.e., the propagation of Christianity through the conversion of non-believers.
For many Christians, particularly Evangelicals and fundamentalists, ‘saving souls’ is the
most important, if not sole, aim of a believer’s life. Ardent proselytisation takes place via
a range of activities like the Alpha course, house churches, street evangelism, seeker
services, lunchtime businessmen services, outreach rallies, home/cell groups, and
relational/friendship evangelism, etc.

There is another understanding of ‘mission’, however, which some Christians feel
should be broader than personal evangelism or ‘missions’. For them, the kingdom of God
encompasses the whole of life, in its social, economic, cultural, and political entirety.
‘Mission’ thus extends to the establishment of justice, peace, and equality in every human
sphere. This notion of ‘mission’ frames Jesus Christ’s life, death, and resurrection in terms
of power and oppression. Sin is not merely individualistic but corporate, and salvation
requires Christians to work collectively to redeem society’s structures and institutions.
Theologians of this stripe (e.g., Gardiner 2002) stress that Western Christianity must
rethink and dismantle its old approaches to ‘mission’ and ‘missions’ if it is to have any

kind of potency in current times.

Of course, being ‘Liberal’ or ‘Evangelical’ does not necessarily determine which
‘mission’ attitude one holds. In the US, for instance, some Evangelical (with a capital ‘E’)

parachurch groups, such as InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, are radically dedicated to
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social justice and urban regeneration, yielding numerous grassroots programmes and
communities in poverty-ridden areas (e.g., inner-city Los Angeles). Their commitment is
to work towards a holistic renewal of their neighbourhoods, from housing and health to
racial reconciliation and social reform. In the UK, organisations like Tearfund and
Christian Aid have similar public agendas, although they might differ in doctrinal

orientation.

Theology or Politics?

What does calling someone a ‘liberal’ or a ‘conservative’ Christian really mean? To begin
with, it is necessary to distinguish between ‘theology’ and ‘politics’. For one can be
theologically conservative like the self-identified Evangelical (and sociologist) Tony
Campolo—one of three pastors who met regularly with Bill Clinton during his
presidency—but be politically on the left. The reverse is also true. Although it is less
likely that theologically liberal Christians, like John Hick or Paul Tillich, would support
‘Christian right’ politics, liberal Christians do sometimes hold conservative views which
appeal to history, tradition, or authority. They also exist across the mainline
denominations, such as Methodist, Presbyterian, Anglican, and Roman Catholic, but tend
to be incompatible with fundamentalist and Evangelical convictions.

Sometimes, the term ‘liberal Christianity’ is used to denote a liberal theological
outlook, whereas ‘Christian liberalism’ refers to a liberal political outlook to which some
theologically conservative Christians adhere. Nevertheless, the word ‘liberal’ tends to
connote a more ‘progressive’ attitude towards Christianity, characterised by greater
tolerance for doctrinal unorthodoxy, inclusive fellowship and ecumenism, emphasis on
Christ’s humanity, respect for individual freedom and religious experience, the priority of

the social Gospel, and a general precedence of ‘right’ action over ‘right’ belief. In addition,
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‘liberal’ can be applied to a form of Biblical criticism, where the Bible is interpreted as a
human document created within a historical and cultural context. Employing liberal
hermeneutics may or may not necessarily lead to theologically or politically liberal
positions.

Within this slippery range of definitions, where do the Iona Community fit?

The Iona Community: Toward Rome or Moscow?
Within any group or tradition, there is usually a continuum of views. People who would
accept the label ‘liberal Christian’ may hold a mix of theologically conservative and liberal
positions. This is true of Iona Community Members, whose church affiliations range
‘from Quaker to Catholic, and everything else in between’. Most of the original
Members—primarily ministers and all men—were of the Church of Scotland. But from
the start, the Community were viewed with suspicion by the Establishment. The
Community’s founder George MacLeod took a strong anti-nuclear and pacifist stance, and
although Members did not necessarily share all of MacLeod’s opinions, they were accused
by the national Church of being ‘half way towards Rome and half way towards Moscow’
(Ferguson 1998: 56). They were frequently labeled Communists or betrayers of the
Reformation (ibid.: 62).

By today’s standards, the Community appear conservative, at least ecclesiastically.
They have never questioned, for instance, that the visible Church is the divinely appointed
Body of Christ. They do not seek to replace the Church, but rather to remain a reforming
movement within it; for decades, however, mainstream British Churches felt threatened by
the Community’s presence and their particular blend of radical theology and politics.

Almost 70 years on, the Iona Community have more than come of age. The

Community consist of 250 Members, over 1,500 Associates, and around 1,400 Friends
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station in Scotland) is a common experience for Members. The current Leader Kathy
Galloway preached at the 2005 Labour Party conference in Brighton at the behest of the
Archbishop of Canterbury. Basing her reflections on that day’s lectionary readings,
Galloway (2005: 2) spoke about how Jesus—in overturning the moneylenders’ stalls at the
Temple—‘challenge[d] the status quo, and put forward an alternative vision of

holiness. .. [which] was profoundly disturbing and threatening to the [political and religious]
authorities in Jerusalem’.

The Iona Community defy easy categorisation. On one hand, Evangelical
Christians think they are too ‘liberal’, even uncomfortably close to ‘New Age’. While
some may share the Community’s social justice concerns, Evangelicals are generally wary
of the apparent lack of emphasis on direct evangelism and personal piety. The
Community’s explicit engagement with controversial issues like homosexuality, feminism,
and inter-faith dialogue and their habit of pushing the boundaries of tradition and
orthodoxy often cause conservative Christians to shy away. On the other hand, more
liberal Christians, such as Unitarians or universalists as well as non-Christians, regret the
Community’s proximity to institutional religion and complain their liturgies are too
Christo-centric. One volunteer argued that the Community’s ‘inclusive’ language ‘did not
go far enough’, disappointed by the neglect in addressing the divine as ‘Goddess’. Yet
thousands continue to flock to the island centres to participate in ‘lona-style worship’ and
to ‘live in community’ for a while. The Community, too, actively resist becoming too
large as people clamour to join.

People are drawn to the Community and to Tona for a variety of reasons explored
more fully in later chapters. Suffice to say the Community’s blend of ‘integrated
spirituality’ seeking to bring together ‘work and worship, prayer and politics, sacred and

secular’ is heartily cheered by enthusiasts. Ron Ferguson, a former Leader, echoes
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s call for ““holy worldly” people—followers of Jesus who live in the
world but who are sustained by an arcane, or secret, discipline of prayer. Ferguson (1998:
148) states that ““contemplation” or “action” for the lona Community are false

alternatives’.

Incarnational Theology

Incarnational theology is central to the lTona Community’s Christian ethos. It is premised
on the notion that God entered into the material world as a human being, Jesus Christ,
within a particular historical and cultural setting. Several theological strands emerge from
this idea. Firstly, the humanity of Christ is being reclaimed and rediscovered. To be a
Christian is to emulate the historical person of Jesus Christ in whom God was perfectly
immanent. Some adherents go so far as to deny Christ’s ontological diety as the incarnate
God-man, proposing instead that he had become the ideal human being, the ‘supreme
example of God indwelling man’ (Sawyer 1998: 11). The emphasis here is on humanity’s
redeemed status rather than on its original fallenness. St Augustine’s ‘original sin’ is
replaced by his contemporary (the British heretic) Pelagius’ rejection of it—Celtic
Christian revivalists today like to claim Pelagius as one of their own (e.g., Meek 2000: 128,
Davies 1999). There is thus a greater celebration of the human body, including sex, and of
the common humanity (and sanctity) of all peoples, regardless of their faith affiliation or
lack of it.

Secondly, incarnational theology implies that the corporeal world matters to the
divine, that He participates in it in all its suffering, and is in constant communion with it to
bring about redemption and perfection. The immanent God is the God of an ongoing
evolution of humanity and creation. History and human freedom are viewed optimistically.

Proponents (e.g., Ward 1991) seek to mitigate against previous over-emphases on the
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transcendental qualities of God. For most of Western Christian history, the conventional
focus on an ‘otherworldly’ faith, as Foucault points out, gave rise to techniques of
examination, confession, obedience, and guidance aimed at ‘a kind of everyday death’, a
‘mortification’ in this world, a renunciation of this world and of oneself, ‘A death which is
supposed to provide life in another world” (quoted in Bauman 1998: 59). Transcendental
theology declares that salvation and eternal life are to be gained in an ontological time and
space beyond the present physical one. A theology of immanence, however, proposes a
new kind of eschatological narrative, one in which it is life in this world before death that
counts, for the epistemology of the afterlife cannot truly be grasped. Christian Aid’s 21st-
century slogan, ‘We believe in life before death’, testifies to this theological shift.

Thirdly, incarnational theology has implications for the role of the body of
believers called the ‘Church’. If Christians are called to be ‘like Christ’ and Jesus Christ is
the Incarnation of God on earth, then Christians, too, are to be God’s incarnated ‘Body’.
God’s immanence in the world is thus facilitated through the actual presence of people
who live out their faith in the material here and now. Instead of waiting for divine
intervention from an otherwise aloof; transcendental God ‘up there’ to solve societal ills,
for instance, incarnational theology declares that Christians themselves are the ‘divine
intervention’, what the Iona Community describe, quite literally, as ‘God’s hands and feet
in the world’. “The Church’ therefore cannot stand apart from ‘the world’; it is responsible
for the state of the corporeal world—in all its political, economic, and social spheres—and

not simply for the spiritual redemption of intangible souls.

Liberation Theology

The theological shift emphasising God’s immanence is in line with the advent of the

controversial ‘liberation theology’—which equally informs many Iona Community
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Members’ convictions. Liberation theology emerged from the economic, political, and
national foment of Latin America of the 1950s and 1960s and from native Roman Catholic
and Protestant theologians’ revolutionary engagement with the social Gospel. Combining
radical biblical exegesis, Marxist-style class analysis, and the hermeneutics of praxis,
theologians like Gustavo Gutiérrez (1973) claim that God has “a bias for the poor’. This
view reacts against predominant First World theologies that liberationists believe have all-
too-often rendered Christians passive or indifferent, even complicit, in situations of
injustice and oppression (e.g., Nazi Germany). Overlapping with ideas within
incarnational theology, liberationists understand God’s humanly embodiment in Jesus
Christ to be a total immersion of the divine in a historical context of conflict and violence.
Jesus’ death, not merely a vicarious compensation on behalf of sinful humankind, in fact
exemplifies God’s suffering in ‘all the crosses of the oppressed’.

Working to bring about social transformation and freedom from economic and
political exploitation for the marginalised and disempowered are thus regarded as Christian
imperatives. Author, researcher, and activist Alastair McIntosh—former business advisor
to the Iona Community—has applied the tenets of liberation theology to Scottish land
reform and community empowerment, which in 1997, after seven generations of
landlordism, brought the Isle of Eigg in the Hebrides into communal ownership (McIntosh
1999). Although not a religion-based project, McIntosh nevertheless believes that
recovery of ‘spirituality’ is fundamental to ‘authentic community development’. His
articulation of liberation theology involves ‘the process of becoming aware of the
circumstances that cause oppression’ (ibid.). This awareness leads to action—and ‘the
continuous process of action and reflection is known as “praxis™ (ibid.).

This is an important element of liberation theology that many prominent Iona

Community Members (e.g., Ian Fraser) strongly identify with; it resonates with Gutiérrez’s
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(1973) definition of theology as “critical reflection on historical praxis’—in other words,
theology should arise from dynamic engagement with the actual conditions of present-day
society. Many Members see themselves as inheritors of the Scottish tradition of
democratic intellectualism, which values knowledge for its usefulness and service to the
community and attempts to resist the danger of creating self-serving elites. In fact, rather
than theology per se or even political inclinations, it could be argued that what Community
Members hold most in common with one another is this understanding of practice.

‘Doing’ theology in this way also echoes the beliefs of another key figure Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, who called for the Church to redefine religion by first seeing the world with ‘a

view from below’.

Remonking the Church, the Bonhoeffer way?
In 1935, in a letter to his brother, German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer called for a
counter-cultural movement against the Third Reich, which was becoming increasingly
influential within the German Church. He referred to ‘a new kind of monasticism’ from
which ‘the restoration of the Church will surely come’. A few months later, Bonhoeffer
founded a residential seminary for men as an ‘experimental community’; it was eventually
made illegal and shut down by the Nazis. Bonhoeffer was later imprisoned and executed.
By the turn of the millennium, Bonhoeffer’s seminal ideas about a ‘new
monasticism’ have been appropriated by Christians of almost every theological bent,
resulting in an explosion of ‘alternative’ communities and ministries springing up all over
the West intent on marrying traditional monastic spirituality with contemporary society
(e.g., Gateway Ministries in Northern Ireland). In the US, young evangelicals are creating
small intentional communities in poverty-stricken areas, ‘who see in community life an

answer to soclety’s materialism and the church’s complacency to it” (Moll 2005). On the
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website of ‘Fresh Expressions’—an initiative of the Archbishops of Canterbury and York
and supported by the Methodist Council to discover and cultivate ‘missionary church’
renewal—the only movement specifically mentioned is ‘new monasticism’, citing groups
as organisationally and theologically divergent as the Jona Community, Taizé, the Tertiary
Franciscans, the Northumbria Community, and the Order of Mission as leading

examples.

This widely differing modern usage of the term ‘new monasticism’ is ‘developing
into a large umbrella of interpretations that is in danger of becoming something of a
symptom of our post-modern cultural thirst for anything “new” in order to make sense of
our lives’."" Monos, a limited company by guarantee, was launched in 2004 to enable
research on the historical and current engagements between monasticism, society, and the
Church. It is unclear whether Monos is in the business of serious scholarship or, judging
by its list of conferences and workshops offered at a fee, if it too is chasing the cash cows
of ‘Celtic spirituality’ and ‘new monasticism’.

In terms of the Jona Community, Bonhoeffer’s impact on MacLeod led to a much
broader and deeper understanding of ‘new monasticism’ that some present-day imitators
miss. It was Bonhoeffer’s belief that ‘Christianity had to address the centre of life rather
than the “religious” margins’—to the point of risking one’s life—that left an enduring
mark on the Community’s ethos (Ferguson 1990: 219). They are convinced that God is
involved in all aspects of society and not confined merely to the Church or ‘religion’.

While others may regard it as a pioneer of ‘new monasticism’, the Iona Community
did not self-consciously choose to be so. Certainly, there are close correlates of

theological outlook and concrete, radical outworkings of faith between the Iona

Community and Bonhoeffer’s ‘new monasticism’ ideals (Gardiner 2002, 2005). But

'* Website <www.freshexpressions.org uk/section.asp?id=218>, accessed January 2006,
"' Monos website <www.monos.org.uk/monos_about_secular.php>, accessed September 2006.
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aspects such as its geographically dispersed paradigm of community and its ‘monastic’
five-fold Rule were initially unplanned and arose organically in response to earliest
members feeling that they ‘continued to belong together’ long after their Glasgow curacies
in Govan’s housing projects were over.

Nevertheless, contemporary attempts to ‘remonk’ the Church continue to find
inspiration in the Iona Community and its supposed model of Bonhoeffer’s ‘new
monasticism’. Perhaps one reason for this is because of the romantic appeal of lona itself
and the imaginative way in which it has played a pivotal role in the Community’s origins

and in the ongoing ‘experiment’ of corporate living and worshipping at the island centres.

