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Report of the GalGael Visit to Iona (final version) 
The GalGael Trust, Fri 11 – Sun 13 March 2016 

 

Background 

 

In March, a group of 23 of us from the GalGael Trust in Govan, Glasgow, hired two 

minibuses and went to the Isle of Iona. We had managed to raise about £2,000 in 

funding and broke even on the budget, thanks to John MacLean giving us exclusive 

use of Iona Hostel for less than half price. It is primarily intended for reflection and 

feedback mainly within GalGael, but it will also be shared in appropriate ways with 

the Iona Community. Feedback to funders will either be in confidence or through 

items suitable for newsletters. (This report was initially confidential, but as of 2024 

when these reports are being archived and a warm and mutually welcoming 

relationship has been established with the Iona Community, it need no longer be 

treated as such.) The purpose of the trip was: 

 
To experience this ancient holy place, the island, the abbey and all its history. To use that to 

help us explore what spirituality might be, and what it might mean in our lives. Spirituality is 

not necessarily the same as religion. This weekend is about helping each other to find our own 

paths. It is not about telling folks what they should believe.  

 

 
 

What Happened?  

 

In the end, we managed to accommodate everybody who had signed up. We set off 

early on the Friday morning, took ferries over to Mull and to Iona, and on the first 

evening after the meal (thanks to Blair, the GalGael cook) we had an opening 

discussion about what spirituality might or might not mean to each of us.  
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On the Saturday morning we walked round the Abbey to see around and view the 

historic collection of ancient carved stones in the Infirmary Museum. It was pouring 

with rain, but nobody minded.  

 

That afternoon, about half of us walked down to Saint Columba’s Bay at the south 

end, while the remainder did their own thing. That evening we reflected on the day, 

and those who wanted to went with Alastair down to the evening service in the 

Abbey.  

 

On the Sunday we had a rich discussion after breakfast together with John MacLean. 

People shared what the weekend had given them, with particular emphasis on feelings 

about the Abbey service the previous night, which had been problematic for 

everybody. After packing up, we climbed Dun I, visited the Well of Eternal Youth, 

and headed for the ferry and back to Govan that evening. 

 

 
 

 

 

Feedback from the Group 

 

In addition to the Sunday morning reflection session at which notes were taken, we 

had a meeting of most of the group in the GalGael offices on 29th June to digest and 

receive feedback. The following is a selection of comments, with pictures by Peter 
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(Kemp), Nadia, Sheena and Alastair. A draft of the report was shared in the GalGael 

to ensure that it adequately reflects the group’s balance of views. Wording has been 

abridged for brevity, and, sometimes, for tact. The discussions were dominated by the 

experience of the Saturday night Abbey service, run by the Iona Community, as 

discussed below and to be shared with the Community as sensitively as possible.  

 

 

 
 

 

The Common Life and Environment 

 

This was different from what GalGael normally does. Normally, at craft fairs and 

such likes, we are involved with running stalls and things. This time we were able to 

get more involved with each other – discussions and enjoying ourselves because 

you’ve got peace and quiet to see what life’s all about. You can’t do that in a city. 

I really liked the hostel. It was amazing the way everybody managed to pull together 

to get meals – that was really well organised. 

When I got there, I wanted to go for a pint. But before long, nobody wanted to go for 

a pint. Sharing rooms was hard because a few of us were so excited we wanted to 

stay up talking all night, but that annoyed others. A lot of us didn’t want to leave and 

hope to go back again as an informal group.  

For me it was a getaway from the city for a while, to be able to forget about my life 

for a couple of days and recharge the batteries. The only downside was when you 

wanted to kip there were a lot of snorers. 

It was all there. The outdoors, the historical stuff, everybody there back at the hostel. 

I went to be liberated from the city. 

Physical surroundings beyond words. It’s the company that makes it. 

I have got to know people I didn’t know very well.  
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When I first heard about Iona I thought it was going to be a religious thing. But my 

journey was the landscape, seeing clear water in Scotland for the first time, and just 

being around everybody I’ve been around for the past year.  

I was going to Iona to try and find myself again, who we were, what we are about, 

what GalGael is about. I think I found that out. There are a lot of really deep people 

around me in GalGael. That weekend away was special. 

 

 
 

Religion – The Service in the Abbey 

 

For me the time on Iona was a spiritual experience, but not in the church service. It 

was about going out seeing Iona, the stones, the art, getting to know people. It didn’t 

matter to me what happened in the church because it made me realise how strong the 

GalGael is, but the discussion was worthwhile that came out of it. 

I’m not a very spiritual person. The only thing I didn’t like was going into the church 

and having to talk to somebody I didn’t know. 

We felt shunned by the Iona Community, not recognised as visitors on the island. 

One person left very angry and showed anger, but that was resonating through us all. 

I felt upset and alone. I [spoke to somebody and said] that I am alcoholic, and she 

couldn’t understand that, and that upset me… But in Govan, we’ve got the ancient 

stones. We’re the ones with a First Class ticket to Iona. 

The people in the service didn’t interact with us, which is why I’ve got this grievance 

because Govan rebuilt that Abbey, but they didn’t give us the respect that we gave 

them. 

People were nice, but nice is not a good thing. We were made to feel like strange or 

foreign Gaels. 
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I heard someone saying, “There’s a lot of troubled ones here tonight.”  

I didn’t feel made welcome, not like the first time I visited 25 years ago and was 

welcomed in to the ceilidh. 

Are there any Scots on Iona? 

It was very middle class, Anglican, cold, remote, and you’d never have known that 

this place is the heart of Celtic Christianity. 

The service didn’t match the beauty of the Abbey. 

We got nothing from the service. I was so disappointed. 

