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GERRY McFLYNN — LIGHTBULB MOMENTS 

When was the ‘lightbulb’ moment that prompted 

you to take seriously issues around war and 

peace?  And was it a painting, a poem, a play, a 

film or a photograph that inspired you?  Although 

it isn’t sufficiently acknowledged, one’s cultural 

life can often provide the inspiration leading to 

an interest in and even a personal commitment 

to work for peace and justice.  

In my case it was a book, Conjectures of a Guilty 

Bystander by Thomas Merton, and the early  

protest songs of Bob Dylan.  There were, of 

course, other influences over the years, but 

these were certainly among the first.   

It was a Sunday in the summer of 1970 and I was 

a seminarian hitching a lift (as one did back 

then) from Maynooth College to my aunt’s home 

in the Irish midlands.  It so happened that the 

tourist who stopped for me was a Catholic from 

Massachusetts and interested in the writings of 

Thomas Merton.  He agreed to send me one of 

Merton’s books when he returned home and I still 

treasure the copy of Conjectures he sent.  This 

book, a collection of reflections on some of the 

most urgent moral issues of the decade, led me 

to Merton’s other books on nonviolence, peace 

and justice.   

Through Merton, I later became aware of the 

nonviolent direct actions, the civil rights 

marches and demonstrations of the Berrigan 

brothers, along with the witness of the Catholic 

Worker movement.  All this began to form the 

bedrock of my thinking on peace issues and 

helped me make sense of the social and political 

turmoil I experienced in my parish in north  

Belfast during the 1970s – the worst decade of 

the Troubles.  I even hold Merton responsible for 

getting me interested in the work of Pax Christi, 

for after five years in that Belfast parish, I left 

Ireland to work as chaplain to the British section.  

However, long before I 

discovered Merton, the 

early protest songs of Bob 

Dylan had been the soundtrack to my  

adolescence.  It was easy to see how songs like 

‘Blowin’ in the Wind’, ‘Masters of War’ and ‘The 

Times They Are a Changing’, chimed with  

Merton’s views on race, violence and the  

changes taking place in American society in the 

late 1960s.  Although they never met, Merton 

became interested in Dylan in the final years of 

his life and, in 1966, even managed to get some 

of his records smuggled into the monastery for 

regular listening.  Sadly, both Merton’s writings 

and Dylan’s lyrics are as timely today as they 

were then.   

In many senses I’ve come a long way since those 

heady days, read more books and listened to 

other music, but it was Merton and Dylan who, 

in their different ways, made me less of a Guilty 

Bystander and prepared me to meet that Slow 

Train Coming!             

Fr Gerry McFlynn is project manager of the 

Irish Council for Prisoners Overseas, and a 

Vice-President of Pax Christi. 
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PERCY AGGETT 

family therapist and musician 

I never listen to words in songs, 

only the tune. There are many 

tunes that have moved me and 

these are usually simple and 

modal - Miles Davis’ ‘In a Silent 

Way’, for example. These tunes 

can become the background to a 

life. I always think that the natural key for peace is D 

minor, partly because the white notes as arranged on 

the keyboard make a nice scale and have a timeless,  

transcendental quality.  

There was one book that made a 

huge impression on me in terms 

of peace and social justice and 

that is the autobiography of  

Father Borelli of Naples  

published in 1963 – A Street 

Lamp and the Stars. I had been 

given it as a form prize at 

boarding school in 1964, when I 

was 13. This simple story of the 

vagabond priest working with 

street children still inspires me  

towards practical action for social justice, a sort of 

modal soul music. 
 

DAVID STANDLEY, priest and member of L’Arche 

Christians always pray for peace. ‘Blessed are the 

Peacemakers’. I was in that crowd. I had been a child in 

WW2, living among the bombs over London. Peace came 

in 1945, wonderful.  But the post-war world was full of 

strife and suspicion, and the Cold War took over. As a  

student, and later as a priest, 

I was still praying for peace. 