A Theology of Place

Much has been written about the significance of ‘sacred space’ in Judeo-Christian tradition,
of which Jerusalem—heavenly and earthly—is probably the most poignant. Typically,
factors like tradition, martyrdom, miracles, associations with Jesus, saints, and other holy
persons, contribute to the sacred quality of a place.

In recent years, theologians and others have begun to look afresh at the relevance
of ‘place’ as a solution to today’s ‘postmodern rootlessness’. Building on philosophical
and anthropological research, as well as on the work of architects and novelists, Philip
Sheldrake (2001) argues that how human beings construct their personal and religious
identities is crucially linked to their ‘rootedness’ in their places of habitation. John Inge
(2003), too, proposes that the loss of a sense of place in a globalised world has led to
dehumanisation and must be recovered.

Andrew Phillips (n.d.) makes the case that a theology of place can help where

people are struggling to consolidate an authentic sense of belonging. He argues that the

Church, instead of condemning neo-pagan or secular enthusiasm for Cornish Revival (e.g,
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holy wells decorated with ‘prayer cloths’), should be contributing to Cornwall’s attempts
to create a unique and distinctive (Celtic) identity for itself—one which can be shared by
all its sub-cultures. Similarly, Alastair MclIntosh’s (1999) experience with the Isle of Eigg
found that ‘belonging’ to a place could be re-defined, beyond bonds of blood, as people’s

‘willing[ness]...to cherish and be cherished by that place and its peoples’.

Why does ‘Place’ Matter?
For many of the types of intentional or utopian communities mentioned—whether inspired
by the Iona Community, ‘new monasticism’, or collective empowerment—establishing a
‘local’ and/or ‘emplaced’ identity appears to be pre-eminent. A distinctive identity rooted
in ‘place’, whether romantic (e.g., Findhorn or Iona) or gritty (e.g., inner-city Govan or
Philadelphia), is necessary for participation in the global ‘spiritual’ marketplace. Groups
may seek to ‘reinvent’ the place history and to ‘re-indigenise’ place identities and
‘spiritualities’ in order to legitimise their claims to the place. For example, the
appropriation of Pelagius and his teachings by British'* Christians today is one way in
which they try to reconstruct and authenticate an ‘indigenous’ Celtic spirituality
unconstrained by the institutional Church (e.g., Meek 2000; Davies 1999). The proximity
of Celtic monasticism in style and structure to the Desert Fathers of the Orthodox tradition
is used to assert Celtic Christianity’s ‘more pure and primitive’ (Bradley 1999) spirituality.
The islands of Lindisfarne and Iona, for instance, are where some of these
“authentication’ processes are taking place in Britain. The Iona Community is one of
several intentional communities in the Western Isles and the Highlands of Scotland. Many

groups choose to situate themselves in such remote, striking landscapes for their historical

"2 Including Australians, New Zealanders, and North Americans claiming Scottish, Irish, or Welsh
descent; sece Chapter 4 for discussion on Iona visitors searching for their ‘roots’.
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“Celtic’ associations and alluring geography. The appeal of such places is precisely
because they are ‘other’, outside of urban, mainstream society and ‘closer to nature’.

While ‘place’ matters greatly to them, ironically many of these communities have
ambivalent, sometimes antagonistic, relationships with the local people who feel their
‘true’ identity, land, and heritage have been usurped by outsiders. This phenomenon is not
unlike the ‘town and gown’ divide in Oxford. Local inhabitants in rural settings like
Findhorn or Iona themselves struggle to maintain their own place identities in the face of
rampant competition from these ‘invasive’ groups, who are often empowered with more
education, money, and other resources than the locals. Phillip (n.d.) is optimistic that a
distinct Cornish identity can be shared by all sub-cultures through the Cornwall Revival,
while Kohn (2002) found that although achieving ‘islander’ status in the Hebrides is
possible for ‘incomers’ through active participation in locals’ everyday practical and social
worlds, they nonetheless contend with the longstanding discourse of identity as being
rooted in blood ties and ethnicity.

These highly potent contestations for ‘belonging’ and ‘identity’ in places located in
the ‘periphery’ reflect Ardener’s (1989) insight that ‘remote areas’ are ‘event dense’.
Because of their social and cultural (if not geographical) distance from the mainstream or
‘dominant zone’, inhabitants in such ‘Celtic borderlands’ are vulnerable to ‘continuous
threat” from the outside world to their own social and self-definitions. This threat comes
not just from visitors but sometimes from ‘outsider’ groups who, feeling themselves at
variance from the mainstream world, set up permanent camp on locals’ territory and claim
it as their own ‘spiritual’ and physical home. Ardener’s (1bid.: 222-3) assertion that such
social spaces are ‘very crucibles of the creation of identity’ certainly holds true for Iona.
Iona inhabitants have been subject to constant ‘intrusion’ from outsiders for a long time.

The relationship between the islanders and the Iona Community (and the Resident Group),
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however, is very different from that during the Columban and Benedictine periods on Iona.
Amongst other factors, much of this is due to how the Iona Community is situated within
the sociological and theological frameworks of British Christianity today, as laid out in
this chapter.

Broadly speaking, contemporary British Christianity harbours a split between
Liberal believers and conservative Evangelicals. In their most extreme forms, the latter
verge towards a fundamentalist worldview where personal piety and proselytisation are
quintessential, while the former tilt toward a universalist or relativist attitude where
‘belief’ is subordinate to living by an ethical moral code. It is within this theological gulf
that the Iona Community find themselves. Members’ convictions are variously informed
by incarnational theology, liberation theology, and theologies of place—all of which serve
to cultivate the notion of social and political engagement in people’s local contexts as a
necessary, holistic expression of faith.

For many Western Christians today, the Iona Community—and their offshoot, the
Resident Group—are regarded as models of Bonhoeffer’s ‘new monasticism’, an
egalitarian ideal that values ‘community’ through monastic discipline and valorises
involvement in, not renunciation of, the world. On Iona, the Resident Group seek to
embody the Iona Community’s vision of ‘rebuilding the common life’ amongst disparate
groups. The recent Celtic revivalisms, the contemporary sociological and theological
climate, and the complex web of social groups—and their respective, sometimes rival,
agendas—which populate the locale of Tona all conspire to make the tiny, remote island an
exceptionally ‘dense’ place, a place of ‘lived paradox’. It is into this ‘crucible of the
creation of identity’ (Ardener 1989: 222-3) that thousands of visitors journey in search of
an exceptional, transformative ‘Iona experience’, and it is to this group of Iona enthusiasts

we now turn in Part II.
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CHAPTER 3. Iona Pilgrimage and Practice

Tona is the most famous ecclesiastical site in Scotland’s Highlands and Islands. Measuring
approximately three-and-a-half miles by one-and-a-half miles, Iona lies off the Scottish west
coast in an island group called the Inner Hebrides. The Ross of Mull rests between Iona and
the coastal town of Oban. Iona’s rocks are hailed as being amongst the oldest in Britain, if
not in the world, adding to the isle’s mystique. The rugged landscape laid bare to the
elements is home to the rare corncrake and a species of wild orchid. Its wide expanse of sky
and white, silvery beaches contrast with the red granite of the Ross of Mull and the black
basalt columns of Staffa. Indeed, Iona’s landscape—although not as dramatic or striking as
other Hebridean islands—invites intense romanticisation. Its historical associations with
Celtic pioneers like St Columba and George MacLeod has further excited mythmakers and
mythmaking.

Over the past several Celtic revivalisms, where much fact and fiction became
enmeshed, Iona has gained much international renown. The Book of Kells was supposedly
begun by Iona’s Columban monks before being taken to Kells in Ireland for safekeeping.
Although the island was indeed a ‘burial place of kings’, their actual number and identies are
impossible to verify; much speculation nonetheless persists and visitors frequently inquire
after Macbeth’s grave. Celtic Christian enthusiasts have also reinvented Iona as the last
Celtic bastion or stronghold against the decision for Rome at the Synod of Whitby (AD 664),
where it is (erroneously) claimed the ‘Celtic Church’ asserted its independence. Most
significant is the island’s reputation as ‘the cradle of Christianity’ in Britain (or at least in
Scotland), upon which recent historical opinion casts doubt, suggesting St Ninian’s earlier
missionising efforts at Whithorn had more permanent impact than previously believed (see,

e.g., Meek 2000: 128-30; MacArthur 1995).
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political and other exiles seeking refuge and protection, as well as the more humble pilgrim
all made their way there. Some even sought to join the Columban community (Sharpe
1995a: 12) or to live out the rest of their lives in that holy place.

After Columba’s death in 597, his remains were moved and divided between Iona
and Ireland several times.> The Iona monastery continued to be highly influential,
remaining integrated into the Irish Church. Through to the late 7th century, Iona’s
pre-eminence in Scotland, Ireland, and parts of England was unparalleled, both politically
and religiously. During this ‘golden age of saints’, lona was by no means considered remote
or peripheral. With its natural and strategic advantages, the island lay at the hub of
important trading and political waterways (MacArthur 1995: 10—-11) and at the core of a
network of Hebridean and mainland churches in Argyll (Sharpe 1995a: 25). Viking raids
severely disrupted life in the Western Isles, but after settlement and conversion to
Christianity, the Scandinavians too came on pilgrimage to Iona.

By the 10th century, the venerated isle was at the crossroads of three cultures:
Scottish, Irish, and Scandinavian. The effect of the Viking raids, however, meant the chief
seat of the Columban order was permanently moved to Kells (ibid.: 82-3). The
geographical shift of political interests (e.g., from western to eastern Scotland) also resulted
in Iona becoming considerably marginalised (ibid.: 83; MacArthur 1995: 33ff). Rulers and
chiefs from the different kingdoms nevertheléss continued to be brought for burial in Iona’s
sacred soil to be close to the saint’s remains.*

Although the Viking raids necessitated removing his relics—including his tunic,
hand-bell, pastoral staff, and gospel-book—for safekeeping, pilgrims still travelled to Iona.

Its continuing status as a royal burial ground, up until the 11th century, further enhanced the

> Apparently all were taken to Kells and Dunkeld for safekeeping in 849, but there is evidence at least
one of Columba’s bones was brought back to Iona by the early 15th century (MacArthur 1995: 43).

* Shakespeare tells in Macbeth that Duncan’s body was ‘carried to Colme’s kill: The sacred
storehouse of his predecessors, And guardian of their bones’.
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could no longer come to worship or witness religious life first hand. The once vibrant and
thriving religious and political ‘centre’ had become obsolete. Peripheral to large-scale
events taking place on the British and European main stages, Iona had been relegated a
negligible role.

The following saying, probably based on oral tradition, appeared in print in the late
18th century. Although highly unlikely, it is often attributed to St Columba as a ‘prophecy’
he had made about Iona:

An I mo chridhe, I mo ghraidh

An aite guth manaich bidh geum ba

Ach mun tig an saoghal gu crich

Bidh I mar a bha.

In Iona of my heart, Iona of my love

In the place of monks’ voices will be lowing of cattle

But ere the world shall come to an end

Iona shall be as it was.

MacArthur (1995: 45) suggests this saying might have been composed by a Benedictine
brother on JIona who, in the middle of the 16th century, ‘sensed the winds of change’. The
prediction that ‘In the place of monks’ voices will be lowing of cattle’ came true as the
medieval monastic buildings fell derelict and locals allowed their animals to roam freely
amongst the ruins. It was not until the latter part of the 18th century that the outside world
began to take interest once again in visiting Iona ‘to walk through the ruins and invoke
ancient memories’ (Ferguson 1990: 154). The second part of the ‘prophecy’ is nowadays
invoked by those who believe the Iona Community’s 20th-century renewal of worship and
communal life at Iona Abbey fulfills it. However, whether this means ‘Iona shall be as it
was’, honoured as a sacred site and regaining its former pre-eminence in the Western world

is open to debate. Can the ‘centre’ be recovered?
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‘Those lustrious Ruins’: Early ‘Tourism’ on Iona

After the Reformation, although the religious orders may have dissipated, Iona’s ‘secular’
population did not. Local life continued to revolve around cultivating the land and raising
cattle, sheep, and horses. No travellers’ accounts to Iona between 1549 and 1688 survive
(MacArthur 1995: 57), but from the late 17th century onwards, the sporadic adventurer did
make his way to Iona. During this time, travel in Scotland was difficult and the country’s
wilder, more remote areas were deemed ‘unfashionable’ (Christian & Stiller 2000: 9). By
the second half of the 18th century, however, people’s curiosity about the Western Isles had
been piqued. Explorer and naturalist Sir Joseph Banks’ ‘discovery’ of the geographical
wonders of Staffa and Dr Samuel Johnson and James Boswell’s celebrated tour of Scotland
stirred public fascination and inspired many followers in their footsteps. Felix
Mendelsson’s ‘Hebridean Overture’ (1832) captivated further attention. Sir Walter Scott,
Keats, Wordsworth, Prince Albert, Earl Grey, and Robert Louis Stevenson were amongst
Iona’s most distinguished visitors, as well as George MacLeod’s great-great-grandfather
Reverend Norman MacLeod.

With the upsurge of interest in British history and antiquities, coupled with the rise
of Romanticism, travelers and antiquarians began to visit Iona and produced illustrations,
etchings, and engravings of its landscape, together with written accounts. Road conditions
were much improved and interest in Britain’s untamed landscapes had also become
‘respectable’. It was popular for ‘gentlemen of means’ to tour extensively and publish their
expedition records; Christian and Stiller (2000: 10) regard these as ‘early tourists’. Being
one of few locals who could speak English, the Iona schoolmaster regularly acted as guide to
the increasing numbers of visitors from the end of the 18th century. The guides narrated
information obtained from the local store of oral tradition and from written sources, which

themselves were ‘a mixture of fact, myth and impression’, such as an Irish Life of Columba
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(MacArthur 1995: 66). Travellers’ accounts and antiquarian writings reproduced such
information—and inspired more visitors and imitators—making it difficult to disentangle
legend and conjecture from history, as ‘fact and fable continued to weave their many layers
around the Sacred Isle’ (ibid.: 66-7).

It was due to antiquarian attention and visitors’ concern over the state of ‘those
illustrious ruins’, as Dr Johnson famously called them, that Iona was brought back into the
public eye. In the late 19th century, major consolidation of the Abbey and Nunnery ruins
was undertaken. When the Iona Cathedral Trustees were given the responsibility by the
Duke of Argyll to restore the Abbey church, controversy arose over what rebuilt feature was
or was not ‘authentic’. More fundamentally, some people had serious reservations about
and resistance to the rebuilding; one archaeologist hoped ‘there would be no “tinkering”
with Jona Cathedral as its chief attraction for artists lay in “its ruinous and desolate
appearance”’ (quoted in MacArthur 1995: 85).