The service didn’t speak to my experience of Iona. I’d like to come back and see 

another service – one that reflects this place. 

The Iona Community has to ask about its purpose. It’s no longer respecting Scotland. 

People are seeking soul food. 

GalGael should offer to help with staff training for the Abbey. They should come to 

Govan. 

I went in to the Abbey alone, and it was totally different.  

We’ve all got to find our inner selves. The Abbey is bringing all these people in, and 

that’s what it’s for. 

Last night was a strange experience, but it was a great week. It shows you who you 

are. 

We came into the House of God, and so need to be humble. Who the hell are we? Do 

we think we could do it better? 

 

 
 

 

Spiritual Life – Getting Goosebumps 

 

This is Scotland. We need to know God in a Scottish way. The landscape of Scotland 

speaks in its own way 

It was thought-provoking, but I don’t know if it was a spiritual experience, or what. 

For me, the spiritual stuff is not for me. But it’s been great. 
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I got in touch with the everywhere spirit – within and outwards. It’s been magic. 

It’s about reflecting on the higher power. 

We’re often muddling up religion and spirituality. For me it was a spiritual 

experience because we were in a beautiful place and we were together. The feeling of 

togetherness meant we didn’t feel alone, though there was enough space so that we 

could be alone, and people were able to tap into tough stuff when they wanted to.  

Pain is the touchstone of spirituality. That’s what speaks to me. In the darkest spaces 

of my life I know there’s somebody with me. I never went looking for that in Iona, 

but on Iona you could feel the life you were created for. I felt alive, looking at the 

stars, you could touch them. That’s in a nutshell, spirituality. If you don’t go within, 

you go without. 

Question: What was the song Gehan shared in the chapel (St Oran’s)? It was out of 

the blue, heart-filling, and just right. 

 

Answer: The song I felt moved to sing was a fon – a land song, a state of mind – a 

Gaelic chant from the Ceili De tradition. Because we’ve been so used to thinking 

about religion in conventional terms – Christian, Protestant, Catholic – it was about 

being moved by the experience of sharing the place, movefd by the people who’ve 

been here before us. The chant comes form the spiritual experience. It bridges the 

pagan stuff and the God stuff – the Christ space within, the mother space of Christ in 

my heart. But I’m reluctant to explain it, because it makes it seem like having bought 

into mainstream Christianity, which I haven’t because church doesn’t speak to me. 

It’s the kind of chant where you get goosebumps. For me, spirituality is goosebumps.  

GalGael has planted a seed on Iona – a bud. Govan’s connections with Iona goes 

back, and GalGael made that connection. 

 

 
 

Everybody had a notebook for thoughts and feelings 
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Sandeels’ Bay 

 

Discussion 

 

The visit was a huge success and is still being talked about several months later. What 

emerged is that most of our people showed an openness to spirituality being shown to 

them, and experienced by them, but they did not like it being presented as religion. 

Hymns such as “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” were difficult for most in a group 

like this to sing. In contrast, Iona Community songs such as “The Life of the World” 

would have much better shared with the GalGael what the Community stands for, and 

have their roots in places like Glasgow.  

 

The fact that the service had such a strong negative impact on everybody echoes a 

wider lack of traction between where ordinary people and (relatively) organised 

religion. The Iona Community has at the heart of its mission “finding new ways to 

touch the hearts of all.” That particular night was the first night in the Abbey for a 

new staff group, and for various reasons the service failed to touch people in Govan. 

Neither is this a unique experience for such groups, it being more difficult these days 

to recruit staff from Scotland and places like Govan. Alastair McIntosh is very aware 

of this, not least from his past role as the Iona Community’s business advisor (1980s), 

and as the Quaker representative on the Iona Community Board. 

 

From the GalGael’s perspective, we too are aware of the difficulty in always 

achieving consistency between our values and our practice. We too can learn from the 

Abbey service experience by experiencing what can fall short in the practice of others, 

and asking what might also fall short within ourselves.  As one of our people said: 

“Who the hell are we? Do we think we could do it better?”  
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There was a unanimous feeling amongst the 23 of us that this had been a very 

precious time together. If funding can be found, we would love to repeat it again, and 

widen the experience to others of our number. We’d also probably give the Abbey 

service another go, but with people more forewarned another time. 

 

 

Budget and Funders 

 

The total cost was just over £2,000, and the budget broke even. Particular thanks are 

due to Brian McGlyn for a fundraising house concert in 2012 and his late wife – 

tragically so - the Rev Moyna McGlynn of Govan & Linthouse Parish Church. Moyna 

came and gave the group a wonderful blessing on our journey at one of the advance 

meetings. We now extend our blessing, on her journey.  

 

We are also deeply grateful to the John Wigham (Enjoyment) Trust of the Quakers, 

the Glasgow Area Quaker Meeting, and Seattle United Congregational Church (who 

are coming to Iona in September).  

 
GalGael Iona 2016 – Final accounts 

 

 Income   Expenses  

John Wigham Enjoyment Trust Quakers 770.00  Hostel & Bothy 2 nights 360.00 

Bellahouston Trust, Church of Scotland 100.00  Ferry Tickets Mull/Iona 295.30 

Seattle United Congregational Church 388.61  Vehicle fuel and drop off taxi 109.91 

Glasgow Quakers Special Collection 220.00  Vehicle hire 550.00 

Donations: concert, food subs, individuals 450.00  Notebooks/pens/admin/etc 43.95 

Gift Aid to be reclaimed 100.00  Food from ASDA 311.07 

   Meals on ferries 357.43 

Total 2028.61  Total 2027.66 

   Balance 0.95 

 

 
Iona Hostel 
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Well of Eternal Youth on Dun I 
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Top of Dun I 

 

 

 
Saint Columba’s Bay 


