
I’ve always been fascinated by bridges. As a child 
growing up in London I was thrilled if ever we 
drove over Tower Bridge, hoping against hope 
that a ship might be sailing up the Thames and 
the bridge would be raised. In the local park I used 

to play ‘Pooh-sticks’ with my sister. Standing on the 
bridge we would watch our competing sticks drift 
aimlessly downstream in the smelly brown waters of 
the River Roding.

In time of war bridges acquire huge strategic 
significance. Few will forget the bridge across the 
River Quai, built by British prisoners of war in Burma 
at the behest of their Japanese captors. In Italy Hitler’s 
nostalgia for the beautiful Ponte Vecchio in Florence 
cost him dearly. By declining to blow it up, Italian 
partisans were able to creep through the attics of 
the medieval houses built across the bridge and pass 
on vital information about the position of German 
munitions to the Allies. It was a strategic blunder for 
which civilisation has never ceased to be grateful.

The cross of Christ is itself a sort of bridge between 
God and humanity across which all are invited to 
journey. The adventure challenges our priorities 
and can transform our whole outlook on life. It also 
effects a profound reconciliation within as disparate 
parts of ourselves are brought into conversation and 
healed. The deeper we engage in this process, the 

more we find ourselves caught up in God’s work of 
reconciliation in the world. God is summoning us to 
be bridge-builders in a fractured world.

As structural engineers know well, bridge building 
is both an art and a science; and the same is true in 
human relating. Enabling conversations to take place 
where families have become estranged or friends 
have fallen out requires a mixture of skill and courage. 
Listening to people’s grievances, interpreting one 
person to another, enabling trust to re-emerge in a 
climate of suspicion can be exhausting. No wonder that 
in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus calls peacemakers 
blessed, God’s own sons and daughters.

The Rt Rev Robert Atwell
Bishop of Exeter
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In September last year a Syrian family 
of four arrived in Ottery St Mary, east 
Devon. Having fled their home when 
it came under attack, the family 
spent five unsettled years living as 
refugees in Jordan. 

Their story bears resemblance to 
the experience of millions of families 
affected by the Syrian conflict. 
And yet, listening to them, you are 
reminded of the huge personal cost 
of war to individuals, each of whom 
is precious in the eyes of God.

This particular family has been 
welcomed through the efforts of 
ABIDE, a project being overseen by 
Ottery St Mary’s Parish Church. ABIDE 
has been approved as a ‘sponsoring 
body’ under the new Community 
Sponsorship scheme introduced by 
the Home Office in July 2016. 

Based on a successful Canadian 
model, this scheme allows a 
community to take responsibility for 
the resettlement of a refugee family 
in its midst. The first family to arrive 
under the scheme was resettled by 
the Archbishop of Canterbury in the 
grounds of Lambeth Palace. 

Anna Roderick, ABIDE’s project 
manager, said: “ABIDE has taken our 
own community on a journey of faith 
and, at times, we’ve had to step well 
outside our comfort zone. However, 
the blessings, not least to our own 
community, have far outweighed 
the challenges. 

“We feel immensely privileged to 
have had the opportunity to express 

our faith in such a practical way, 
and to respond to God’s command 
to care for those in need. I would 
strongly urge other communities to 
consider doing the same.”

Other Devon communities are 
already housing, or are exploring the 
possibilities of, offering homes to 
refugee families. 

To find out more you can send an 
email to Anna Roderick at abide@
otterystmary.org.uk or come along 
to a special event taking place in the 
diocesan offices in Exeter at 10am on 
20 June. 

Reserve your place here: http://
e x e t e r . a n g l i c a n . o r g / e v e n t s /
community-sponsorship-refugees/

This month as we prepare 
to mark Refugee Week (18-
24 June), we hear about a 
family now settled in Devon 
as part of a local initiative and 
through the government’s 
Community Sponsorship 
scheme….



