THE CALL TO COMMUNITY
Founders/Few/Many
 
 
Our main challenge this year, is to share the responsibility and liability for the vision, administration, and care of the Northumbria Community.
 
 
INTRODUCTION
 
During the January retreat we have been outlining significant periods in the life of the community.
 
1. Founders     1979 - 1990
 
Andy Raine. John & Linda Skinner.  
 
During this period came;
 
The vision of the Upper & Nether springs.
A lifelong commitment to Holy Island.
Easter workshops.
All the foundational aspects of the Rule.
A commitment to find and establish the place of the Nethersprings.
The Grange, the first place of the Nethersprings.
 
2. The Few   1990- 1995
 
Members of the Nethersprings Trust. Roy & Shirley Searle.
Northumbria Ministries.
 
During this period came;
 
A definite move from the founders to the few.
Shared decisions,
A specific commitment to Northumbria.
The establishment of Hetton Hall as the place of the Nether​springs.
The formation of the Northumbria Community.
The beginning of community trading.
The publication of the Office Book.
An emerging vision for European mission.
The seeds planted for further houses.
 
3. The Many    1995 - 
 
The Northumbria Community Trust & Trading
 
We are at a significant moment in our history as we attempt to make the transition from the few to the many. When the responsibilities and liabilities for the vision, administration and care of the community are shared, in the particular way God calls each one of us, throughout the community.
 
If we are unable to make this transition, then we will be unable to continue.  This is a time of great change, and we need to commit ourselves to prayer.
 
We need, however, to continue with this transition process.
How then shall we proceed? How then shall we live? 
 
 
2.
A. The Founders; changing seats
B. The Community Council; Re-formation
C. The Call to Community
D. Further challenges ahead
 
 
A. The Founders; changing seats
 
In order to move from the few to the many, both Linda and I feel it is important that as founders, we significantly change our role and responsibilities within the community; we change seat.
 
Moving from the founders to the few was significant for us.  This was symbolized in the choice of house for the place of the Nethersprings.  We had our hearts set on a farm in Glanton, which we felt was the place. The few, disagreed. When Hetton Hall came up, we hated it, felt it was not the place. The few loved it; felt it was the right place. We had a choice to make. To move from the founders to the few, from being on our own, to sharing the future together. We moved on. The community moved on.
 
In order to move from the few to the many, we believe, that the founders must now take a back seat in the responsibility for the community. (See final paragraph; Jean Vanier)
 
To this end, on April 7th we will cease to be involved in the daily running of the community, and concentrate on our own call to the contemplative life, and work out our call to mission in Europe. 
 
Until then, we will be writing the Handbook to the Rule.
Helping to identify, train and establish the General council.
Facilitating the transition.
 
As we have given most of our married life to the Nethersprings, the Mother of the community, we would appreciate your prayers as we take this step with you.
 
B. The Community Council; Re-formation
 
The lessons we learned last year regarding the community council, we can build on, and hopefully not repeat.
We hope to reform the community council, which will take the major responsibility and liabilities of the community.
 
We invite those partners and friends who feel that they can overcome the problems of availability, vulnerability, geography and have a willingness to be trained for council membership, to nominate themselves, or another partner or friend (after consultation) to be considered for membership of the council.
 
Current Trustees of the charity and directors of the trading company will retain their current responsibility, unless they feel at this point they should resign. Trustees and directors are encouraged to apply for membership of the council, which will not be automatic because of their present position.
 
 
 
 
3.
Both Linda and I have always felt that Roy and Shirley would play an important role in leading the community into the future, and sustaining and enlarging the vision God has given.
To this end, Roy has agreed to head up the new community council.
 
Careful consideration should be given to application for the General Council as high levels of vulnerability and availability will be called for.
 

The minimum being;
1.  Availability for initial training during two weekends in March 96. (March 8,9,10, and March 22,23,24.)
2.  A regular weekend each month given to community affairs.
3.  A hands on approach, which will mean regular contact with other members.
4.  The vulnerability of faith, when expenditure exceeds income.
5.  An ability to work in a team, with a sober assessment of your own gifts and experience.
 
