A Story of Resilience
Entering into the sacred space that is St Ethelburga’s, one has
the strangest feeling of having passed through a portal into
another reality. The hustle and bustle of a frantically busy
international city center, traffic noise and general cacophony,
are suddenly left behind as you step from the street into the
peace, tranquility and soothing atmosphere of the little garden
and church. The whole landscape changes, both inwardly and
outwardly.
St Ethelburga's miraculously survived both the Great Fire of
London, and the Blitz of WWII. But in 1993 an IRA bomb
exploded in Bishopsgate, reducing almost entirely to rubble
that which had stood for centuries. But from that rubble St
Ethleburga’s rose like a phoenix from the ashes to begin anew.

St Ethelburga's Centre:
A story of resilience
St Ethelburga's is run today as a peace centre,
building community resilience for times of
ecological and social emergency. A dedicated
team continues the work of holding this
remarkable space. Its rich and diverse
programmes include developing talented
leaders to respond to the needs of our times
and to live in relationship with the Earth as
sacred.
The following is a story of the extraordinary
history and destiny of a place. Reshaped and
rebuilt over centuries, it carries us back
through time, bringing to life the changing
world and some of the lives that have been
touched by it.

The four core principles that guide the work of St Ethelburga’s are reflected in the
fabric and history of the building. They are: Values into action, Opportunity in
crisis, Community across differences and Protecting the sacred.

Built on Sacred Ground
St Ethelburga's stands on what was once ancient marshland close by a lost river - the Walbrook - that flowed into
the Thames, not far away. Archaeological discoveries of London’s lost rivers reveal bone layers dating back to the
Mesolithic, with fragments of bison and reindeer, wolves and bears.
When the Romans invaded this country,
known then as Albion, they found an
island of myths, mysteries, divine
enchantment and pagan dwellers but with
trained armies they quickly established
control over the tribes of the southeast.
The outstanding characteristics of these
inhabitants was that they were simple
nature people who worshipped their own
pantheon of deities and saw the earth as a
living goddess.
These were folk borne of the land, deep in
conversation with nature and the spirit
world. They believed all land was sacred.
Marshland was often used as a place of
hiding in times of conflict, and so, it is it is
tempting to think that this ancient little
church of St Ethelburga’s stands where the
last of the free men and women fled to hide
and defend their land, traditions and rites
of earth worship, imbuing this piece of
ground as timeless sacred space.

The Romans began constructing what was to become a large settlement by the great river, and called it Londinium
(London). They thrived in England for several hundred years, building roads and infrastructure, bringing their
civilization to these pagan islands.
The land on which St Ethelburga’s now stands may have been part of a forum, basilica or temple complex. Brick earth deposits in
the boreholes suggest that a Roman construction of some significance stood in the exact same area as the church. The brick
earth also formed part of a main road nearby heading north, connecting Londinium to Lindum (Lincoln) and Eboracum (York) and
was one of the main communication arteries of the Roman province. This connected with a nearby road which, in the postRoman period, became known as Ermine Street, after the Earningas, a small Anglo-Saxon tribe. In the 5th Century the city was
abandoned. The Romans simply left, abandoning their basilicas, bath houses, temples and infrastructure to return to Europe
where their empire was on the verge of collapse.
After they left, most of the country reverted to paganism, and perhaps nature reclaimed the marsh land, and river floods wiped
away much of what had been built.

A map of Roman Londinium

Did you
know?

A dark earth deposit found in the excavations in the garden of St Ethelburgas is thought
to be a natural sediment accumulated during times of non-occupation, between the
period of abandonment of the City in the 5th century and the Alfredian regeneration of
the late 9th early 10th century.

Did you
know?

During excavations of the garden of St Ethelburga’sin 1993 (formerly the church graveyard) a small pit was found
containing items spanning centuries and civilisations. Ceramics, coins and other artefacts from the Roman period (AD 60100) were discovered alongside mediaeval pottery fragments and a piece of Purbeck marble, imported from limestone
beds in Dorset before AD 70. Historians believe these fine items suggest that a grand building stood in the area.