Then in the 1970s I dis- 

covered Daniel Berrigan and 

Dorothy Day. I was excited by 

their radicalism and nonviolent active resistance.  And 

by their literacy: the poetry and prose of Daniel  

Berrigan, the journalism and graphics of the Catholic 

Worker. They were alive and on fire with the Gospel. 

Photos of their resistance inspired me. I wanted to join 

in, possibly meet them. Daniel Berrigan came to a  

student meeting in England (I think he was ‘under-

ground’ at the time).  At one point he was asked, 

‘What's the point of celibacy?’ Sitting on an upturned 

orange box he replied, ‘It enables you to go to prison 

more easily’. YES! I have not lived up to that very  

consistently, but Pax Christi and Catholic Peace Action 

have been luminous in my life. 

BERNADETTE FARRELL  

composer and community  

organiser 

My family came from opposite 

sides of the political and  

religious divide in Ireland. I 

studied the War Poets at school 

in Yorkshire and their words  

affected me deeply. In particular, Wilfred Owen’s line 

‘Christ is literally in no-man’s land’. That place of  

human friendship and kinship has always drawn me.  

My Great Uncle died as a young soldier at the Western 

Front in 1915. I reflected on the Christmas Truce of 

1914 and how he may have participated in the many 

ways of reaching out across enemy lines: the singing of 

carols, conversation, football games, prisoner swaps, 

sharing of food and souvenirs, burying the dead. Left 

to them, I doubt another shot would have been fired. 

It’s a daily choice for us to enter that space, beyond 

fear and hatred, where we meet one another and find 

the universal Christ. The same risk led me to write  

music and become a community organiser.  

 

HEATHER KIERNAN  

convenor of Peace and Justice Scotland 

The foundation of my path to peace and opposition to 

war was laid down very early in life. I had listened to 

the stories about my father’s 

experiences of the war and 

his shell shock. Then there 

were the visits to see hospi-

talised veterans of the Great 

War. By 1968, one of the most 

tumultuous years in history 

and dominated by the war in 

Vietnam, the stage had been 

set.  

I bought a copy of Daniel  

Berrigan’s Night Flight to  

Hanoi: War Diary with 11  

Poems. He had travelled there 

with Howard Zinn during the Tet  

Offensive to receive three freed 

prisoners of war from the North 

Vietnamese. For ten nights they 

huddled in shelters, often with 

children, while the US Air Force 

bombed them. This destroyed 

Berrigan’s ability to cloak the 

realities of war in abstraction. His poem ‘Children in 

the Shelter’ marked his transformation—and mine.  

We invited a few Pax Christi supporters to reflect on their cultural life,  

asking what work of art, music, or literature had influenced them to work for  

peace and justice?  Had it represented a ‘lightbulb’ moment in their lives? 

Daniel Berrigan above, and 
Thomas Merton, front page, by 

Sr Helen David Brancato IHM 
(courtesy of Pax Christi USA) 



JAMES TREWBY 

Columban Justice and 

Peace Education Worker  

During a retreat with  

university friends, the  

19-year-old me chose  

Courtney Pine’s ‘Save  

the children’ as a song of  

significance. 23 years  

later, for Pax Christi, I’ll 

choose the same song, but  

for different reasons.  

Today it shows me how I’ve changed.  Back then 

things seemed simple: I had to get on with answering 

the call, to ‘save’ people from poverty. I had dreams 

of a home for street children, with lots of basketball, 

mangos and music!  And then, through time, learning, 

encounters and reflection, things became more  

complicated.  I began to explore the causes and  

consequences of injustice, colonialism and its  

legacies, the complexities of environmental crises, 

the interconnectedness of exploitation, the way we 

live, politics, consumerism, and more positively, the 

ways in which change happens and the ways in which 

I’m called to play my part. 