Preserving ‘those illustrious ruins’ had become preferable to restoring the Abbey
church for public worship. In some quarters at least, it seemed a shift had taken place:
nostalgia for the past and the way it was evoked by the materiality of the ruined stones was
now paramount. The broken stones testified and hearkened back to a glorious past, the

‘golden age of saints’, such that even the wider landscape was ignored by artists. Scottish

geologist John Macculloch (1824) wrote:

The ruins of lona are the soul and centre of the Painter’s Landscape. Without them
the landscape is nothing; with them, it is every thing; because, in it, they are,
themselves, every thing. (quoted in Christian & Stiller 2000 15)

b
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The romanticising of Iona’s ruins and, later in the 19th century, its island landscape through
artistic license and exaggeration is in line with the Victorian predilection for the
‘picturesque’ and for sweeping, empty vistas.®

The demands of tourism fueled the local economy’s diversification and developed its
infrastructure. By the early 19th century, Iona had an alehouse/inn, then a merchant shop,
together with souvenir pebbles on sale to tourists (MacArthur 1990: 57, 61). Increasingly
more frequent steamer services brought daytrippers to Iona, for instance, directly from
Glasgow (Christian & Stiller 2000: 19). Local boats were engaged in carrying passengers to
shore. Travellers’ accounts mention participating in evening dances and enjoying
hospitality of good cheer, even including some ‘exchange’ of goods—e.g., a quantity of
island-bred Highland cow milk for a measure of tobacco (MacArthur 1990: 61-3). The
influx of tourists also filled the occasional need for medicine and medical help (ibid.: 64). In
1847 Queen Victoria sailed to Iona (but did not land), while in 1956 Queen Elizabeth II
arrived on the island to much fanfare by crowds of locals and visitors (ibid.: 175). By the
late 19th century, greater publicity and improvements in transport had made the island more
accessible.

The islanders grew to depend on tourism to supplement their increasingly precarious
crofting economy (MacArthur 1995: 121-33). Toward the 19th century’s close, it was
already common practice for locals to let their whole house to holidaymakers bringing with
them their families, servants, and provisions. Boarders came from as far away as across the
Atlantic, and ‘from fifty to sixty tourists make their appearance here daily’ (MacArthur 1990:
248, 166). As demand for summer-lets grew, many lona families added a second house or

extension to their homes (ibid.: 101). Both the Argyll and St Columba Hotels were thriving

¢ Remarkably, except for certain ‘hotspots’, Iona’s landscape today of crofts, farmland, and moors is
actually relatively ‘unpeopled’.
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During the post-Reformation period—as with many other Roman Catholic sites—Iona
pilgrimage, so prolific for a thousand years, severely ebbed. As detailed earlier, the
Antiquarian and Romantic movements of the 18th and 19th centuries revived public interest
in Iona’s ruins. Before the advent of steamships, small groups of visitors probably came by
foot, horseback, small boats, etc. With greater publicity and improved access to the island,
by the 1830s steamships were bringing daytrippers twice daily to Iona (MacArthur 1990:
60). It is hard to discern whether or not these visitors had religious aspirations. In social
historian Mairi MacArthur’s trawl through the records, the word ‘pilgrim’ very seldom
occurs ‘in a solidly Presbyterian place such as Iona’.* One 19th-century observer described
a visiting group as:

...a gay party in veils and frocks, who would look for an hour at the ruins and graves

and the three little huts for the living and then move off again. (Carl Klingemann,

quoted in MacArthur 1990: 60)
Visitors came to the West Highlands from Britain, Europe, and as far away as America
(ibid)). With a variety of (sometimes overlapping) reasons, they were motivated by interest
in Hebridean natural history, to see the ‘famous’ Iona of Scottish history taught to them in
schools, and for religious or spiritual/New Age reasons. Locals’ kith and kin, friends, and
others who visited regularly have formed a substantial category of Iona visitors since the late
19th century. More recently, because of the Internet and ‘roots’ tourism (Basu 2004),
growing numbers of emigrant descendants are also finding their way there. MacArthur
reckons that ‘with an awful lot of visitors to Iona over generations, Columba was quite
simply not the main draw’.” Nevertheless, she admits elsewhere that ‘for many Iona is

primarily, even solely, a site of historic and religious significance’ (MacArthur 1995: 192).

® MacArthur, personal communication, email, 26 June 2006.
? MacArthur, personal communication, email, 26 June 2006.
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The shift of religious authority on Iona from Roman Catholic to Presbyterian
contributed to these changing visitor demographics. Fewer visitors were overtly or
exclusively ‘pilgrims’ and historical Protestant aversions to pilgrimage meant no officially
sanctioned tradition developed on Iona after the Reformation. Today, however, increasing
numbers of Protestants—of various stripes—are making pilgrimages or visits to holy places
in the UK such as Walsingham, St Peter’s in Bradwell, Durham Cathedral, and the Shrine of
St Albans. Celtic revivalism has stirred keen interest in such places as St David’s Cathedral
and Lindisfarne, while ecumenical pilgrimages to Roman Catholic, Protestant, even
Orthodox sites are booming, e.g., to the Holy Land, Rome, Asia Minor, Greece.
Interdenominational centres like Lee Abbey, Taizé, and Iona are also highly popular. On

Iona, the climate of ecumenism arrived surprisingly early.

The 8th Duke of Argyll and Iona’s ‘Ecumenical Pull’
From the 19th century onwards, Roman Catholic and Episcopalian pilgrimages to Iona
began to be organised again. Bringing their own clergy, devotees often held services within
the crumbling Abbey walls. These were viewed with deep misgiving by the Presbyterian
islanders (MacArthur 1990: 250-1). The Episcopal Church sought permission to build a
chapel and retreat house on the island which, despite robust opposition, the Duke of Argyll -
granted in 1893.

Roman Catholics, too, kept requesting a place to worship on Iona and there were
‘clear hints...that the Catholic Church wished to secure the island for themselves’
(MacArthur 1995: 84). An offer was made from Roman Catholic quarters to purchase Iona
from the Duke, who refused, maybe mindful of the earlier Episcopalian controversy
(Ferguson 1990: 160). In 1897, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and Roman Catholics held

three separate events on Iona to commemorate the 1300th anniversary of St Columba’s
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death—which some felt was a missed opportunity for inter-denominational co-operation
(MacArthur 1990: 251).

While staunchly Presbyterian, the eighth Duke was strangely ecumenical in his
outlook; or rather, he was ‘said to be wearied and aggravated by inter-church strife and the
ecumenical pull of his most famous property was clear’ (ibid.: 252). In 1899, he signed a
Deed of Trust handing Iona’s ecclesiastical remains to a public trust tied to the Church of
Scotland. He declared that the ‘Eaglais Mhor’ church be re-roofed and restored for public
worship again, but for members of al/ Christian churches. In 1905, after the first stage of
rebuilding, parish services began to be held in the Abbey church which was:

...claimed [by locals]...as their own, an additional place of worship which was to

become increasingly familiar to them and in which generations of islanders were to

feel at home. (ibid.: 252)

The Presbyterian locals accepted that other denominations also wished to worship at the
Abbey. Just months before the formal Church of Scotland and United Free Church of
Scotland reunited in 1929, the two congregations even held a joint thanksgiving service
there for King George V’s recovery from illness (MacArthur 1995: 138). Starting in 1920,
students from Scotland’s four divinity halls came on retreats led by top theologians from
different Scottish denominations. This was seen as an opportunity to build and strengthen
denominational relations across the country. But the Duke’s early ecumenical vision was
taken to another level when Church of Scotland minister George MacLeod began his ‘very

small experiment’ in 1938.

The Iona Community and ‘Embodying God’
As early as 1903, questions began to be asked publicly about what purpose the ‘reparation of

Tona’ was to serve. Ideas revolved around converting the site into a seminary or theological
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college, a retreat for missionaries, and/or a centre of Celtic learning. Interest also soared
across the Atlantic from the American Iona Society, a group of Highland émigrés, to restore
the Abbey living quarters as a new seat of Celtic studies (Ferguson 1990: 157).

Various applications were submitted, some with very close aims: concern over the
West Highlands’ future and the Church’s role in addressing practical problems of
unemployment and community decline in both rural and new urban fringe areas. After years
of negotiations and plans and financial backing being withdrawn, the only viable proposal
left was Reverend George MacLeod’s scheme to rebuild Iona Abbey’s living quarters as a
radical experiment to rediscover the Church’s ‘Corporate Witness’ (ibid.: 159). His parish
work in Govan, one of Scotland’s most deprived areas, amongst other poignant experiences,
had persuaded him how out of touch the Church had become from the ‘common life’ of
ordinary people.

In the summer of 1938, MacLeod brought to Iona the first group of unemployed
craftsmen/labourers and seminarians as an experiment of disparate groups to live and work
corporately on a ‘common task’. Then in light of the start of WWII, he modified the
building project. The craftsmen continued the building work, while for three months a year
clergy, divinity students, and laity gathered on Iona for conference and retreat. Jona Abbey
thus began to be known in the 20th century as a ‘place of study, community learning and
training in discipleship for the wider Church’ (Ferguson 1998: 58). MacLeod raised the first
sums of money from personal contacts; later, donations and funds contributed by thousands
signing up as Friends and Associates of the Community started poured in.

In the post-war era, international interest in the ‘Iona experiment’ grew while the
numbers of pilgrims to the island surged. The project began to take on its own life as
Members decided to create a more permanent group bound together by a shared ‘Rule’, even

after their Iona-based training period had ended. The membership was thus dispersed,
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forming a fellowship and network of like-minded people who believed that ‘political action
for justice and peace was an imperative of the faith’ (ibid.: 62). Thousands of young people
intrigued by the Community’s work flocked to lona; Camas, a new back-to-basics camp on
the nearby island of Mull was created specially for them. In Glasgow, Community House
became the mainland base where adults and young people gathered for discussion and
training, drawn to ‘the unusual mixture of religious inspiration and radical politics’ (ibid.
70).

In 1965, the Abbey rebuilding was completed. Various discussions had arisen over
how the restored Abbey would be used, including MacLeod’s idea to run it as a theological
college. In 1971, however, Iain Reid, MacLeod’s successor as Leader, said, ‘Now that the
building of the Abbey is complete, we are engaged on the building of people’ (quoted in
Galloway 2003: 1). In fact, ‘the focus of the Abbey was evolving to be the experience of
living in community, offered to the guests, primarily parish groups, who came to stay for a
week’ (Galloway 2003: 1). Around this time, the Resident Group as it is known today began
to develop. In 1988, after a slew of fundraising over many years, the MacLeod
Centre—standing across from the Abbey—was opened. This second guest centre replaced

the youth camps on that site and was designed to be usable for young people, families, and

the disabled.

MacLeod had never been shy about situating the work of the Community within
Iona’s religious traditions; in particular, he cannily emphasised its Celtic ‘heritage’. It was
also not difficult for people to draw parallels between MacLeod’s dynamic and driven
personality with St Columba’s visionary leadership. Subsequent Leaders and Wardens have
varied in their attitudes towards ‘Celticity’; after the 1980s Celtic revivalism, some
Members have tried to steer the Community’s image away from the more popular, romantic

versions of ‘Celtic Christianity’ (e.g., Shanks 1999). Instead, the Community’s particular
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brand of ‘Celtic Christianity’ appropriates St Columba’s political connections and activity
to undergird their leanings toward the social Gospel.
While MacLeod’s project was initiated under the Church of Scotland’s auspices, he

was a difficult figure to pin down:

Many ministers were suspicious of this charming, charismatic, Scoto-Catholic, with
his dynastic pedigree, privileged upbringing and Winchester accent redolent of the
English ruling classes. His allegedly Anglican and Roman Catholic ways, along
with his pacifist and socialistic tendencies, made him a confusing and suspect as well
as fascinating figure.... (Ferguson 1990: 165)
MacLeod’s own ecumenical leanings came from his experiences in WWI trenches, where
denominational distinctions were irrelevant. He believed ‘the exclusive ecclesiastical
positions adopted by some Churches were part of the Christian problem in the twentieth
century’ (ibid.: 91). He felt the Church was ill-equipped to cope with the early 20th century
Western European disillusionment with democracy, economic expansion, modern science,
and psychology. In his book We Shall Rebuild, MacLeod observed:
...we live in a fotal experience....we cannot disengage. One world that is all our
world is part of our consciousness.... Modern man...knows himself to be total:
while the essential thing we [the Church] say to him seems to be sectional...a
duality. ... (MacLeod 1944: 10-11, italics added)
In other words, the Church had lost sight of the ‘wholeness’ of life and divorced ‘what we
sing about on Sundays’ from what is done on weekdays (MacLeod 1998: 12). MacLeod’s

answer to this fundamental problem was Christ’s incarnation and its implications for the

social Gospel:

...Christ entered the physical at Christmas to declare the nexus of the spiritual and
the material; disparate but conjoined. .. to declare their ultimate reunion—in His
own Body.... by taking on our flesh...from that moment challenges the rightness of
any child being born in untoward surroundings. The physical becomes the only
arena for the display of holiness.... (MacLeod 1944: 13, italics added)
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From the Iona Community’s inception, the material world and how humans act within it
were the highest priorities. As the Body of Christ, believers’ own bodies become ‘the nexus
of the spiritual and the material’ in how they live out their faith. Instead of creedal or
doctrinal assertions, it 1s in the realms of®
...political concern, economic obligation, social betterment, and scientific search. ..
through which alone our Faith can be apprehended. So seen, healthiness becomes
inherent again in Christian Holiness, as indeed...the two thoughts were [once]
conjoined. (ibid.: 13-14)
For the Community, God is ‘to be obeyed in material problems’ (MacLeod 1998: 13) if
wholeness/holiness is to be attained. Ron Ferguson, former Leader, says in his biography of
the Community:
...the creator of the universe expressed himself not in ideas or words or telegrams
but in a human being in a particular time and place.... The Gospel is about the
embodiment of the spiritual—the fleshing out of the eternal. (Ferguson 1998: 145,
italics added)
Today, the Community’s guest centres on Iona seek to propagate MacLeod’s vision of
‘rebuilding the common life’ amongst the staff and weekly guests. The Community are
adamant that the Abbey and MacLeod Centre are not refreat centres'’ but active hubs where
relationships between disparate social groups and individuals are forged through the shared
experiences of worship, work, leisure, and conversation. Workshops, mealtimes, chores,
church services, etc. all reflect the Community’s beliefs and values. Every week, guests
from diverse backgrounds (e.g., elderly parish women’s groups, L’ Arche members and

helpers, school children, activists and campaigners, Buddhists, musicians) come together to

‘live in community’.

1° Nor therapeutic or conference centres (Shanks 1999: 85).
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The 8th Duke of Argyll’s foresight paved the way for the lona Community’s
ecumenism, which in turn has encouraged other interdenominational interest in and
expeditions to the island. Groups as divergent as the Scottish Cross, the Friends of
Orthodoxy on Iona, and the Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement (LGCM) now regularly
hold Iona pilgrimages. Because of the island’s post-Reformation Protestantism, ancient
pilgrimage fraditions may today be scarce but pilgrimage practices are nonetheless plentiful
and diverse.