Principle 1: Values into Action

The Life of St Ethelburga
In the 6th century England was still divided into warring kingdoms under pagan rule. The pagan religion was the indigenous,
pre- Christian worship of nature, ancestral spirits, gods and goddesses. Christianity had been present in England during
Roman times, but with the arrival of the Saxons, most of the country had reverted to paganism. But a Roman monk named
Augustine was chosen to lead a mission, and was sent from Rome to bring Christianity to the Anglo Saxons. Thus began the
country’s conversion to Christianity and the banishment of the old pagan ways.
At the time, Ethelburga and Erkonwald were son and daughter to the heathen King Offa of Mercia. But as a young man
Prince Erkenwald was converted to Christianity and he went on to found two monasteries—one at Chertsey for himself, and
another at Barking for his sister Ethelburga who became a nun to avoid marriage with Edwin, the pagan king of Northumbria.
(Erkonwald later became Bishop of London, and the street Bishopsgate, where St Ethelburga’s Centre now stands, was
named after him.)
As there was then no nunnery in England, a nun named Hildelitha was brought from abroad to instruct Ethelburga in her
duties. Ethelburga thrived, and proved to be a natural leader.
As the Abbess of the great Benedictine Abbey at Barking, Ethelburga became the first leader of a monastic order for women
in England. Due to the high standing and rank accorded to the Abbey she had precedence over all other abbesses in England.

The Benedictine Monk Saint Bede wrote:
“In the same year of our Lord 664, there happened an eclipse of the sun, on the third day of May, about the tenth hour of
the day. In the same year, a sudden pestilence depopulated first the southern parts of Britain, ravaged the country far
and near, and destroyed a great multitude of men.”
But when so many were concerned only in saving themselves, Ethelburga is said to have had a vision of a light
“brighter than the sun at noonday”. After a night in prayer she gave her nuns the choice: close the doors to
protect our community, or open the doors to care for the sick. Knowing all too well the risks, she opened the
doors, and spent many years of courage and compassion caring for others. Sadly both she and most of her
community eventually succumbed to the illness and Ethelburga passed away in the year 675.
“Her life is known to have been such that no person who knew her ought to question but that the heavenly kingdom was
opened to her, when she departed this world.” Saint Bede

St Ethelburga incarnates the principle of ‘putting values into action’. Hers is a story of female leadership,
resilience, and service. The centre continues to be inspired by St Ethelburga, and her story has become
especially relevant since the arrival of Covid19. Putting our deepest values into action is at the heart of the
ongoing work of St Ethelburga’s Centre.

In the Anglican calendar her feast day is October 11th and we hold a service around that time
to commemorate her life. For us, she exemplifies the virtues of leadership and commitment to
social action even to the point of self-sacrifice.

St Ethelburga’s Prayer
God of life,
Every act of violence in our world, between myself and
another, destroys a part of your creation.
Stir in my heart a renewed sense of reverence for all life.
Give me the vision to recognise your spirit in every
human being, however they behave towards me.
Make possible the impossible by cultivating in me the
fertile seed of healing love.
May I play my part in breaking the cycle of violence by
realising that peace begins with me.
(Written by Professor Simon Keyes)
Did you
know?

It is interesting to point out that our
Ethelburga is sometimes confused with
another Ethelburga, Æthelburh of Kent, born
in AD 601, who was an early Anglo-Saxon
queen consort of Northumbria.

A short history of the church and
some interesting characters
Did you
know?

The church was first recorded in 1250 under the name ‘St. Aedelburga the Virgin’. The name of
the church changed over the centuries: In 1273 it was named ‘St Edburga’ then, between
1645 and 1659, ‘the church of the parish of Ethelburga’, with no reference to sanctity. The
name of St. Aedelburga was finally reinstated after the Restoration, in 1660.

St Ethelburgas is one of the smallest and oldest medieval churches in the City. Its simple design, with just one aisle, suggests
that it was built for a poorer congregation living in the surrounding area. When it was built, it would have stood out as the
highest structure on Bishopsgate, with the church spire pointing to the heavens, inspiring awe. Once the tallest, it is now
certainly the shortest!
In 1539, Henry VIII, furious with the Roman Catholic Church for refusing to grant him a divorce, ordered the Dissolution of
Monasteries, which was one of the most revolutionary events in English history. Monasteries, priories, friaries and
convents were disbanded and in many cases left in ruins. It was during this period that the church was seized as monastic
property belonging to St Helen’s convent.
During the Protestant Reformation that followed, a parish priest at St Ethelburga’s called John Larke became notorious
when he refused to recognise Henri VIII’s authority as the Head of the Church, because he did not want to become
Protestant. Due to this act of disobedience, he was murdered in 1544 and became a martyr. A painting of Larke was
installed in the church in 1944, but was lost in the 1993 bomb explosion.

