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Introduction 

Just a brief introduction to my role as Canon for Arts and Reconciliation:  I was installed a 

year ago tomorrow and my post is unique in English cathedrals.  It reflects that fact that 

Coventry has this very strong ministry of reconciliation [as I explained on our tour] going all 

the way back to the Second World War.  But we also have a very strong tradition in the arts 

and the building you have just walked round is, as Sir Basil Spence said, ‘a casket full of 

jewels’.  Because we have these two strands of ministry the Dean’s vision was to bring the 

two together, and my brief is to understand how the arts can serve the process of 

reconciliation – how the arts can open up conversations about reconciliation. 

 

How reconciliation can be worked for both during and after conflict 

This is a huge and very complex topic and even if I talk very fast we could not do it justice in 

half-an-hour.  So I hope you will forgive me if I focus on just one aspect of working for 

reconciliation and I am going to do it particularly in conversation with the current war 

between Ukraine and Russia. 

 

I have spoken to you a little bit about the Community of the 

Cross of Nails and here you have a close up of something you 

saw on the tour, the High Altar Cross by Geoffrey Clark with 

the original cross of nails at its heart.  I explained that this is 

the symbol of the Community of the Cross of Nails and 250 

partners all around the world, churches and schools, retreat 

centres, hospitals and charities have been inspired by 

Coventry’s story and have elected to partner with us.  

 

The Community lives by three priorities; Healing the Wounds 

of History, Learning to Live with Difference and Celebrating 

Diversity, and Building a Culture of Justice and Peace.  I am 

going to focus on the first of these. 



 

Healing the Wounds of History 

I wonder if any of you who have access to the BBC have watched this series called 

‘Sherwood’.  It is about a mining community in Nottinghamshire and it retells real-life 

events, murders that took place in that community 30 years after the end of the Miners’ 

Strike during 1984-5.  I have written a Lent Course for the cathedral this year based on 

‘Sherwood’, particularly focusing on the wounds of history.  As this drama plays out it is very 

evident that the wounds that members of the community inflicted on one another during 

the strike are playing out in the present day.  If you know anything of that Miners’ Strike you 

may know that in Nottinghamshire lots of miners continued to work.  They belonged to a 

particular Trades Union that opted to work through the Strike and they were mocked by the 

strikers who called them ‘Scabs’ – the word used to describe all who broke the Strike.   This 

created two distinct communities who even today are as divided as they were during the 

Strike.  They drink in different pubs; they will not associate with each other. 

 

This drama tells the story of two sisters whose husbands were on opposite sides during the 

Strike and who struggle to relate in the present day even when a time of tragedy hits them.  

In one scene a group of miners come 

down from Yorkshire.  They carry a 

banner with these words on it: ‘The 

Past we Inherit; the Future we Build’.  

The trouble is that in Sherwood, and in 

many places around the world, the 

past is very much inherited and is lived 

out again and again and again in 

repeated cycles meaning that the 

future is severely compromised 

because people are staying in the past. 

 

Before the wounds of history can be healed they have to be named and acknowledged 

Have you ever seen this statue?  It is in 

Toronto in Canada and is a memorial 

to the Holodomor, the famine in 

Ukraine in 1933 which was imposed by 

Stalin on the Ukrainian people and in 

which 3.3million people died.  It was 

in 1933 that my father was born, so 

this is very much in living memory.  

The truth about this famine was 

suppressed by the USSR, and the story 

of this atrocity was only passed on 

orally, or through the diaries kept by 

people who lost their lives during this 

famine.  It was only in the late 1980s 

that the Soviet authorities admitted that this had happened, that people were intentionally 

starved in their millions.   

 



In 1991 Ukrainians voted for independence and the Holodomor was one of the most 

powerful arguments in its favour.  This is a wound of history that plays out really powerfully 

in the current conflict.  In November 2022 the Bishop of Coventry hosted a dinner for 

Ukrainian people living in this country and for some of us engaged in peace and 

reconciliation.  I was sitting next to a Ukrainian academic, Dr Taras Yaroskyy, and he said 

this: ‘We knew what kind of war it would be.’  Now this was just at the time when Russia 

was targeting supply lines into Ukraine, power and water and food.  Dr Taras was referring 

to this Holodomor.  The wounds of history told him what kind of war this would be. 

 

Anne Appelbaum has written a fantastic book on the 

Holodomor and if you have not read it I commend it to you.  

This is what she writes: ‘Because it was so devastating, 

because it was so thoroughly silenced, and because it had 

such a profound effect on the demography, the psychology 

and politics of Ukraine, the Ukrainian Famine continues to 

shape the thinking of Ukrainians and Russians about 

themselves and one another.’  The point is this; if we aspire, 

as I am sure we do, to seeing reconciliation between Ukraine 

and Russia, then it is not only this act of war, this invasion 

that we need to address, but also history going back before 

the beginning of the Second World War and probably 

further than that. 

