                                      AN OPEN LETTER TO THE CITY AND TO ILEX- April 2011.
As we get ready to celebrate Derry City as the city of Culture in 2013, the question is what do we celebrate and how? How can we take this great opportunity fully on board to allow all our citizens together, not only to review our historical past, but to move forward with vision and inclusiveness into a better future in every sense?

Yes we can point to the walls of Derry, which recall plantation, siege, battle and starvation. We can point to more recent events of suffering and death on our streets and take some consolation at last in the vindication of some of the innocent. We can even include some other events to do with war memorials and the U Boats taken out from our shores to be sunk deep in the waters of the Atlantic.

But surely there is more in our ancient people’s story.  There is of course the story of our great Colmcille after whom our city is named, “Doire Colmcille”,”The Oak Grove of the Dove of the Church”

 Columba, to use his Latin name, deserves central place in any celebration of our culture. He was given the “Calgach”, the wooded Island in the Foyle and built his monastery there in 554 A.D. Other monasteries founded by Columba before he evangelised the Picts of Scotland include Durrow, in Offaly, Mooone, Swords, Kells and Glencolmcille.

Hundreds and perhaps thousands of monks sailed from Ireland to be pilgrims and evangelists in Europe during the Golden age of Ireland. (See O` Fiaich’s “Gael Scrinte San Europa”- The Irish Shrines in Europe) The Irish brought to Europe a new civilisation. They were well situated to bring learning and a new renaissance to Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire and the subsequent barbarian invasion which became known as the dark ages. Ireland rightly was know in Germany, France, Belgium and in Italy as “the Island of saints and scholars” Places like Clonmacnoise, Clonard, Bangor and Whithorn became known as the early universities .The adorned chalices and treasured scriptures, some of which we have still in this land and elsewhere in Europe, bear testimony to a great artistic era in our shared past. 

The first of all of these great missionaries was our own Columba who sailed from Derry and landed on IONA on Pentecost Sunday 563 A.D. From Iona he and his followers spread the good news that is inherited by Scots and Irish alike. Indeed Aidan, one of Columba’s Communities founded a monastery at Lindesfarne and spread the Christian message to the Northern part of England.

 We have indeed, prior to the mention of protestant or catholic, a common Christian heritage and that is the spirituality and shared culture that needs to be hailed and celebrated by our entire people if the city of culture is to be an effective event in Derry in 2013 and beyond.

The Columba Community of Prayer and Reconciliation was founded in 1981 and opened its first premises in Derry’s Queen St. on June 9th of that year.

Since then, after listening prayer, we have opened four other places in Donegal and Derry and now employ 35 people.   These include St. Anthony’s retreat, White Oaks, IOSAS centre, the Sanctuary and recently the Yard project beside Columba House. The Y.A.R.D. project has at its centre the spiritual regeneration of the vulnerable youth and their parents. It stands for Young Adults Reality Dreams. We believe that it is only when a person gets a sense of dignity and sense of self worth that they can get to live contentedly and to develop their gifts to build a better world or to build the kingdom of God on earth.

If this is true for the hitherto unemployed or unengaged youth of our city it is also true of the entire population. We need to tap into the spirit and vision of yesteryear that drove our young men and women of the golden age of Ireland to be motivated to learn and to share their gifts for the less fortunate.

We are asking you as a council and as a people, paid and privileged to serve our people, to support the Columba Pageant this year as we celebrate the 30 anniversary of the foundation of Columba Community of Prayer and Reconciliation.

Following on that great spectacle, we seek to support those already involved in enhancing the image of the city by, not only inviting people to represent the cities of Ireland, Scotland, England and Wales that boast of an association with our patron Columba, but also, in the following year, invite lectures from all over Europe to inform us of the great legacy of the Irish Saints in their cities and areas.

 These would surely include Gheel in Belgium where Dympna had and still has a legendary reputation for caring for and healing the mentally ill. The story of Fiacre is still recalled in Paris while Columbanus of Bobbio, Fergal of Salzburg and people like Killian of Wurzburg are commemorated in these various places.

It would be right to recall where all their stories started. This missionary spirit all began in Gartin, Co Donegal where Colmcille was born. He was the first of the great Piregrini, the pilgrims and missionaries for Christ. So in a very real sense we have a claim on the entire Golden Age of Ireland which took place from the 6th until 12 centaury.  When Columba and his 12 companions sailed north up the Foyle in 563 a new hope and civilisation was about to dawn on Britain and a Europe that had previously fallen into cultural darkness.

 Practical Suggestions for 2013
· Would it not be possible to have a special room in one of our two museums dedicated to Columba and decorated with copies of the book of Kells, the book of Durrow,  the Catach of the O Donnell’s, Mura’s Bell and Crosier etc.
· It also must be remembered that Columba was declared Patron of the Bards because of his great work in saving the bards from possible extinction back at the convention of Drumceet, near Limavady in 575. A.D. There is a scripture which says “God never withdraws his gifts” Is it any wonder then that we have been graced with people like Friel, Heaney, Coulter and Deane, Dana and other famous poets, musicians and songsters in our area. These men and women surely will be honoured in any year of culture for our city.

· As mentioned above, a list of informative talks by speakers from all over ancient Europe, with knowledge of the legacy of the work of Columba and his followers, would be very beneficial to our students and older population alike.

· If the churches are to play their part in the required spiritual regeneration of all our citizens, then we can find no better ground than to focus on the characteristics of St. Columba and the Celtic men and women who honoured this land with dedicated Christian lives.

      As we all know from our histories a spiritual renewal with mutual respect for differences has the holistic effect of influencing a social and economic betterment. This will help all our peoples. To quote the last words transcribed by Columba on the night he died “ They that trust the Lord will want for no manner of good thing” ( Psalm34) Then he wrote on the margins of the page ”Baithen can finish it”. By this he indicated that he wished that Baithen, his cousin from St. Johnston, become the second Abbot of Iona.

For more information on this golden age I would invite the reader to come and see the DVD on the golden age at the IOSAS centre, off the Lenamore Rd and to visit the Celtic Peace garden to review how much we Christians have in common in our shared heritage, be we originally Scots Presbyterian, Anglican or Roman Catholic.

                                                 Yours sincerely, Neal Carlin, Columba Community

