

[image: ]




WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

BREAD NOT STONES

Una Kroll has written a remarkable book from her perspective both as a medical doctor and as one of the first women priests in the Church of England. The stories Una recounts reveal a woman with a passionate humanity, brilliant intellect and deep spiritual insight. As both doctor and priest, Una has been a pioneering advocate for women: whether introducing new healthcare treatments or being one of the most outspoken campaigners for women’s ordination. Ultimately, though, Una has written a spiritual biography of women’s struggle for full inclusion in the Church’s ministries and mission, with her most profound reflections revealing an evolving understanding of God as creative energy and unconditional love.

Christina Rees, broadcaster and writer, and member of General Synod of the Church of England.

This is an important book. It documents the life journey of a woman who – as a medical doctor, a missionary nun in Africa, a pioneer of gender equality, a priest in the Church of England, a contemplative Catholic – influenced the lives of thousands of people. She records her own inner struggles of search, doubt, loss of faith and rediscovering God with disarming frankness and deep insight. She narrates the complex stories of individuals she served with great sensitivity and an intense human involvement. We see God in action: as Creative Energy and Unconditional Love. I recommend this book to Christian women who want to know ‘from the inside’ what early women in ministry had to endure. I recommend the book to those who, like Una Kroll herself, comb the fabric of our modern world in pursuit of an elusive God. I recommend the book to everyone fascinated by the spiritual adventures and practical wisdom of an exceptional champion of a God who is Love.

Dr John Wijngaards, author of The Ordination of Women in the Catholic Church: Unmasking A Cuckoo’s Egg Tradition

Una Kroll’s spiritual journey is unique – a doctor, medical missionary, a nun, a priest, a mother, author, a solitary and spiritual friend of many; this book tells the story of her life with honesty, integrity, sorrow, joy and the loving compassion that makes Una one of the most amazing people I have ever met.

Rt Rev Dominic Walker OGS, former bishop of Monmouth and member of the Oratory of the Good Shepherd

Una’s life is driven by her longing to do what she feels God requires of her. She is a mother and grandmother. She is a Doctor but also she has been an anchorite, and a nun living in a religious community. She has stood on the platform of Women’s Rights for Parliament. She is a well-known author and commentator on matters religious. This book is a page turner.

Donald Reeves MBE, Anglican priest, former rector of St James Piccadilly; Director of the Soul of Europe

Una Kroll: Mystic, Physician, Feminist, Rebel, Priest-Theologian, Activist and Contemplative Nun, at the heart of life yet never far from the edge. Like real life, her pilgrimage is full of contradictions, astonishing, outrageous, and despite herself, authentically Christian. An adventurous read.

Paul Oestreicher, Anglican Priest and Quaker, former director of Coventry Cathedral’s Centre for International Reconciliation.

Una Kroll has written her interesting autobiography with an openness and clarity that manages to explore deep theological truths and complex experiences in a way that is understandible, engaging and encourages useful reflection. She uses her own experiences, and those of others, to explore the changes of direction in her work and life as wife, mother, doctor and priest and explain candidly where she is now. This is, she says, as she approaches the end of her life. Of particular interest to me was how she transformed past wounds into a creative present, particularly her experience as a campaigner for women’s ministry in the Anglican Church, and justice in institutional Christianity. Now she has discovered an understanding and partnership with those with whom she disagrees. Her writing about Unconditional Creative Love is inspirational and illustrates convincingly how transformation happens and now she can work with, and understand, those opposed to her views, if their work is “pointing to love.” This is helpful for those engaged in prophetic and potentially confrontational work in campaigning groups such as Catholic Women’s Ordination (CWO) of which she and I are both members. (CWO campaigns for women’s ordained ministry in a renewed Catholic Church.) Her book helps to explain how one can, with integrity, become or remain a Catholic, willingly nourished by its sacramental radical vision of love, some of its social teaching and contemplative tradition, yet seeing its institutional flaws and wishing to reform what has increasingly become more of an unresponsive, clerical, patriarchical institution. I used to listen to Una on the radio in the 1970s and came to recognise she had planted a seed which remained dormant in my own life until the 1990s. I knew she had recently become a Catholic and this book helped me, and will explain to others, why she took this step to jump “from the frying pan into the fire” for a woman seeking institutional justice for women, first in the Anglican and now the Catholic Church.

