
 



 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor and 
theologian known for his opposition to National 
Socialism, warned the churches during the Third 
Reich that ‘only he who cries out for the Jews 
may sing Gregorian chants.’ In ‘The Experiment 
Hope’, the German Reformed theologian Jurgen 
Moltmann insisted likewise that we too will 
have no right to speak of God if we do not do so 
in the midst of the conflicts and subsequent 
suffering of the world in which we live. 

The memory of Christ’s passion and cross 
implies identification with the cause of the 
oppressed of this earth, as well as with the crucified earth upon whose 
goodness we depend. Christianity is neither a civil religion nor a private 
religion. The crucified God, who transcends national interests, is not 
removed from socio-political concerns because the universality of the 
Gospel arises precisely through the option of siding with the oppressed 
and humiliated. The Crucified One’s communion with the crucified ones 
of today emerges with special clarity in Matthew 25 where Christ is seen 
as present through a community of suffering. The Church, as the 
community of the Crucified and Risen One in history is called to join in 
concrete historical identification with projects directed towards 
overcoming human bondage of any stripe. 

As a Passionist newsletter, the essential aim of ‘Passio’ is to record the 
good news of those projects and endeavours going on within the wider 
Passionist family which are to do with accompaniment of crucified 
people and solidarity with our crucified earth in the name of our 
Crucified God. By so doing, it is our hope that the words of Seamus 
Heaney in ‘The Cure at Troy’, might be realised: 

 History says, Don’t hope 
 On this side of the grave, 
 But then, once in a lifetime 
 The longed-for tidal wave 
 Of justice can rise up 
 And hope and history rhyme. 

It is instructive that Heaney wrote these words with the apartheid system 
in South Africa in mind. Nelson Mandela was released from prison 
without a shot being fired in anger and with a remarkable display of 
generosity in the message of forgiveness and reconciliation he promoted 
thereafter. The Passionist message, anchored as it is in the memory of 
Christ’s passionate love for us, insists that there is every reason for us to 
hope on this side of the grave. 

We hope you find reasons to hope in the pages of this newsletter. For this 
issue we’re especially indebted to Andy Pilsbury, who has been busy 
photographing many of us (Richard / Paul / myself) and took the 
beautiful photo which graces our cover when he was at Austin Smith 
House in Birmingham recently. 

Paschal Somers 
Passionist Development Worker 

We cannot pass to contemplation of the infinite God without going 
through the door which is the humanity of Jesus, trying faithfully to 
become like him, especially in his deep humility and in the 
unselfishness he showed in all he did: ‘I am the door; if any one 
enters by me, he will be saved, and will go in and find pasture’. 

St Paul of the Cross 



 

As the country divides and sub-divides over Brexit; as the 
world awaits climate catastrophe; and as Brazil joins the 
growing list of countries with extremist leaders, it is vital 
to remember that Advent remains the season of hope and 
that it is precisely because of the fragility and failure of 
humanity that Our Lord Jesus Christ was born - light and 
life and joy to the world. 

I spent most of October in Rome, at the Passionist 
General Chapter. It was a wonderful experience and 
included an audience with Pope Francis and the 

Canonisation of Oscar Romero, Pope Paul VI and 
others.In the next edition of Passio I hope to provide a 
fuller account. 

 May Advent hope fill your life 
 May Christmas joy fill our world. 
 And may Christ Crucified and Risen,  
 Light of the  Nations  and child of Mary,  
 be always in your hearts. 

John Kearns CP  



 

Vincent Manning is a member of the Community of the 
Passion and the Chair of CAPS (Catholics for AIDS 
Prevention and Support) Here he describes some of the 
ways in which he believes the experience of HIV 
diagnosis parallels the Passion of Christ. 

Let us consider the experience of an HIV diagnosis 
through the lens of ‘Passionist spirituality’.  The Passion 
of Christ refers to the extreme suffering Jesus endured in 
the last hours of his life. It begins in a Garden called 
Gethsemane and ends at a place of exclusion and shame 
called Golgotha, where he was Crucified and died. 
Passionist spirituality recognises that the Passion of 
Christ is not just this historical event, recorded in 
Scripture, but continues in the world today through the 
bodies of women and men at sites of suffering. I will 
consider how an HIV diagnosis can be thought of as a 
kind of ‘Gethsemane experience’. I will point to 3 
similarities between being diagnosed with HIV today, 
and the experience of Jesus and the disciples at 
Gethsemane.  

A Shocking Diagnosis 

The first point is that HIV diagnosis remains a life 
changing event, which is always shocking. In his book 
‘Love Undetectable’ Andrew Sullivan sums up this 
contrast time before and after HIV diagnosis: “I walked 
into my doctor’s office and my life was changed for 
good. The news of my HIV infection was the last thing I 
expected, and the first thing I feared.” In CAPS ‘Positive 
Faith’ films, Cate talks about how her diagnosis hit her 
like a ‘ton of bricks’; and from interviews that I have 
conducted, Paul recalls it was “..like a bomb that hit the 
ground and didn’t go off straight away” but “altered 
everything.” Even when a person might anticipate that 
the HIV test result will come back positive, it is always a 
life-shock. 

An HIV diagnosis interrupts life and incurs losses of 
health, probably relationships, and hopes for the future. 
Whatever narratives of past, present and future that made 
sense of a person’s life, are thrown into turmoil. I know 
of no-one who has not experienced a state of intense 
emotional distress following diagnosis. Suddenly they 
find themselves in this place of fearful confusion, forced 
to confront a new hard reality that cannot be denied. A 
reality so feared, it was too difficult to imagine:  Literally 
inconceivable until unavoidably real.   

This mirrors the experience of Jesus in Gethsemane. 
Jesus had predicted his Passion and death, nevertheless 
the realisation of the suffering to come hit him too, like a 
ton of bricks. In his humanity he wrestled with the full 
implications of it all. Luke tells us that his agony was 

such that the sweat dripped from him like drops of blood 
to the ground. Henri Nouwen says that in those moments 
“Jesus couldn’t face it. Too much pain to hold, too much 
suffering to embrace, too much agony to live through.” 
Jesus was surely feeling overwhelmed. Nowhere else in 
the Gospels do we see Him described in such a state of 
absolute distress. His fraught prayer to God his father 
that ‘the hour might pass and this cup be taken away’ 
reflects the desperation felt when the phrase ‘HIV 
positive’ can no longer be avoided. 

HIV as Affliction 

Secondly, there is a difference between pain and the life-
changing suffering that Simone Weil has called 
‘Affliction’. To qualify as affliction, three aspects of 
suffering powerfully combine: The physical with the 
psychological-spiritual and the social. Physical pain 
alone “leaves no trace in the soul” says Weil. The 
experience of HIV qualifies as affliction, as these 
dimensions of suffering are combined, and because 
“affliction compels us to recognise as real what we do 
not think possible” she writes. Affliction takes a person 
beyond lesser suffering and can never be forgotten. 
Affliction is what Christ endured in his Passion 
experience from Gethsemane to crucifixion.     

The initial suffering of HIV diagnosis changes a person 
in aspects of identity, relationality and meaning and is 
never forgotten in the way that temporary pain is. It stays 
with the person, literally re-membered in the mind and 
body. It is re-membered in social contexts for the rest of 
the person’s life, not least because the virus in the body 
never goes away. The complexity of disclosure ensures 
that HIV is always re-membered and present, whether 
spoken or in silence, in the wider social contexts to which 
the person belongs. The potential for and re-membered 
consequences of painful experience remain actually 
present whenever a person living with HIV is with 
others, be that in bed with a lover, in a bar full of 
strangers, at the family table, the workplace, or the 
church. HIV is re-membered in the person, never not-
known by them, even when hidden from others. It is ever 



 

present. And, so, the suffering of Gethsemane is always 
potentially re-membered too, the distress and pain of it 
easily triggered and relived.  

