
There’s always a rush of adrenalin in 
September, combined with a sense of relief 
to be back in some sort of routine after the 
holidays. 

We associate school with childhood, 
and certainly not with church. Even in these days of 
life-long learning and vocational training, school is 
invariably something in the past, a phase we’ve got 
through. 

For St Benedict, though, being part of a monastery 
or Christian community is an experience of constant 
learning from and with one another how to serve God 
and others with joy. 

In a striking phrase, Benedict describes it as 
‘a school of the Lord’s service’. And here’s the 
paradox.

We all get a buzz out of helping people. It makes us 

feel good and, if we’re honest, we like it that way. 
We prefer to be in the role of giver rather than 

receiver. It is easier; it is also more powerful. Most 
of us find the prospect of being dependent on 
others painful to contemplate.

In the gospels, Jesus tells us that, ‘The Son of 
Man has not come to be served, but to serve, 
and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ In other 
words, being part of a ‘school of the Lord’s service’ 
is not about us serving God, but letting God serve 
us. 

Discipleship is a response to the God who has 
already served us in Jesus Christ.

So this September, as the school bags come out 
again or when we curse because we are stuck in 
yet another traffic jam caused by the school run, 
let’s not forget that we are all pupils in ‘the school 
of the Lord’s service’. 

Let’s allow God to be God in our life and be open 
to the lessons he has to teach us. It could be 
exciting.

The Right Revd 
Robert Atwell 
Bishop of Exeter

BACK TO SCHOOL: LET’S BE 
OPEN TO THE LESSONS THAT 
GOD HAS FOR ALL OF US 
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Children from Monkleigh Primary school took part in a 
prayer writing competition run by the local Vicar Marisa 
Cockfield. They were judged on content, presentation and 
grammar. Bishop Robert recorded a special video message 
for the children who took part, encouraging them to 
continue on their prayer journey.
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Discipleship is a response to the God 
who has already served us in Jesus 
Christ.
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NEW ROLE FOR 
TOTNES VICAR
The Revd Deborah Parsons 
on why being the new 
Diocesan Interfaith Advisor 
is so important to her

For Gerda van Ommeren, 
her ordination at 
Exeter Cathedral on 
14 September, will be 
the culmination of an 

unexpected journey.
Originally from the Netherlands, 

Gerda felt prompted to move to 
Devon 5 years ago, a place she 
had never previously been to.

She says she found a home at 
St John in the Wilderness Church 
in Exmouth: “I was made to feel 
welcome but it went deeper than 
that, it wasn’t just ‘surface nice’”

Gerda has just completed her 
ordination training at St Mellitus 
College in Plymouth and feels 
particularly motivated to work 
with children.

She said: “The reason I am 
here is because I felt called by 
God. Originally I thought it was 
just to live here and work here 
and ‘be happy’.

“But actually I found out He 
wanted me to work in His 

church, here in Devon.”
Gerda grew up in the Dutch 

Reformed Church but says she 
now feels at home in the Anglo-
Catholic tradition.

“It feels weird and very 
significant now I am approaching 
ordination. I was licensed as a 
lay worker a few weeks ago and 
even that felt very emotional.

“I think when I have that 
clerical collar on it will make more 
sense for people who don’t know 
me when I go up to talk to them!

“To be ordained is to be a 
leader, but one who is constantly 

serving their community.”
Gerda is one of 25 people, being 

ordained across the Diocese of 
Exeter in September. A further 27 
ordinands (the name for someone 
training to be a priest) will begin or 
continue their studies this month.

The Rev’d John Fisher, Director 
of Ordinands, said it was 
incredibly exciting and that their 
example “should encourage all 
followers of Christ to re-consider 
how they are serving God.”

Gerda will serve as a Deacon 
in Collaton Mission Community 
in Goodrington, Torbay. 

BACK TO 
SCHOOL
The Right Revd Robert 
Atwell reflects on the 
words of St Benedict at the 
start of the academic year
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CLASS OF 2019!

September is the deadline for people 
to nominate someone for the new 
St Boniface medal so get your 
nominations in! Find a form on the 
Diocesan website: exeter.anglican.org/
who-we-are/company-of-st-boniface



A Rural Dean has taken on 
a new role as the Diocese of 
Exeter’s interfaith advisor, to 
communicate with people of 
other faiths and people from 
a range of different traditions 
within the Church of England. 

