As others see us

This is an excerpt from an article written by Ron Ferguson while he was visiting Canada. It appeared in The [Glasgow] Herald on February 7th under the title "Count your Blessings, not Bonuses."  Ron Ferguson recently retired as the minister of St. Magnus' Cathedral in Kirkwall in the Orkney Islands of Scotland.  His weekly columns and poetry appear in The Herald.
It's as if George MacLeod is alive and well and living in Toronto. As I close my eyes, I hear the late founder of the Iona Community speak with his familiar inflections. He harangues the audience - as he always did - then produces gales of laughter with a witty aside. I open my eyes again, and there, on the stage, is not MacLeod, but one of Scotland's finest actors and directors. 
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Tom Fleming and I touched down at Pearson International airport in Toronto on a deceptively mild January evening. It was literally the calm before the storm. Now it is real winter. 

Fleming is here to perform Every Blessed Thing, a one-man show about George MacLeod, and I am due to preach twice at Yorkminster Park Baptist Church. Until a couple of years or so ago, its minister was a Scot, the Rev T Kerr Spiers, father of sportswriting guru Graham Spiers of this very newspaper. 

I scripted the play for Fleming after hearing him read some of MacLeod's prayers on BBC radio. Every Blessed Thing was first performed at the St Magnus Festival, where Fleming's electrifying performance earned him the first standing ovation in the festival's history. 

Since then, MacLeod has played in venues in Scotland and England. These audiences included people who had once been maddened, exasperated, challenged, charmed, and inspired by George MacLeod, and found in a living theatre that it was impossible to keep even a dead good man down. 
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This is the first time the show has travelled abroad. How will it go down? Will Canadian audiences be interested in the story of a controversial Scottish cleric? 

Our fears prove to be groundless. The shows are a sell-out. Tom Fleming is a truly remarkable actor. Without costume or make-up, he becomes old before your very eyes. The jokes are appreciated; then Toronto, feeling its own post-September 11 vulnerability, sits in uneasy silence as the theatrical MacLeod goes into rhetorical overdrive, inveighing eloquently against the nuclear-arms race. 

The Abbey on the Isle of Iona was founded by St. Columba in 563 AD, plundered numerous times by the Vikings and abandoned during the Reformation.  Amidst much controversy, the Rev. George MacLeod commenced rebuilding of the site and established the ecumenical Iona Community in 1938.  Many Canadians contributed to the project and during the war, Canadian timber jettisoned from a ship during a storm was used in the reconstruction.   Photo: Jeanne Isley

Then a passionate MacLeod turns his theological searchlight on international finance. 
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Gathering of the Clans

Every four years, the International Gathering of the Clans is held in Nova Scotia and in 2003, we will again be hosting the event during the last week in June.  People planning to attend the opening must get tickets by December or January.  I thought your members might be interested in this.

Jean L. Watson (co-chair)

Lr. Sackville, Nova Scotia  

(jean.watson2@sympatico.ca)

The need to know
I would like to see better notification about future events such as the Fall Colloquium, in the Newsletter and especially on the Website.  A compilation of special events would encourage better participation.  Details would be much appreciated.

Ruth Borthwick

Burlington, Ontario 

Ed: I will be sure to pass this on to all concerned. 
 
I sit there, my mind turns from his words - first uttered in a sermon more than 50 years ago - to the contemporary protests against globalization, and to the current political scandal which is gripping North America. 

The Enron story highlights the ugly face of global financial operations. The Canadian papers are full of it. US Treasury Secretary Paul O'Neill says on television... "Part of the genius of capitalism is that people get to make good decisions or bad decisions. And they get to pay the consequences or to enjoy the fruits of their decisions." 

But in the Enron case, the greedy company executives lied to their employees about the company's stability, encouraged workers to invest their pension funds in company stock, and then imposed rules against selling that stock - while, at the same time, arranging an executive bailout for themselves worth $1bn. 

On stage in Toronto, George MacLeod is pleading that authentic religion must not separate the spiritual from the material, the financial from the moral, the soul from the body. For all his flaws, the tempestuous man is right. We need radically new ways of envisaging our fragile world.   A spirituality which concentrates on deep breathing and lovely thoughts but leaves dehumanizing power structures unchallenged is a bastardized travesty. One of religion's primary tasks is to comfort the disturbed, and disturb the comfortable. 

The Toronto audience, having experienced 

a bewildering two-hour encounter with a disturbing and inspiring Scottish prophet, rises to its feet to accord a standing ovation. And a drained Scottish actor slips out of a side door, into a dark and freezing North American night. 
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