With the modern proliferation of religious activity at the site, it seems safe to assume
that Iona has recovered its pre-Reformation status as a sacred ‘centre’. A St Columba Hotel
guest was overhead saying, ‘The whole world comes through Iona’. The notion that Iona 1s
‘secretly the centre of the universe’ is often half-jokingly bandied about amongst regular
visitors, guests, and staff (at the Iona Community centres, but also in the hotels). In contrast
to its early and medieval pre-eminence, however, lona’s contemporary appeal as a ‘centre’
is precisely because it is on the ‘periphery’ of the mainstream, mainland world,
geographically and socially ‘other’. This phenomenon fulfils the classic role of traditional
pilgrimage as rites de passage, being spatially, socially, and structurally removed from
wider society while also remaining a central defining experience for the initiand and for
maintaining the community’s status quo (Turner & Turner 1978). In addition, Iona aptly
demonstrates one of Ardener’s (1989: 211-23) paradox of ‘remote places’, which he applied
to Western Scotland where ‘canonical levels of “remoteness” are to found’: that remote
areas are not remote; they are concurrently ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’, secluded yet exposed,
invaded by the outside world yet always ‘other’ from it. Carried a step further, this thesis
suggests that Iona has become simultaneously ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’ for those who

visit—whether tourist, pilgrim, both, or something else entirely—as well as for those who
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dwell there. Although ‘half the world beats a path’ to Iona, its true, unparalleled
significance is a ‘secret’ to which only those ‘in the know’ are privy.

In this Part’s opening quotation, a website linked to the Scottish National Tourist
Board intimately invites people to share in the ‘secret’ of ‘Scotland’s furthest edge’, the
North and West Highlands and Islands, including Iona. For Iona devotees, however, the
‘secret’ is not simply about the enchantment of geography and the exoticisation of Gaelic
cultures; it is about how Iona’s landscape is a powerful testament to the island’s unique
history and intrinsic ‘spirituality’. I use the term ‘spirituality’ here to mean what the
majority of Iona enthusiasts say is a numinous quality not confined within ‘religion’ or
‘institutions’, and sometimes intentionally juxtaposed against them. Notoriously difficult to
define, I nevertheless suggest that ‘spirituality’ in the Iona context is closely linked with
perceptions of and practices within its landscape—which makes manifest or possible a
process of ‘self-knowing’ or ‘self-transformation’. The next section will show how one
regular visitor understands Iona as a landscape of ‘revelation’ or ‘self-transformation’
through his work and identity as an artist. We begin with a brief account of changing

attitudes to Iona’s landscape.

Changing Attitudes towards Iona’s Landscape
Tona is part of the wider landscape of the Scottish ‘Highlands and Islands’, dominated by the
ideals of the Romantic and Antiquarian movements. While English landscapes tend to be
restrained, orderly, and Arcadian, in contrast the Scottish landscape:

...has long been lauded as a paradigm of a certain kind of beauty—sublime, wild and

romantic—and Scotland’s tourist industry still trades on these notions and values. ..
(Mayhew 2004, italics added)
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A Case Study of Place and Practice: The Hau of Iona

But the landscape is not a ‘fixed cultural image and resource’ upon which people’s longings
are simply etched (Hirsch 1995; see also Coleman 2004b; Hastrup 1998). In particular,
because of the island’s location, size, and exposure to the elements, ‘nature’ on Iona 1s
omnipresent in a way urbanites are not used to and often awed by. Its susceptibility to rapid
changes in light, cloud cover, wind, rain, etc. has a direct effect on people’s perception and
experience of the place, typically enhancing their sense of the sublime. As Hastrup (1998:
123) says of Icelandic everyday life, ‘nature becomes a social agent in its own right...”. Like
Hastrup’s (ibid.) Icelanders, dramatic ‘nature’ is part of Iona islanders’ ordinary, daily lives,
where ‘nature’s movements are registered as history’."’

Many images and views of Iona incorporate the surrounding waters and islands, such
as Staffa or Jura, and especially the Ross of Mull (which lies just one mile east across the
Sound of Tona) and the Atlantic Ocean off the west coast beaches. Interestingly, what often
inspires visitors’ intuition of the ‘sacred’ is not so much Iona’s low-lying, unassuming
terrain by itself but rather its juxtaposition against and contrast to its neighbouring features.
What people see over the white crests of the surrounding waters are Mull’s pink granite hills
and the blue-white cliffs of the Burg, the Paps of Jura to the south, Staffa’s black rocks to the
north, or on a clear day the shores of Ireland to the west. People do not ‘see’ Iona as such; in
fact, it is their location on Iona which allows them to look out upon the rest of the world and
to see it—and themselves—in a new way. One regular visitor John said:

Before my visit to [Iona] I was uncomfortable in my own presence alone, on lona I

spent many hours alone just watching the tide ebb and flow. I think of Iona as the
centre of a giant clock face. If you have ever stood on Dun I [the highest point on the

"' Nature’s agency was poignantly felt when four island sons died in a freak boating accident in the
Sound of Iona in December 1998.

109






Chapter 3. Iona Pilgrimage and Practice

I created an image that was completely for the first time, my own work, and taken
from the natural features of Iona. (italics added)

The island’s ‘natural features’ powerfully inspired John to create his ‘own work’, to try
something entirely different from his previous modes of working and being. For 30 years,
he had been a technician and metallurgist in the weapons systems industry. Coming to a low
point in his health and career, he felt ‘a bit of a lost soul’, disillusioned with the ethics of his
field. Putting technical manuals aside, he began to read about painting. At the
recommendation of friends—who had once sent him a postcard of a sunrise over Iona

Abbey—John decided to visit this ‘place of retreat’:

... had packed a box of pastels, an unwanted gift a friend had suggested I take,
because she thought, what would 1 do on Iona, there is nothing to do there...

I was aware that I was walking [along the Street of the Dead] where few had
trodden before, and that the landscape I witnessed was probably not much changed
since the time the Abbey was built. I remember looking through the west window of
the door, there were candles and figures passing through the light, probably taking
part in some deeply sacred ritual, I was intrigued to ask, what is going on...

I was not deeply religious, although I did feel that here, I was in the presence
of a source of ancient religion and standing on holy ground. 1 remember the
sensation of a deep longing to feel as I did before I became unwell. This sensation
was present wherever I went on the island that week, as if it was stalking beside me
Jike a shadow.... on the Sunday we went to the service at the Abbey; a harp and a
cantor sang in the raised floor above the Sacristy. This was very different to what 1
expected to experience, the whole building seemed to fill with singing and beautiful
music. I remember thinking ‘This is what people come to this place to witness’.

...1 [wanted to arise]...before dawn to watch the sunrise over Mull, even
better I had thoughts of going to the Abbey, to stand on the hill at dawn. / could then
witness the very event on the postcard that had been sent to me, revealing the Abbey
with the sun rising over Ben More. (italics added)

The natural and human landscapes—and their apparent timelessness—exerted an intense
‘presence’ on John, stirring in him a ‘deep longing’. Interestingly, he couples the external
force of the landscape with his inner yearning so it becomes an almost palpable thing with

intention and agency—"as if it were stalking beside me like a shadow’.
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Shadows are attached to their subjects and cast upon subjects positioned in time and
space. John’s shadow is not static but ‘stalks’ him, its shape depending on the hour and
place. The shadow is, in a sense, a manifestation of a subject’s act of embodiment in a
place—in this case, Iona. The shadow cannot exist without John and it reflects not only
whether he stands, sits, walks, etc., but also where and how he does so. It exists because of
the interface between John’s body and the sun or other sources of light in the landscape. To
be with or without a shadow, and what kind of shadow, implies certain things about one’s
surroundings and how one is interacting with it, as well as how the landscape—and objects
within it—is moving or acting upon him. The island is very much alive to John for, as Ridler
(2002: 94) observes, enactment is both to act upon something and to be enacted upon by
something.

Furthermore, John seeks to place himself in a very specific position within the
landscape, in relation to the Abbey on the hill, from which he could ‘witness the very event
on the postcard that had been sent to me’. To recreate the postcard’s image, conjured up in
his mind and realised in actuality, is not simply inscribing on the landscape what John
wishes to see; rather, memory, imagination, and movement are incorporated through the
processes of embodiment. It is not that John projects meaning onto the landscape as much as
he situates himself in relation to certain features within it so he can access the meaning(s) he
believes is already present. This understanding follows a Heideggerian formulation where:

A place owes its character to the experiences it affords to those who spend time

there—to the sights, sounds and indeed smells that constitute its specific ambience.

And these, in turn, depend on the kinds of activities in which its inhabitants engage.

It is from this relational context of people’s engagement with the world, in the

business of dwelling, that each place draws its unique significance. Thus whereas

with space, meanings are aftached to the world, with the landscape they are gathered
fromit.... (Ingold 1993: 155, oniginal italics; see also Gosden 1994; Hastrup 1998)
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Far from having ‘nothing to do there’, responding to what he intuited from Iona’s landscape,

John found himself engaging in certain activities:

...I chose to walk to the shore taking my pastels, this was the first time I painted a
landscape which would be my own creation.

It took me until Thursday morning to pluck up the courage to go to the Abbey
alone and watch the sunrise as the postcard had shown. ... 1entered the [back of the
Nave]...I was alone, it was dark inside, a light was shining into the choir from a side
aisle at the crossing.

I walked in and sat down.... It was so quiet I could hear a bird walking on the
stone floor at the far end of the nave. It was so peaceful, I could hear my own heart
beating.

I took out my pastel and book from my rucksack and proceeded to draw the
column facing me, looking up, I saw the words ‘Donaldus O Brolchan Fecit Hoc
Opus’. My friend later told me this meant he [Donald O Brolchan] made this space.

I walked to the column and moved my hand around it, looking for other
marks. There was a small ‘I’ carved in the south side of the pillar. Moving my hand
upwards, it slipped into a depression shaped like a hand. I could feel the surfaces the
sculptor had created. ] wondered how many had done this before.

When I looked upwards I noticed a grotesque face on the arch of the crossing
(I call him the watcher), it seemed to be deforming the very stone plastically, forcing
its way into the choir space. As if the building itself was watching those who entered,
me in particular. ..

...I have visited Iona up to three times each year since to witness the seasons,
to paint and to visit the place where the consciousness of my soul is at rest. ... (italics

added)
John’s account is rich with a sense of discovery, not of something new per se, but of
something old. Exploring the nooks and crannies of the stone columns, he attends to the
textures of sounds and sights around him: the bird walking, his heart beating, the grotesque
face ‘deforming’. The connections he feels with the past manifest themselves through what
he sees, touches, and hears—what he is doing now—and his wondering ‘how many had
done this before’, i.e., people through the ages have seen, touched, and heard the same things
in this very same place:

To perceive the landscape is therefore to carry out an act of remembrance, and

remembering is... engaging perceptually with an environment that is itself pregnant
with the past. (Ingold 1993: 153)
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ontext of human dwelling in the world’, where ‘the church...resonates to the cycles of
uman [and animal] life and subsistence’ (Ingold 1993: 170, 169). The thrice-daily services,
ignalled by the church bells pealing; the Abbey tours led by Historic Scotland guides every
our; locals’ weddings and funerals; the church shutting down in wintertime and re-opening
efore Easter; the bustle of mealtimes in the Refectory; the Cloisters providing shelter for
esting birds—all examples of the Abbey’s resonance with and embeddedness in the
sland’s multivarious life cycles. Drawn by the Abbey’s presence, incalculable social
rroups (e.g., monks, pilgrims, staff, guests, tourists, locals) have and continue to ‘attend to
ne another’—and to the place—consciously or otherwise, as they go about their business
ibid.: 159-60). The people (and ‘creation’) are as much bound up in the life of the Abbey as
he Abbey is in the lives of the people (and ‘creation’), in a relational, accumulative, and
iever-ending process or ‘movement of becoming of the world as a whole’ (ibid. 168).
Jrganic movement and metamorphosis of things constituting the landscape are inherent in
he processes of time—its ‘temporality’ (see Ingold 1993; Hastrup 1998; Gosden 1994)."

Since that first visit, John has created, sold, and given away countless Iona paintings,
ome of which remain on the island while myriad others are exhibited on the mainland. He
s now a full-time artist and about to graduate with a BA in art history. He says, ‘.. .the
ourney I started on that Wednesday afternoon in August 1997 on Iona continues’. Mutual
ransformation characterises John’s relationship with the island: the postcard may have
lanted a seed in him, but it was in being on Iona—entering into its landscape, so to

peak—that John felt something awaken in him, an impulse that helped him discover his

121 recognise that Ingold (1993) and Gosden (1994) apply their respective Heidiggerian ‘dwelling’
erspectives to archaeology, just as Hastrup (1998) discusses the Icelandic landscape in terms of tradition and
istory. My application of these ‘longue duree’ understandings of ‘practice’ to Iona where outsiders engage
nly briefly with its landscape may thus seem inappropriate. However, John—Tlike other lona visitors—is
nmersed in wider sociological and theological conditions (discussed in Chapter 2), which stimulate his
articular understanding and mode of relating to the island. For Iona is set within the broader context of
Vestern Christianity, whereby people increasingly posit an intimate relationship between ideas of “place’ and
landscape’ with ‘practice’ in their approaches to ‘spirituality’.
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talent for painting; through his ongoing depictions of Tona, he also promotes and shapes how
others perceive the place, even as they in turn may be inspired to visit and begin their own
engagement with the island. John’s very presence, easel and paintbrush in hand, in a quiet
corner of a beach, makes him part of Iona’s landscape which other visitors see (and hear).
They may discuss together mutual Iona interests, and he may feature in other people’s
photos and pictures as an ‘Jona artist’, perpetuating the longstanding romance artists have
had with the island.

John’s story illustrates the temporality of the landscape—which helps serve as a
corrective to the Western convention of dichotomising mind over matter, form over process.
For ‘through living in it, the landscape becomes part of us, just as we are a part of it” (Ingold
1993: 154). The island’s landscape, in becoming ‘part of” John, goes wherever he goes. He
says, ‘When I left.. I was carrying the experience of Iona with me...”. The changes effected
extend beyond Iona’s shores as John’s life and career switched course: he decided to go to
university, began to teach others painting, and joined an artist guild and society. The
landscapes of his home, community, workplace, etc. have been subsequently affected by his
participation in novel activities consistent with his new occupation. Interestingly, John
reflects that, away from Iona, ‘...from time to time I sense, Iona stands beside me like a
shadow...’. If the ‘shadow’ discussed earlier is a product of his ‘dwelling’ in the island’s
landscape, then this ‘shadow’ which ‘stands beside me’ is an extension or result of his ‘Iona
experience’—an experience that casts its own penumbra on the other landscapes of his life.

At every repeat visit to Iona, John may feel his artistic vocation confirmed as he
immerses himself in the place, both transforming it and being transformed by it. He may,
one day, decide to portray Iona differently, cease his artistic activities, take up an alternative
role as a hotel worker, for instance, or stop visiting altogether. All these forms of ‘dwelling’

(and its absence) have consequences for the island’s landscape, albeit in a limited way
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through one person; but the sum of the various forms of ‘dwelling” which Iona’s inhabitants
and visitors practice has considerable impact. For it is ‘in the business of dwelling, that each
place draws its unique significance’ (Ingold 1993: 155).