Totnes team vicar and Rural 
Dean, the Revd Deborah 
Parsons, will serve as an active 
conduit between those engaged 
in interfaith activities locally and 
nationally. 

She said: “I am particularly 
interested in inter-spirituality. 
How do we look at another 
person and recognise that we 

are part of one family? 
“And also, how do we go into 

those places where people are 
fearful and afraid and recognise 
we are fellow human beings?

“For example, as a practising 
Christian, I can have a Buddha 
awareness or awakening but still 
be Christ-centered. Sometimes 
it comes from education, 
sometimes it comes from 
meeting people who are of other 
faiths and other traditions. 

“It comes from understanding 
what that means for them and 
what it looks like for me,” she 
added.

MEET DEVON’S NEW 
INTERFAITH ADVISOR
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SWEET SOLUTION TO 
BEES-IN-RESIDENCE

The sun shone for the official 
opening of Plymstock and Hooe’s 
Community Garden.

Bishop of Plymouth, the Right 
Revd Nick McKinnel and the 
Lord Mayor of Plymouth opened 
the garden in brilliant sunshine, 
surrounded by parishioners and 
members of the local community.

BISHOP NICK OPENS 
PLYMSTOCK GARDENS

More than 800 teenagers from across the UK, including a contingent from Devon, 
embarked on a pilgrimage to Walsingham in August.

Fr Will Hazelwood, Vicar of Dartmouth, said: “What a fantastic week, reflecting 
on the fact that we are wonderfully made in God’s image. Great music, 
wonderful teaching and lots and lots of fun.”

The Virgin Mary is said to have appeared to a widow in the Norfolk village in 
1061 and it has been a place of pilgrimage ever since. 

LOTS OF FUN FOR TEENS AT WALSINGHAM

 A church in Devon recently had 
to start using a different entrance 
to the building after a colony of 
honey bees took up residence in 
the walls by the main door. 

People coming to services 
at St John’s Church in Colaton 
Raleigh come in through the 
vestry after fears of being stung. 
Vicar, Rev’d Mark Ward, said 
he was keen to find a humane 
solution to the bee problem.

Tell us about the Church Grants website. How 
important is it for churches who need financial 
help?
The Church Grants website provides a database 
with hundreds of grant funding bodies that 
fund churches. You can search for trusts and 
foundations that support church building projects 
and/or community projects. This can be a great 
starting point when you are looking for grants. You 
will need your parish code (you can ask the PCC 
secretary, treasurer or churchwarden, or myself for 
this) and the name of your parish to login. 
 
How long have you worked for the Diocese of 
Exeter and what did you do previously?
I started working for the diocese in October 2018. 
Before this, I worked at a school in Torquay and 
studied counselling.

What / who sustains you in your work? 
I believe that one ‘can’t preach what you don’t 
practise’. The work I do invites me every day to live 
a generous lifestyle. It requires me to be rooted 
in Scripture and to embrace the way of living that 
Jesus exemplified.

Was your Christian faith kindled from birth by 

church-going parents or was it more of a Damascus 
road experience?
My faith was kindled from birth with plenty of God - 
experiences that followed. I have had the privilege 
of meeting Christians with all sorts of traditions 
across the globe and this has opened my eyes 
to a God who is so willing to come and meet us 
wherever we are.

Who inspires you?
Those known to many of us; Henri Nouwen and 
Corrie ten Boom, and those who many don’t know; 
my brother and sisters and their families, my 
parents, my husband and my daughter. I admire 
character traits that have stand the test of time.

What do you think are the biggest challenges for 
the Church of England in the 21st century? 
Contextualisation! Contextualisation is different to 
syncretism and to understand this difference and 
embrace how we can be relevant in this day and 
age is an opportunity.

What do you do to relax?
I enjoy swimming, baking, walking, reading, 
watching a movie and, more recently, Bible Art 
Journaling. 

BRIGIT 
KIYAGA

Serving with joy... 

This month, we chat to Brigit 
Kiyaga, who is Mission Resource 
Advisor for the Diocese of 
Exeter. She talks about her own 
faith and her work with the new 
Church Grants database.
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