 

I think, because we are humans and our thinking is often binary, when there is an act of 

aggression such as Russia’s invasion of Ukraine we like to think in terms of “Russia Bad”, 

“Ukraine and allies Good”!  It helps us to bring a semblance of order to a chaotic world 

when we create “Them” and “Us” thinking.  It has ever been thus.  But in terms of the work 

of reconciliation this actually will not do.  Reconciliation that has a real chance of taking 

root, of transforming situations for the long term, has to shy away from simplicity and 

embrace complexity.  In the case of this war or any other that means committing to 

understanding the enemy’s story just as well as we understand our own.   

 

So what are the wounds of history that Russia carries into this conflict? 

You probably know that this statue stands outside Volgograd, 

once Stalingrad.  It is Mother Russia, monumental and strong, 

rising in defence of her children.  Incidentally, Volgograd and 

relations with it caused a lot of controversy here in Coventry 

at the beginning of the war that is being fought today.  The 

City of Coventry is twinned with Volgograd and on the 

outbreak of the war the City Council voted to suspend the 

twinning and both the City Council and the Ukrainian 

community here asked the cathedral to make a statement in 

support of them.  With regret we at the cathedral refused to 

do that explaining that our conviction is that for 

reconciliation to be possible conversation has to be possible, 

and suspending the twinning, however symbolic that might 

be, would mitigate against being able to have that 



conversation.  So we have retained our relationship with all our mission partners 

throughout this war and will continue to do so. 

 

Volgograd is a city that bears the wounds of history inflicted in the devastating Battle of 

Stalingrad during the Second World War with horrific loss of life on both the Russian and 

German sides.  The 80th Anniversary of the Battle of Stalingrad coincided with Germany’s 

decision to allow its tanks to be deployed in Ukraine.  This is what President Putin said: ‘It’s 

incredible, but it is a fact, that we are once again being threatened by German tanks.  Once 

again they are preparing to battle Russia.’ 

 

I think we need to sit with the discomfort of that because it would be really easy to dismiss 

it straightaway as exasperating or manipulative, the aggressor turned victim.  Now, of 

course, President Putin was trying to influence people by what he said, but the work of 

reconciliation demands that we take what he says seriously.  Yes, I think there is 

manipulation here but the Russian people do bear historic wounds.  If we ignore them then 

it is difficult to see how peace might be achieved. 

 

This is what American 

ethicist Stanley Hauerwas 

says about the importance 

of attending to our enemy’s 

story however much we 

might want to resist or 

counter it: ‘Reconciliation 

happens when our enemy 

tells our story in such a way 

as we can respond, “Yes, 

that is my story!”’   

 

I am sure that you did not expect me to set out a linear A-Z process for reconciliation, but 

equally I am aware that I am emphasising complexity in a way that might feel daunting.  In 

some ways, you know, I make no apology for that.  Genuine reconciliation is really complex, 

it is not linear, it is iterative (repetitious) and it is bruising.  I shall illustrate that in a couple 

of ways. 

 

This is me.  You can tell by the 

crazy hair that it is me!  Just 

after Easter this year Coventry 

Cathedral hosted the 

“Peacemakers Loom”.  It is a 

giant version of French Knitting, 

if you have ever done such a 

thing – weaving wool round 

pegs on top of a cotton reel.  

The idea of the Loom is that a 

person like me goes round and 

round and round this circular 



loom, looping wool onto the pegs and then dropping it down the middle so that it forms a 

giant net.  For the purpose of the photograph I was doing this by myself but normally 

someone would hold out the ball of wool whilst another person did the weaving onto the 

pegs.  Round and round and round this circle these two people would walk and talk 

together.  This is a picture of reconciliation, not a linear process but going round and round 

and round the same territory again and again in deepening storytelling and in ever greater 

complexity.  Reconciliation takes time and it is iterative. 

 

The second illustration of complexity in 

reconciliation, and the time it takes and how 

bruising it can be, is this sculpture by Jacob 

Epstein.  Last Spring we had a major 

exhibition of Epstein’s sculptures and this 

one, which normally resides in Tate Britain, 

was at the heart of our exhibition in the 

cathedral’s nave.  It is Jacob Epstein’s retelling 

of the account in Genesis 32 of Jacob 

wrestling with the Angel.  Jacob is on his way 

to meet his brother Esau to seek to be 

reconciled with him.  That is the reconciliation 

he is looking for but actually, on the way, in 

this night-long wrestling match, he finds 

himself reconciled to himself and to his God 

as well.  His sculpture has important things to say about reconciliation, that reconciliation 

takes time.  All night long Jacob wrestles with this Angel.  It reminds us that reconciliation 

can be really bruising.  In the struggle, you will remember, Jacob’s hip is dislocated and ever 

after he walks with a limp.  And interestingly, I think, the Bible story tells us that 

reconciliation, even after a long struggle, might remain partial.  During the struggle the 

Angel demands that Jacob names himself, and he does, and he asks repeatedly to know the 

Angel’s name and no name is given. 