There has been a tendency in anthropology to regard people’s intuition of how a
place affects them as merely manifestations of their longings and expectations—i.e., as
‘culture’ is etched onto ‘nature’, meaning is ‘inscribed’ onto space to create ‘landscape’.
This thesis contends it is important to take seriously people’s claims of being changed by the
landscape in some way, that they believe the place itself has agency and force, if not quite
intention. Hastrup (1998: 111) says the Icelandic landscape:

...1s not simply a surface, or a stage upon which people play their social roles: it is

part of the social space. It infiltrates practice and makes history. There is, as it were,

agency on both sides; the opposition between nature and culture dissolves. ..
Reflecting on his new artistic vocation, John says, ‘I have...sometimes felt that I was acting
out a fate that was pre-determined. In that Jona was using me, if I let it’ (italics added). In
John’s complex and mutually accommodating relationship with Iona, the island is an equal
participant and player. Instead of simply being the projection of people’s desires or of
society idealised as ‘God’ and located in ‘Nature’, meanings are ‘gathered from’ the world
in a ‘dwelling perspective’ such as Ingold’s (1993: 152):

...the landscape is constituted as an enduring record of—and testimony to—the lives

and works of past generations who have dwelt within it, and in so doing, have left

there something of themselves.
In fact, the anthropological concept of the ‘agency’ of material things (e.g., Appadurai 1986;
Gell 1998) has roots which stretch back to Mauss (1954/1970) and his analysis of the Maori
hau (spirit of the thing) which animates a faonga (gift object) and creates obligatory

reciprocity between giver and recipient. In a sense, Elisabeth and other Iona devotees are
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responding to what they perceive as the #au of the total Iona landscape, including its human
constructions. Whether the lona au is the immanence of the Christian God in nature, a
pagan spirit, an impersonal force or energy, or the combined force of nature, human
imagination, and the material world, from the way people talk about Iona’s landscape, it
appears to be both the giver and the gift—it gives of itself to people through their mutual
engagement. Certain ways of interacting with the landscape animates the possibility of a
reciprocally transformative relationship between the place and the person. Not everyone
feels compelled to respond, but those who do often say the compulsion is irresistible, almost
primal. Similar to how the Maori Aau becomes part of the giver and gives him power over
anyone who possesses the faonga, the Iona hau becomes an integral part of the person’s
(process of) ‘being’.

This chapter has given a historical account of Iona pilgrimage and brought us up to
date on pilgrimage practices on the island today. In particular, contemporary lona
pilgrimage is intimately linked with how people understand and engage with the island’s
landscape, natural and man-made. Visitors’ changing attitudes towards Iona’s wider
landscape have yielded a belief in its “intrinsic’ spirituality and transformative agency in
shaping the activities and self-understandings of those who come into contact with it. The
next chapter explores the textures and hues of present-day visitors’ ‘Iona experiences’,

concentrating on the weekly guests who book in at the Iona Community centres in order to

‘live in community’.
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CHAPTER 4. Visitors’ ‘lona Experience’: Veni, Vidi, Amavi...

This thesis’ main intention is to bring to light one cohort of site staff—the Iona
Community’s Resident Group—who facilitate ‘pilgrimage’ at the venerated isle. To do so,
it is first necessary to understand the purpose and impact of staff’s daily labour on the
people who come to stay in the Community’s centres and/or attend worship at the Abbey.
These visitors’ ‘Iona experience’ will also serve as a useful foil for comparison with
ressies’ own distinctive type of ‘lona experience’ analysed in subsequent chapters.

The growing kinship between pilgrimage and tourism has aroused recent
theoretical speculation and empirical enquiry (e.g., Cohen 1992: 47-61; Coleman & Eade
2004; Schramm 2004; Badone & Roseman 2004). Early attempts were made to
distinguish between the two, usually employing bifurcations such as sacred/secular,
formal/informal, serious/playful, leisure/duty, centre/periphery, deep/superficial, etc. (e.g.,
Bauman 1996). In his Iona study, Golliher (1989: 229) juxtaposes tourist as ‘cultural
exploiter’ against pilgrim as ‘cultural refugee’. He argues that Iona pilgrims see one
another as fellow ‘cultural refugees’ but view Iona tourists as ‘cultural exploiters’; what
‘tourists’ think of this distinction Golliher does not say. Also, he categorises ‘pilgrims’ as
Iona Community staff and guests, but it can only be assumed that he means “tourist’ to
refer generally to all other visitors to the island who are not associated with any religious
establishment.

While my data confirms that some visitors do indeed go to Iona to seek ‘refuge’
from mainstream ‘culture’ and that others do not, the ‘tourist/exploiter’ and
‘pilgrim/refugee’ divisions and correlations are too simplistic.l Instead, I suggest that

many people who go to Iona are ‘potential pilgrims’; as explained in the Introduction, this

! Golliher (1989: 212) himself admits the reality is more complex but offers no further elucidation.
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The rise of the heritage industry and the commodification of place, amongst other factors,
have increasingly made strict distinctions between ‘pilgrim’ and ‘tourist’ untenable
(MacDonald 2002; Badone & Roseman 2004). Wider studies of travel and identity—
including diaspora and the search for ethnic origins (Basu 2004; Schramm 2004)—have
also brought the two concepts closer together. The aspects of travelling and journeying
emphasise movement as a common denominator between the two phenomena, for pilgrims
and tourists are always having to get somewhere, and back. The terms ‘pilgrim’ and
‘tourist’ often still permeate how visitors themselves articulate their sense of purpose and
self-identity, but it is the motivations for and the manner in which such journeys are
undertaken that fruitful analysis can take place (Schramm 2004: 136).

This chapter focuses on visitors’ articulation of their experience of this ‘sacred’
island. The primary data comes from questionnaires, interviews, and email exchanges
conducted with 18 visitors, heavily supplemented by day-to-day observations and informal
conversations with hundreds of people, during mealtimes, chores, services, workshops,
Pilgrimage walks, childcare, and myriad other casual encounters—people were almost

always keen to talk about themselves and their ‘Iona experiences’.

Iona Visitors: Pilgrims or Tourists?

On Iona, the terms “pilgrim’ and ‘tourist’ are less heard than might be expected. Iona
Community staff call those staying at the centres ‘guests’. People staying at the religious
retreat houses, hotels, or B&Bs are also referred to as ‘guests’, implying a relationship
with islanders based on hospitality. ‘Punters’ is sometimes used by locals to refer to
anyone visiting the island. One local suggests islanders rarely use the term ‘pilgrim’
because of their own Presbyterian or secular outlooks. ‘Tourists’ or ‘daytrippers’ tend to

be applied to large groups on guided tours who traipse off buses or cruise ships (e.g.,
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Hebridean Princess) to converge en masse on Iona. ‘Visitors’ is the overall, most neutral
and commonly used appellation which covers all these categories. These terms, of course,
are not exclusive, with room for overlap. A ‘guest’ to Iona Community staff, for example,
could be labelled derogatorily as a “tourist’ or ‘religious punter’ by a local.”

Locals regard certain types of visitors as ‘Scottish cousins’. These are the
regular holidaymakers discussed in Chapter 3 who typically rent the same cottage every
year and contribute to the social fabric of local island life. People like the former Labour
leader John Smith, whose family spent many summers on Iona and has strong ties with the
locals, fall into this category. That he was given special permission to be buried in St
Oran’s graveyard shows how well regarded he was amongst the normally (and
understandably) territorial islanders. Several Iona Community Members have also
established a ‘Scottish cousins’ relationship with locals.

During my fieldwork, the only time I heard someone describe themselves,
unprompted, as a ‘pilgrim’ was an elderly Roman Catholic woman on an organised
pilgrimage from Ireland. The majority of guests at the Abbey and MacLeod Centre are
Anglican or Presbyterian or of another Protestant stripe with a weak pilgrimage tradition.
People certainly ‘come’ on pilgrimage to Iona, or ‘go’ on the weekly island Pilgrimage,
but it is more something they do rather than a self-conscious, cohesive identity to be
asserted.” If in the 1980s the Community’s staff (and guests) regarded themselves
explicitly as ‘pilgrims’ (Golliher 1989), they appear to do so no longer. The Community
sometimes apply ‘pilgrimage’ themes to their annual programme (e.g., 2001—A Faith
Odyssey), but their pronounced ecumenism and (perceived) ambiguous relationship with

institutional Christianity mean their staff and guests do not necessarily see themselves in

? Neither are all ‘locals’ the same; for the sake of convenience, however, the term ‘locals’ will be
used.

> The identities that matter most are spoken of in terms of church tradition or in opposition to
institutional religion.
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For the purposes of this thesis, I concentrate on the ‘lona experiences’ of one
core group of visitors—the weekly guests staying at the Jona Community’s two centres.
Instead of being a daytripper, a holidaymaker at a B&B or hotel,7 up to 100 paying
guests/week stay at the Abbey or the MacLeod Centre (known in local parlance as the
‘Mac’). During that time, staff and each new set of guests are supposed to live, worship,
and work together to ‘build community’—this ‘deeper’ experience of Iona is what most

guests say they desire.

Making the First Connection

People’s first visits to Iona may not have any religious intent and are often part of a day
tour including other famous Hebridean sites like Mull and Staffa. They come because it is
logistically convenient to combine it with a holiday ‘up north’. Families appreciate that
‘children’s staff-workers’ are on hand to supervise and organise activities. Students,
especially from overseas, sometimes sign up for trips organised by their university’s
chaplaincy to take advantage of the opportunity to travel. From that initial brief visit,
however, a relationship with the place begins to evolve. Some people retain precise

memories of their earliest visit:

1960 as part of our honeymoon. ..

90 minutes in 1958, when GFM [George F. MacLeod] invited me to be a guide,
which I was for a month in 1959.

Visited with my parents on a day trip from Oban when I was 11 years old...

Visitors learn about Iona and the Iona Community in different ways: contact with

Members, the music and liturgy of the Wild Goose Resource Group (WGRG), at church,

7 Or at one of the religious retreat houses, €.g., Bishops House, Duncraig, or the Catholic House of
Prayer.
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and at friends’ recommendation, etc. People in their 50s and older tend to have had some
link with George MacLeod. A few older guests recalled they learned of the Community:
...[as] a teenager living in Glasgow (Govan), when I visited the IC Centre beside
St Andrew’s Cathedral. (My paternal grandfather, a Roman Catholic, was a
close associate of George MacLeod’s father).
...[when] George MacLeod visited and stayed with us when [he was] moderator
[of the Church of Scotland].
The connections sometimes stretch beyond the British Isles, as several early Members
were overseas missionaries, e.g., Ralph Morton in China, Tom Colvin in Malawai. The
initial generations of Members worked in churches, social care, health, youth and
community outreach, etc. and took many groups to Iona who otherwise did not have the
means to do so. Members sought to bring people ‘on the edges’ of society—those already
‘socially liminal’—to a place at the geographical and ecclesiastical ‘edge’ of Britain.
Rather than trying to ‘overcome (their) liminality’ by making them ‘connect...with the
core symbols of...society’ (see Dubisch 1995: 97) or integrating them into institutional
religion, however, Members hoped these people’s ‘Iona experience’ would help them
discover the ‘centrality’ of spirituality through community living.

Today, some Members and longer-term staff feel the guest demographic has shifted
from Scottish working class, disadvantaged groups to more middle-class, middle-aged
English churchgoers. Some believe this phenomenon reflects an aging Community
membership who are retiring from spheres of work and ministry amongst the working
classes, and a trend of middle-class people—less involved in marginalised communities—
seeking to join because of their infatuation with the island or the Community’s innovative
music and liturgical style. Although the Community are careful to redress this pattern,
Iona on the whole has become a destination for those who can afford the luxury of travel.

Increasingly, it is those at the ‘core’ of society—the middle-aged and middle-class—who
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increasingly journey to the ‘Celtic edge’ of Iona on their own volition and means. While
they are not ‘socially liminal’ in the way that the poor and disadvantaged mentioned earlier
are, many of them feel ‘spiritually liminal’—a kind of middle-class malaise or
disenchantment with modern life.

Many Scots first encounter St Columba’s island and its place in Gaeldom in
primary school. Because of their history and Members’ involvement in church and public
life, the Tona Community is well-known in Scotland. The Community’s membership
network spans other parts of the UK, especially England, where some churches regularly
hold ‘Iona services’ (e.g., Oxford’s Wesley Memorial Church). Iona also attracts pastors
and priests on sabbatical or retreat. In non-religious circles, the island has become
generally renowned through the various Celtic revivalisms—celebrating Celtic art, prayers,
poetry, folklore, and music—and the widespread resurgence of interest in Celtic
spirituality. Although Lindisfarne, too, features prominently, Iona is regarded as pre-
eminent for its inextricable tie with St Columba. Internationally, the UK-based band Jona
has popularised the name in Europe, North America, and as far away as Japan and
Australia. Whatever it is that prompts people to consider visiting Iona, the impulse can be

magnetic, drawing them from halfway across the world to ‘Scotland’s furthest edge’.

Getting to the ‘Edge’

Unless they are a pre-arranged group (e.g., parish or church group), Community guests
arrive separately. Groups often travel by airplane, coach, car, or rail. Individuals and
couples or families usually drive. Arranging travel to Iona is not straightforward. For
example, the most direct train route from Oxford to Oban requires two changeovers (at
Birmingham and Glasgow) and can take up to 13 hours. At Oban, guests take a 45-minute

CalMac (‘Caledonian MacBrayne’) ferry ride to Craignure on the Island of Mull, followed
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highly concentrated ‘liminal space’ where how you arrive and how you leave determines
your relationship, present and future, to the island. Much depends on who is there to greet
you at the jetty and perhaps more importantly, who is there to see you off when you
leave.'® This issue of ‘leaving Iona’ will be addressed in subsequent chapters.

Entering into the ‘otherness’ of Iona’s landscape is akin to a second chance or a
beginning of something new or different. For many people, Iona is where they can cast
aside the restrictions of institutionalised religion: ‘...those on the fringes of organised
religion are welcomed and... we are encouraged to journey together and learn from each
other’. Paralleling the popular idea that the ‘Celtic Church’ once resisted the influences of
Rome and asserted an ‘indigenised’, inculturated Christianity, contemporary ‘pilgrims’
view Iona as a spiritual outpost where alternative practices of faith outside the Church’s

traditional hierarchy and doctrines can once again flourish.

Arriving on Iona

Unlike Frey’s (1998, 2004) Santiago travelers where the journeying is paramount and
arrival ‘anticlimactic’ or ambivalent, for most Iona visitors arriving on the island means
everything. This is partly because people travel disparately, taking different routes and
various forms of transport (even cruise ship or private yacht). Unless part of a church
group or pilgrimage tour, the journey there can be a profoundly individualistic experience.
Clad in similar weather-proof gear and loaded up with luggage, the lona pilgrim is
virtually unidentifiable from backpackers, campers, tourists, other holidaymakers, and
sometimes locals themselves returning from vacationing elsewhere—except for the
occasional visitor who dons a large Celtic cross necklace or some other distinguishing

apparel (see the two ‘robed’ figures in Fig 4.7).

