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Introduction 

I was meant to be doing something with my parish in London today and then, as so often 

happens, the stars collided and I found myself driving to Coventry.  Also, our national 

organisation has had real difficulty coming together and meeting during the past year and 

yesterday I got a telephone call from my Director in Ukraine: ‘Matthew, I’ve managed to set 

up a Board Meeting.  It’s tomorrow morning!’  And I thought what an appropriate place to 

have a Board Meeting for Depaul UK as I sat outside the cathedral. 

 

This afternoon I just want to cover a few points.  One is about storytelling, and I think Mary 

has already summarised the importance of storytelling and I want to come back to that.  I 

want to tell you some of my stories and then stories by those living in conflict, and then to 

finish off with Depaul’s work in Ukraine. 

 

I returned from Slovakia last week where I had been meeting Depaul Ukraine’s Management 

Team and Fr Vitali who some of you might know because he has become something of a 

pin-up boy in the UK because he has been used by the Disaster Emergency Committee to 

advertise their national response to Ukraine.  He is a prophetic 

and incredible character.  At one of our meetings last week he 

spontaneously spoke these words which gripped me: 

 

‘The war brings out our best qualities, the best food boxes, the 

best hope, the best in relationships; we better understand love, 

we don’t say no, it comes from our hearts to share, the Gospel 

went to the whole world; war and violence challenge the 

norms, challenge ourselves.  The war dreams our identity, 

makes us pure and resilient, and gives structure.’ 

 

Telling stories  

I started my career as an engineer, then I went into social work, and then went back 

overseas again.  As an engineer you always want to look at data, and data often in numbers 

for obvious reasons.  And that kind of data is important.  But increasingly in international 



development and in social work and in the caring services storytelling is used as a means to 

measure what you are doing.  It does so very effectively as it starts to create a narrative, 

past, present and future.  Stories are also meaningful and bring to life an issue you are 

dealing with.  And stories engage stakeholders and, more importantly, people and 

communities.  Stories are used to measure and monitor, and governments are increasingly 

finding this a useful tool as well. 

 

My international career is over 30 years, starting as a volunteer with Voluntary Service 

Overseas (VSO) as a water engineer in West Africa.  I often relate back to those two years as 

the most pivotal and meaningful because, as someone who comes from the North of 

Europe, you experience something of what it is like to be poor, just for those brief two years 

– but you always know you can step out of it again.  I have worked across the world, from 

the Pacific in Papua New Guinea, East Timor through to Asia, the Middle East, Lebanon, 

Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, India, and Pakistan and across the African Continent for large parts 

of my time, all the time working in the area of Humanitarian Assistance.  So I want to tell 

just a few short stories to bring alive what, in many ways, Mary was saying about 

communities and people – they  are things that have radically affected my life. 

 

We will go fishing 

One of my first pieces of work when I went into International Aid was with the Red Cross in 

Somalia.  In 1993 they were suffering a mixture of war and famine at the same time.  It was 

totally brutal, totally violent with vast numbers of people dying, either through the war or 

through the famine.  The only thing people seem to remember about those times is the film 

“Black Hawk Down” – they say, 

‘Were you there when Black 

Hawk Down was there and the 

Americans arrived?’  And yes, I 

was.  But two things I 

remember vividly about my 

time there was the sheer 

number of people who were 

dying through that conflict.  I 

was an engineer running the 

medical stations in 15 locations 

across Somalia.  One was in a 

small desert town called Baidoa.  Every night we had to close the gate to the compound 

because we could not cope any longer and we had to go right through the facility and have 

it cleaned.  People say, ‘You closed the doors?’  We had to close the doors.  I remember 

trying the reopen the doors on one particular occasion and I could not push those doors 

back because there were people who literally died on the other side because we could not 

get to them in time.  I remember going to my room feeling broken-hearted.  It was so 

violent at that time that it was the only time in history that the Humanitarian Sector had to 

have bodyguards.  My bodyguard came to the door and knocked and said, ‘Matthew, let’s 

talk.’  And we walked down to the sea edge and he said, ‘We will go fishing.’   We talked 

right through the night, but the most uplifting thing we talked about was his faith and my 

faith, his faith as a devout Muslim and his total respect for me as a devout Christian, and the 

synergy between those two faiths enabling us to work together.   