Henry Hudson and his last
Communion
Thirty years after the Dissolution and the seizing of the church, St
Ethelburga’s was granted to the Bishop of London by Queen Elizabeth.

By the 16th century Britain had begun to establish itself as a maritime sovereignty and global power. This was a seafaring island
nation that set sail with an armada of ships around the globe to discover, conquer and enslave the peoples of other lands.
The church was to play a dark role during this era, misusing its power and influence. Men who considered themselves to be
Christian played a major role in upholding and justifying the genocide or enslavement of indigenous peoples whom they
considered to be heathen savages. They rationalized that they were Christianizing and civilizing their captors.
Many gained fame and glory for their exploits, were given honours and lauded in the history books. But it is perhaps more
recently that the dark truths of this era have been exposed and a great part of the history of the United Kingdom is one of
brutality and unjustified land appropriation.
St Ethelburga's was popular with sailors who would come to this little place of worship in Bishopsgate to pray and seek blessings
before setting out on their long voyages into unforeseen dangers which included the possibility of sickness, shipwreck and death.
It was the 19th April of the year 1607 when Hudson, an experienced captain, took his last communion with his crew here at St
Ethelburga’s before sailing in search of the North Passage. He ‘discovered’ the famous river that runs through New York and
which was named after him.

Centuries before the arrival of the European colonists,
the area around the later named Hudson River was
inhabited by the indigenous population of the
Algonquins, subdivided into three different groups: the
Lenape, the Delaware Indians and the Mahicans.
It is said that the Lenape were the group that traded
with Hudson and with other explorers.
We remember the inhabitants of stolen lands, their
histories and their efforts to protect their homes.
Hudson’s crew later mutinied and left him, he was cast
adrift and met an untimely end by shipwreck.

Did you
know?

Three of the stained glass windows that were destroyed in the IRA
bombing of 1993 depicted scenes related to Hudson. Here he is shown
sailing up the Hudson river

Hudson and his crew
taking communion at St
Ethelburga’s

Hudson, his son and a
few companions left cast
adrift from mutinied
crew.

John Medows Rodwell
and the Qur’an
Islam has an important place in the history of St Ethelburga’s.
Muslim scholarship, especially Islamic Philosophy was well known
through Latin translation among the learned in early England and is
believed to have been brought to these shores by the Normans.
St Ethelburga’s father, the pagan King Offa of Mercia, had a coin minted
with an Islamic inscription during the time of his rule, to facilitate trade
with southern Europe which was under arabic influence.
John Medows Rodwell, Rector of St Ethelburga’s from 1843 to 1900,
had a vision of St Ethelburga's as a place where all faiths are welcomed.
He studied at Cambridge alongside Charles Darwin and later became a
fervent Islamic scholar. In 1861 he published a new and reliable
translation of the Qur’an. which had a huge impact on the appreciation
of Islam in Europe.
Rodwell believed in the church as an open, welcoming place: “would not free and open churches, open every day and all day,
throughout this great city, be a step in the right direction, a boon to us all, but especially to the poor?”
During a sermon he said of St Ethelburga's : “There will be many that in the midst of business and of the world’s wear and tear,
would be glad to turn aside into this quiet nook, and in the silence of God’s house breathe a prayer for guidance or for refreshment.”
So almost two hundred years ago, St Ethelburga’s was already conceived as a refuge from the hustle and bustle of the city,
and entering this small oasis of peace today, we would still agree.

Rev. Cobb and Marriage Reform
At the beginning of the 1900’s women had very few rights of their own, particularly once they were married. Upon marriage,
women became the property of their husband. Men could divorce their wives for a variety of reasons; for instance, failing to look
after their needs. Women, on the other hand, had to prove both adultery and another offense such as cruelty or incest by her
husband in order to get a divorce. It wasn't until 1967 that a couple could divorce without either party proving "fault" .
The story of Reverend Geikie-Cobb, rector of St Ethelburga’s from 1900 – 1941,
is the story of an innovative man, who believed in the independence, free will
and strength of women. He is described as a gentle soul, who firmly believed in
the power of love and of the search for truth. Renowned for his participation in
the Marriage Law Reform League, he wanted to see laws granting divorce by
mutual consent.
Under his leadership, St Ethelburga’s became one of the first churches where
divorced people could remarry. Even though the Bisop had warned him to stop,
Cobb presided over dozens of remarriages of divorcees during the 1930’s and
1940’s and St Ethelburga’s attained a reputation for this unusual ministry.
An article, undated, from The Daily Telegraph tells: “there is a tall, narrow,
weatherworn house behind Bishopsgate in the City, which is used as a temporary
residence by bridegrooms or brides who want to be married in St Ethelburga’s
Church, where people who have been through the Divorce Court may mend their
broken lives with the clergy’s blessing”.
Did you
know?