' Interestingly, the newsletter Community staff sporadically produce is called “The Jetty’.
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Jjourney: into healing, into justice, into ourselves, into the future, into life and beyond, into
hope, into the unknown, along tightropes, across bridges...’. In 2002, the theme was In
God’s Time, while in 2006 it was Entertaining Angels. Within the overall annual theme

are weekly themes, such as the following:

e Crossroads: A Meeting Place: A week of Buddhist/Christian dialogue led by a
Buddhist nun and a Christian nun

e God in Our Place: ‘...a week for individuals and groups seeking to make sense
of God’s good news for the poor in our cities’

e Fair Trade in the Web of Life: ‘Fair trade can make a real difference in this
divided world...’

e Confronting Global Conflict: ¢...taking action in the overwhelming context of
international relations and conflict’'*

The morning and afternoon workshops/sessions reflect that week’s topic. The Abbey and
the Mac have separate, but occasionally overlapping, weekly programmes. The Mac tends
to host more families and children, while the Abbey generally appeals to an older, more
overtly ‘religious’ crowd, many of whom are ‘middle-aged, middle-class, middle-English
Anglicans’. ‘Open Weeks’, with no fixed theme and providing more flexibility, are also
offered for those guests who seek a more ‘neutral’ experience. Leaders for programmed
weeks are culled from a wide network linked through the Community, including
Associates, former staff, and experts in various fields of work and ministry.

Besides the annual and weekly programmes, each day also has a fixed theme (e.g.,
Saturday = Welcome, Monday = Peace & Justice) which determines the content of that
day’s worship and workshops/sessions (see Table 4.1). For example, on Tuesdays, a
session on the Iona Community’s ‘healing ministry’ takes place after dinner to prepare

guests for the evening Prayers for Healing service; while on Wednesdays, the evening Act

4 The first two are taken from 200/—A Faith Odyssey: The lona Community 2001 Islands’
Programme, the final two are from Entertaining Angels: The lona Community 2006 Islands’ Programme.
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Evening Services—especially the Prayers for Healing—with varying content and liturgy,

can take up to an hour or more.

Table 4.1 ‘Rhythm of the Week’ Timetable, 2001-2002

Saturday Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday
8.15 Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast
9.00 Morping Breakfast Morning Morming Moming service | Morming Leaving
service service service service service
9.30 Chores Chores Chores Chores Chores Guests
leave
10.15 Communion Programme Programme Pilgrimage Programme
Service session + session + session +
coffee break | coffee break coffee break
1.00 Lunch Lunch Lunch Packed lunch Lunch
2.00 | Peace & Session on Peace & Peace & Peace & Justice | Peace & Peace &
Justice ‘What is the Justice Justice service* Justice service | Justice
service Iona service service service*
Community?’
2.15 | Guests Staffa option | Staffa option | Pilgrimage Free time
arrive and (Abbey) (Mac) or Programme
Programme Programme session
‘Big Sing’ session session (or Staffa
session (Mac) (Abbey) fallback)
6.00 | Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner
7.30 | Welcome Free time Justice & Healing Service or Guest | Reflection
session Peace Ministry concert session
session session preparation
9.00 | Welcome Quiet Time Justice & Service of Act of Communion Evening
Service Service Peace Prayers for | Commitment or Agape Service*
Service Healing Service or Service
Guest-led
Service
945 | Tea & Tea & coffee Tea & coffee | Tea & coffee | Tea & coffee Tea & coffee Tea &
coffee coffee*
10.00 | Programme | Programme Ceilidh/disco | Taize or Guest concert Programme
option option (in village meditation option
hall) session

* These public events take place even when Iona Community guests are not present.

These three points of daily devotion highlight the Community’s vision of the holistic,

continuous nature of ‘work and worship’, ‘prayer and politics’, ‘the sacred and the secular’.

Taken together, they establish a certain pattern of the week guests find is a refreshing
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take in or engage emotionally with the island’s ‘atmosphere’, reflecting a popular
association of ‘sacredness’ with an empty or idyllic landscape. The constraint of time as a
daytripper also impinged upon her ‘lona experience’.

Indeed, how long a visitor stays on the island, along with other factors such as
with whom or where she stays (e.g., in the ‘sacred” Abbey or at a ‘secular’ hotel), how
well she knows the locals and (perhaps more importantly) vice versa, how frequently she
visits, and what activities she participates in, not only expands her experience of the place,
but also bestows legitimacy to claims of ‘closeness’ to Iona. Similar to Kohn’s (2002)
sense of the possibility of ‘belonging’ through practice, all these ways of behaving on Iona
are also what determine how accepted a person is by local residents—even if she can never
quite achieve full ‘islander’ status. Iona locals are familiar with, and wary of, the range of
reasons why the island holds special attraction for visitors. Amongst these motivations are
Golliher’s (1989) insights about ‘pilgrims’ coming to Iona to ‘quest’ and ‘protest’.

Golliher’s (1989) study focuses entirely on staff workers at the Abbey as
‘pilgrims’, but his research nevertheless has applications for other ‘outsider’ social groups
such as Iona Community guests. Golliber’s ‘quest and protest’ thesis raises interesting

points which help illuminate Iona devotees’ many-sided motivations.

To Quest: In Search of ‘Home’

The element of ‘questing’ is very strong in visitors’ characterisation of the island’s allure:
7 years ago I stayed at the Abbey. This was due to...a general longing for
something to change in my life and a longing to experience some dramatic kind

of spiritual reality.

... Personally I expected some particular revelation of God whilst on the island—
a Damascus road type experience of God... (all italics added)
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As with other holy sites, people tend to go on pilgrimage during key or watershed periods
in their lives, whether at crisis or momentous turning points. One person whose marriage
was on the verge of breaking down said:

I needed to get away by myself. Time to think and reflect.... no heavy couples

scene or children—because I left my teenage children at home I didn’t want to be
reminded of them and miss them too much.

Another woman had waited a long time before she could fulfil her desire to visit:

I had been wanting to come for ages but at that time I needed a break from the
family and an opportunity arose which I grabbed.... 1 wanted to find some space
away from the roles I felt trapped by to discover some new possibilities.
Several people elaborated on their desire for an intense mountain-top experience of the
Divine, where being on Iona would serve as a ‘spiritual catalyst’ of sorts:
I.. . hoped to feel God’s touch on my life in a very real and unmistakable way. 1
had been a Christian for about 6 years and was aware of God slowly and gently

working in my life and healing some areas. I came to lona hoping that something
dramatic would happen fo speed up this process. (italics added)

Another guest admitted about her first trip to Iona:

My expectations were really longings and were very high. I expected to be
changed and to feel different and happier and to finally find a place where I
genuinely felt I ‘fitted’. I also hoped that I may meet a life partner who was a
real kindred spirit.
Although she did not find a life partner on her first visit, her second trip was with her
fiancé. She said, ‘...Iona has been important to me and I felt that sharing an experience
there would make us closer’. She envisaged inner and outer transformations being

stimulated by their physical presence on the island. Iona frequently becomes a key

reference point in people’s lives as they seek to reconfigure the map of their inner selves as
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Finding and/or solidifying romance on Iona is a salient feature of many people’s ‘lona
experience’. During my fieldwork, numerous couples used the Abbey for their wedding,
and it is common for people to fall in love within Iona’s idyllic environs. For a small
1sland community struggling to retain its population, especially young people, the influx of
visitors and staff also provides locals with augmented possibilities for romance and/or
finding life partners.

One of the most powerful narratives employed by visitors is about their intuition
of Iona as a ‘spiritual refuge’. Those who normally do not profess a faith often say only on
Iona is the ‘divine’ real to them. An American couple decided to get married at the Abbey,
despite the distance and inconvenience involved in planning and transporting guests in
from the US, because they felt Iona was their ‘true spiritual home’. Countless people
articulated how inspired they were by the island and the spirituality it embodied for them:

It feels like a spiritual “home’—or rather a spiritual springboard. I find

something from the experience that resources my continuing pilgrimage.

... The overall effect of all these books [about Celtic Christianity] was to present

to me an overwhelming sense of homecoming for, in what they had to say about

the nature of the Celts’ worship.... I for the first time in my 52 years of spiritual

searching, felt myself embraced by a spirituality with which I felt completely
comfortable and which gave me a craving for more knowledge.

Of course it was not Jong before I moved into the Internet and searched
out the Iona Homepage. .. (italics added)

But the ‘questing’ or ‘homecoming’ is not always in spiritual terms and may take on ethnic
or cultural hues. Visitors to Scotland include a significant proportion of what Basu (2004)
calls ‘roots-tourists’, 1.e., people claiming a common Scottish heritage in search of their
origins. These members of the Scottish diaspora tend to be middle-aged, middle-class,

urban whites from Canada, the US, Australia, and New Zealand. Their strong

identification with Scotland is often based on extensive genealogical research and internet
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networking across the continents, culminating in actual travel to and gathering at their

respective ‘clanlands’.

Basu makes a strong case for why the notions of ‘home’ and ‘homecoming’ have

such emotional force and cultural resonance:

...1f this proverbial home may be understood as a place where one belongs in some
profound sense, to be in a position to make a homecoming suggests that...this
home exists elsewhere, somewhere and/or sometime ‘other’ than the here and now.
To contemplate making a homecoming is therefore to recognize that one is living in
a state of exile from this longed-for ‘place’. Indeed...this seemingly most
commonplace of locations has, in an age characterized by movement, also become
the most elusive. As society becomes increasingly mobile and fragmented, there is
thus a corresponding nostalgia for the (imagined) stability and coherence of past
times and places. It is precisely in response to this desire of the ‘dislocated’ self to
‘relocate’ itself in time and place that roots-tourism is so effective in providing the
promise of a route ‘back’ home. (Basu 2004: 157-8, italics added)

Iona’s neighbour, the Ross of Mull, is ancestral home to the many well-known clans, e.g.,
MacLean. On Iona itself, some surnames (e.g., Black, Tindal, MacDougall) stretch back
several generations, but the island’s eventful history and relatively high turnover of people
have yielded a fairly scattered set of genealogies. Certainly, ‘roots-tourists’ do come
specifically to Iona, but the hunt for an ancestral homeland is sometimes conflated with a
spiritual sense of homecoming, or else the sacred connections are prioritised over
genealogical ones. An Australian guest ‘Thomas’ says:
...For the white man [in Australia] there is, to my knowledge, NOT A SINGLE
SACRED SITE on this vast continent that stands as a tribute to our Saviour as
the overseer and Lord of the land.... Basically, we were founded a pagan nation,
with no icons, no sacred sites, just a legacy of week-kneed (in the face of God’s

law) clergy, cruelty and gross injustice. Put simply, Australia’s white origins
were formed as a place of punishment—NOT forgiveness—of God or man....

(original emphasis)
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Reflecting on ‘our true native people, the Aborigines’, Thomas expresses awe and
admiration for their ‘history of creation’ and countless holy sites, especially Uluru,

honoured as ‘the ultimate sacred structure’. He continues:

But it [Uluru] is not my Cathedral, it is not my Iona Abbey, not my Oran’s
Chapel, and never can be in my heart.

Which brings me back to ME and MY long, long trek to tiny Iona....
the awareness and discovery of my Celtic roots was something of only very
recent times, but brought with it such a powerful sense of belonging and origin
that it left me with no option but to pursue it, even tho money was an obstacle
and I now find myself in middle age desperately wanting to further follow those
roots but unable to do so.... I believe I belong on the other side of the world,
immersed in a tradition that is not to be found in Australia, except perhaps in
small, difficult-to-find pockets...and even there, entry would be difficult without
the mark of the clan upon your forehead. ..

...In [Iona’s] ancient stones beats a rhythm that no amount of empathy
on my part can uncover in the rocks of Australia’s mountains and desert stones. I
can thrill to the didgeridoo..., but never can that approach the heartrending call
of the eulian pipes or the pulsating beat of the bodhran.

That’s where I belong. 1 only wish I’d discovered this food for the soul
40 years ago—or perhaps in another time... (original emphasis, italics added)

Thomas goes on to develop the link between his Celtic heritage, Australian nationality, and

Christian faith:

Apart from the fact that many Australians of Anglo-Saxon descent could trace
their heritage to early Celtic history (which was the case for me), my nationality
means little, but my claim to being a Christian means a great deal, for here, on
lona, T was able to find numerous places and structures that allowed me o focus
on my quest for a deeper understanding of the love of God, and the ways of God
and His will for my life. The high crosses, St Columba’s Sanctuary, Oran’s

Chapel, St Columba’s Bay and the quarry, all provided me with different levels
of awareness. .. (italics added)

Thomas’ deep yearning for Iona and a Celtic heritage is expressed specifically in spiritual
terms over any ethnic or national identity, and yet reveals the profound importance of
place. In fact, ethnic ties do matter insofar as they validate a ‘natural’ claim to a type of
spirituality perceived as indigenous to a geographical place: according to Thomas’

reflections, Aborigines have Uluru as right and proper to their heritage and tradition, and
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white Australians—particularly Christians—have places like Iona as befits their birthright
and legacy.

On the other hand, Thomas spurned those Australians who would insist on ‘the
mark of the clan upon your forehead’ before allowing access to a Celtic tradition. He
implies that this tradition should not be limited by actual lines of descent, but be available
to all who identify with it. There is a delicate balance in play here, between how this guest
both objects to exclusivity based on genealogy and wields white heritage to legitimise his
identification with Celtic spirituality. It is important to note this is an account of Thomas’
‘personal pilgrimage’ and not intended as an indictment against those non-whites, non-
Celts who might also regard Iona as a ‘homeland’.

Thomas’ recurring sense of belonging ‘on the other side of the world’ also
resonates with Basu’s point about diaspora Scots ‘living in a state of exile’:

The “exile’s return’ to Scotland may therefore be understood as a profound

homecoming at multiple levels: it may be understood, for example, as a return to

the ‘cradle’ of a craved-for collective identity; as an existential journey to the

source of the self. (Basu 2004: 161)

Whilst the homeland may be an imagined one initially constructed from a visitor’s
readings on Celtic history, spiritual devotionals, and internet research, it is also rooted ‘in a
particular geographical territory which may be visited by the bodly, touched, photographed,
driven across and walked upon’ (ibid: 160, original italics). Basu (ibid.: 159) further states
that ‘roots-tourism’, ‘the imperative to recover a more “authentic” sense of

home. . .betray[s] a more pessimistic view of modernity in which the individual evidently
does not celebrate his or her liberation from the “genealogical rhetoric” of blood and
territorial attachment, but on the contrary seeks to re-assert it’.

This point can be similarly applied to people such as Thomas discussed above,

but not only in terms of a Celtic or Scots diaspora. Rather, it can be argued that the

155



Chapter 4. Visitors’ ‘lona FExperience’

religious malaise of the ‘postmodern’, ‘post-Christian’ West has dislocated many
Christians’ sense of connectedness with the Church and their fellow believers—people
thus scramble to find other ways of defining one’s religious identity. Ethnicity and history
are tools utilised in this process, but what emerges as equally, if not more, important is
place. Not just any place, but places with particular myths, narratives, and practices
attached to them, places which can confer legitimacy on whites whose ethnic identity has
fallen prey to 21st-century identity politics, and places which can validate claims of an
‘authentic’ and ‘indigenous’ spirituality. For many people, Iona is such a place:
I think it is a place that takes our deepest experiences seriously. It is a place that
is grounded, authentic, meaningful so gives permission for me to be me and for
me to grow.
Iona speaks to me of the groundedness of a spirituality within a place, and of the
necessity for a deep spirituality to be grounded in its geographical place. ... Asa
Christian lona speaks to my roots, of course (if not for Iona’s place in mission,
what/where might 1 be?). ..
The island is perceived and appropriated as the heartland not so much of a Scots diaspora
but a ‘Celtic spiritual’ diaspora which crosses ethnic and cultural boundaries. Iona
becomes a foil against which the mainstream Church and dominant forms of Western
Christianity are judged and evaluated. The island and visitors’ ‘lona experience’ become a
potent reference point around which people’s personal and religious identities are
navigated and formulated. It appears that Thomas’ inner longings prompted a search for
an external ‘homeland’ like Iona. People’s desires often find support in Iona’s
multilayered landscape—substantiated by appropriating its specific history, archaeology,
and/or geology. For instance, the age of Iona’s rocks is cited to support New Age claims

about the island as a focal intersection of powerful ley lines.
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of “‘protest’ did not always dominate their discourse.'® Those who did raise the issue
indeed had strong feelings about it and, as Golliher stated, were indeed quite vociferous.