Crucifixion as a Shaming 
Experience 

Finally, the Gethsemane experience for Jesus’ friends 
was also shocking and bewildering. Jesus had warned his 
disciples that ‘they will all be scandalised’. He had told 
them that he would face crucifixion, but they had not 
believed him.  

It takes some leap of modern imagination to bring back 
to mind just how shaming crucifixion was. The cross or 
crucifix hangs in churches and other public settings. 
Rowan Williams suggests that it might be better 
appreciated as a sign of humiliation, disgrace and 
suffering if instead of a cross an electric chair or a 
guillotine was the image that greeted those who entered a 
church. The cross has become a familiar symbol of 
religiosity and respectability, so that one might forget 
how shocking and disgusting the symbol of crucifixion 
once was. As Fleming Rutledge has put it “...we can 
scarcely imagine it as an object of shame and scandal 
unless it is burned on someone’s lawn.”  

In Roman and Jewish society the very idea of crucifixion 
was utterly obscene, usually reserved for slaves and the 
most serious and despised of all criminals. It was the 
most shameful death a person could suffer. Beyond the 
agony of hanging for hours or days, or the physical pain 
of nails driven through the body, shame was what it most 
terrifyingly conveyed. Crucifixion was not just a painful 
bodily death it was the final act in a shameful life. The 
crucified person’s suffering was intensified by this 
absolute humiliation and indignity even in death. More 
than death alone, it was the prospect of such public 

shame that struck terror 
into any who witnessed it. 

Today, the generally 
accepted Public Health 
Message is that HIV is a 
‘manageable illness’, and 
no longer the terrible 
disease that it once was. 
Whilst this is intended to 
reduce our fears and 
normalise HIV testing, I would argue that in regard to 
individual experience it tends to dismiss the feelings of 
the person living with HIV and minimise the physical, 
psychological, social and spiritual challenges that they 
may face.    

I would argue that the stigma attached to HIV mirrors the 
stigma of the Cross. The plus sign of ‘HIV+’ on medical 
notes next to the name of any person diagnosed is written 
as a cross. For each of them, this HIV-cross impacts with 
overwhelming force in their Gethsemane of diagnosis, 
and it too signifies shame. As the scandal of the Cross of 
Jesus was for the disciples, this cross of HIV diagnosis is 
both unwelcome and unexpected. Anyone living with 
HIV will be forever more associated with this cross, and 
at the time of diagnosis they too are scandalised under 
the curse of it. 

At Gethsemane the dawning realisation of the scandal of 
the Cross caused the disciples to run away and abandon 
Jesus. For the person who is diagnosed today, there is no 
running away from the cross and scandal of HIV. The 
question is how might they be helped to carry this cross? 
Will they also be abandoned as Jesus was? Or might we 
accompany them, as though they are Christ himself who 
comes to us and asks us to stay awake? 

The full version of Vincent’s reflection is available at 
www.passionists-uk.org. 

Since its opening in 1978 St Gemma’s Hospice in Leeds 
has provided expert care and invaluable support for 
thousands of local people with terminal illness and their 
families. The hospice was founded by the Cross and 
Passion Sisters, some of whom still serve as trustees. A 
statue of its patron saint, Gemma Galgani, can be found 
in the foyer of the building. 

As part of St Gemma’s Fortieth birthday celebrations 
John Kearns CP and Paschal Somers were invited to visit 
the hospice in August 2018. They were given the 
warmest of welcomes by Kerry Jackson (Chief 
Executive) and Tracie Harrison (Head of Individual 
Giving). During a tour of the site we met some of the 

wonderful nursing staff and one or two of the patients 
and were greatly impressed by the  care and dedication 
shown by those who work there (The hospice also has a 
team of 800 or so volunteer staff). St Gemma’s can 
justifiably be described as a ‘site of suffering’ but it is 
undoubtedly one where a Passionist presence still 
prevails and where the compassionate face of Christ is 
made visible through the loving accompaniment given to 
those at the final stages of their life’s journey. 



 

Pope Francis met with members of the Passionist 

Congregation on the occasion of their 47th General 

Chapter, ahead of the 300th anniversary of the 

Congregation of the Passion of Jesus (in 2020). 

Reflecting on their theme: 'Renewing our mission: 

gratitude, prophecy and hope', Pope Francis began his 
address by telling them that these three words "express 

the spirit with which you wish to stimulate your 

Congregation towards a renewal in your mission." 

The Pope spoke to the participants about their founder, St 

Paul of the Cross, whom he said, "wanted your 

communities to be schools of prayer, in which to 

experience God." 

"At the heart of your life and mission is the Passion of 

Jesus", the Pope continued. "I encourage you to be 

ministers of spiritual healing and of reconciliation" 

which, he said, "are so necessary in today's world". Pope 
Francis said that "the Church needs ministers who speak 

with tenderness, listen without condemning and welcome 

with mercy". He recognised that the Passionists' 

closeness to people "traditionally expressed through 

parish mission, spiritual direction and the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation" is a "precious witness". 

Pope Francis continued saying that the Church needs to 

"go into the peripheries", both geographically and 

existentially speaking. He said that the Passionists' 

"commitment to welcoming new frontiers in their 

mission" does not only help them to carry forward the 

Gospel, but to "face the new challenges of our times, 
such as migration, secularism and the digital world". 

This, said the Pope, means "being present in situations in 

which people feel God's absence" and trying to "be close 

to those who, in whatever shape or form, are suffering". 

"..in this era of changes, which is more of a change of 

era", Passionists are called to look out for the presence of 

the Holy Spirit, "reading the signs of the times". "New 

situations require new answers", said the Pope. And in 

this Saint Paul of the Cross was very "creative" in 
responding to the needs of his time, "recognising - as the 

Rule states - that 'the love of God is very 

ingenious….' (XVI)". 

Pope Francis concluded saying that "the strength and 

simplicity of your message, that is the love of God 

revealed on the Cross, can still speak to today's society, 

which has learnt to no longer trust mere words, or let 

itself be convinced only by facts."  

He explained that the Passion of Jesus can be a "source of 

hope and courage" for young people seeking God, and 

that this Passion can teach them that "each and every one 
of them is personally loved, forever." 



 

Anne lives in Wigan with husband Steve. They have five 
children and one grandchild (Grandson Stanley is 
pictured with Anne). Anne is a member of the Community 
of the Passion. 

What is one word that you would use to describe 
yourself? 

‘Crackers!’ 

What one memory do you most treasure? 

My most treasured memory is of the birth of my first 
child Rebecca and falling in love with her as soon as I 
saw her. 

What advice would you give to your younger self? 

Don’t worry so much and don’t be so self-conscious. 

Which person (living or dead) would you most like to 
meet and why? 

I would most like to meet Jesus as he is my hero and I 
have so many questions for him. 

What is the most important thing you have learnt in 
the past year? 

What I have learnt in the past year is that I can do the 
unexpected, as in I completed the Diploma in Pastoral 
Leadership and Ministry.  

Brown sauce or red sauce? 

Brown sauce – I like a bit of spice! 

When did ‘God’ become more than a word to you? 

God has always been more than a word to me, I'm glad to 
say.  I am a cradle Catholic and I don't remember a time 
when I didn't think that Jesus was my friend, though I 
was rather frightened of God the Father when I was 
younger. 

How does your faith shape your work? 

My faith shapes my work in that I feel that what I do is 
what God wants me to do and I am conscious of that as I 
work. 

If you could go anywhere in the world right now 
where would it be and why? 

If I could I would go to Africa to see how the people live 
there, not in the cities but in the small villages. 

If you were about to be castaway on a desert island, 
what three items would you take with you? 

If I were to be cast off on a desert island, I would take a 
large supply of wool, patterns and knitting needles.  I 
would like to have the bible and Handel's Messiah and a 
means of listening to it. 

What we do is very little. 

But it is like the little boy  

with a few loaves and fishes. 

Christ took that little and increased it. 

He will do the rest. 

What we do is so little 

we may seem to be constantly failing. 