Pippa Bonner, CWO (Catholic Women’s Ordination)
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Introduction

I am a person whose life has been influenced by a ‘mysterious force’ that I have never fully understood since it first made itself known to me in 1930 when I was a very young child on a train journey to Latvia with my mother. The ‘force’, a kind of warm energy without form, shape, identity, or name, felt real to me; though I could not describe it then, nor can I now. The warm sense of peace did not stay with me very long, but a couple of years later, when I was in Riga away from my mother and very unhappy, the same feeling reappeared through my Auntie Nellie who was living in the same town at that time. Later, when I had returned home, ‘it’ made itself present to me near a dim white light in a dark church in Finsbury Park, London. By that time I had heard about God so, from the age of seven, I identified this ‘mysterious energy’ as God, but I did not think of God as a person. Jesus Christ was a storybook character, a heroic figure rather like the heroes and heroines of all the other fairy tales and mythological characters that fed my developing imagination and enthusiasms.

In 1944, when I was nineteen years old, I encountered this ‘mysterious force’ again during a vigorous argument about Jesus when I was a medical student at Cambridge University in England. I did not understand what had happened so I went to an Anglican priest for help. It was he who told me that Christ was not a fairy tale, but God. Subsequently, I received some ‘proper’ instruction from this priest who turned out to be an Anglican Franciscan friar. As a result of our relationship I became an enthusiastic Anglo-Catholic Christian.

In 1953, after several years of a rather ascetic lifestyle in the tradition I had embraced, I lapsed from the rules of my Church by committing adultery. I did not lose my faith but, by throwing off the chains of my strict moral upbringing, I realised that I had banished myself from the ‘club’. And as a sign of my liberation from conventional Christian morality I had my ears pierced and bought some gold earrings: then a rather daring gesture for a ‘nicely’ brought up person to make. By this time I was an ambitious young doctor who wanted to become a neurosurgeon. I was also determined to remain a sexually liberated woman who would necessarily forgo having children. At the time I thought it would have been difficult for a woman of my particular generation to combine a professional career with marriage and motherhood.

Nine months later, in December 1953, again at the behest of this ‘mysterious force’ that had caused me to act impetuously at the time of my original conversion, I took my earrings out and decided to become an Anglican medical missionary nun. Even now I do not think this was a mistake for it did lead to new paths which I describe in this book. This ‘mysterious force’ that I did not understand – but that, rightly or wrongly, I named as God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit – took me to Liberia in West Africa in 1956, after I was professed in simple vows in the Anglican Community of the Holy Name. In 1957, while I was in their mission station in Liberia trying to combine the life of a nun with that of a doctor, I realised that I was not suited to this double life.

I left my Order in disgrace because I married an ex-monk, who had been in life vows in an American Order that also worked in Liberia. Yes, we knew we had betrayed our vows: yes, we were penitent, but knew we could not return to our Communities. We sought reconciliation from the Anglican Churches in America and England. We then accepted our joint punishment, and Leo was unable to act as a priest for many years. I had destroyed any chance of a career in neurosurgery, or in any medical speciality. We were out on our own. I could still be a general medical practitioner. But Leo took a variety of secular jobs for the rest of his life, because he was ‘blacklisted’ by the Archbishop of Canterbury and so was unable to get paid employment in the Anglican Church.

