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The GalGael Trust’s Iona Weekend, 2022 

 
Report to Funders by Alastair McIntosh, GalGael Trust Board 

 
 

This was the fifth GalGael-Iona trip, postponed from 2020 due to Covid. Previously we have 

had up to 24 people. This year we were limited to 18 due to changes in the layout of John 

MacLean’s hostel. Indeed, it is no longer a hostel as that had to be laid down during Covid. 

It’s now several self-catering units as “The Green Shed”, but still with the same large 

common area. John very generously lets us have it each time at whatever price our budget 

can comfortably afford. We ended up with 17, as one of us tested Covid +ve before leaving.  

 

The aim, as previously, 

was loosely to explore 

what spirituality might 

mean for us. But this time 

we made that less 

explicit. There is enough 

of a culture around the 

Iona trip now for that to 

hold itself in the 

background. Also, this 

time we mainly wanted to 

bring our existing staff 

and volunteers. About 

half of these had been to 

Iona before, but as our anchor folks they really needed a time and space to be away 

together after all that they’d carried and held in place during the pandemic lockdown era. 

Nevertheless, we still had at some who had never before been to a Scottish island. One of 

these mentioned to me that he wasn’t alone, that there’s still a lot of people in Glasgow 

who’ve never ventured far afield before. After Dundee, Glasgow is the UK’s poorest city. 

 

What we Did 

 

We set off in on the morning of Friday 25th March and returned on Sunday 28th.  Instead of 

the usual 2 minibuses we took one bus and a van, with a disability permit granted for Iona 

as 2 folks had mobility issues. We had a meal and an evening sharing in the Green Shed 

kitchen, and on the Saturday, we headed off down to the Abbey and its museum of ancient 

stones - thanks to free educational permits given by Historic Environment Scotland.  
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Later in the morning we gathered at St Martin’s 

cross. Mindful that most of our money this year 

came from Quaker sources with their Peace 

Testimony, I will share our reflection there in 

greater depth. Martin of Tours’ cross has stood 

outside Iona Abbey for nearly 2/3 of Christian 

history. Adomnán tells that the monks in St 

Columba’s time in the 6th – 7th century 

remembered Martin daily in their prayers. He is 

a patron saint of both the poor and soldiers. On 

seeing a beggar naked, he cut his cloak in two 

with his sword and shared it. He had been an 

unwilling conscript into the Roman army and 

subverted his soldiering. Faced with the enemy 

in battle, he begged his commander to be 

allowed to walk unarmed into their lines, with 

neither shield nor helmet, saying: “I am the 

soldier of Christ: it is not lawful for me to fight.” His commander had him thrown into jail. 

But the next day, the enemy sued for peace in an outcome that became attributed to 

Martin’s intercession. As such, we might see him as a patron saint of nonviolence.  

 

We stood before his cross in brilliant sunshine 

and a chill, brisk, southerly wind. The weather 

map showed the 1036 isobar along which the 

wind had travelled had started in Russia. It swept 

down through Ukraine, over the Black Sea, across 

the south of Hungary where Martin was born, 

and finally round the back of Ireland and straight 

up to the cross on Iona. Carried on that wind 

would be the breath of those on both sides who 

had suffered war. That’s Martin, and that’s Iona.  

 

From Martin’s Cross, we moved to the very ancient chapel of St Oran. Some of our folks 

wheeled inside a heavy sandstone block brought from Govan. It has a foot carved into it, a 

replica of the Footprint Stone at Dunadd. Weighing well over a hundredweight, it had been 

brought to Iona (without consultation with me!) to have it “imbue” the atmosphere there. It 

is used ceremonially at GalGael to communicate a sense of belonging. I watched on, 

intrigued, as they eased it through the chapel door, when suddenly it occurred to me: What 

if Historic Environment Scotland spot us manhandling what looked like an ancient stone 

straight out of one of their collections!? I dashed over to their office to give account of  

https://wagingnonviolence.org/2011/08/the-patron-saint-of-conscientious-objection/
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ourselves, much to the hilarity of the 

staff who were rather glad to have 

had the matter explained. When I got 

back, a candle had been lit on the 

stone, and amidst beautiful song in 

the Céile Dé tradition and music from 

Rowan and Reith, we were each 

“smudged” with sage grass that grows 

in a special place on the Clyde.  

 

Most of us then headed off to St 

Columba’s Bay in the island’s south 

end. We stopped for stories on the 

way. About the Hill of the Angels, also 

known as Sìthean or faerie hill, where 

St Columba was seen communing at 

night with the Otherworld. At the 

crossroads we heard how the monks 

on their weary journey back to the 

monastery after tending the fields all 

day found themselves strangely 

helped by “a wonderful and strange 

sensation ... a wonderful fragrance 

like all the flowers gathered into one.” 

