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PRAISE FOR IONA



“Kenneth Steven is a bard in the richest and fullest sense of the word. His poems are incantations, invocations of the Divine Presence in the wild places of the Highlands and in our hearts and souls. We do not read his words so much as find ourselves invited to inhabit them.”


—Carl McColman, author of Eternal Heart


“A pulse of something rare, quiet, and holy beats in the heart of these poems—call it the seasons turning in his beloved Scotland, call it a lyrical voice addressing and blessing this poet’s beloved recognition of the gifts of this earth, which he gives back so generously to us. In ‘Stopping To See’ he tells us ‘You are blown out, / have gone beyond all clocks and watches / ink a place where only being matters.’ And, indeed, these poems touch and dwell in the sacredness of pure presence, which is a miraculous and even deeper gift that puts us in touch with eternity. Only by books like this is our humanity fully revealed and redeemed.”


—Robert D. Vivian, author of Cold Snap As Yearning and The Least Cricket Of Evening and Professor of English, Alma College
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INTRODUCTION


I grew up in Highland Perthshire, the only truly land-locked part of Scotland—a kind of heartland. There was nature in abundance: rivers, lochs, forests and hills—but no sea. I remember yearning for the sheer sound of the sea again and again in the communities where we lived, but the sea was for summer.


I had a father who was a true outdoorsman, and from earliest days my childhood was composed of exploring woods and climbing hills and visiting high lochs. Saturdays were for the outdoors; Sundays were for church and home. My mother, a Highlander, had grown up in the Free Church, a denomination particularly strict when it came to Sunday observance. For her there could be no “outdooring” then: often as a family we attended two services, on occasion even three.


I counted the days to the summer when I would have the sea once more—and the sea meant always the Atlantic coast. Then we would visit one or other of the Hebridean islands, or perhaps a special corner of the west coast. The jewel in the crown of those west coast islands was Iona. My mother had been taken there on holiday by friends at the time when she was finding faith: the island’s beauty and its deep spiritual resonance had a profound impact on her. I suppose we were on Iona every second or third summer: rarely did we stay at the same holiday cottage twice.


What was true of all these Hebridean landfalls was that they were utterly safe havens for children. Often, I would be up and out at five in the morning: running to beaches and searching for treasure. My parents worried about nothing more than barbed wire fences and dangerous tides. These were traditional island worlds, where in my childhood Gaelic was still the language of many homes, and of the church.


Iona was the island to which Columba had come with the Christian faith from Ireland, when the Irish were colonizing that part of the west coast of Scotland and the sea roads were busy with Celtic Christian pilgrims. Iona became a heart-stone in that Celtic Christian story: loud with excited talk and argument, a place where books were copied and ideas hammered out—indeed an island so loud with excited talk and argument that many hermit monks fled to find smaller islands and the loneliness of the desert sea so they might better hear the voice of God. Iona became busier still as Columba’s fame grew: in time it would be the island where the Book of Kells was created, the greatest of all the treasures of the Celts.


That is what Iona was, but why should it remain such a cherished destination for thousands of people every day through the summer months? Most are here for a few hours, to see the Abbey, re-built last century by the extraordinary radical theologian George Macleod, who formed the Iona Community. The Abbey is special, beautiful even, but there was something else that entranced me about Iona from earliest days.


It lies in me so deeply I don’t precisely know what it is; I just recognize its presence, every bit as much as when I experienced it at four or five years old. Iona is not dissimilar to many another Hebridean landfalls with its gnarled red-grey granite hills, its pure white sands, its little glens of orchids in summer. I have struggled for countless years to work out what that difference is, and still I don’t truly know or understand.


All I can say is that whenever I head against the wind to go down to the island’s south end, Columba’s Bay, where the saint first landed, everything else is blown out of me—where I have been in the last year, what I have written, the talks I have given. And new words come: often I go to Iona feeling that the well of words within me has run dry, and suddenly new things are given to me. Because they feel like gifts: almost invariably a fresh poem will appear scribbled on the page in a few minutes, just as though it has been dictated. And in a way I’m glad I don’t know what that endlessly alluring power of Iona is composed of, for it means I keep returning and returning, thirsty to find it again and to know it more fully yet.
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