One Community guest shared:

...Istayed at the Abbey...due to a growing desire to visit the Community
because of a feeling of dissatisfaction with my own Church.... For me [Abbey
worship] was wonderful as my inability to make this connection [of ‘church’ and
‘work or home life’] in my own church created a deep dissatisfaction in me and a
tendency to be critical of the church. I also liked the way that none of the doors
were locked and the services were led by various volunteers. The worship was
the responsibility of ‘ordinary’ people and not just ‘experts’.

As a parent, one guest bemoaned the loss of ‘community’ and its impact on human
relationships:
...1 find the model of ‘community’ as parents and children (the ‘nuclear’ family)
draining and debilitating and I am horrified at how much damage can be done
behind closed doors (in the home). I would like to explore other ways of
resourcing relationships and of bringing up children.... At my lowest times I
believe that the institutional church has immense power to turn people away from
God. I also believe that T am called to serve God within the institutional church
but believe that my task is to turn people round to find God in life—their life and
the life of the world—rather than putting God in a box and expecting people to
see God through our window...
These, and other, visitors felt that the lona Community offered ‘alternative spaces’ on Iona
within which to push the boundaries of conventional ideas about faith and spiritual practice
and to give voice, as ‘culture critics’ (Golliher 1989: 3), to their disaffections with Western
society. However, these Iona ‘pilgrims’ do not go to the island ‘to protest’, for to whom
are they protesting? Instead, they are in search of people like themselves with whom they
can feel ‘at home’ and be empowered by; they want to °...find like-minded people,

stimulating conversation, sense of belonging, unity, model of a lifestyle I’d like to

emulate’.

'$ Nor did it loom large amongst the ressies with whom I worked.
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The booking secretaries say it has been increasingly difficult to sell ‘protest’ or
‘politics’ weeks to people, compared with spirituality’ themed weeks, especially the
Celtic variety. Occasional groups of social activists and campaigners do book in at the
centres, but for the most part, people with frenetic mainland lives are disinterested in
spending a week on the island arguing about politics or thinking about the world’s
problems. People whose jobs focus on addressing such societal issues (e.g., social workers)
seldom wish to spend a week’s holiday in a beautiful place immersed in them. Indeed, this
is a perennial dilemma for the Iona Community, some Members argue that the island
centres are antithetical to the Community’s vision about being ‘in the world’ rather than
being set apart from it. While many Community guests are akin to the ‘cultural refugees’
which Golliher (1989: 229) refers to, this does not exclude them being ‘cultural exploiters’,
t00. A case in point was when a social activist, after teaching a group an ‘anti-
globalisation’ song, including a line about ‘anti-technology’, asked staff where on the
island she could check her email.

Interestingly, a small number of visitors bemoan that the Community itself is
becoming institutionalised or is too close to traditional Christianity in its language, liturgy,
and structures. Most critics tended to be non-religious themselves or aligned with New
Age or neo-pagan spiritualities; while they may visit the Abbey and even attend a service,
they avoid staying at the Community centres. But, in at least once instance, the negative
appraisal came from an Abbey guest. This guest, in his early 20s, understood the
Community’s goal as:

To renew the world through social and personal action and using ‘culture

friendly’ techniques. To bring new and quite radical ideas to people using old
techniques.
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When asked how important this vision was to his own life, he replied:

Becoming less so, as I am uncomfortable with the conservatism implicit in such

an approach. I feel that renewal is not good enough and instead there needs to be

a process of creative destruction applied to preconceptions in many of the areas

in which the Community is active.

Whether or not Members would agree with his grasp of the Community’s ethos, this
guest’s attitude is not uncommon amongst a certain generation of Christians in Britain,
especially those in their 20s and 30s. It can be found in some radical sectors of ‘emergent
church’ movements in the West and in circles where basic notions of ‘church’ or
‘priesthood’ are being thrown out in the attempt to completely reinvent Christianity in
response to ‘postmodernism’. 17" Some leaders in this field think the only way to recover
Christianity is by demolishing the Church, its traditions and hierarchies, entirely. For them,
the Tona Community does not go far enough.

Of course, not all Tona visitors frame their sense of purpose in terms of ‘quest
and protest’. People frequently mix and combine different reasons for visiting the island.
Some choose specifically ‘neutral’ weeks where the theme is not overtly religious, e.g.,
Local History Week, or an Open Week where there is no fixed programme. Others are
looking for a “working holiday’, while some guests see their stay at the lona Community
centres as a way to gain certain skills, especially in worship or in writing liturgy and music
during the highly popular programme weeks facilitated by the WGRG. One music teacher
shared that she ‘... hoped to learn more about leading worship and to have a holiday with a
spiritually rewarding element’ (italics added).

Whatever their initial motivation, many Iona visitors subsequently return to the

island for other visits. What galvanises them to undergo that long journey again and again?

"7 Somewhat anarchic and fluid, adherents tend not to promote one model over another and
downplay ‘missions’ in favour of a broader, more socially conscious and politically radical vision of faith.
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Tona Revisited
Unlike traditional Christian—i.e., Roman Catholic—pilgrimage practice, Iona pilgrimage
does not confer any formal spiritual kudos upon participants, e.g., penance or the remission
of sins. Yet Iona frequently receives repeat visitors. Frey (1998: 211ff) found that a
number of Camino pilgrims repeat the journey to fulfil something missing from previous
trips; others are ‘serial pilgrims’ ‘addicted’ to the experience.'® Similarly, people return to
Iona for a variety of reasons, often seeking to replicate or extend an initial positive and
powerful ‘Iona experience’. When asked if they had revisited and why, guests at the
Abbey and the Mac said they needed ‘battery recharging’:
Yes, wanted to come back and see what they [the Community/Resident Group]
were doing and stay in a fabulous place.

Yes, because I am recharged by the experience and feel that my deepest
yearnings are ‘touched’ and encouraged. ..

The special experience keeps me wanting to come back. God has done
something special in my life each time I just never know what it will be...
For many people, sharing their ‘Iona experience’ with loved ones was one meaningful way
to define and/or cement their relationships. Twenty years after her first trip, one visitor

returned to Iona with her new partner to ‘share a pilgrimage’ organised by their church.

She wrote:

...I was very excited in 1999 going on pilgrimage, as I longed to sense its [Iona’s]
spirituality, which I had been learning more about in my recent studies of Scottish
History at Edinburgh University. Also, it was a personal pilgrimage, seeking out a
new path in life with [my fiancé].

Being on Iona together to mark the start of their marriage, to ‘dedicate our love and our

life to the service of God—to follow in Columba’s footsteps’, was a critical event for them.

'® One ressie expressed concern about ‘Iona junkies’ who seem to qeed regular spiritual ‘fixes’ on
Iona in order to survive in ‘not-Iona’; she felt it is unhealthy when people think they cannot truly’ worship
anywhere except in Iona Abbey.
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Many people say a special sense of welcome and ‘belonging’—whether at the Tona
Community centres, Bishop’s House, or for ‘Scottish cousins’ amongst the locals—is the
main impetus for why they retrace their steps to Iona; regular visitors return to ‘renew’
their social connections with the island and its communities.

It is quite common for guests later to decide to become Iona Community Friends
or Associates or even return to volunteer at the centres. In fact, a number of ressies began
their long-term relationship with Tona as a daytripper, then a guest, then a volunteer, etc.
There are several ‘relationship’ trajectories, but the point is that people actively seek out
various ways of experiencing Iona in different capacities.

Although many people express the hope and desire to revisit, some are limited by
practicalities—the cost, distance, and time involved in travelling, plus the commitments of

work and home life. Sometimes, they deliberately refrain from revisiting:

The distance and time spent travelling prevents me coming as often as I would
like, it 1s this distance that also makes it so special. ..

Less frequently in recent years, lest familiarity make it stale.

I have responsibilities at home which are important to me and take priority over
excessive self indulgence. (all italics added)

Visitors recognise that for Iona to remain ‘special’, it has to remain strange and distant at
some level, peripheral to their daily, mundane lives. While Iona may be at the centre of

their faith, some may desire it but rarely does someone actually relocate to make Iona the

physical centre of their lives:
Perhaps impractical, but it would be a privilege and a joy to live on Iona. It
would be lovely to be involved in God’s work on Iona in some way...

I think I’d feel a little isolated and find all the comings and goings quite difficult.
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No. Some aspects of living in community are very stressful.... I would miss my
friends and family in Birmingham too much to live so far away on a long term

basis.
Over time, Iona may not remain the same for people and the evolving relationship they
have with the place may end. One Abbey guest first learned of the Jona Community
through his parents’ church in 1996, which had employed a youth worker with ties to the
Corrymeela Community near Belfast. That same year, he attended the Youth Festival on
an organised trip and camped outside Iona Abbey with other young people. Since then, he
had revisited and stayed at both Iona centres and at Camas on Mull. This Abbey guest said,
‘I root much of my faith in the ‘Iona tradition’. However, as I move from that vision of
faith, I am beginning to consider it much less relevant’. The relationship he had with Iona
the place paralleled his relationship with the lona Community. When asked what kept or
prevented him from returning to Iona, he stated, ‘The need to understand my first
experience kept me coming back. The need to change may stop me going back soon’.

While Iona visitors carry with them a fair share of nostalgia and romanticism,
many also recognise the shortcomings and the potential for disappointment and unfulfilled
expectations. The previous guest’s insight about ‘the need to change’ illustrates a dynamic
relationship between the visitor and the pilgrimage site. It shows that, for some, Iona may
not forever remain their ‘sacred’ centre; it is one of a plethora of places that people are

attached to for a while and may move away from.

Veni, Vidi, Amavi—‘I Came, I Saw, I Loved’

The “Tona experience’ varies from person to person, yet at the same time, at least for guests
at the Abbey and the Mac, certain aspects are always emphasised. For instance, the
internationalism of the guests, staff, and other visitors tends to be highlighted; to recall a

visitor staying at the Columba Hotel who declared, ‘Iona is the centre of the world.
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Everyone comes through here’. This is due not just to the efforts of the Scottish tourist
industry, but in large part to the Iona Community and its two centres, which attract people
from places such as Scandinavia, Namibia, Japan, and the Sudan. It also confirms Eliade’s
(1959: 36fF) assertion that sacred space is often defined by a central axis mundi.

Guests at the Community centres describe how they were exposed to different
forms of worship and learned new understandings of faith. A group of schoolchildren
from the Gorbals mingled with an elderly ladies’ church group from England; (disabled)
members of the L’ Arche Community, together with their helpers, led a service of worship
washing the congregation’s feet; a strident collection of social activists were confronted
with the spirituality of political protest; etc. Whatever its exact nature, the ‘Iona

experience’ is seldom ineffectual. At one level, visitors said they felt inspired and

encouraged in their Christianity:

It has strengthened and confirmed our love and our faith and our deepest desire
to service God and our fellow beings as Christ requested.

Just reinforced the fact that God loves me. I made some friends who have prayed

and supported me since my return. I am confident of God’s unconditional love
for me and for humanity...

Others found healing and a way of progressing forward from the crisis point in their lives:

Allowed me to experiment, grow, and more recently to move towards resolution
of an old hurt.

One couple became lona Community Associates after their ‘Iona experience’. The

husband shared:

Being an Associate member and member of a Family Group meeting monthly
kept me going through seven years in a parochial ‘Siberia’.
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Not all ‘Iona experiences’ are straightforwardly positive and its effects on people’s lives

can be quite mixed. One guest reflected with honesty and humour:

Yes, it has affected my life but in gentler and less dramatic ways than I had
hoped. I have tried to make simple wholesome food (this lasts for about a week
after returning from Iona), to maintain the rhythm of worship by using the
worship book (this lasts less than a week), to practice hospitality, etc. Despite
my shortcomings it does work a subtle change in my attitude and helps me get
my priorities a little more straightened out. By giving me a practical vision for
my faith [it] has also made me more accepting of other people but I cannot claim

......

I felt that by the end of the week I had been deeply touched by God’s
love and that this experience would make me a different, happier person after I
left. 1was in reality changed in far gentler and subtler ways and realised by
about the time I reached Oban that much of life would be just the same as it ever

was. (italics added)
Whatever ‘lessons’ visitors take away with them when they leave Iona, they ubiquitously

comment on how their encounter with the ‘sacred’ island is evocative and impactful:

We reached out to Iona and Iona reached out to us. Immense gratitude for God’s
grace.

Timeless, [its) spirituality [is] powerful and relevant at the same time.

A special place where special things happen. ..

Visitors talked a lot about ‘being happy’ and content, being touched or moved by a service
or by time spent alone in Iona’s ‘sacred’ landscape:
I fell in love with both the island and the Abbey/community as physical and
spiritual places...
1 loved the place, met some incredible people and encountered challenges and
new ways of looking at things. (all italics added)
Representing the sentiments of so many visitors, one person summarised her ‘Iona

experience’, saying:
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I felt a spiritual closeness to God everywhere on the island and a sense of being

at peace with myself and the world. 1 could say—veni, vidi, amavi—I came, 1

saw, [ loved.
Many regular Iona visitors or “pilgrims’ hold affection for the island as a place; for them,
from the first encounter, a relationship with the island’s landscape, history, and ongoing
communities begins to develop. It is a unique relationship beyond the tenets of ‘questing’
or ‘protesting’—which people characterise as ‘falling in love’ with the place. Although
increased devotion to God, spiritual edification, and/or personal transformations are key
components of numerous visitors’ ‘lona experience’, it is the island’s multi-layered
landscape which they feel makes these life-changing processes possible. Like the artist
John discussed in Chapter 3, some outsiders develop a long-term relationship with Iona
and its different communities of locals and staff workers. They repeatedly return to this
‘liminal’ place, bringing loved ones to share in their ‘lona experience’ and find personal
refreshment and renewal—spiritual, social, and recreational—to carry them forward in
their ordinary, mainland lives, until the next visit. Indeed, VisitScotland’s promise (quoted
on Part II’s opening page) of ‘the sense of peace, solitude and well-being’ that will ‘wash
over and cleanse’ visitors ‘at the edge’ seems wholly fulfilled. In John’s case, Iona’s
unique landscape is a source of spiritual and artistic inspiration, which translates into
images on canvass and provides him with a completely new—and more satisfying—
livelihood and vocation. For many, Iona’s ‘sacred’ geography effects momentous
revelations and self-transformation.