It is not a very unusual story, either in the Anglican Church or in the Catholic Church. Two people long to serve God as celibates, but find they cannot do so. The various adventures of our married years are documented in this book. They demonstrate what many sinners know very well. Neither sin, nor wrongdoing in the eyes of the institutional guardians of morality, can destroy faith, nor can it quench a sincere desire to serve God as dedicated Christians. It is true that sometimes Christian sinners do abandon their faith, but in our own case the journey through the restorative justice and mercy of that ‘mysterious force’, that we called God, was for both of us, a journey towards the freedom of love and healing during the thirty years of our marriage.

In 1987, then aged sixty-one, I was widowed. My journey had to continue alone. A year later I returned to being a novice in a different religious community, as a nun in simple vows. Finally, I left community life altogether to become a ‘solitary’ in life vows. And I have lived like that since then. But in 1997, at the age of seventy-one, past the normal retiring age for clergy of that denomination, I was ordained to the priesthood of the Church in Wales. That felt like purgatory for, at that time, I felt that I had lost my faith; yet I continued to practice as an Anglican and as a priest of the Church in Wales. I had yet more to learn from that ‘mysterious force’ that I could no longer name, feel to be present, or describe; yet who, I now believe, continued to draw me into new ways of living my life.

My journey continued after I retired to England in 2003, and forms the majority of my account in Chapters Six and Seven. It continues in 2014, and I recount this part of the story in the last two chapters of this book. I want to share it with people who have sinned, made mistakes, been punished by Church or State, and with those who have managed to live upright, God-fearing lives all their lives. The truths that I am trying to tell in writing this book are that all human beings are capable of sin, of making mistakes that cannot be put right, and of wounding God. Yet God continues to love us, and if we let God go on loving us, our lives will be changed by that compassionate love and bring us into a new and vibrant love: because God has travelled with us. That for me is what I celebrate as I near the end of my life; an eventful life, yes, but a parable of God’s love for everyone and everything in creation.

During my journey through this unconventional life I have been brought into contact with a number of people who have also met with this ‘mysterious force’ that has brought about changes in lifestyle that have had profound effects on the course of their lives. Some of the stories in this book are about the interweaving of our lives. They show that despite grave sin, despite mistaken choices, despite our wounds, we can still become people who, because we are loved by God, can be used by God in all sorts of ways, both inside and outside the walls of the institutional Churches.


Chapter 1

Beginnings

I started my life of religious faith, without knowing it, in 1926 when I was baptised as an infant into the Church of England. My parents and my godparents made that choice on my behalf, perhaps without much understanding of what they were doing. It was a cultural norm at the time, one for which I am grateful.

My mother, Hilda Evelyn Pediani, had been raised in Russia. Her mother, Victoria, was the daughter of Octavius Temple, one of the brothers of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Frederick Temple (1). European families were great colonisers at that time so she accompanied her father to Constantinople where he practised medicine. My English grandmother and Italian grandfather met in Constantinople and they eloped. Victoria was denounced and cut off from her family. She and her Italian Catholic husband went to live in St Petersburg. They had seven children, all initially baptised as Catholics, but then secretly taken by my Anglican grandmother to an Anglican chaplain and re-baptised as Anglicans. My mother was the youngest child of their family. Her father, an Italian tobacco merchant, was convinced that her destiny lay in marriage and motherhood, so he educated her for that role. Hilda became a skilled linguist, an above average pianist, a competent seamstress and an attractive young woman. She was not expected to earn her own living.

My father, George Alexander Hill, (1892-1968) was the eldest son of an emigrant British timber merchant. Born in Estonia, he, his sister and brother, were brought up in Russia among the group of merchants who lived there. He was fluent in many languages. When the First World War broke out in 1914 he promptly joined the Canadian army, fought at Ypres and was seriously wounded. He then joined the British Intelligence. The First World War brought an end to my mother and father’s former way of life. They were both intelligence agents for the British government and their lives became intertwined in those roles. Although my father was already married, they did not marry then. But in 1918 they escaped from Russia and came to Britain. The rest of their families scattered to live in different European countries. My father remained in intelligence work (2). He and his first wife had two daughters. In 1925 he left them to marry my pregnant mother so that I, conceived in Rome, would not become a bastard child. The moral climate of the time demanded that solution among my father’s family.