Nominations to be sent to John Skinner or Roy Searle By end of Feb 1996.  
 
 
C. The Call to Community
 
Each of us has a part to play in the development of the community. While membership of the community council will not be appropriate for all, each one of us can make ourselves available and vulnerable to the Lord, and to the community, as He allows.
 
In the challenges ahead, how can you help the community to move forward? Seek God, find out, and let us know.
 
Letters or phone calls to John or Roy.
By end of Feb 1996.
 
During Easter Workshop this year (28-31 March) we are asking all partners and friends to either attend, write, or telephone (Lines will be open the whole time) to say YES, to community.  We need to know whom we are moving forward with.
 
D.The Challenges Ahead.
 
i. Vision and Vocation
ii. Trust and Trading
iii. Community and Communication
iv. Beacons and Bonfires
 
 
 
i. Vision and Vocation.
 
During the January retreat we were looking at the ministry of Jesus, and how he fulfilled the Fathers plan. Several interesting features emerged.
 
Geography
Jesus was called to a specific geographic location, the land of Israel.
 
People
Jesus was called to a specific people; The Jews
 
 
4.
Message
Jesus message would be clear to the people he was called to, "Repent the Kingdom of God is at hand."
 
Community
To convey his message Jesus called together a specific type of community.  Initially 12 men, willing to be itinerant, leaving jobs behind, and family for periods of time. Dependent on God and the generosity of others for ALL their support. Willing to be vulnerable and available to the many women and men also responding to Jesus, and seeking to follow him.
 
A way for living
The Sermon on the Mount, although it has universal application was in the first instance given specifically to the disciples of Jesus, their rule of life. The Beatitudes, a life to aspire to, were unfolded in the practical teaching that followed;
Beware of adultery, divorce, judging, false promises, anger, revenge, worry. Practice; love of enemies, prayer, sharing and giving, fasting, treasure in heaven. Very specific for us all, but in particular for 12 men, who hardly knew each other, separated from jobs and family, adored or hated because of their relationship to Jesus.
 
We can learn lessons from Jesus pattern of ministry to fulfill the vision and vocation God has placed in our care.
 
Geography
We have a specific calling to Northumbria, as our home, and in particular the Upper and Nethersprings. Our mission extends from Northumbria throughout Britain, Europe and beyond.
 
 
Message
Our message is a question;
"Who is it that you seek"
Within this message is our mission, to create the space in our lives and in our homes for those who are being led by the Spirit to seek the Lord.
This question also includes our vocation, for we ourselves are seeking the Lord.
 
People
All those who the Spirit is awakening to his call, believer and unbeliever alike. Those who are seeking the Lord, the Internal Émigrés.
 
Community
Communality is the vehicle to convey our calling and communicate in living form our message. Not community always under one roof, or always on the road. But community of common purpose, born in the heart, to seek God alone first, and then together. To create space for others to do the same.
 
A Way for living
 
Our rule expresses in concrete form our commitment to our vision and vocation. A rule to be worked out everyday, in costly ways, alone and together.
 
This is our vision and vocation. Each day we take more steps towards vulnerability and availability.
 
 
 
 
5.
Is this what you have been called too?
This question needs a decision, Yes or No.
To say no is not to fail; it just acknowledges we are called elsewhere.
To say yes, we embrace our vision and vocation in our hearts before the Lord, allowing the Spirit to call us to live this out in practical ways.
 
It is time to reaffirm our Yes or No.
First alone, in order that the Lord can show us how to continue together.
 
 
ii. Trust and Trading
 
The word of God must always become flesh. This is Gods way, which he made clear in Jesus.
When the word becomes flesh it (HE) enters our daily lives, challenges us and changes us, calls us to commitment to practical ways. The Word is not a good idea, but a living reality.
When the word becomes flesh there is nurturing and caring needed, there is dependency on God and accountability to the authorities of the day, there are bills and taxes to be paid, there are conflicts and crisis, miracles and wonder. There is life.
 
-Trust
The Northumbria Community Trust was set up to nurture and care for the vision and vocation to which God has called us. To be dependent on God and accountable to the authorities, to pay the bills and taxes, to face the conflicts and crisis, miracles and wonder which are part of life.
 