 

JOHN CROWLEY, retired 

Bishop of Middlesbrough 

Apart from my bible my most 

treasured and read book is All 

Saints, a series of reflections 

for each day of the year on 

saints, prophets and witnesses 

for our time.  It is edited by 

Robert Ellsberg, first published 

in 1997 by Crossroad, New 

York. The spectrum covered is 

wonderfully wide, but the unifying element lies in the 

way examples of vibrant life-changing goodness shine 

out across a whole range of human endeavour.   

Canonised saints rub shoulders with many others from 

different traditions both religious and cultural.   

 

Here you find women and men from every corner of 

the world who long to leave the world a better place 

for their passing through it. Where else can one find a 

compendium which honours Dorothy Day alongside 

Francis of Assisi, Gandhi alongside Margaret Clitherow, 

Charles de Foucauld alongside Maura Clarke and  

companions (Martyrs of El Salvador d.1980) and  

Catherine of Siena alongside A.J. Muste (Peacemaker 

1885-1967).  The witness of A.J. Muste is a reminder 

that many of the contributions in these nearly 600 

pages underline the truth that the works of justice 

and peace lie at the heart of the Good News Jesus 

came to announce. 

LAURA ATHERTON 

actor and writer 

It was whilst doing my degree in 

acting that I first read the play  

My Name is Rachel Corrie and it 

opened up a world of political 

theatre to me. As most readers of 

Justpeace will know, Rachel  

Corrie was an American activist 

who was crushed to death by an Israeli Defense Forces 

bulldozer in 2003. Corrie’s own diaries were adapted 

into this one-woman show, putting her story on stage. 

The play not only illuminates her time spent in Palestine 

and the suffering she witnesses but also the inner world 

of this woman with such a fight for 

justice. What was powerful to me as 

a student, not too far off the age 

that Corrie was when she was killed, 

was not only the power of her actions 

and words but the possibility that the 

medium of theatre offered for ex-

pressing human rights injustices. 

Words are powerful and when those 

words are being spoken, embodied 

and staged, it powerfully connects 

people to the issues. 

  

DAVID JOHN, sculptor 

As a youth of 17 in Kingston, Jamaica, my father was 

driving me and my sisters up in the hills and stopped to 

collect something from a friend. He took ages and  

appeared looking rather disturbed, having heard on the 

radio that a US military plane had dropped a bomb on 

Japan which had  

destroyed a whole 

city. The plane had 

trained over Cuba and 

Jamaica for several 

weeks before moving 

on to the Pacific. The 

Daily Gleaner soon 

published a photo-

graph and I realised I 

had witnessed part of 

this terrible outcome - 

the tragedy of  

Hiroshima.  

Decades later, I was 

deeply moved to see photographs of women protesting 

about nuclear missiles at Greenham Common. My wife 

Marianne and I became frequent visitors, bringing food 

and wood. I remember Sarah Hipperson, the visit of Fr 

George Zabelka, former US chaplain to the bomber 

crew, and meeting Japanese Hibakusha.  The Greenham 

women created a new response to something so ghastly, 

and it had a powerful, cleansing effect. 



‘and’ was embroidered by 
Pax Christi member,  
Triona, and her daughter,  
to be part of a quilt  
produced by the Network of 
Christian Peace Organisa-
tions.  It will spell out the 
text of article 6 of the  
Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty which requires the 

UK and other signatories to negotiate the elimination 
of their arsenals. The quilt will be displayed outside 
the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office 
in London during the next NPT Review Conference, 

provisionally scheduled for August 2022.  

Peace News Trustees supports pacifist and other  
radical groups by publishing Peace News, a bi-monthly 
pacifist newspaper, hosting Housmans Bookshop, and 
providing affordable office space for campaigning  
organisations at the property owned by the company in 
Kings Cross, London. 
 

We are looking for board members (non-executive and 
remunerated on an expenses-only basis). We are  
especially interested in those who can offer skills or 
experience in book-keeping, property management, 
governance or organisational strategy.   
 