But so did He fail. 

He met with apparent failure on the Cross. 

But unless the seed fall into the earth and die, 

there is no harvest. 

And why must we see results? 

Our work is to sow. 

Another generation will be reaping the harvest. 

Dorothy Day 



 

Coventry Asylum 
Seekers and Refugee 
Action Group, or 
CARAG as they are 
more familiarly 
known, is a 
community group 
made up of asylum 
seekers and refugees 

based in the city.  The members of the group come from 
Africa, Asia, the Middle east and as far way as South 
America. The group is run by asylum seekers, refugees 
and volunteers from the local community. The group has 
a constitution and is governed by committee members 
who are part of the group. It meets once a week at Peace 
House, Coventry to discuss any issues which asylum 
seekers face in accessing UK asylum system. These 
issues may include accommodation problems, health 
care, legal aid or education. Members of the group share 
experiences and advice to try and help each other and 
resolve these problems. The group is also a great place to 
meet and make new friends over a shared meal. 

The Refugee and Migrant Centre Black Country and 
Birmingham is based in Wolverhampton. I was 
welcomed there by Pam Gill (CEO) and Lukano 
Omunson (Fundraising Officer). I discovered that The 
RMC has been providing a safe, welcoming environment 
and so much more to asylum seekers, refugees, EU 
migrants and migrants from more established minority 
ethnic groups across the Black Country since 1999. 

RMC are an award-winning charity providing support, 
casework advice and guidance to some of the most 
vulnerable individuals and families in our society. 

To ensure they provide the best possible service to their 
clients, RMC work holistically and the intervention 
offered is personalised to the individual’s needs. This is 
reflected in the fact that the staff and volunteers at the 
centre speak over 40 languages. Their main goal is to 
encourage integration and independence in their clients. 

One of the greatest challenges they face is the level of 
demand on resources. Approximately 120 people pass 
through the centre each day, most through a triage system 
and others with appointments. Sometimes, if demand is 
too high, people may have to be turned away or given 
another time to come as long as they are not in an 
emergency situation. 

It was very moving to experience the RMC in action and 
to know that Passionist support plays a part in enabling 
its vital work to continue. 

Paschal Somers 

You can have flaws, be anxious, and even be angry, 
but do not forget that your life is the greatest enterprise 
in the world. Only you can stop it from going bust. 
Many appreciate you, admire you and love you. 
Remember that to be happy is not to have a sky without 
a storm, a road without accidents, work without fatigue, 
relationships without disappointments. To be happy is 
to find strength in forgiveness, hope in battles, security 
in the stage of fear, love in discord. It is not only to 
enjoy the smile, but also to reflect on the sadness. It is 
not only to celebrate the successes, but to learn lessons 
from the failures. It is not only to feel happy with the 
applause, but to be happy in anonymity. Being happy is 
not a fatality of destiny, but an achievement for those 
who can travel within themselves. To be happy is to 
stop feeling like a victim and become your destiny's 
author. It is to cross deserts, yet to be able to find an 
oasis in the depths of our soul. It is to thank God for 
every morning, for the miracle of life. Being happy is 
not being afraid of your own feelings. It's to be able to 

talk about you. It is having the courage to hear a "no". It 
is confidence in the face of criticism, even when 
unjustified. It is to kiss your children, pamper your 
parents, to live poetic moments with friends, even when 
they hurt us. To be happy is to let live the creature that 
lives in each of us, free, joyful and simple. It is to have 
maturity to be able to say: "I made mistakes". It is to 
have the courage to say, "I am sorry". It is to have the 
sensitivity to say, "I need you". It is to have the ability 
to say, "I love you". May your life become a garden of 
opportunities for happiness ... That in spring may it be a 
lover of joy. In winter a lover of wisdom. And when 
you make a mistake, start all over again. For only then 
will you be in love with life. You will find that to be 
happy is not to have a perfect life. But use the tears to 
irrigate tolerance. Use your losses to train patience. Use 
your mistakes to sculpture serenity. Use pain to plaster 
pleasure. Use obstacles to open windows of 
intelligence. Never give up .... Never give up on people 
who love you. Never give up on happiness, for life is an 
incredible show." 

Pope Francis 



 

“The Crucified God, Jesus the Nazarene carpenter, 
dying on a slave’s cross on a hill outside the city of 
Jerusalem, has too often been turned into an abstract. 
His suffering and tears and anguish have been dried up 
by theological reflection. Yet I want to touch the tears 
and hear the sighs. If I cannot choose such a path, what 
is the humanised God supposed to mean? I am torn 

away from the God of humanity and, therefore, torn 
away from suffering humanity itself….I really believe 
that he was about solidarity with and option for the 
powerless of the world’s journey. This was the very 
meaning of his life. I do not want Jesus of Nazareth, not 
to mention God, playing about with the edges of human 
society to prove some certain and eternal point. I have 
had too much of this in life.” 

Austin Smith CP 

Sean Hawkey is a documentary photographer with a 
focus on social justice and political advocacy. His 
photographs have been published widely in newspapers 
and magazines worldwide, as well as being used by UN 
bodies and many non-government organisations. 

In 2017, with the help of a Passionist grant, he visited 
Honduras, where the murder of environmentalists has 
been directly linked with water and food shortages, 
violence and migration. His photographs were 
subsequently published in The Guardian on the eve of 
controversial elections, and were later exhibited with 
Friends of the Earth in Madrid and with Amnesty 
International in Belfast. 

Sean’s photographs often depict dramatic scenes of what 
in Passionist language we would call the Crucified Earth 
and its Crucified People, and we are delighted to have 

permission to use his work in our publications. In 
addition he has also just released a book entitled ‘The 
Real Face of Jesus’, a collection of true stories and 
photographic portraits of men and women called Jesus 
who he met in Honduras. If you’re looking for 
contemporary evidence of the Crucified God, look no 
further than 

“Jesus struggling for indigenous rights; an anti-mining 
activist Jesus; Jesus who survives by recycling what she 
finds on a rubbish dump; an atheist Jesus who doesn’t 
believe in Jesus; a politician Jesus; a gay Jesus; and a 
dying Jesus, among many others…” 

See Sean’s website www.hawkey.co.uk to see more of 
Sean’s work and buy ‘The Real Face of Jesus’. 



 

Richard Solly is a member of Colombia Solidarity 
Campaign and Co-ordinator of London Mining Network. 
He is also a member of St Thomas More Catholic parish 
in Manor House, North London, and of the Community of 
the Passion. 

In August this year, my parish and the Passionists helped 
fund my participation in a human rights delegation to the 
province of La Guajira in northern Colombia to visit 
communities affected by a huge open-cast mine. The 
Cerrejon coal mine is currently owned by three massive 
mining companies listed on the London Stock Exchange 
- Anglo American, BHP and Glencore. Its operations 
since it opened in the early 1980s have led to the forced 
relocation of numerous rural communities of indigenous 
Wayuu people and small-scale farmers, or campesinos, 
mostly of African descent. The local Catholic Church has 
not proved itself a good friend to those communities. 

One of the people who first got me involved, eighteen 
years ago, in the work of solidarity with these 
communities, was Armando Perez, a Colombian lawyer 
who was trying to get justice for people facing removal 
from their land. Knowing that I am Catholic, and indeed 
saying approving things of the way in which my faith 
motivates me to pursue the work of solidarity, he is 
nonetheless extremely critical of the way the local 
Church has failed to support communities ill-prepared for 
a struggle imposed on them by powerful outside interests. 