To nurture and care; Nurture and care begins in the heart. It is borne from the conviction that what the Lord has entrusted us with is precious. We need a community council for whom the vision and vocation God has entrusted us with is precious.
A community who will carry in their hearts and lives this vision and vocation.
 
To be dependent on God; "Unless the Lord builds the House those who labour, labour in Vain." Either this community has been in Gods heart or it is the fruit of our own vanity. Over the years God has taught us dependency in many ways.
 
To watch and wait; this is to do nothing in the face of adversity, and watch God perform a miracle. This is only difficult when the adversity actually touches your own life! Many times we have seen God act in this way.
 
To listen and act; God has sent us to get advice or help from others.  Sometimes to the monk, sometimes to the bank.  We have learned from others wisdom, and borrowed from another’s abundance.
 
 

6.
To give and sacrifice; we have been called to give, when in need ourselves.  To sacrifice what was important to us, rather than left over. In the early days we had to sell cars, books, tools just to live. Acts of obedience not acts of failure to depend on God.
 

To work and pray; Many times the Lord has provided for us from the work of our hands. Hence we pray so often, 'Establish thou the work of our hands.' Not a pious platitude, but borne out of a lived reality.
 
We need a community council and a community dependent on God.
And who share the reality of our lives together, not what is imagined.
 
To be accountable to the authorities: The Inland Revenue, The Landlord, The County Council, Professional bodies, the Bank, Church Authorities all take an active interest in our lives together.
We need to communicate, clearly, honestly openly.
To do this we need to be submersed in the realities of our lives together.
To understand our ethos, our administration, our activities, our structure.
We need to provide accounts. Tax returns, business plans, policy statements.
 
We need a community council who sees these aspects of our lives as essential, and who will tackle these issues with integrity and regular commitment.
 
We need community members, with faith, who are gifted in these areas to make themselves available to help.
 
To pay bills and taxes.
 
As I write this letter we have no money to pay our bills or taxes. We have been here many times before, yet it never gets any easier. Family support, on which those released by the community to work full time, has either run out (Roy & Shirley) is decreasing (John & Linda) or is virtually non existent (Kevin & Ellen)
The Nethersprings is short staffed and we are still unable to pay properly those already working there. This is not a begging letter, simply a reality.
What needs to be a reality, is the Erdinc story, the sense that we are in this together, this makes vulnerability bearable.
 
Last year;  July 1994 - July 1995
 
                         Income                 Expenditure
 
 
Nethersprings      £27,745                £54,006
 
Mission                £ 2,971                 £ 8,168
 
Community         £ 2,765                 £ 5,535 
 
Publications         £ 7,012                 £ 3.551
 
Total                     £40,493                £71,260
 
Deficit                  £30,763
 
 
Each month, every month last year we were £2,500 short in paying our bills.
 
Regular giving from the community of £11,000 helped this that year and unexpected gifts of £20,000. 
 
 
7.
The Lord did indeed meet our needs. But the levels of vulnerability on those who have responsibility for paying bills were too high.
 
We need a community council who will carry the responsibility and a community who will share the vulnerability.
 
Conflicts and Crisis
 
Community involves conflicts and crisis because it is about people and relationships.  Over the lat three years at Hetton, as a community leader, I have been threatened with violence by members and guests; verbally abused, a referee in relationship conflicts, target of lies and gossip, the recipient of deep and negative emotional feelings meant for another. I have had to expel people for lying and stealing, for continually taking advantage of another’s vulnerability. Some things have been deserved, many things have not.
Community is painful, it opens our hearts at a deep level, exposes our wounds, our anger and disappointment.
We are all broken, in need of healing, all sinful in need of forgiveness.
 
 
We need a community council that will bear each other’s burdens.  Who will strive for unity, reconciliation, which will not give up on themselves or others when weaknesses are exposed, sin revealed.  Who will not be afraid to protect others who cannot protect themselves?
 
We need a community that will seek to turn away from competition, bitterness, blaming others, constantly seeking God for healing and forgiveness. For whom unity is not an option but the fruit of the command to love one another. Who will not retreat into their private world, avoiding the pain of real living, and then calling it holy? Who will try to make others prisoner of their own fears.
 