The Trustees Board meets four times a year, usually in 
London (but online recently). Travel expenses are  
covered. Even if you don't have a lot of spare time, 
please consider joining - just attending meetings and 
helping with the decision-making would be greatly  
appreciated. A commitment to nonviolence is  
essential.  To apply: please send a letter expressing 
your interest and experience with contact details, to:  
admin@peacenews.info  

NPT campaign quilt 

Pax Christi, St Joseph’s, Watford Way, 
London NW4 4TY    0208 203 4884 
 

info@paxchristi.org.uk 
www.paxchristi.org.uk        
 

https://twitter.com/paxchristiEW 
https://twitter.com/PaxChristiYouthEW/ 
 

https://www.instagram.com/paxchristiEW_/ 
 

https://www.facebook.com/PaxChristiEW/ 

DIARY 

Please tell us about other events for our online diary. 
 

2 MARCH - ASH WEDNESDAY PEACE WITNESS  
Liverpool - Meet 11.45 for 12 noon at the Bombed Out 
Church. 
Online - 7—8pm  Led by Pax Christi and Christian CND.  
The link to register will be on our website. 
 

7 March (Mon)  
International Women’s Day celebration of nonviolence and 
women peacemakers. Online event 7—8.30pm. Register for 
Zoom link via admin@paxchristi.org.uk 
 

15 May (Sun) London 
International Conscientious Objectors’ Day ceremony at 
1pm. Tavistock Square, WC1. The event will be 
livestreamed.  http://www.co-day.org 
 

18 June (Sat) 
Pax Christi AGM. Details will appear on the Pax Christi 
website nearer the time. 

With poignant timing, old friends Jim Forest (80) and 
Thich Nhat Hanh (95) died within days of each other 
in January. Both had 
a major influence on 
the global peace  
movement. Through 
his vivid writing and  
photography Jim 
Forest brought the 
lives of Thomas  
Merton, Dorothy 
Day, Daniel Berrigan 
and Thich Nhat Hanh — all of whom he knew  
personally — to a popular audience.  The pivotal  
moment in his own life had been joining the New York 
Catholic Worker after resigning from the US navy as a  
conscientious objector.  He co-founded the Catholic 
Peace Fellowship in the US and spent a year in prison 
for civil disobedience against the Vietnam war.  Jim 
worked closely with the visionary Buddhist monk, 
Thich Nhat Hanh, who was exiled from Vietnam for 
his own nonviolent activism.  As Director of the Inter-
national Fellowship of Reconciliation in the Cold War 
1980s, Jim fostered dialogue with and understanding 
of Russia and its people. Eventually he and his wife  
Nancy joined the Orthodox Church.  In 2018 Pax 
Christi hosted a memorable evening in London when 
Jim spoke about the peace heroes he had known. 

 

Thich Nhat Hanh has become 
world famous as the ‘father of 
mindfulness’- the practice 
which underpinned his  
approach to nonviolence.   
Copies of our booklet  
introducing this meditation for 
peacemakers are available 
from the Pax Christi office or 
our online shop. 
 

In December we heard the sad 
news of the death of Stewart Hemsley, Pax Christi 
Chair from 2004 to 2010.  Read a tribute from Pat 
Gaffney here: https://paxchristi.org.uk/obituaries/ 

Please let us know at info@paxchristi.org.uk  
if you would like to receive our monthly e-bulletins 

 Have the reflections in this issue got you thinking about 

a work of art, music or literature that has inspired your 

own work for peace and justice? Please send 150 words 

about it to info@paxchristi.org.uk  We’ll include some 

in the members’ blog on the Pax Christi website. 

May they rest in peace 

Trustees needed by Peace News 

Justpeace is published by 

Pax Christi England and Wales 

Two friends in Amsterdam 1982 

mailto:admin@peacenews.info