The most egregious example, in his view, was the 
destruction of the village of Tabaco in 2001. The mining 
company wanted the people out, but many of them were 
holding out for a decent relocation agreement, under 
which the whole village would be moved to a new rural 
site so that the community could remain together and 
continue their agricultural way of life. The villagers had 
built their own local church themselves. To pressure 
them to move, the mining company paid the local diocese 
to let it demolish the church. The villagers were horrified, 
but they remained. They felt abandoned by the diocese. 
Villagers had a deep devotion to St Martin de Porres, a 
sixteenth century Peruvian of part-African descent, son 
of a freed slave from Panama. On 9 August of that year, 
company personnel, accompanied by police and armed 
security guards, demolished the village and threatened to 
kill the unarmed villagers if they resisted. Company 
officials took away the statue of St Martin de Porres, 
purchased by the villagers themselves, and did not return 
it. The villagers felt abandoned by their patron saint. 
Their parish priest did nothing to assist them. They felt 
abandoned by the Church. Most of them, I am told, have 
now abandoned Catholicism entirely. 

Part of the problem is the contempt in which local elites 
hold campesinos. This contempt has racist elements, 
because of the African, indigenous or mixed descent of 
the local farming population. But it is not only racism: 
there is a deep contempt for people who make a living 



 

 

 
 

from subsistence farming. I remember my first ever visit 
to the area, in October 2000. My English colleague and I 
accompanied Armando the lawyer and Jose Julio, a 
community leader from Tabaco, to the local mayor's 
office, to seek the mayor's support. His municipal 
attorney was there, a rather patrician woman of visibly 
European descent, who told us, in front of Jose Julio, 
"What you have to realise is that these people are 
primitive. If they insist on earning a living from 
agriculture, they should seek waged labour on one of the 
enormous pineapple plantations we want to put in around 
here." There was no sympathy, no respect, no 
understanding of the nobility and independence of the 
campesino way of life. They were primitive people who 
needed to be pushed out of the way of progress. 

The contempt has got more polite over the years. 
Officials have realised that the irritating foreigners who 
come and snoop around the area from time to time 
actually respect the campesinos and count them among 
our friends, so they do not say things like that in front of 
us any more. But the attitude lurks just beneath the 
surface. When I visited the mine in June 2014, an 
employee from the reclamation department proudly 
showed us the impressive job the team had done in 
revegetating mined-out areas of the concession. He told 
us that the problem was going to be keeping the 
campesinos off the land once the mine closed - if they 
came back to the lands they used to farm, they would 
ruin them. Never mind the fact that the campesinos had 
looked after those lands perfectly well for hundreds of 
years before the mining company turned up, threw them 
out and dug enormous coal pits where once were fields 
and woodland. When I visited the mine again last month, 
the reclamation department was even more polite. They 
were now running a project to help the campesinos learn 
better farming practices. It was entirely voluntary, and 
mining company officials were encouraging people to get 
involved by opening up conversations with them in the 
simple language that people like that understand before 
moving on to more complicated concepts that might 
confuse them. As you can imagine, the reclamation 
department staff explained to us, campesinos can be 
difficult to teach. 

I think I would be difficult to teach if the person teaching 
me insisted on treating me like an ignorant fool. 

It is clear that the campesinos has the papacy on their 
side. In his 2015 encyclical letter, Laudato Si, Pope 
Francis quotes approvingly from the Paraguayan Bishops' 
Conference: 'Every campesino has a natural right to 
possess a reasonable allotment of land where he can 
establish his home, work for subsistence of his family 

and a secure life. This right must be guaranteed so that its 
exercise is not illusory but real. That means that apart 
from the ownership of property, rural people must have 
access to means of technical education, credit, insurance, 
and markets.' (94) 

The Cerrejon mine has forced campesinos off their land 
and deprived many of them of any possibility of pursuing 
subsistence agriculture. Since the London-listed 
companies took over complete control of the mine in 
early 2002, they have adopted a policy of community 
negotiation and collective relocation where that is what 
people want, and that is an improvement on what went 
before; but instead of moving rural communities to sites 
where they can live by farming, they have moved them to 
semi-urban sites where each household is given only one 
hectare of land, despite the fact that the Colombian 
government says that in that area each family needs 
between 73 and 95 hectares if they are to make a living 
from agriculture. Rather than provide adequate land and 
provide the kind of assistance endorsed by Pope Francis 
in Laudato Si, the mine has encouraged villagers to take 
up other occupations such as running taxi services or 
selling mobile phones, when they have no experience of 
such things and there is not enough demand. Many of 
these new businesses have failed, and people are facing 
destitution. 

So what is the local Church now doing to defend the 
dignity of the campesinos of La Guajira? As far as I can 
tell, precious little. But that may be changing. On my 
most recent visit, I encountered the parish priest at one of 
the relocated villages. He arrived rather late at a meeting 
with the local community, and he had to leave before the 
meeting ended, and I did not have the chance to have a 
personal conversation. But his words impressed me. He 
talked of the terrible cost of the forced relocations of 
communities, how people's dignity had been violated, 
their identity obliterated by being compelled to leave the 
particular places which had formed them, full of precious 
memories. He spoke of the grief of a parishioner who had 
worked at the mine and had had to dump mine waste on 
the former site of his own garden. This priest was truly 
walking with his people, feeling their sorrows and 
defending their dignity. He kept saying, "Count on me, 
count on me," and I intend to do just that. 

As Christians, as Catholics, we have a duty to defend the 
human dignity of our campesino brothers and sisters. 
And as citizens of the UK, we also have a duty to ensure 
that companies listed on the London Stock Exchange, in 
which so many working people have shares through their 
bank accounts and pension funds, do likewise. 



 

Extinction Rebellion is a new group dedicated to putting 
pressure on the Government to “tell the truth about the 
climate and wider ecological emergency”, “reverse 
inconsistent policies” and “work alongside the media to 
communicate with citizens”. 

On Saturday 17th October around 6000 protesters road-
blocked five bridges in central London – Blackfriars, 
Waterloo, Southwark, Westminster and Lambeth, leading 
to a number of arrests including our own Fr Martin 
Newell. Interviewed by The Guardian on Blackfriars 
Bridge, hesaid: 

“What brought me here is the climate emergency, the 
extinction emergency and my faith in God who created 
all this and whose creation we’re destroying and 
crucifying … I’m called as a Christian to protect our 
neighbour who’s being abused.” 

The Guardian called the event “one of the biggest acts of 
peaceful civil disobedience in the UK in decades”. 

Earlier in the week 22 people were arrested following a 
seven-hour protest outside the Department of Business, 
Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) which supports 
Fracking. When interviewed by Drill or Drop,  Martin 
said: 

“We are crucifying God’s earth, creating ongoing 
climate change that will cause disasters that would 
completely undermine any practical good work otherwise 
done. As a Christian I am called to act in solidarity with 
the crucified, and witness to God’s sacrificial love for 
His people and His creation.” 

The Tablet recently published a letter from Martin which 
explains more about why he believes the ecological crisis 
is so urgent and why direct action is both appropriate and 
widely supported: 

Climate Emergency 

Dear Sir 

Paul Donovan (Letters, 17 October) correctly says that 
the latest report from the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) is a call to urgent action. The 
IPCC has called for net zero emissions globally by 2050. 
That puts the onus on the UK and other wealthy 
countries to achieve this much faster, since countries that 
are still developing will need to use carbon for longer. 
Understandably, they will not make the necessary 
changes unless the developed economies move first. As 
the presidents of the Catholic Continental Bishops’ 
Conferences said on 26 October, this urgent “ecological 
conversion is also a spiritual challenge” which requires 
rapid and radical action. 

Climate change is a global emergency requiring an 
emergency response. No doubt former Archbishop of 
Canterbury, Rowan Williams, was aware of this when he 
signed the recent letter of 100 scientists to The Guardian 
calling for “mass civil disobedience” and declaring 
support for the non-violent “Extinction Rebellion”. Their 
demand for a war-economy type response to achieve net 
zero emissions in the UK by 2025 seems eminently 
reasonable in the circumstances. 

Fr Martin Newell CP 

Into this world, this demented inn, in which there is 
absolutely no room for him at all, Christ has come 
uninvited. But because he cannot be at home in it – 
because he is out of place in it, and yet must be in it 
– his place is with those others who do not belong, 
who are rejected because they are regarded as 
weak; and with those who are discredited, who are 
denied the status of persons, and are tortured, 
exterminated. With those for whom there is no 
room, Christ is present in this world. He is 
mysteriously present in those for whom there 
seems to be nothing but the world at its worst. 