Once an Australian family got in touch with St Ethelburga’s because they wanted to see the church where their parents got
married. It was with astonishment that they discovered that their parents married as divorcees!

The Great Fire
of London
On the 2nd September 1666, in the early
hours of the morning, London woke up to
witness the greatest blaze ever seen in the
city. The fire consumed the whole City of
London, coming very close to St Ethelburga’s.
But although it burnt down adjacent buildings
such as the Guildhall Library, remarkably, it
didn’t touch the small church. Rumour has it
that the blaze stopped right at the entrance
of the church, as if the power and energy of
the place forbade the fire to enter.

Philippe-Jacques De Loutherbour, The Great Fire of London, 1799
The painting looks towards St Paul's as flames approach it, from
underneath London Bridge, where refugees gathered in boats |
Museum of London

A map from 1677 showing the City of London after the Great Fire | The inner part of London, in
white, is the area that was affected by the fire and confirms that it stopped close to St Ethelburga's.

Social Enterprise

In the 17th century the church was radically altered when
two shops were built across the front facade in order to raise
income. A new movement known as ‘The Great Awakening’,
initiated by John Wesley and a small group in Oxford, was
sweeping across England and the colonies. It was driven by a
deep sense of spiritual conviction and redemption, and by
encouraging commitment to a new standard of personal
morality and social conscience. As Wesley instigated welfare
and support for the poor, ecclesiastical social enterprise was
a way of generating income that could support the church,
and wider community needs.
In 1775 the tower with a needle spire was replaced by a bell
turret, but the old weathervane from the original spire was
kept and is still present today.
The shops were eventually demolished in 1932, revealing the
facade for the first time in centuries.

An engraving of the interior of St Ethelburga’s in 1839
F. Mackenzie, T. Turnball, reproduced in
The Old Churches of London, Gerald Cobb, 1941

St Ethelburga's in 1810

The Blitz
It is miraculous that St Ehelburga’s survived the Blitz of World War II. When
London was being carpet bombed night after night by German aircraft during
the Battle of Britain and much of the city was completely destroyed, the
church suffered only minor damage by a flying bomb. All around buildings
were on fire and in ruins. Once again it remained almost unharmed by
destructive forces and continued to run services, providing support and
sanctuary to the people of London.
But in 1954, during what had been a gradual consolidation over many years
of parishes and patronage throughout London, St Ethelburga’s lost its parish
to the adjacent St Helen’s Bishopgate, and became a “Guild Church”. A 'Guild
Church' is a church that has been freed from parish responsibilities in order
to minister full time to non-resident city workers during their hours in the
city. In 1991, it lost its guild church status and became a ‘Chapel of Ease’ for
St Helen’s and was used for storage.
It is hard not to imagine that a Higher Power was somehow involved in placing
this little sanctuary in such a position, that it should narrowly avoid two of the
greatest destructive events in the history of the capital - The Great Fire of
London and the Blitz of WW11 - only to finally be all but detroyed by an IRA
bomb in 1993. That incident would bring about its resurrection as one of the
most extraordinary centres for peace in Europe, and it would seem that its
destiny might have been written centuries ago.

St Helen's, Bishopsgate

St Ethelburga’s in 1991. It shows the 15th century arcades and the mural painting by Feibusch.
Between 1912 and 1914, a gallery and the encasement of the organ were added but none of these survived..

The Explosion of the IRA Bomb

On Saturday 24 April 1993, the South Armagh Brigade of the IRA detonated a bomb in a tipper truck loaded with almost a ton of
fertiliser, parked right outside St Ethelburga’s.
A coded warning was phoned from a telephone box in Forkhill, near Newry, at 9.17 and the bomb exploded at 10.30, sending a huge
coloumn of smoke above the City. One person was killed, photographer Edward Henty, who was standing outside the front door of St
Ethelburga’s, and about 40 people were injured. Damage to the surrounding commercial buldings, including the NatWest tower – then
Europe’s tallest building – was massive, and 500 tonnes of broken glass were eventually removed. 70% of St Ethelburga’s was
destroyed, and it was not insured.

Did you
know?