 

How the level of respect changed 

My next example comes from 1999 in Chechnya and, again, most people forget that there 

were two Chechen Wars but some of you might remember the appalling atrocities that 

were committed there when Russia 

tried to retake Grozny, and the 

absolute level of violence that was 

bestowed.  I remember arriving in 

Grozny city and every tree top was 

missing in that bleak surround of a city 

that was under siege.  I was working 

with amazing people whose outreach 

was working alongside the local 

communities, supporting local people.  

All my staff were devout Muslims 

working with me as a Christian and 

totally accepting.  Somewhere in that time, and 9/11 (the attack on the Twin Towers in New 

York) changed the world for everyone, and changed my work in that my fellow 

humanitarians and I came under threat – and the world has changed ever since.  Now we 

have security advisers, we have fortified compounds, because the whole level of respect has 

changed.   

 

One Church at work in Darfur 

Moving on to something really positive in some ways, Darfur in 2003, and I am sure many of 

you will remember that.  Darfur was an area that few people knew about in North-Western 

Sudan.  There was no Church presence, there was horrendous drought, there was conflict 

and millions of people were being 

made to suffer.  Action for Churches 

Together, which is the Anglican 

Protestant Network came together 

with Caritas and the Roman Catholic 

Church to form one of the most 

incredible ecumenical programmes in 

history.  They realised they had to do 

this together because nobody else 

was working there.  And that 

programme continues to this day but 

it is not talked about.  But it is a story that needs to be told because it is a story of huge 

success, a Church coming together as one to respond to horrendous need.  It is a 

programme of huge scale and size. 

 

Protected by children 

My next example is in Sri Lanka and the war there, with myself living and working with the 

Church.  When I joined Cafod in the early 1990s it was one of the first tasks given to me; 

‘Could you go and see what’s happening in Northern Sri Lanka and see how we can respond 

more effectively to the huge needs?’  I feel that this was one of the most privileged times in 

my working career, working in that part of the world where I grew some of my greatest 



friendships.  There were no mobile phones then, there were no telephones in North-Eastern 

Sri Lanka and I said to my wife, ‘I am just off to Sri Lanka.’  She asked, ‘How long are you 

going for?’  I replied, ‘A couple of months.’  She wanted to know, ‘When will I hear from 

you?’ and the answer was ‘In a couple of months!’  There was no communication.  You go 

across the front line and then you are absorbed into that local community.  My job was 

supporting and   looking after local organisations.  One of my stories from Sri Lanka is going 

to a Muslim Girls’ School right up in the North-East.  We were providing food to be cooked 

by the girls.  It was a way of ensuring that they 

did come to school.  Half way through one 

morning, at playtime, suddenly a number of 

girls came running up shouting ‘Vandu!  

Vandu!  Vandu!’   I did not know what ‘Vandu’ 

meant and someone said ‘Hovering fly!’  and I 

had not seen a hovering fly before.  But the 

word actually describes a pollinating bee and 

what they meant by ‘Vandu’ was warning of an 

aerial attack.  The Sri Lankan government 

would send in a spotter plane, hovering like a bee, before incendiary bombs were dropped.  

All I knew is that I was pulled to the ground and a group of 10-20 school children jumped on 

top of me to protect me.  We would probably all have died together if we had been hit but I 

always remember that sense of care and support they showed me. 

 

Faith communities have a real contribution 

My last story is around Sierra Leone, moving back to the area where I first started my work.  