Thomas Merton 



 

Paul is the Chair of Green 

Christian, one of our 

Passionist Partners, and here 

reflects on the charity’s work 

and mission. 

Over the last year we have 

seen a succession of dire 
scientific reports on the environment.  Surely now no-one 

can now doubt the crisis we’re in.  With climate change 

approaching tipping-point, dwindling wildlife, and rising 

tides of plastic waste, this is a hard time to hope.  

On the face of it there are two alternatives: succumb to 

despair, or whistle a happy tune and kid yourself that 

easy solutions are in our reach.  If we talk about the 
environmental crisis at all, we incline to one or other of 

these alternatives.  In our heart of hearts many of us 

know that they are both dangerous fallacies.   

But there is a third way.  We can understand the current 

age as an ecological Passiontide.  There will be hope and 

joy – as there always is in God – but much has to be 
stripped away if we are to get there.  Here in the 

consumer economies of the global North, we must first 

confess our complicity in the self-interest and 

conventional violence that are crucifying the Earth. 

Our true well-being rests in learning to live at the scale of 

our creation: then we will be reconciled with our own 

nature.  That hope underpins much of what we do in 
Green Christian, particularly on Joy in Enough, our new 

campaign to build a just economy within the ecological 

limits of the Earth.  Economics has withered to a ‘dismal 

science’ in the hands of a technocratic elite; we want to 

rescue it and see it revitalised as a joyful art in which all 

have a part to play.   

We’re creating an interactive, accessible set of ‘café 

conversation’ modules, enabling groups of people to 

reimagine economics, and make practical choices 

together which prefigure a new economy.  We’re 

collecting case studies, such as repair cafés, co-operatives 

and alternative finance, which show a new order already 

breaking through.  We’re forming partnerships with other 
campaigns, so that together we can build a movement.  

And we’re preparing a public declaration calling for 

transition to a sustainable economic model, to be signed 

by church leaders and opinion formers. 

We are in no doubt of the scale of these ambitions – 

nothing less than a transformation of the economy.  The 

support of the Passionists, financial and moral, is vital to 
help us unlock both the funding and the energy we need.  

Green Christian is known for being at the leading edge of 

Christian ecological witness, but we are a small national 

charity of about 850 members.  We were formed in 1982 

to build a bridge between Christianity and the Green 

movement, and, although the ‘integrity of creation’ is 

now a mainstream Christian concern, there is still much 

further to go before the churches fulfil their prophetic 

vocation. 

Meanwhile we are here to help Christians in the UK, with 

or without their churches, to grow in radical Christian 

ecological discipleship, through practical and spiritual 
formation, publications and events.  We offer a creative 

community, where people can grow in prayer, gentle 

lifestyle, public witness, and mutual encouragement – 

and help others do the same.  A co-operative ethos has 

always been important to us, and many of our members 

take an active part in sustaining and developing our 

work.   

For times like this, we have to be in the business of 

courage.  It is the Passion that gives me the courage I 

need: courage to notice the unfolding trauma of the 

Earth; courage to grieve what we witness; courage to find 

the power-to-act that lies beyond illusion; courage, 

finally, to set out for the joy that costs everything, 
because in it we are reconciled with all of life. 

To find out more see the following two websites: 

 www.greenchristian.org.uk 

 www.joyinenough.org 



 

In September UK Catholics celebrated their first 

Eucharistic Congress in 110 years as 10,000 delegates 

gathered to reflect on the centrality of the Eucharist in 

the life of the Church. Steve Atherton is a member of the 

Community of the Passion and was involved in producing 

the parallel ‘Fringe’ programme for the event. 

I’m the Justice and Peace fieldworker for Liverpool 

Diocese and can be expected to see Eucharist as an action 

rather than an object. In other words it’s something that 

the community does rather than as something that is done 

to it.   

This isn’t just a Justice and Peace observation. Many of 

us in Liverpool were concerned that a generous and 

inclusive vision of eucharist should be easy to see at the 

Eucharistic Congress. This led us to prepare a Parallel 

Programme, to celebrate the rich and warm diversity of 

catholic life. The thinking behind the Parallel Programme 

was that it should be a reflection on the experience of 

communion.  Often, when we approach the altar and say 

‘Amen’ to the minister’s ‘The Body of Christ’, we just 

mean ‘It is’ but we wanted to emphasise that we also 

mean ‘We are’.  It was the ‘we are’ aspect that was 

explored and emphasised in the Parallel Programme, or 

‘Fringe’ as we referred to it.  We wanted the central 

theme to be ‘Eucharist’ rather than ‘The Eucharist’. 

The archbishop wrote in the diocesan magazine “The 

‘Fringe’ events on the parallel programme are an 

opportunity to dig deeper into the meaning of the 

Eucharist.  It is in these discussions, exhibitions, parties 

and performances that the true heart of what it means to 

be a Catholic Christian will be found.  The warm, funny 

and friendly Catholics of Liverpool will make it very 

clear that the Eucharist is a place of welcome where the 

joy and mercy of Jesus is to be found.  The Eucharist is 

an invitation to everyone: ‘Taste and see that the Lord is 

good’ (Psalm 34:8).  The challenge facing us in the wake 

of Adoremus will be to find ways to remove the man-

made obstacles that block the way to the Lord.”  

How do you Judge Success? 

In terms of numbers: the best attended venue was SFX to 

watch episodes of the TV series ‘Broken’ and join in a 

Q+A session with the author, Jimmy McGovern; the next 

best was the ecumenical conversation on Eucharist that 

the regional church leaders shared in the Anglican church 

on the waterfront; the singalong of Beatles songs went 

down a storm; there was a stimulating and reflective day 

at St Philip Neri with a wide grouping of northern 

dioceses, NJPN and other national organisations;  the 

exploration of the diaconate received some interest; more 

people than predicted went to the event about Welcoming 

the Stanger; and I had a great experience of church at the 

Nugent kitchen making bread, eating curry and chatting 

to people.   I was delighted when two of our community 

called in to knead the dough, although they left to sample 

other events before the bread came out of the oven. 

In terms of witness: the events showed the wide range of 

activities that are part of Catholic life, though we missed 

out wine. They were prayerful, thoughtful, socially-

engaged and active.  Above all, they happened. 

In terms of organisation: the programme was devised, 

coordinated and delivered by laity, with some help from 

clergy.  It showed us a glimpse of a dynamic church of 

the future: active, enthused, engaged with society and not 

restricted to the sanctuary. 



 

Fr. Gerard Skinner is a priest of the Archdiocese of 
Westminster, and is the parish priest of St. Francis of 
Assisi, Notting Hill, a three-minute walk from Grenfell 
Tower (so he has had an extremely challenging year). 
How he has had time to write a comprehensive biography 
of Fr. Ignatius Spencer is a mystery to me, although he 
has a proven track record given that he wrote a biography 
of Newman, and also an account of “The English 
Cardinals and the English Vicars Apostolic.” 

Several years ago, while I was still working in the 
Galloway diocese, Gerard contacted me and discussed 
the possibility of writing the biography – I was delighted 
as I knew anything I had written had been from a 
specifically Passionist point of view. I sent him a CD 
with all of the Diary, Letters, and Historical Report, and 
it is from this that he has produced the biography.  

Gerard’s “life” is firmly rooted in the history of the 
nineteenth century, both secular and religious. He has 
enriched so much of the story of Ignatius by weaving a 
much fuller tapestry of the background against which 
Ignatius – and Dominic Barberi – were working. The 
biography proves to be both a detailed and intimate 
account of Ignatius, spelling out both the historical and 
spiritual context in which he was working, as well as 
providing insights into the social, political and cultural 
environment in which the Passionist Province was 
established. 