In an instance it refreshed and made 

them joyous, rendering their burdens 

weightless. We talked about our 

burdens, what lightens them, and 

enjoyed a bit of levity when we 

reached the loch with legends of the 

water horse ... and his penchant for 

chasing after maidens to try and get a 

wife to keep beneath the waves. 

 

Leading the way for much of the time 

was Gillian, our driver, who in 2019 

was so unfit that she doubted she 

would manage the walk. Iona proved 

to be a fitness turning point. We 

reached St Columba’s Bay, gathered 

some Iona marble, and mellowed out.  
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On the way back from St Columba’s Bay we were joined 

by Ruth Harvey, Leader of the Iona Community. Also, 

Catriona Robertson the Abbey Warden had thoughtfully 

arranged for a minibus to help some of our party back 

along the road section. David (on the GalGael staff) and I 

followed Ruth into the mothballed MacLeod Centre and 

discussed a shared hope that a closer partnership might 

be fashioned between GalGael and the Iona Community 

as it gets refurbished for renewed service. Several of us 

paid heed to the dedication in George MacLeod’s book, 

We Shall Rebuild: The Work of the Iona Community on 

Mainland and on Island (1944). This, to the people of 

Govan, “who were the first to understand that the Iona 

Enterprise was no departure from our work but an attempt to extend that work to the 

Church at large - [and] especially to the thousand Govan households – who gave the 

bookcases surrounding the walls where this is written and who taught the author more than 

all the books together...”. After our sharing in the Michael Chapel, the Community 

welcomed us in for tea and a specially baked GalGael 25th anniversary cake.  
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Some responses from the Sunday closing session 

 

The Sunday was a lazy morning, clearing up, and a closing sharing from which here is a 

flavour of people’s responses to the weekend. 

 

• It’s been brilliant. I feel the effect strongly, as if I am a different person from before I 

came here. 

• I enjoyed last night with the Iona Community. It wasn’t so much that they made us a 

cake, but that they went to the trouble at that time of night. I feel a lot better than 

when I came – like the seagulls flying so effortlessly in the wind.  

• The place is amazing. It’s been great just to get away, to spend time with each other. 

• St Michael’s Chapel is was really special. Most of us were exhausted going down so 

late in the evening, but we were exhilarated coming back. That cake they baked for 

us was my first party since the pandemic began. All the stories and the faeries. The 

sunset was incredible. We talked about spirituality and touching.  

• The place is beautiful, but in this company, we could have been anywhere. 

• I felt very relaxed. I wasn’t wanting to go to the Michael Chapel, too tired, but 

afterwards, and with the cake, it was like that story where the monks got lifted 

along. I felt that lift. Even if it’s not a spiritual thing you can get that in a community. 

• Loved the way yesterday ended – after the day experiencing the island, and then 

coming back into everybody’s company.  

• I was swimming between tiredness and contentedness. The intricacy and harmony in 

the chapel, like patterns in the pebbles and the moon. The wind and the seagulls, the 

way they skim the wind. 

• We had quality time to get to know each other at a deeper level, speaking about 

spirituality in a place that is healing of the paths people have travelled. 

• To be in a sacred space of healing. On the way back a presence seemed to follow us 

when we passed the Street of the Dead, like when we were together in the chapel.  

• It’s been awful short, my first time here, very rushed but it was nice to be part of it. 

• I especially enjoyed the conversations. Really deep, about community, just beautiful. 

• In the workshop we’re always so busy we don’t get time to know each other well. 

The sunset was the first time I’d felt so grounded for a long time. I feel very happy.  

• At least it’s not rained or snowed! I just love that walk. The hostel’s really 

comfortable. It was nice of the village shop to be opening for us between 1 and 2. 

• Blown away! 

• It was very condensed. Didn’t feel like only 2 or 3 days away. A lot of experiences 

and the few things I experienced just gives me an appetite for more. The nature’s 

fantastic. The birds sing so loud. This weekend has let me experience this and to get 

to know better a lot of friends in GalGael.  

• I just wonder ... what the Iona Community put in their cake! 
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Thanks to Funders 
 
This trip was made possible thanks to the Quaker John Wigham (Enjoyment) Trust, to a 
Glasgow Quaker Meeting special collection, and each year, to an anonymous donor in 
Stornoway, the balance of whose gift is for GalGael overheads. Now that she has passed 
away, aged 92, I can reveal that this was my mother, Jean McIntosh, who loved the GalGael 

and is shown here in her boat in the late 1960s, aged (as she’d always say), “under 40”       
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More pictures by Scott McAlinden, Gehan Macleod and Alastair McIntosh 
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The end 
 

 