It was the time of the Ebola crisis, and this is a short but interesting story.  The United 

Nations was pouring in assistance to help in the crisis, promoting hygiene and ways of 

preventing the transmission of this awful disease.  They came to Cafod and to Islamic Relief 

and said, ‘We have suddenly realised one year into this programme that we should be 

listening to the faith communities because it is the faith communities that understand the 

rituals surrounding burial and how to look after people when they have died.’  And that was 

a real wake-up call for the international community. They must not say that the secular 

organisations do it right and the faith communities do it wrong.  Since that time there has 

been a much greater harmony. 

 

Every person should have a voice 

Coming out of all those episodes of my career one of the things I have noticed most of all, 

listening to those voices and listening to those stories, is the world community not listening 

to those people, not listening to what people’s needs were.  There is a huge disparity 

between power and voice, of local community and people not being heard, or being seen as 

passive recipients of aid.  Men, women and children had no voices.  They were just handed 

out aid.  Over the last ten to fifteen years a large part of my job before coming to Depaul 

was setting in motion systems and best practice to change the whole international system, 

working with a group of people who wanted to address the issue of power and voice and 

allowing those people that all of us want to help to be served in a more effective way and to 

give them voice.  And the outcome of that is the creation of a global standard which is now 

adhered to by the United Nations, the Red Cross and governments.  It is like the ISO 

standard in International Aid.  And right at the centre of it is people, people like Ludmilla 



here and her two sons, shown on the screen, so that they can help to shape the assistance 

they receive. 

 

A couple of years ago I was still very 

happy working with Caritas and then 

this job came up with Depaul.  

Having worked in the homeless 

sector many years ago, and knowing 

of Depaul’s work, I was attracted to 

what they do which is something 

very different.  And it has been very 

different.  I moved back from the 

humanitarian sector back into the 

homelessness sector and just five 

months later the Ukraine War 

started.  I am not sure it has been an 

answer to my prayers exactly, but it 

has been an amazing period for my career.  And the thing that is so brilliant about Depaul, 

having worked in the international scene for many years and dreaming of what an 

international aid agency could be like, is that it has stripped away the bureaucracy, stripped 

away the levels of management, and at the heart it has the individual.  And that has been an 

incredibly moving experience, putting people first. 

 

Depaul’s values are simple, extraordinary and liveable by everybody.  It celebrates the 

potential of every single person, whether it is the person on the street struggling with 

alcohol or drug addiction or Ludmilla in Kharkhiv.  Depaul puts its words into action.  It does 

not just talk about things – action comes first – and Depaul aims to ensure a wider role with 

civil society – Ludmilla and how she relates to the community around her.  Depaul 

fundamentally believes in rights and responsibilities. 

 

There will be people better placed here who know 

the history of St Vincent de Paul.  He was quite a 

remarkable person and there were two important, 

pivotal things that shaped his career when he was 21.  

He was a priest and at that time being a priest was 

quite a good job to have!  You were quite well off!  

But he went into church one morning in 1617 and 

was preaching about the poor and experienced a 

conversion – he could start speaking properly in 

support of the poor.  This was a total revelation for 

him, understanding poverty.  And he realised was 

that he was quite a good speaker and that people 

would listen to his stories.  The second tipping point 

was the realisation that charity was right at the 

centre of world communities, but that great charity is often poorly managed.  And that has 

been the view of Depaul and the St Vincent de Paul Society for many years, that by 

organising a charity you can do so much more. 



 

To finish now on Ukraine, eighteen years ago in the post-Soviet system Depaul was 

approached by an ecumenical group from Ukraine, the Orthodox Church, the Catholic 

Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church.  ‘We’ve seen what you’re doing in 

different countries,’ they said, ‘and we have a huge problem with young people being 

homeless and living on the streets.’  My predecessor went out at that time to Kharkiv.  

Those of you who know Eastern Europe will know that the heating systems are either above 

ground in huge vented pipes, or underground.  He lifted up a manhole cover and went down 

into the sewers and there were literally thousands of young people who had fallen between 

the gaps between moving from a centralised healthcare system to a privatised system.  they 

had nobody to look after them. 