“ At the time of the explosion, there were some
goldfish in St Ethelburga’s pond. As the rubble
crashed down around them, the fish, remarkably,
survived – an incommensurable force of life,
preserved in the face of destruction and conflict” The Daily Telegraph
Bishopsgate after the explosion of the IRA bomb, with the
remains of St Ethelburga’s in the centre

Principle 2: Opportunity in Crisis

Rebuilding St Ethelburga's

Soon after the explosion, it was clear that there was an
opportunity for St Ethelburga’s to be rebuilt and its purpose
transformed. Paul Sutherland, Parish Clerk of St Ethelburga’s,
set up a group - Friends of St Ethelburga’s - to fight for the
reconstruction of the church (which was initially opposed).
When Richard Chartres became Bishop of London in 1996, he
made the rebirth of St Ethelburga’s one of his priorities. As he
stood in the rubble and ruins of this ancient little church, he
declared: “we are proposing a new role for St Ethelburga’s, a role
that will turn the damage caused by sectarian and communal
divisions into lasting good.”
He saw the Centre as used to explore the relationship
between faith and conflict, and the idea received widespread support. The recognition of the opportunities for
change and evolution that are hidden within a crisis has
remained a constant for St Ethelburga’s work ever since.

The interior of the church post-bomb | Only the south
wall, with the arches, resisted the bomb, while all other
walls collapsed completely or in part.

Bishop Richard Chartres started a charity aimed at raising money to give life to his idea, together with the late Cardinal
Archbishop of Westminster, Basil Hume, and Janet Sowerbutts of the United Reform Church. Others on the new centre’s
advisory council were the Chief Rabbi, Dr. Jonathan Sack; Professor Abdul Haleem from SOAS; the Most Rev. Cormac
Murphy-O’Connor; the Archbishop of Westminster and Michael Binyon of the Times. Many local businesses,
organisations, and ndividuals contributed to the fundraising, and one of the biggest donations was made by the
Clothworkers Company.
The restoration
project was
commissioned to
conservation
architects Purcell
Miller Triton, and
executed by
heritage builders
St Blaise.

The Right Rev Richard Chartres at St Ethelburga’s |
The Times 29th June 1999

The restoration of St Ethelburga’s was unique, combining as much of the ancient material as possible, with modern
craftsmanship and techniques. The west front was restored using 70 % of the original wood and stones recovered from the
explosion, and the tower was constructed using the medieval timber saved after the bomb. Some old features were
reinstalled, such as the bell, an exact 300-years-old replica of the original one, and the weather vane, dated 1671. Some
features survived the bomb, for example the arcade of columns and the piscine niches in the chancel and aisle, which are
the oldest features inside the church.
Artist Helen Whittaker designed and created a new east window that depicts St Ethelburga in all her beauty and kindness,
striding forward in action. Her cloak, a rich tapestry of colours, is made from shards of glass from the old shattered
window. Other new features included the altar and lectern, made by local artisan Julian Humphries using ancient timbers
from the previous organ loft.
The space outside the church, in the
courtyard, was redesigned as a memorial
garden dedicated to those who died in
the explosion, designed by Sylvia
Crawford. Among other features, it holds
a sculpture of St Ethelburga crafted by
Naomi Blake, and a newly commissioned
rose, the St Ethelburga, a cross between
‘Peace’ and ‘Reconciliation’.
The new Centre for Reconciliation and
Peace was unveiled on 13th November
2002 by the Prince of Wales and the
bells of St Paul’s and the nearby
churches rang in celebration.
Picture from The Times | Reconstructing from the ashes |The Bell

The Right Rev Richard Chartres and the Prince of Wales
at the reopening of St Ethelburga’s

Unveiling St Ethelburga’s after the post-bomb restoration

The Burma Campaign Fellowship Group plaque, placed at
St Ethelburga's in 2003 declares: "Yesterday's foe is today's friend".

Principle 3: Community across differences

The Bedouin Tent

The tent was conceived as a response to 9/11, a
place for non hierarchical dialogue, where all
perspectives are welcomed equally. The Eastern
structure sits alongside the Western architecture of
the church, reflecting the need to build community
across differences. This theme is fundamental to all
our work.
One of the most extraordinary things about entering the garden of St Ethelburga's is the sense of truly entering another
world. When you walk through the side gate, you suddenly find yourself in a courtyard garden, facing a magnificent
Bedouin tent with stained glass windows. The sound of water trickling from a small fountain, the smell of goats hair, the
scent of flowers and one is transported from the busy streets of a western capital into a moorish Andalucian or middle
eastern enclave. The cool sanctuary, a place of silence, harmony, peace and prayer, under the overshadowing skyscrapers is
a completely different reality.