Miracle and Wonder
 
The greatest miracle is when people love one another.  Community is a gift from God. I remember once asking God to show me Joy, something that was in short supply in my life.  I expected a spiritual experience.  What I got instead was a very difficult retreat, which started out with people in deep conflict and ended in community, I was overwhelmed with Joy.
 
We need a community council who carry miracle and wonder in their lives. Who will wait in hope to see community born from conflict?
 
 
-Trading
 
Last year we created Community Trading to support our cake and honey making. Much prayer and hard work had gone into this.
Why did we do this? Because it was part of our dependency on God. To work and pray. To help us become self-supporting and not take money away from the Church.
 
Before taking on the business we commissioned an accountants report, which at the time of enactment was accurate.  When we received the business some of it had been placed elsewhere.  Our anticipated sales on which we made our business plan and established our factory was halved.
 
8.
We have fought all year to make our trading work.
We have prayed all year; establish the work of our hands.
 
In January we called in professional advice to see if we should continue. The assessment was simple; we are one step from failure, one step from success. It’s vulnerable, but continue.
 
We have continued.We need more investment to carry on. More people with experience to take responsibility for the future.
A community that owns the business, promotes the business, holds the business in their hearts.
 
We were encouraged by a recent television programmed about a monastic community in the outback in Australia, When asked how they supported themselves, the answer was "We make Banoffee Cake we send all over the world" God has a sense of humour.
 
iii. Community and Communication
 
"Let him who is afraid of being alone, be afraid of community
 And he who is afraid of community be afraid of being alone"
                                            Bonhoeffer
 
We have been learning that membership of the community means first and foremost that we are alone. This is at the heart of our vocation. From that place aloneness of community is born.
 
Community and indeed communication is the fruit of our willingness to seek God for ourselves. For many of us, this year has not only been a time of being alone, but also of feeling lonely, not knowing how to communicate with one another and therefore failing to become community. This has been our greatest failing.
 
While we clearly need to radically improve communication from our Mother House, with regular information, teaching, sharing.
We also must begin the vulnerable road of opening up to one another, in partners groups, letters, telephone, visits, honouring our call to be alone, but seeking to be together in community.  We must turn away from the fallacy that only one or two gifted people can listen to our hearts and seek God for true soul friends. Community cannot gather around a few.
 
We need a community council who will strive to communicate information and teaching from the Mother House, with community members gifted in these areas to help.
 
We also need a community willing to be vulnerable with one another and not just a chosen few.
 
iv. Beacons and Bonfires
 
When Roy and Shirley joined with us in 1990 they brought with them a vision for Northumbria, "to see Northumbria ablaze with the love of God"
We are asking them to take three months out of all ministry this year to go and seek the Lord to unfold its meaning. We believe it is time to light the fires.
 
 
 
9.
We will be asking the new community council to seek the Lord to guide us in mission, linked to our message, "who is it that you seek?"
 
We look to all the community to be available for mission, to have a vision for mission, some to lead, others to share, to pray, to sing, to dance, to go to the difficult and neglected places.
 
 
We look to community members to follow the example of Kevin and Ellen, to create mini-monasteries in their own homes.  Offering prayer and hospitality.
Mission is not the responsibility of the Nethersprings, but the community.
 
The Brendan Vision, which we share in as a community for European mission will be sponsored by another charitable Trust; The Sonset Trust.  Those who the Lord has placed a particular burden for Europe should contact John and Linda.  This is an emerging vision, so clarity will come slowly as we wait on the Lord.
 
Conclusion
 
1.We need to move from the founders, the few, to the many.
 
2. We need to share the responsibilities and liabilities for the vision, administration and care of the community.
 
3.  A community council will be appointed to lead the community into the future, upheld by the community and advised when required by the founders.
 
4.  Applications and nominations for the community council to be sent to John or Roy by the end of Feb. After careful reading of necessary commitment.
 
5. Easter will be a special time of saying Yes to community.
   Two Easter Workshops are planned at the Nether Springs for those who can attend.
 
 
John Skinner
 
 
 