 

That was the start of an incredible journey, working with Ukraine.  For example, we had a 

minibus that would go out and provide hot food for six young people sitting in the back.  The 

police came along and arrested us every night for the first seven nights because, they said, 

‘You are bringing all these children!’  I said, ‘Yes, that’s what we want to do.’  ‘You are 

creating a place where they will come and meet!’  ‘Yes, that’s what we want to do.  We 

want to give them a sense of identity, we want to look after them.’  Now there is no major 

problem with children living on the streets in Ukraine. 

 

The first war started in 2014 in Crimea and the Dombass region.  Then over the last year the 

Depaul programme has grown significantly.  We were working with 10,000 people per year; 

the programme is now supporting the elderly, disabled, single parents, all in desperate need 

and who have not been able to leave Ukraine.  And we are currently providing assistance for 

35,000 people per day, and that number continues to grow.  It is an extraordinary 

programme but based again on those values of the individual being right at the centre of 

everything we do, in terms of food assistance, hygiene, and a real central point of Depaul is 

our day-centre approach where people can come and be and talk and have a hot meal, and 

we bolt things onto that so, for example, trauma counselling, health care, housing 

assistance, and it works really well and has mushroomed right across Ukraine and along the 

front-line areas. 

 

The central point of our programme, sadly, is that some 87% of Ukrainians are dealing with 

some level of trauma.  Having worked in the 

area of conflict all my career I know that if the 

war was to end tomorrow the work of looking 

after those people and their psychological 

needs is going to be horrendous and long-term.  

 

 I want to finish first with a picture of Fr Vitali 

with a young lady who has gone from shelter 

to shelter and who has finally found a space 

where Depaul is supporting her to get back to 

do her homework.  You can also see the joy 

back in her face.  

 



And second by reading a letter that was sent to me by Fr Robert Maloney, pictured here,  

about two months after the start of the present conflict.  It is a letter I often return to, and it 

is a fitting way to end my presentation. 

 

To my Brothers and Sisters, members of the Vincentian family in Ukraine, and to the many 

people in surrounding countries who are assisting you; 

 

I write today to express my solidarity with you at this terribly painful time.  Years ago, when I 

served as Superior-General, I visited you in Ukraine on two occasions.  I was deeply 

impressed by your courage and your ministry spirit.  Today I am all 

the more profoundly moved as I witness your unity in responding 

to the crying needs of your suffering people.  I am outraged by the 

invasion of Ukraine.  History will judge it.  Years from now people 

will ask how this folly could possibly have happened.  Your pain is 

very much my pain too.  As Vincent stated when the leaders of his 

time were waging war in France that was devastating the lives of 

the poor, he went to the Prime Minister at considerable risk to 

himself and pleaded, “Let us please have peace.  Have pity on us.  

Give our country peace.”  In a similar way I also call to mind today 

the eloquent words of Pope Paul V; “No more war! War, please, 

never again!”  In my dreams I wish I could speak those words 

directly to those in power.  I know, of course, that that is impossible, but be sure that those 

words are my sentiment and that my heart is with you.  I am confident that the future will 

reverse these terrible events but, tragically, it is already clear that justice will not roll down 

like a river, but only after great suffering and loss of life has occurred. 

 

I offer you my love in these days as you join the crucified Lord.  You are now one of his 

crucified peoples.  I think today of the words of William Blake:  
 

To Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love 

All pray in their distress; 

And to these virtues of delight 

Return their thankfulness. 
 

For Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love 

Is God, our father dear, 

And Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love 

Is Man, his child and care. 
 

And all must love the human form, 

In heathen, Turk, or Jew; 

Where Mercy, Love, and Pity dwell 

There God is dwelling too. 
  

My daily prayer and support accompany you as you undergo this excruciating trial. 
 

Your Brother as ever in St Vincent, 
 

Robert. 

For Mercy has a human heart, 

Pity a human face, 

And Love, the human form divine, 

And Peace, the human dress. 
 

Then every man, of every clime, 

That prays in his distress, 

Prays to the human form divine, 

Love, Mercy, Pity, Peace. 

 