When I was eighteen months old my father disappeared from our lives to return to a former lover whom he subsequently married. My mother and I lived in England in poverty. My mother was unhappy. Her sorrow at her husband’s absence from our lives expressed itself in hatred for him, the person whom she blamed for our plight. Her vigorous love and vigorous hatred spurred us into survival. Love and hatred were transferred on to my mother’s moral attitudes towards my ‘good’ and ‘bad’ behaviour as she brought me up according to the strict moral climate of the time. My mother had not been educated for any profession so she made our living by working in a basement ‘sweat shop’ with some friends who were Russian exiles, making and selling clothes. My father’s sister, Marguerite, a British Army wife whose husband later joined the Royal Air Force, bailed us out from time to time.

Our poverty was related to my mother’s lack of formal education so she fought to educate me in the best possible way. My childhood was turbulent in that, although we were based in London, we travelled to many European countries to visit relatives and friends. It was during one of my first travels that I first met the ‘mysterious force’ that I referred to in the introduction to this book.

Two early journeys through painful events

I cannot have been more than three or four years old when I accompanied my mother on my first remembered journey to Latvia, where my grandmother, her daughter Mabel, her German-born husband and their three sons lived. It was a journey I remember vividly, but not the reason for our leaving London. I know it was winter for it was very cold. I remember that we sat on hard wooden seats in a tightly packed third-class carriage. We had some pre-packed food and water with us. So did our companions. At meal times we shared our food with one another. It was sweaty and smelly in that carriage. At night we slept sitting up. At each frontier, passport-control men came and woke us up, looked through our travel documents and slammed the carriage doors shut again. The snores, grunts and fragments of dream speech resumed, until I too fell asleep.

In the morning I was allowed to climb on to the carriage table – no more than a ledge really – to look out of the window. It must have been very early. Behind the mist there was a huge red sun that lit up a dark forest. As I sat there I became aware of an intense pain nearby. It was coming from my mother. When I looked at her tears were running down her face. There was no sound coming from her. When I cried I made a noise. I had never seen her cry. I had never felt such agony in my own body.

Her pain engulfed me. I could not bear to look at her any more. Instead, I looked out of the window. It was then that I experienced my first touch of something that I have experienced many times since. It was as if the pain was suffocating me so strongly that I could not breathe. At the same moment – at exactly the same moment – I was being absorbed by something I could not see or understand that was coming through the window towards me. Dark tall pine trees, flecked with snow, sped past. There was no one there, yet in that instant my pain melted into a sense of joyful peace. Suddenly, I was very hungry. An old lady offered me a boiled sweet. I kept it in my mouth without sucking it. It lasted a long time. My mother did not speak all that day, but I was no longer distressed.

A second story from my later childhood

Those who read this narrative of a young child’s memories may say that I am reading into their meaning through adult ‘rose coloured’ spectacles. All I know is that the experience returned to me some three years later when I spent a year away from my mother in Latvia. The year before this happened my mother had gone through a period of prolonged ill health and could not work. We were living in considerable hardship at this time. Then my mother received an invitation for me to go abroad as a companion to another ‘only child’, the daughter of one of her friends on overseas service. She sent me. It was not the success she had hoped for. I was miserably homesick – and it showed.

I cried a good deal. I was reprimanded and was then physically punished. I stopped crying. Then I remembered that my Aunt Marguerite, who had accompanied me to the ship on which we sailed, told me that I could send home a coded message if I was really unhappy, by drawing a ship in my letters home. So I drew ship after ship in my letters in the hope that my mother would see the pain that lay behind the
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The effects of ecstasy during my childhood









Adult reflections on these ecstatic experiences
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Falling in love with God
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