Ben Lodge CP 

This biography of the Passionist who was to take over the 
leadership of the fledgling Province of St Joseph on the 
death of Blessed Dominic appeared in our book shops 
earlier this year. It is a lengthy read - 425 pages -  but 
fear not, it’s quite a page-turner too. 

The book would never have come to life if it had not 
been for the heroic work of Fr Ben Lodge CP in 
deciphering and transcribing the diaries and letters of Fr 
Ignatius who literally covered the pages of his journals in 
his spidery script, paying not even the scantest regard to 

margins, headers or footers. 

It is a fascinating read. The Spencer family were one of 
the foremost families in the land and Ignatius’s life was 
one of privilege of the highest kind. The connections 
with royalty and the higher reaches of the political class 
are quite dizzying and it is astonishing to read about the 
ease with which Ignatius moved in and out of the highest 
circles of society, even when he had forsaken it all and 
taken on the Passionist habit and a life of poverty. To 
give just a flavour: once, when Ignatius had been visiting 
his sister, Lady Lyttelton, governess to Queen Victoria’s 
children at Windsor he made his way to London and 
decided to call upon an old acquaintance. Strolling up 
Downing Street he popped in to No.10 - the acquaintance 
was none other than Lord Alfred Russell, the Prime 
Minister! 

Several things stand out about the character of Fr 
Ignatius. Firstly his tremendous determination: we read 
of his passionate commitment to the cause of Christian 
Unity in England and he would go anywhere, do 
anything to promote his crusade of prayer, seeking the 
support of all, from the Archduke of Austria to the 
members of rural parishes in Ireland, not to mention 
writing regular letters to the Pope to plead his case. His 
humility, profound and genuine, was obvious to all; it 
found its most dramatic expression in his explicit desire 
to die in a ditch, a grace which was eventually granted to 
him. His spirit of gratitude was a constant feature of his 
life, thanking God for everything, especially the many 
setbacks he had to endure. He wrote movingly about this: 
“Thanking God for all is a beautiful practice of faith hope 
and charity. It is of no use trying to explain anything of 
perfection to a person who is dark and discontented. It is 
like teaching someone to embroider in the dark.” 

And just in case we might think that his love of poverty 
and practice of humility made him a remote and 
forbidding figure, just consider the following. In one 
place he was visiting, the only shelter he was given was a 
draughty shed; the snow was falling thickly and the door 
would not close properly. As was so often the case with 
him, he chose to sleep on the floor rather than the bed 
and on this occasion he was joined on the floor by a 
wayward kitten. He made up tiny snowballs and the two 
amused themselves until daybreak. 

One slight disappointment was the brevity of his 
treatment of the relationship between Ignatius and Fr 
Dominic.  But don’t let that deter you. It really is a very 
great “read” indeed. 

Mark White CP 

“Father Ignatius Spencer” is published by Gracewing 
and is currently available from Amazon. 



 

Nicholas Postlethwaite CP and Austin Smith CP moved 
to Toxteth, Liverpool, in 1971 as part of a wider 
Passionist movement to Britain’s inner cities. Their 
mission was to be alongside those suffering there from 
injustice and deprivation and to join them in the struggle 
for life and justice. 

In the previous Passio edition I spoke about a 
conversation with Father Austin towards the end of his 
life.  In response to me asking why our Inner City 
Mission was important to him he answered with this 
personal “credo”: “It is about trying to free God from the 
trammels of unimaginative orthodoxies!”  It has to do 
with the release of human mystery so it enjoys its rightful 
limitless historical and cultural heritages.”   This was a 
vision he had matured over more than forty years.   

In this second article I am recalling early days – what 
brought this journey to birth and to continue still today?  
I describe three events taking place in one specific 
location, though forty seven years and eleven months 
separate them – a front door key – a visit of friends– and 
a ladder up which to climb to a first floor window!  

Passionist Inner City Mission – its 
initial genesis and backdrop 

Historians highlight countless advances initiated during 
the span of the twentieth Century.  But observers would 
be unbelievably naïve not to note also the countless 
tragedies marking 20th century calendars.  Immediately 
following the First World War, gloomily but presciently, 
W B Yeats observed that “Things fall apart” and “the 
centre cannot hold.”  Yeats would die months before the 
start of a Second World War.  Had he lived to see its end 
in two catastrophic atomic explosions and the continuing 
procession of “local” wars that plagued the century’s 
remaining years, Yeats surely would conclude more 
emphatically than ever that yes indeed, “the centre” is not 

holding?   

Political fragmentation was not just the preserve of 
secular institutions:  tensions and divisions were mirrored 
in religious institutions too.  Visiting Dachau one must 
walk through middle-class Munich streets and 
neighbourhoods to arrive at the concentration camp 
gates.  The dark shadow of shame hangs over churches 
colluding with 1930’s fascism – though in contrast to 
courageous examples of small communities such as those 
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and other friends witnessing to 
Gospel resistance even at the cost of their lives.   

In Britain a sense of comfortable complacency seemed to 
develop in those post War decades – so the prime 
minister could claim “we have never had it so good.”   If 
true for some, it was certainly not the experience of all 
whose lives were fragmented and alienated in society.  It 
was these men and women on whose behalf Austin 
protested: “Release human mystery to enjoy its rightful 
limitless historical and cultural heritages.”  Safety 
announcements are sometimes heard on trains warning 
travellers alighting “to mind the gap”.  Was this a 
prophetic warning to secular and sacred institutions that 
the division between those who had it so good was 
widening for those who did not “enjoy their rightful 
limitless historical cultural heritages? 

Towards the end of the ‘50s something wonderful 
happened in the Catholic Church.  An aged Pope invited 
the Church to re-engage in a world-wide conversation - 
the Second Vatican Council.  A Pentecost fire was 
reawakening the Church to its 20th Century reality.   
Classically summed up in words from “Gaudium et 
Spes”:  “..the joys and the hopes, the griefs and the 
anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are 
poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, 
the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ. Indeed, 
nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their 



 

hearts. For theirs is a community composed of men. 
United in Christ, they are led by the Holy which is meant 
for every man. That is why this community realizes that 
it is truly linked with mankind and its history by the 
deepest of bonds.  

Austin’s gravestone uses three words to describe him – 
the third word is ‘POET’.  Austin used poetry to express 
wonder and mystery – especially the human mystery with 
- ‘its rightful limitless historical and cultural heritages’.  
With the eye of a philosopher Austin was aware better 
than most of the crises to which Yeats referred.  But with 
the eye of a poet he could also glimpse vibrant light 
beckoning beyond and outside darkened church doors - 
thrown open by the Council call to engage in authentic 
conversations.  He felt the urge to lift poetry off the 
printed page and bring it to life in practical action.   

With patience – and no little genius and determination – 
he successfully persuaded hesitant Province leadership to 
give him leave to step beyond his ecclesiastical comfort 
zone and set him free to walk alongside sisters and 
brothers  outside church confines –particularly along 
those roads restricting “rightful limitless and cultural 
heritages”.  In 1971 he was given permission and the 
blessing of his Province community’s to step out – and, 
thank God, he also got permission to ask me to travel 
with him.    

I acknowledge inadequacy in sketching such vast issues 
underpinning the birth of Passionist Inner City Mission.  
I hope a fuller outline will be written out of future 
research and analysis.  But inadequate as it is, I pass now 
from background to a first story: 

The First Day  

On 11th October 1971 Austin and I climbed stairs from 
the front door of 7 Ducie Street Liverpool 8, key in hand 
to a first floor Flat 3.  The door opened onto tiny space – 
accommodation designed for a single person.  There was 
a distinctive feel and smell that lingers still in memory.  
Consisting of a bathroom, a small bedroom and a slightly 
larger living space open to a miniscule kitchen.  We 
faced a first dilemma: the space was adequate for one - 
but we were two!  Though friends, we needed some 
separation to maintain good relationships in such a 
constriction – at very least separate bed spaces!   Austin, 
generous from the beginning insisted I make the bedroom 
my own.  This resulted in his bed being part of living 
room furniture: it also required him to surrender bedtime 
privacy until me – or visitors – left him free to convert 
living room back to bedroom!  Such may seem trivial; 
but as someone accustomed to personal space and 
privacy, this decision was an early indication of Austin’s 
generosity of spirit characteristic of how he would live 
the next forty years of life till his death in a local Care 
Home just a few hundred yards from where we were that 
first day in Ducie Street. 