EXETER.ANGLICAN.ORG 

BISHOP SARAH’S FINAL FAREWELL

FOLLOW THE ‘GROWING THE RURAL CHURCH ‘ BLOG
Did you know that the Growing the Rural Church project now has its own blog, featuring monthly posts from 
team members and guest authors on life in our rural churches and communities?  Follow them at https://
growingtheruralchurchdevonblog.wordpress.com/

One hour’s free legal advice is on offer to all parishes each 
year from Stephens Scown. Alison Stock, of the legal firm, 
is now the Registrar for the Diocese of Exeter following 
the retirement of Martin Follett of Michelmores. Alison 

can be contacted at a.stock@Stephens-scown.co.uk . 
Her Registry Clerk, Nathalie Cook, is first point of contact 
for enquiries relating to registers, faculty applications 
and licences. Email: registry@stephens-scown.co.uk.

Now he is reaching out to other homeless 
people through food, offering them help 
and showing them love, as well as offering 
to pray with them.

Scott explains that, following a difficult 
relationship break-up, he moved to Devon and became 
homeless in Exeter. One day he called his sister asking 
for her advice and she suggested he try praying. He said: 
“I told her I didn’t believe in prayer but she said what 
harm could it do? So I tried it.” 

One day he prayed a very real prayer as he was 
feeling very low and he explains: “A few minutes 
later I received a text message from a friend of 
my sister’s, telling me that she had a vision for 
me and that it was the ‘word of God’.” I truly 
believe it was!

As he continued to pray regularly, Scott’s 
life gradually improved, and he now lives in 
Cullompton, with a new partner. Scott, who 
lived in Reading, Berkshire, was given affirmation that 
he should move to Cullompton following an encounter 
with a stranger in Exeter, who also offered him clothes 
that were in his size. He said: “I do believe prayer is always 
answered, though not always in the way we expect.” 

Scott now attends St Andew’s Church and has set up 
a project called Bread of Life reaching out to homeless 
people in Exeter on Sunday mornings.

He explains that it is in response to the growing 
number of homeless in Exeter. Currently there are 
officially 35, although Scott believes there are more. 
Scott and team choose to go out on Sunday mornings 
because he believes there is a gap in provision for them 
at this time.

As well as offering food and a 
drink, Scott said :“Most people are 
very open to the offer of prayer. It 
is very powerful. One guy actually 
chased us and asked us to pray 
with him one day. I do see a 
change in people who we pray 
with and the way they see us. It is 
just very powerful to do it.” 

Because of his very real 
experience Scott has seen his life change and that is 
what he wants for others. He finishes: “We want to reveal 
the love of Jesus so that they can know how the love of 
Jesus can transform their lives. We want them to know 
that.”

SERVING 
AND 
PRAYING 
FOR THE 
HOMELESS

“I do believe 
prayer is always 
answered, though 
not always in the 
way we expect”

@CofEDevon Diocese of Exeter cofedevon

Four and a half years ago 
Scott McJohnston was 
homeless, struggling to 
survive on the streets, 
until he tried praying to 
God for help.

Hundreds of people gathered for a 
special service in Exeter Cathedral at 
the end of April to say a final farewell 
to Bishop Sarah as she moves to be 
Bishop of London. 

In her sermon Bishop Sarah said: 
“Since I have been in Devon I have 
seen much which has given me 
encouragement; The way in which 
the farming community protect and 
enhance our environment, the stories 
of excellent care which come out of 
the NHS and we have a Church which 
is showing signs of life. We should be 
encouraged and people of hope.”

Her installation will take place at St 
Paul’s Cathedral on 12 May.

FREE LEGAL ADVICE FOR CHURCHES

THY KINGDOM COME LAUNCHED IN SIDMOUTH
Events for this year’s Thy Kingdom Come (TKC) wave 
of prayer, launched in Sidmouth with a day of events 
attended by Bishop Robert. Pupils from Sidmouth Primary 
School sang songs for the Bishop before taking part in 
prayer stations set-up for them in St Francis Church. The 
bishop then visited the Prayer Room, an ecumenical 
space for prayer meetings in the town, before heading to 
local shops and the esplanade to meet local people. TKC 
culminated in our diocese with a beacon celebration on 
Pentecost Sunday in Exeter Cathedral.