The tent was designed by Professor Keith Critchlow,
world-famous expert on sacred geometry, and by
architect Jon Allen. Years of planning and
construction finally saw its revelation in May 2006.
At it’s opening, faith leaders and ambassadors from
various world religions were invited to speak.
Many newspaper articles praised the Tent as “a
calm and neutral space in the midst of the hurly
burly of the City”. It provides the space necessary
for reconciliation to take place and for differences
to be embraced: “as St Ethelburga’s knows, all faiths
appear awkward and incongruous to outsiders: only
when someone seeks shelter inside do they, like a tent,
offer hospitality and sustenance.” (The Times, 2005).
The Tent is a space that recalls the desert from
which many faiths have emerged.

Architect Jon Allen stated: “There is a lot of symbolism in the tent. A circle is the primary symbol of oneness, togetherness and
reconciliation. It is really remarkable that this tent and this space exists in the middle of the most materialist thing you may have,
which is the business district of a capital city.
It employs the universal language of mathematics and harmony and its design carries a hint of the architecture of Al-Andalus –
southern Spain during the medieval period when Jews, Christians and Muslims lived alongside each other, sharing the space and
enriching each other’s cultures.
In each window there is a word meaning peace in different languages, and the sun and moon, symbols of reconciliation. Then, in the
lower part, there are trees and seeds, which stand for the important reconciliation that is needed between humankind and the
Earth.”

The construction site of the Bedouin Tent

The inauguration of the Bedouin Tent, 4th May 2006.
The Prince of Wales and the Right Rev Richard Chartres
presiding over the event.

Re-covering the tent

The Bedouin Tentr

Principle 4: Protecting the Sacred

Nature & Prayer
The site of St Ethelburga’s has been consecrated ground, providing a quiet and welcoming space for over 800
years. Even as the glass skyscrapers have gone up all around it, this tiny piece of land has stayed true to its ancient
purpose and a very different set of values.
This illustrates the final core principle of St Ethelburga’s today: the need to protect what is sacred. By ‘sacred’ we
mean not just space for prayer and reflection, but also for our deepest human values, and the sacred space of
nature. Reflection, spirituality, and love for our Earth are woven through everything we do.
It is clear now, as millions raise their voices in support of protecting the Earth, that many people feel
overwhelmed by the enormity of the ecological devastation and effects of climate change that we now face.

”The Earth needs our attention. It needs us to help heal its body, damaged
by our exploitation, and also its soul, wounded by our desecration, our
forgetfulness of its sacred nature. Only when we remember what is sacred
can we bring any real awareness to our present predicament”
Llewellyn Vaughan Lee: ‘Spiritual Ecology, The Cry of the Earth’

At St Ethelburgas we
recognize the need to
respond as peace-makers
to the ecological and
climate emergency. We
believe that to restore
balance we need a shift in
consciousness and action
that embodies this shift.
This story of St
Ethelburga's began with
the memory of the land,
the ancestors and
indigenous wisdom. Today
we have come full circle,
and seek to bring back
ways of being once again
in harmony with the
natural world, all other
beings, and to preserve it
for future generations.

“We have to stop the idea of creating peace on Earth and begin
with creating peace with Mother Earth”
Tiokasin Ghosthorse, tutor on St Ethelburga’s
Spiritual Ecology programme

St Ethelburga’s in an ever changing city
skyline

Be part of our story! Please tell us your stories of resilience and we’ll
add them to our story bank.
What, where or who is sacred to you?
Do you draw resilience from creating communities across difference?
What opportunities do you see in our current crises?
Do you have positive experiences of putting your values into action?
Please, write your comments down, we would love to hear from you!

St Ethelburga's and the Gherkin

Artworks
at St Ethelburga’s
This section focuses on various artefacts which are, or have been here at St Ethelburga’s

The Old Door

One interesting object which was part of the first
structure of the church is the door. It was made in the
15th century, and i. The 15th century doorway and
panelled entrance of St Ethelburga's is now preserved
at the Museum of London. Measuring over 2 metres in
width, it is a rare example of pre-Reformation
woodwork, one of the few in London’s parish
churches. The spandrels show a man and a lion,
symbols of St Matthew and St Mark, and it is supposed
that there was a comparable matching frame in the
porch, featuring symbols of the other two evangelists,
St Luke and St John.
After the removal of the shops, in 1932, the frame and
porch were exposed.