Looking back I have to smile when I contrast the grand 
image of a Church throwing wide its doors and window 
in Vatican Council documents - and the dramatically 
reduced spaces Austin and I now faced in our new home.  
But we were embarking on a wonderful Gospel 
experience that would open ever wider panoramas for us 
from this Passionist Inner City Mission first starting 
point. 

From the upstairs window we had a very different “view” 
from that to which we were accustomed. Ducie Street in 
the Granby neighbourhood is referred to by its postal 
number - Liverpool 8.  The media in 1981 would 
subsequently resurrect its old name - Toxteth - when 
national attention was attracted by street disturbances but 
those events were some ten years further down the road. 

I cannot remember precisely what we said to each other 
looking through the window at this seminal moment.  A 
fanciful image comes to mind:  coming from Warrington, 
I think of that well-known author from my home town 
with stories for children about a girl named Alice.  Lewis 
Carrol introduces Alice talking to her cat!  

 “Now if you’ll only attend, Kitty, and not talk so much, 
I’ll tell you all my ideas about Looking-glass House.  
First, there’s the room you can see through the glass – 
that’s just the same as our drawing room, only the things 
go the other way….. the books are something like our 
books, only the words go the wrong way; I know that, 
because I’ve held up one of our books to the glass, and 
then they hold up one in the other room.”                     

Strangely Austin and I - albeit confusedly – felt we were 
experiencing something analogous to an “Alice 
moment”. We too saw things familiar, yet different, 
stepping away from familiar into new landscapes.  
Superficially of course, everything was completely 
normal.  We were standing at an ordinary window - 
looking out to ordinary houses – where perfectly ordinary 
people were passing by in the street below.  From my 
perspective nearly fifty years later, I am unsure whether I 
realised at that point how radical was the step we were 
taking.  But realising it or not, undoubtedly we had 
entered a drama that would affect us for the rest of our 
lives. Letting-go of many previous securities 
underpinning religious and priestly life up to that 
moment we would begin to face paradoxes – rich 
paradoxes -  implicit in the wonder of the “ordinary”.  It 
would touch deepest hopes and require us to discover 
new ways to live our faith. It would produce shifts in 
visions and dreams.  It would teach us to question in 
deeper ways the meaning and significance of faith – of 
religious life – of priesthood as slowly we would learn to 
re-internalise these gifts stripped of many exterior 
trappings and symbols that previously seemed to make 
them secure. We would be led to new signposts and 
milestones pointing towards unexpected places with new 
answers to old questions.  But that day in October was 
but our first small step on a new life-long journey.  A 
new beginning – yes!  But were we clear about its many 
implications? No – not clear then! But there was 
definitely a sense of a guiding hand drawing us forward 
in new ways – and a new life waiting to be lived.    

Not only were we uncertain about the path less travelled 
–so also were many of those who were close to us and 
who were equally concerned about the steps we were 
taking.  It was vital to us that this new beginning enjoyed 
the active support of our religious community - St 
Joseph’s Passionist Province.  And it is the ambivalences 
the Inner City Mission would sometimes raise in the 
minds of friends and fellow religious that reminds me of 
a second story from the day we moved into Ducie Street.   

Celebrating a first Mass 



 

We were listening for the door-bell marking the arrival of 
five friends invited to share with us this first day of the 
rest of our lives.  Unsurprisingly the first guests were not 
from among our new neighbours – we did not yet know 
them.  Rather they were Passionists from different parts 
of our Province joining us in a Eucharistic celebration. 
We were fortunate in our open and creative Province 
leadership – ready to encourage explorations of new 
forms of Passionist life and ministry. It would be 
inaccurate, however, to claim there was total 100% 
support within the Province.  There were from the 
beginning – and some would remain - doubts and 
questions about the appropriateness of this new venture 
and criticisms from some traditional perspectives.  But 
despite ambivalences, Austin and I needed the 
reassurance of a supportive Province – we did not want 
to be accused that we were “doing our own thing”.  That 
said it often proved necessary to try to dispel 
misinterpretations about the principles and purpose of the 
Inner City Mission.  I suspect there was a little hint some 
ambivalence that can be detected in that initial Eucharist 
in Ducie Street on our very first day.   

When our five friends arrived, Flat 3’s limited space 
seemed totally over-crowded!  There was something 
gently comic in seven priests - unused to ritual outside a 
church setting, negotiating space to vest for Mass and 
find a “perch” around the small coffee table serving as 
altar.   Three squashed together on Austin’s bed as we 
began our first Inner City Mission Eucharist. 

Despite cramped conditions I remember this beautiful, 
intimate and moving celebration.  Austin had chosen 
readings and prayers appropriate to the circumstances. 
We also had opportunity to share personal thoughts about 
this new beginning.  Contributions focused on prayers for 
the venture as well as for Austin and me undertaking it.  
One friend voiced his “bidding prayer” by thanking God 
“for bringing us to this new Passionist venture. We pray 
for Austin and Nicholas so they can bring you (God) to 
everyone in this neighbourhood who do not know you.”  

I remember his prayer and clearly understand the 
sincerity it expresses.  But, then as now, I felt it 
contained a theological paradox.  Does it imply it is we – 
priests, Passionists, ministers –tasked to bring God to 
others?  I felt then – and believe now –that God is 
already and always wonderfully present in every human 
community and circumstance.  Is not the true challenge 
for the minister humbly to seek to learn to recognise the 
wonder of God at the heart of each human person?   

I am sure if my friend (sadly no longer alive) were to 
read my critique of his spontaneous prayer he would 
deny caricaturing priestly ministry in this way.   But 
perhaps in that first Mass I think I sensed something of 
the challenge Austin and I would face.  We would need 
to begin learning as he later expressed so well that we 
must “try to free God from the trammels of 
unimaginative orthodoxies!”  It has to do with the release 
of human mystery so it enjoys its rightful limitless 
historical and cultural heritages.” – including the heritage 
of each person a temple of God’s Spirit.   Implicitly or 
explicitly, I think I was sensing my need to purify 
theological principles and pre-suppositions – attitudes 
perhaps that were alien – and learn to go deeper into the 
mystery at the heart of the human – which we were 
invited into that first day together in Ducie Street.  

Austin and I though unsure about our future, certainly 
were convinced from the start that God was certainly not 
“on hold” - waiting for us to take him to Liverpool 8!  
God did not need Passionist introductions to his people of 
this neighbourhood!  Though totally new to this 
neighbourhood and yet to learn to appreciate the love and 
friendship so generously given us in the years ahead, we 
did know God was already there before us!  We sensed if 
anyone needed to learn to recognise God anew, it would 
first have to be Austin and myself entering into the story 
of the wonderful community that is Liverpool 8 and at 
whose door that day we were preparing to ask for 
admission.  We felt called to a total re-appraisal of what 
it means to search for God after stepping away from 
many securities of our previous Passionist and priestly 
experience and to seek God in a “new land”.  Our first 
Mass was raising questions for us as individuals but also 
in regard to self-understanding as members of a 
Religious Congregation mandated to take this new step.  
Mandated it must be said, not always without some 
reserve and suspicion by some.   Are such suspicions 
traceable to some of the theological paradoxes present 
even in our “spontaneous prayers” voiced in a Mission 
Mass that first morning?  

Our story would continue unfolding beyond the first day 
through many subsequent decades with other theological 
and pastoral questions challenging personal and priestly 
pre-suppositions.  But those are stories that must await 
future episodes in this long running saga.  Many 
challenges require returning to again and again.  The 
mission is not static!  It is a continuing flowing river of 
experience and grace. It is a sharing that continues as 
really today in 2018 as when it first began in Ducie Street 
all those years ago. 