For the majority of lona visitors, the island remains a special, ‘thin’ place where
they feel ‘at home’ spiritually, more so than at their local church where the presence of the
Divine seems blocked, ‘thickened’ by the quotidian concerns of daily life and the strictures

and structures of institutional religion. However, some Iona devotees, especially repeat
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guests at the Iona Community centres, do develop a more nuanced view of the island. One

Mac guest said:

I am far less starry eyed about Iona than on my first more intense visit and

realise that God does special things in the very ordinary events of life too.
This guest’s reflection demonstrates a gradual acceptance of the Iona Community’s
ideology: that God is to be found in the apparently ‘thick’ places and circumstances of
people’s normal lives—not just on Iona.

As discussed in Chapter 1, however, Iona is not only a ‘thin’ place but also a
‘thick’ one. This ‘lived paradox’ is most evident in the ‘common life’ of the Iona
Community’s Resident Group. Parts I and IT have laid out the background history,
sociology, and theology and provided an analytical assessment of the social group usually
referred to as ‘pilgrims’, but who in the Iona case are the guests at the Community centres
whom ressies live and work to serve. Part III moves into this thesis’ core contribution to
the anthropology of pilgrimage by spotlighting how site staff themselves understand and

experience ‘pilgrimage’ on the ‘sacred’ isle of Iona.
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Chapter S. ‘Betwixt and Between’:

The Resident Group and the Iona Community

The next four chapters delve into the heart of this thesis through an anthropological analysis
of one group of staff workers at a pilgrimage site—the Resident Group on Jona. Chapter 5
sketches the contours of the Resident Group identity and examines their complex
relationship with their employers the Iona Community. Chapter 6 explores the ‘ressie’
socialisation process and how the individual ‘self” resists and is reinvented through the
experience of ‘living in community’. Chapter 7 focuses on the related themes of ‘place’ and
‘landscape’ that emerge from an analysis of the Community’s weekly Pilgrimage and
ressies’ experiences of facilitating this key event for visitors. Chapter 8 concludes Part I11
by elucidating how the Community’s ‘leaving Iona’ rhetoric impacts ressies and powerfully
shapes their post-Iona lives. Part IIl is entirely devoted to bringing to the foreground a social
group usually ‘hidden’ in the pilgrimage literature—to uncover how site staff are crucial
agents in the construction and mediation of the ‘Tona experience’ for others, and how they,

in turn, are transformed through their sojourn on the island as a locus of work.

Introducing a Resident Group

During the 2001-2002 season, the Resident Group consisted of 25 people'—19 women and
six men. There were three Scots, one Welsh, three Germans (one of Greek extraction), one
Canadian, one Singaporean, and the other 16 were English» by nationality. The youngest was
22 and the oldest about 60. I was the only ‘non-white’ full-time staff member. Full-time

staff are required to self-identify as Christians,’ although a couple of younger staff were less

! Excluding the two Camas programme workers, who reside at the camp on Mull, but includes the
Camas Co-ordinator who also had accommodation in Iona Abbey. The demographics here refer to the original
Resident Group who started the season together.

2 Occasional exceptions have been made before.
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The department heads, plus an elected Staff Representative from amongst the other ressies,
together comprise the Management Team. The Warden reports to the Leader of the Iona
Community (see Appendix A for the Resident Group’s ‘Organisational Structure’).
Depending on that year’s needs, ressie management relationships, job specifications, and
length of contracts may be tweaked occasionally (e.g., Craftworker becomes a vollie post).
But besides demographics, what actually defines this social group? What motivates
such different individuals to uproot their lives, give up financial and familial security, to live
on a small, remote Hebridean island? Is it a naive attempt to start life anew somewhere more
idyllic a la TV shows Get a New Life and No Going Back? Or popular ‘social experiments’
of ‘living in community’ like Castaway or Big Brother? What compels people to join a
Christian community—their faith, or something else? Do they find what they were looking
for? What is the raison d’étre of this staff community they seek to join? In order to answer

these questions, it is necessary to understand the nature of the Resident Group’s relationship

with the Iona Community.

Not the Iona Community then?

Visitors to Iona are frequently surprised to discover the Iona Community do not actually live
on the island. They expect to see contented families and singles dwelling in a self-sufficient,
‘spiritually cohesive’ way: close fo nature (e.g., tilling the soil, growing organic vegetables);
close to one another (e.g., young and old alike sharing housing, eating together, caring for
one another’s children); and close to God (e.g., worshipping in the Abbey or outdoors,
focusing on spiritual growth and personal piety). Some imagine a Christian ‘village’ like the
Taizé brotherhood in France or a New Age-type commune like the Findhorn Community in
the Scottish Highlands. They conceive of the lona Community as a physical collection of

Members living together in one geographical location.
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The concept of a ‘dispersed community’ seems contradictory; more confusingly, this
‘community’ named after a specific place do not even exist on the site itself. The
locals—the contiguously ‘real’ community® on Iona—as might be expected, have never
been very happy with this appellation, which tends to render them invisible, irrelevant,
subsumed under the island’s religious reputation and current resident ‘religious
community’.

The Iona Community staff find themselves in the middle of all this confusion and
misperception by outsiders. Most Iona daytrippers leave none the wiser, believing the group
of people worshipping at the Abbey are indeed the Tona Community. Ressies constantly
field questions about who they are, or rather who they are not. No, they are not Iona
Community Members, nor do they all intend to become Members. No, they are not locals,
neither are they all Scottish. No, they are not ministers in training or novice nuns, nor have
they necessarily taken vows. No, they do not live permanently on the island, nor do they all
possess a divine plan for post-Iona life.

If none of these things, who then exactly are the Resident Group? How are they
defined by (or against) these expectations and within the network of social groups associated

with this pilgrimage island?

Just the ‘Hired Help’?

Like staff at Lee Abbey, a retreat centre in Devon, ressies are hired by the Iona Community
to run their two centres on Iona. Up to 200,000 visitors flock to the island every year, most
on day visits. As discussed in Chapter 4, up to 100 guests stay weekly in the Abbey and the
MacLeod Centre to participate in carefully organised programmes of workshops, communal

chores, worship, social events like the ceilidh, and the weekly Pilgrimage, amongst other

® The category ‘locals’ is not without its nuances and variability; one local confided, ‘There is not one
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home-made bread was apparently a visitor from one of the outlying islands. It was odd a
neighbour appeared not to know Iona Abbey had stopped being occupied by religious since
the Reformation. Nevertheless, the incident aptly demonstrates one common misperception
people have of the ‘religious community” living and worshipping at Iona Abbey.

Letters sometimes arrive addressed to ‘The Mother Church on Iona’ or ‘The Mother
Celtic Church’, which the postman dutifully delivers to the Abbey (for where else would
they g0?). The content of such correspondence are usually gestures of goodwill or heartfelt
prayer requests, which are added to the daily prayers or pinned to the Abbey’s prayer cross.
Many such letters express the romanticised nature of much ‘Celtic’ revivalism today. The
Wardens, sometimes addressed as ‘The Abbot’ or ‘The Abbess’ in the correspondence, are
perplexed over how to handle requests for ‘Celtic Christian advice’ to resolve some personal
or ecclesiastical crisis. The odd visitor, counting on the hospitality of traditional orders,
sometimes shows up at the end of a day expecting a bed for the night. This causes staff a
great deal of consternation and anxiety, for it is not uncommon for the ‘pilgrim’, when
refused, to become aggressive and accuse the Iona Community of ‘betraying’ its spiritual
heritage.

As mentioned earlier, people—envisioning Community Members sharing a holistic,
corporate lifestyle on the island—are often disappointed to find instead a seasonal group of
staff, no monks or nuns, and hardly a Member in sight. Confusing the Resident Group with
a religious order can be vexing for staff, but people mistaking ‘religious community’ for
‘religious order’ is not unreasonable, especially in a place renowned for its monastic
traditions. In fact, the Resident Group do share some similarities with traditional religious

orders.
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‘Work and Worship’
The Resident Group operate on two related understandings of ‘worship’. In the first, work is
a form of worship offered to God, while the second is more literal. Firstly, unlike staff at a
ski resort, theme park, or holiday camp, the Resident Group are meant to be more than just
the ‘hired help’. Their jobs consist of similar ‘mundane’ tasks like greeting visitors, cooking,
giving directions, fixing blocked drains, and ‘entertaining’ guests; but ressies also are
considered members of an ‘experimental community’ living and working to incarnate the
Iona Community’s holistic vision:

We [the Iona Community] owe our very existence. . .to the central Gospel conviction

that worship is all that we are and all that we do. Either everything we do is an

offering to God, or nothing. We may not pick and choose. (The Iona Community
2001a: 11)

By extension, staff’s quotidian work activities are meant to be ‘worship’, too. Two

housekeepers reflected on how they feel their daily work is a ‘ministry of hospitality’ that

fits within the Community’s ethos:

My work here as housekeeper is to accept guests without question, help them to be at
peace and to relax. ..

Enabling guests in their short stay...to feel welcomed, valued, and physically
comfortable in order to make the most of their experience on Iona... (italics added)

Another ressie said of her job as Abbey cook:

...For me the phrase ‘seeing Christ in others’ was/is very important—I felt that I
probably wasn’t made to go to Africa to teach children or rescue victims of famines,
but [to] live here to create good one-to-one relationships with people, o stop a
different kind of hunger, this hunger for somebody to listen, hunger for company, for
a smile, etc. I see myself as a supporter of the people up front, one of the ones who

prepares and helps, who has the meal ready when the ‘peaceful fighters’ come home.
(italics added)
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would ebb. Without the expertise of the bursars, staffing co-ordinators, and bookings
secretaries, guests and staff would struggle to make affordable arrangements to stay on the
island at all.

The Resident Group is based on the idea that every ressie is an essential part of the
whole, which follows the understanding of the constitution of the ‘body of Christ’ based on
Romans 12: 4-6,'! where every ‘member’ belongs to one another and each has different
gifts to contribute. This ‘priesthood of all believers’ perspective is congruent with
post-Reformation emphasis on giving equal weight to the work of lay people. As such, all

forms of work, whether officially religious or not, if conducted as an ‘offering’ to God can

be regarded as ‘worship’:

...We...express our conviction that the whole of our day is all of a piece, bracketed

with common prayer, but continuing throughout every action of work, common life

and recreation as one liturgy, one work of service offered to God. (The Iona

Community 2001a: 11)
Meaning and dignity are integral to every vocation, none of which is viewed as simply
‘menial’, and all serve to humanise every person within the community. Individual
identities are inextricably bound up with the corporate one. This indeed is the Iona
Community’s vision of community life which the Resident Group strive to enact and
embody on Iona.

Gothoni’s (1993) Athonite monks idealise religious community life in a similar way.
Distinguishing between Catholic and Orthodox monasticism, they assert that the
latter—undivided into separate orders—is a mixture of both active and contemplative

aspects of religious life and therefore ‘more like real life’. One of the Athonites, Father

Joachim, explains, ‘Orthodox monastic life is ordinary life, and when you come here you

' Also 1 Corinthians 12: 26-28.
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realise that it is just like being in the world and the monastery is just like a family.... One
should see the spiritual dimension in everything one does’ (quoted in Gothoni 1993: 116).
But just as the reality of the Athonites’ daily life is often less than ideal, the difficulties and
complexities of Resident Group life in reality will be explored throughout the next chapters.

The Tona Community’s first understanding of ‘worship’ refers to people’s ordinary,
daily work as an offering to God; the second is more straightforward. The ‘common life’ of
island staff is characterised by the ‘rhythm’ of work and worship (see Chapter 4). Like a
traditional religious order, daily life begins and ends with worship. Importantly, the three
daily services are planned and led by ressies. Regardless of their theological training or
ecclesiastical experience, or lack thereof, everyone has the opportunity to participate in and
even front Abbey worship: ¢...all members of the Resident Group are expected to share in
the leadership of services, as and when you feel able...we hope that everyone will share in
this part of our common task...” (The Iona Community 2000: 5).

In fact, this crucial trait is what distinguishes the Resident Group from mainstream
churches and other Christian communities, where only (often-male) clergy or qualified lay
people are permitted to lead worship. Regardless of sex, age, nationality, sexual orientation,
or denomination, ressies can teach and preach from the pulpit, select their own songs and
Bible readings, and spearhead and organise creative forms of worship. For example, one
service in the Abbey—led by a 20-something Glasgwegian lad who left school at 16—began
with (an edgy English rock band) The Verve’s ‘Bittersweet Symphony’, followed later by
another of the band’s songs, ‘The Drugs Don’t Work’. The music resounding in the
12th-century church heralded a service with an anti-drug message, which also pleaded for a

more compassionate understanding of why young people turn to drugs.
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of poverty or oppression—are deeply rooted in specific places (see Galloway 2006).
MacLeod’s ministry in inner-city Govan fuelled his own vision, while his Iona rebuilding
project inextricably linked the Community with the island (see Morton 1977: 45). The
dispersed Community’s ‘embodied spirituality’ also compels Members to engage with the
life and struggles arising in their own locales.

Reflecting their liberal leanings, the Community even use indigenous music that is
not explicitly ‘Christian’. For example, a Native American song to the ‘Great Father’ is
viewed less as evidence of inculturation'> and more as placing Christianity on par with other
faiths and traditions. Some Community Members assert that adhering to a faith is about
which ‘story’ someone identifies most with: people are Christians because the story of Jesus
Christ resonates most deeply with them, whereas a Buddhist may feel more passionately
about Buddha’s life and teachings than, say, the Hindu Mahabharata. Other Members,
however, oppose a fully relativistic stance on this issue. Whatever Members’ opinions on
religious relativism, the Community’s worship staunchly remains the most Christo-centric
element of their expression of faith. Ressies are expected to practice this form of worship as
part of their jobs to present and represent the Iona Community to guests and visitors on the
island.

The priority of worship (and work), as incarnated by Iona Community staff, thus
lends itself to comparison with religious orders whose routines are similarly structured

around prayer and daily services. Moreover, the shared life of the Resident Group is akin to

a religious’ life in another way.

!> Which asserts every culture has a ‘seed’ of the Divine, only needing the Gospel to bring it to life.
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experience’ (£303.50/month).'* Depending on length of contract, ressies are also given a
removal allowance (between £120 to £360 each way), up to five weeks’ holiday leave, and a
travel and holiday allowance (£174.44/week). Long-term ressies receive a relocation
allowance upon leaving and a pension scheme also may be provided. The ‘vow of poverty’
is about simplicity of lifestyle and ‘corporate responsibility for money’. All resources (e.g.,
‘community car’, household supplies, laundry facilities) are shared to reflect an attitude of
‘detachment from material possessions and towards an appreciation of things that cannot be
bought with money’ (The Tona Community 2000: 9-10).

Chastity: Unlike monks and nuns, the Resident Group are not a celibate community.
Married couples and children are welcome members of staff. Relationships are accepted as
inevitable and good. However, a concept similar to celibacy is advocated: “...the chastity of
understanding that, in community, we are not free to please ourselves without thought for
what might be awkward or embarrassing or distressing for others...”. The overarching
principle is of moderation and sensitivity towards others in matters of sex, alcohol, and
drugs, so as not to exclude people or cause pain. Importantly, ressies are to set an example in
their behaviour for the sake and safety of vulnerable or young staff and gue<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>