The door porch at the Museum of London

The Porch
According to the Museum of London, the porch played a crucial function for the parishioners’
community. As described by the museum: “it was the setting for marriages and religious plays, the
place for churching (blessing a woman after childbirth), a place for penance, a place to collect and
distribute alms, and a venue for business.”

Detail of the porch, Museum of London
The man and the lion, symbols of St Matthew and St Mark

Frolicking Horses
Frolicking Horses, a calligraphy by Ahmed Moustafa, exemplifies
one of the core values of St Ethelburga’s: forging community across
differences. This artwork is inspired by the pre-Islamic poetry of
Umro’Al Qaise, which recreates through its rhythmic pattern the
sound of galloping horses, considered noble and gracious animals in
the Arabic culture. Moustafa’s art, a fusion between Islamic
calligraphy and European painting techniques, deeply incarnates
this value. Moustafa identifies, as one of the central motives of his
artworks, the encounter of apparently different cultures, a memento
for future generations to understand their respective heritage. St
Ethelburga’s previous CEO, Simon Keyes, thus commented the
calligraphy: “Christian understanding has been continuously
deepened by exposure to the beliefs of others, not weakened or
confused. Time and again questions, insights and friendships from
outside my own tradition have been the cue to finding new things in
my own scriptures and prayer-life.”

Thus recites Umro’Al Qaise:
“Often I’ve been with the morn, the birds yet asleep in their nests, my
horse short-haired, outstripping the wild game, huge bodied, charging,
fleet-footed, head foremost, headlong, all-together. The match of a
rugged boulder hurled on high by the torrent. A chestnut horse, sliding
the saddle felt from his back’s thwart, just as a smooth pebble slides
off the rain cascading. Fiery he is, for hit leanness, and when his
ardour boils on him, he roars – a bubbling cauldron isn’t it…”

The Peace Pole
Carrying a universal message for
peace, ‘May Peace Prevail on Earth’
in four languages, the peace poles are
the fruit of the efforts of the late
Masahisa Goi, founder of a
movement which then continued in
the USA and in Europe as ‘the Peace
Pole Project’. The pole in St
Ethelburga’s carries this message in
English, Japanese, French and
Spanish. Other peace poles in the UK
are in Glastonbury, Manchester,
Redbridge and in various Scottish
locations. As the Peace Pole Project
spreads throughout the world,
starting from the Japanese city of
Ishikawa, we hope that this message
of peace and communion will spread
from our small garden all around the
world.

The Peace Pole at St Ethelburga’s

The Beadle Staff
St Ethelburga’s Beadle’s staff is
decorated with an image of St
Ethelburga. Made in silver, it is dated
1787/88 and kept at Saddlers Hall.
When the church was destroyed by an
IRA bomb in 1993, the staff was not in
the church. According to Silver and the
Church, an exhibition held at
Goldsmiths’ Hall to mark the 1400th
anniversary of the Diocese of London
in 2004 “the beadle’s staff was a
symbol of the authority exercised over
the parish by its local officers.”

The Beadle Staffs

The Font
Now placed at the entrance of the church, St Ethelburga’s houses it's
original font, which survived the bombing.
The font bears an unusual Greek palindrome inscription, which is
actually the longest known palindrome:
“Nipson anomēmata mē monan opsin"
(Cleanse the sin, not the face only)
The phrase is attributed to Saint Gregory of Nazianzus and was first
found on the fountain of Hagia Sofia’s church in Constantinople, and
then in several churches of Europe.
Experts disagree on the origins of the font, but it is believed to date
from the 19th century. The pillar on which the fonts rests is
ornamented with lilies. The font’s cover was made in 1686, and came
from St Swithun London Stone, a church in Cannon Street.

The Font

The font, detail of the Greek palindrome

The Latin Motto

Did you
know?

On a stone at the base
of the wall at the
entrance there is a Latin
motto taken from an
ancient temple at
Aesculapius: “Bonus
Intra Melior Exi”. It
means: “Come in Good,
Go out Better”.