A third story about Liverpool 

Passionist Inner City Mission 

My first two stories each took place within, 7 Ducie 
Street in October 1971.  The third happens outside the 
same front door – now sadly nailed up to protect the 
property left derelict. It was on Saturday 1st September 
2018. 

Liverpool 8 community took Austin to its heart.  After he 
died in 2011 and to honour his memory a Fund was 
established to provide financial help to local groups 
associated with him: called the Austin Smith Memorial 
Fund.  He would have been 90 this year and to mark his 
birthday a celebration was planned in a marquee erected 
outside 7 Ducie Street. Notices were distributed inviting 



 

everyone to come to share memories, conversation, 
photographs, laughter and food in Austin’s memory.  A 
local artist joined in spending the day creating a piece of 
art to act as “visual minutes” to commemorate the event.  
Large photographs of Austin had been displayed 
throughout area fastened to walls and lamp posts.  One 
friend found a ladder and climbed to the first floor 
window of 7 Ducie Street symbolically attaching a large 
photograph of Austin looking down from the self-same 
window we had both gazed through all those years ago in 
1971.  

Young and old, Muslim and Christian, believers and non-
believers, black and white, friends from near and far 
came to make this celebration what one visitor 
spontaneously remarked to be “all that human 
community should be about – people together celebrating 
through all their differences without let or hindrance and 
no artificial barriers keeping them apart”.  Was he 
perhaps simply echoing in his own way something 
Austin articulated in Granby Care Home shortly before 
he died:  “Let’s free God from the trammels of 
unimaginative orthodoxies!” and “Release human 
mystery so it can enjoy its rightful limitless historical and 
cultural heritages.”?  I believe and hope so. 

Perhaps these three simple stories, spanning many years, 
give some indication of the beginning – and continuing 
of this Passionist mission.   In limited space it is not 
possible to include so many other “ups and downs”, 
“lessons learned only to need re-learning again”, that 
make up the fascinating narrative of a continuing radical 
Passionist journey.  Perhaps at a future date other stories 
can be shared taken from this kaleidoscopic journey 
which St Joseph’s Province began in 1971 – and which 
continues today and which with God’s help, will continue 
growing and developing in years to come.  

As state and church worry about whether “the centre” is 
holding – or are things “falling apart” – perhaps there are 
hints and pointers in the Passionist Inner City Mission 
which may encourage others to step outside safety zones 
and rediscover the wonder and beauty at the heart of 
human mystery.  I began this article with an Austin 
quotation: I conclude it with another from his book 
Mersey Vespers, page 148: 

“Liverpool had this impact on me.  It did not offer a new 
form of ministry.  Rather I was offered a new beginning 
to understand the radical Gospel of Jesus of Nazareth.” 

Kris Pears is a member of the Community of the Passion. 
In July he attended the Annual Conference of the 
National Justice and Peace Network (NJPN) in 
Swanwick, Derbyshire. 

This was the 40th Annual Conference. Even though I’ve 
been involved in J&P for 49 years it is something that I 
only became aware of 4 years ago, so for me it was just 
my 4th conference. There are a number who have been to 
most (and probably one or two who have been to all) of 
them, so I feel quite inexperienced. Nonetheless for each 
year that I have attended there has been a reasonable 
number with a star on their name badges to indicate that 
this is their first time, it is good to be able to share my 
limited experience with first timers, even if it is just 
pointing out where the tea/coffee machines are (and what 
time they are switched on & off at). 

We started with dinner on Friday evening (all food for 
conference follows the LOAF principle – Locally 
sourced, Organic produced, Animal friendly & Fairly 
traded) so meat is only available at one meal. 

This year’s theme was “In the shelter of Each Other the 
people live”. There were 4 speakers: 

 Rev Al Barrett – Rector of Hodge Hill Church, a CofE
-URC ecumenical partnership in east Birmingham 
(less than 20 miles from where I live & I’d never 
heard of it). 

 David McLoughlin a teacher from Newman 
University, someone who has offered radical views on 
the bible in relation to everyday life. 

 Sarah Teather, Director of Jesuit Refugee Services 
(JRS) UK, an MP for 12 years in her previous life. 

 John Grogan – current MP – Labour in Keighley & 
Ilkley, elected in 2017. 

An interesting mix of speakers and this year we had a 
different chair for each of the speakers. Rather than 
losing continuity, it added a dimension to it. 

The link below will take you to the home page of 
Liverpool NJPN, where Stephen (one of their members) 
has posted 8 videos, showing the 4 talks by our excellent 
main speakers from the weekend. Each is split into two 
parts [the second usually being the Q&A after the talk] 
this keeps each video below the one hour mark. 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UCQzJkymJ3su5HJKc7dbiKyQ 

On Friday evening Al challenged us to listen – his topic 
was “Can anybody hear me – Christian discipleship in 
Brexit Britain, in the shadow of Grenfell Tower”. 

He talked about the Web of Poverty, the numbing of 
conscience and used the term benumbment – a refusal to 
listen OR be listened to. 



 

Tim Cullen CP was able to make a trip to Liverpool with 
Ged Murphy and  John Kearns recently, to mark his 85th 
birthday on 15th November, and his sister's recent 90th 
birthday. 

The Sisters of Mercy recently celebrated 25 years since 
they first arrived at St Non's in Pembrokeshire. They run 
a Retreat House there which is owned by the Passionists 
of St Joseph’s Province. 

On Thurs 11th Oct 2018 we launched a day of reflection 
and action on the theme of ‘Refugees’ for Year 11 
students at Bishop Ullathorne Catholic Secondary 
School, Coventry. As well as highlighting the plight of 
asylum seekers and refugees in today’s world it was also 
an opportunity to explain to the students something about 
the charism and mission of The Passionists and how they 
respond to the call to ‘Welcome the Stranger’. The 
students responded very positively and part of their 
response was for each to donate a ‘hoodie’ to a local 
charity that offers practical support asylum seekers. 

Walking down the street in my late teens back in my 
home in Vermont, I met, time and again my childhood 
school art teacher Miss Kate.   Each time she would ask 
in a tone of frustration, “Dorothy what are you doing 
about your art?”  It seemed to me she was talking about 
something on another planet and my usual reply with a 
shrug I would answer “What art?”  

Forty years later (having done nothing with my art), in 
order to honour St. Joseph in our new chapel in 
Daventry, I suggested to the superior that we should 
commission a wood carver.   The response from various 
wood carvers proved disappointing so mother superior 
suggested that I carve something myself.  I replied that I 
did not know how to carve. However I decided to try a 
relief carving.   

Summing up enough courage to do this and feeling very 
inadequate, I visited the Oxford timber yard where the 
men were extremely helpful in searching for the perfect 
6ft piece of lime wood from their stock, no doubt 
thinking I was an experienced carver. This made me feel 
more inadequate still.  To cover my tracks I told them if 
it came out well I would send them a picture of the 
carving, which I did. 

After applying a life size drawing of 
St. Joseph on to the lime wood, I 
started by carving the lips thinking to 
myself if I can’t succeed on that part I 
can’t go on.  Since the lips seemed 
acceptable I continued.  At about three 
quarters way through I got stuck. In 
spite of consulting other artists and 
books I could not go on and left it for 
several months. 

Although I could not find a way to 
continue, around Christmas time I 
decided that the carving would be up 
or go out by March 19th the feast of 
St. Joseph. I had to put an end to this 
one way or another.  Once I decided 
there was nothing to lose, I tried to 
still my mind and let my hands do the 
work.  Eventually it was finished and placed in the chapel 
in thanksgiving. 

What did Miss Kate see years ago?  She must have had a 
vision of my 14th century relative Pisano who 
unconsciously guided my hand, because failure was 
always the result when I tried to think my way through. 

Mother Regina Cappelletti CP 