 

So far I have been helping us to explore how attending to the wounds of history during 

conflict is important for reconciliation, and just how demanding and complex that can be.  

But I also want to touch on how attending to the wounds of history is important even after 

we think that peace has been secured.   

 

Has anyone read this brilliant 

novel?  “Miss Benson’s Beetle” by 

Rachel Joyce is a must!  If you have 

not already got it, go to your local 

bookshop and purchase it 

immediately!  It is a really excellent 

novel.  I will simply say that it is set 

in the 1950s and one of the 

characters is a former serviceman 

who has seen active and traumatic 

service.  And this is what the 



narrator says about this ex-serviceman: ‘War was not over just because someone signed a 

truce.  It was inside him.  And when a thing like war was inside you it never left.”   

 

This trauma, these wounds of history, matter both for 

the wounded individual, how they play out their lives, 

and also for how society decides how to live out peace 

so that it is lived reality, not just a signature on a 

peace treaty.  This young woman is Lyra McKee.  She 

was shot dead in Londonderry, Northern Ireland, on 

18th April, 2019, when she was just 29 years old.  

Many years after the Good Friday Agreement was 

signed Lyra McKee was murdered.  Next week we are 

showing the film of her life in the cathedral and her 

sister is going to come on the panel with us.  Lyra was 

an investigative journalist bringing to light hidden 

stories in Post-Troubles Northern Ireland.  She was 

one who contested the notion that The Troubles really 

were over.  She focused particularly on the suicide 

rate among the generation of so-called “Cease Fire 

Babies”.  She asked the question why so many young 

people who had never personally experienced The 

Troubles were killing themselves in such numbers.  Northern Ireland has the highest suicide 

rate anywhere in Northern Europe and it is a significant rate of suicide.  This is what Lyra 

wrote: ‘The Peace Process delivered peace and nothing else for my generation.  We are still 

dying even though the conflict is over and no-one seems to care.’ 

 

Lyra worked with academics, particularly psychologists, psychiatrists and others with 

expertise in genetics.  One of the things emerging from her research was that wounds are 

passed down from grandparents to parents to children.  These young people live out the 

conflict their parents experienced and enact it on their own bodies.  I find myself wondering 

then whether the work of reconciliation actually begins after the peace treaty has been 

signed.  If we neglect to attend to these wounds of history they will play out particularly in 

the bodies of the young.  And it is not just individual trauma that needs to be paid attention 

to as we look at reconciliation post-conflict.  Social structures also need to be addressed to 

ensure that the justice that is promised is also enacted. 

 

These two young men are 

South African poets writing 

today.  Here is what they have 

to say about the wounds of 

history in their lives now.  ‘So 

much anger, so much healing 

needed; there isn’t enough skin 

for these inherited wounds.’  

That is Masai Sepuru.  ‘I am the 

heir of broken 1994 dreams.  

Democracy doesn’t know me.  I 



am still held back by my skin and the scars of my history.’ That is Zewande Bk. Bhengu.  

Famously and wonderfully South Africa followed their Truth and Reconciliation Process.  It is 

still to be hugely admired but these poets would say that the Process only got South Africa 

so far.  The truth and justice is still needed. 

 

Please don’t hear what I’ve said as a counsel of despair.  It isn’t that at all.  Rather, it is a 

rallying cry to the importance of this work and the need for us to commit to it for the long 

term. 

 

I want to end with a prayer and a note of hope.  So, yes, reconciliation is complex, it takes 

time, it is bruising.  It asks us to do something as difficult and controversial as to listen to our 

enemy’s story and tell it authentically.  It is possible and it can make a difference. 

 

Does anyone recognise this monument?  It is in 

Germany in Eisenach and it tells the story of how 

Eisenach’s Protestant Churches reacted to the Nazi 

regime.  The words on the monument roughly translate 

as: ‘We lost our way’ or ‘We went astray’.  It refers to 

the city’s programme of de-Judaification and its 

Institute for the Elimination of Jewish Influence on 

German Church Life.  Towards the beginning of the Nazi 

regime and the early years of the Second World War 

eleven German Protestant Churches got together to 

expunge from Scripture every reference to Jesus’ 

Jewishness.  It was an horrific chapter in the lives of 

those Churches which they absolutely recognise now 

and are so sorry for it and very repentant.  Last year 

this happened.  That is my colleague, John Witcombe, 

on the right, the 

Dean of our cathedral, presenting a Cross of Nails to 

the Churches in Eisenach.  They have done huge 

amounts of reflection together and they have joined 

the Community of the Cross of Nails as a way of 

saying publically they want to work to heal the 

wounds of history, some of which they incurred.  In 

that cross, in the Cross of Jesus Christ, is our hope. 

 

O Lord God, when thou givest to thy servants to 

endeavour any great matter grant us also to know 

that it is not the beginning but the continuing of the 

same unto the end, until it be thoroughly finished 

which yieldeth the true glory; through him who, for 

the finishing of thy work, laid down his life, our 

Redeemer, Jesus Christ, Amen. 