The Latin motto

The Fleur-de-lis
Part of the old fabric and painting of the church, the fleur-de-lis
can be spotted in a niche on the left side of the altar, painted in
blue. Interestingly, this is one of the few places where the old
paint can still be seen. The history and symbology of the fleurde-lis, covering a huge time-span and being common to various
populations and traditions, can be a good example of the
concept of ‘forging community across differences”. According to
the Traité d'Héraldique, by Michel Pastoureau, the ornamental
and symbolic use of the fleur-de-lis has been common to almost
all eras and civilisations. It has been found on Mesopotamian
cylinders, Egyptian bas-reliefs, Mycenaean potteries, Sassanid
textiles, Gaulish coins, Mameluk coins, Indonesian clothes,
Japanese emblems and Dogon totems, a thread connecting
many distint populations. The oldest known examples of fleurde-lis can be found on Assyrian bas-reliefs from the 3rd
millennium BC, where it seems it was used as a royal attribute.

The fleur-de-lis,
painted in a niche on the right side of the altar

During the high Middle Ages, despite retaining its former royal value, the fleur-de-lis came to acquire a Christian meaning as well.
At first, it was strongly linked to the figure Christ, and until the end of the 12th century Christ was often represented amidst
stylised lilies or fleurons. Later on, the fleur-de-lis came to be associated with the Virgin Mary as well, and it remained a classical
iconographical attribute until the 16th century. The lily, according to the Scriptures and the Fathers of the Church, is a symbol of
purity, chastity and virginity. A tradition going back to 14th century France added onto the earlier belief that it also represented
faith, wisdom and chivalry. It was also believed that the fleur-de-lis represented the Holy Trinity, with the band on the bottom
symbolizing Mary. Alternatively, the stem can be seen as representing the one Divine Substance (godhood) of the three Persons,
which binds them together.

Feibusch’s Mural

Behind the wooden panels, a huge mural by the artist
Hans Feibusch is concealed. Feibusch, a German, was
forced to leave his country due to the Nazi oppression,
and in 1933 arrived in England, where he was praised
as his talent was immediately recognised and valorised.
Throughout his life, he decorated with his murals many
churches in the UK. St Ethelburga’s holds one of his
work, a triptych from 1962. The piece in the centre of
the composition depicts the crucifixion. On its left, St
Luke is portrayed while healing a young girl, while on
the right St Ethelburga is depicted instructing young
children.

A picture of the altar before the 1993 bomb. Hans
Feibusch’s mural (1962) stood just below one of
the old windows, then destroyed by the explosion.

Exile was a consistent aspect of Feibusch’s work and attitude to the world. Paul Foster, editor of the booklet Feibusch Murals:
Chichester and Beyond, thus spoke about Feibusch: “[in him] the exilic experience is omnipresent. Engulfed by the maelstrom of
Germany in the 1930s, sensitive to the horrors suffered by German Jews in 1935-45, the whole corpus of his work yearns for
home – for a physical and spiritual union that banishes bewilderment and fear. Within that yearning, however, lies a profound
truth concerning the human condition for the notion of exile has universal applicability. Whether we live in Europe or America,
in Africa or Asia, experience has taught us that there is no fatherland to which any of us can return. And it is this recognition
that Feibusch shares with us – helps us to understand and, through the power of his art (miraculously), to rejoice as well.”

Picture issued from The Times
Reconstructing St Ethelburga’s: Feibusch mural and the Eastern wall |Revd. David Hope, Bishop of London from 1991 to 1995

The Mola Tapestry
In 2005, a beautiful Mola tapestry was donated to St Ethelburga’s. Titled “Peoples of the World”, it features 40 faces, each from a
different country, culture and tradition. The tapestry, made of reverse applique on silk, was made in 2003 by the artist Fumiko
Nakayama, a handicraft and art designer born in the Shiga Prefecture and now living in Kyoto. Fumiko’s interest concerns the
handicrafts of ethnic minority group all around the world. A Mola is a traditional blouse, made of two appliquéd panels and worn by
Kuna women, aboriginal to the Saint Blas Archipelago of Panama.

“Peoples of the world” | The Mola tapestry by Fumiko Nakayama | 2003

The Mola Tapestry | viewed from the garden

The Bell
After the IRA bomb exploded, many objects were lost, but others survived, among them the bell, which collapsed but
remained intact. Interestingly, the present bell, made 300 years ago, is an exact replica of the older one.
The maker of the bell, Richard Phelps, also made lots of bells around London and in the nearby provinces. These included
the Great Tom, which is the bell in St Paul’s Cathedral, second in size only to the Great Bell in Westminster, Big Ben.

The font and the bell, collapsed after the IRA bomb
The original structure surrounding the bell remained intact, despite some renovations. This structure, including the
bell, can be considered the core of the church, which has remained as it was centuries ago notwithstanding the events
that characterised St Ethelburga’s.
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