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Praise for Books by Jennifer Kavanagh


Journey Home


Jennifer Kavanagh is a good narrator, she takes us to the heart of what matters in so many lives.


The World is our Cloister


One would have to be spiritually dead not to find a very great deal here which is worth reading - and putting into practice.


A Little Book of Unknowing


She continues in her books to nourish both the spirit and the ever inquisitive mind with ease and panache.


Small Change, Big Deal


Read this book if you care about world and UK poverty and want to be inspired!


The Failure of Success


A truly all-pervading sense of decency and honesty permeates the book.


Simplicity Made Easy


Jennifer writes beautifully and clearly


The Emancipation of B


This is one of the most original books I’ve ever read.
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Introduction


Sometimes we despair. Our screens and newspapers are full of violent images: bombed villages, random killings, the wilful destruction of precious historic sites – these are all expressions of man’s inhumanity to man.


We live in a divided world. Human beings struggle to live together. Whether at the level of family, community, nation or world, we row, we fight, we kill each other. Communities are riven by racial, political and religious divisions. Conflict is part of the human condition, and it is all too often expressed in violence. Our world is full of poverty, inequality and injustice. Fear, greed, power-seeking and desperate need turn fellow human beings against each other and blind us to our common humanity.


This is a reality of which we are fully aware.


At times of political turmoil and humanitarian crisis it is all the more important to hold fast to the core values that define us as human beings and as part of something far beyond us. We need to remember that alongside the horrors there exists a parallel reality: of compassion, love, daily acts of kindness and selflessness, expressions of what we know in our hearts to be true: our essential interconnectedness. Most of the ills of the world stem from our departure from this reality.


There has always been a tension between the individual and community, between individual countries and attempts to bring them together. Conquering, empire-building and imposing a colonial power have made way for more subtle forms of powermongering, but also to more collaborative unions. Over the past century we have seen the establishment of the United Nations, the Commonwealth, and a number of regional groups focused on trade or self-defence. At the same time there is a desire for separation: peoples such as the Basques rebel against what they regard as artificial borders and push for recognition as a separate entity. In recent years and months we have seen a stronger drive towards Scottish independence, and the UK’s vote to leave the European Union.


We live in a paradoxical world. We are always alone and, whether we acknowledge it or not, always in community. We are unique, and yet there’s only a hair’s breadth of DNA difference between us and, not only other humans, but other species. With about two million species so far discovered, the planet is unimaginably diverse, and yet it is one. In the variety of religions, at the mystic level it is united. And it is in the Divine, at the heart of the multitudes of creation, that unity can be found. It is this series of paradoxes that this book will seek to address.


Life at each moment encompasses…both self and environment of all sentient beings in every condition of life as well as insentient beings—plants, sky and earth, on down to the most minute particles of dust (Nichiren, in Pearce).
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A divided world




No man is an island,


Entire of itself,


Every man is a piece of the continent,


A part of the main.


If a clod be washed away by the sea,


Europe is the less.


As well as if a promontory were.


As well as if a manor of thy friend’s


Or of thine own were:


Any man’s death diminishes me,


Because I am involved in mankind,


And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;


It tolls for thee.


(John Donne, 1572-1631)





It was in the year of 9/11 that I set off with my then partner for a year’s backpacking round the world. Everywhere we went, there was an uncomfortable sense of a divided world, with its coexistent wealth and poverty. The divisions were highlighted by the attacks on the World Trade Centre, which took place just as we left the USA. In the previous months, as we travelled through Southern and then Central America, the influence of the US was everywhere to be seen, and resentment sometimes expressed. At one café in Brazil, a man leant over to our table and asked a question that fifteen years on has a renewed relevance, “Why are you Brits always hanging on to the coat-tails of America?”


Soon after our journey I wrote:




It was a strange year in which to travel: a time in which the relation of one country to another, and particularly between those in the developed world and those which are developing, were more acutely focused. I had not wanted to spend time in developed countries, but, on looking back, I can see that it was valuable to experience views from different countries and to carry messages from one to another. We are one world, and we all have responsibilities towards each other.





The sense of a divided world is not only between countries, but within them. We are well aware of the huge differences in wealth between countries. Those of us who live comfortable lives in largely affluent countries may be conscious of our good fortune. We know how much poverty there is the world, of the vast differences between one country and another. We have been less conscious of the inequality within countries although, with the growth of food banks in rich Western countries, our awareness is perhaps growing too.


We live in a world beset by inequality and injustice. The horrors of the trans-Atlantic slave trade may be over but, although slavery is no longer legal, the practice is widespread in many parts of the world, including in the West where people are trafficked to be sex or domestic slaves or indentured labourers. Even within legal parameters, inequality and ill-treatment are rife, especially in the treatment of those with less power: those in lower positions in a hierarchy, such as children or old people.


Over recent decades much progress in social equality has been made, for instance, in the fields of gender, race and sexuality, but much remains to be done. In some countries child labour is still commonplace, and homosexuality a crime punishable by death. Apartheid in South Africa and segregation in the USA are still in very recent memory, and it takes generations for any profound change to take effect. Indeed, as I write, recent advances in inclusive legislation in the USA are being brutally reversed. And the public need for scapegoats continues. Over recent years, there has built up in the UK an unprecedented alliance between government of both main parties and the right-wing press, to demonise groups of people who are already marginalised, such as homeless people, prisoners and those seeking asylum.


In their ground-breaking book, The Spirit Level, epidemiologists Kate Pickett and Richard Wilkinson present stark evidence of the impact that inequality within countries has on those countries and those who live there. Taking twenty-three of the richest countries (excluding tax havens) and forty US States, they measured the different levels of inequality within each, and the impact of that inequality. Using the 20:20 ratio measure of income inequality from the UN Development Programme Human Development indicators for the years 2003-6, they uncover the stark contrast between material success and social failure. In every indicator: life expectancy, maths and literacy, infant mortality, homicides, imprisonment, teenage births, trust, obesity, mental illness (including drug and alcohol addiction) and social mobility, the most unequal countries – topped by the USA, with the UK in third place - have the highest levels of disadvantage. The subtitle of their book is “Why Equality is Better for Everyone”.


On our doorstep


One of my very first memories is of hearing on the news how children were starving in Ethiopia. I turned to my parents in distress: “If people are starving, why can’t we put tins of food on a boat and send them to them?” The answer I was given, of course, was that it wasn’t as simple as that. The general feeling, as I was growing up, was that poverty and injustice were just too big, that there was nothing that we could do.


It was not until the mid-1990s that I realised that it was possible to see the world in a different way, and that poverty and disadvantage are not just “out there” but on our own doorstep. What opened my eyes to the reality of 1990s Britain and the prejudices and preconceptions in my own life was being asked to co-ordinate a series of tea runs for homeless people. I was working in publishing; I had never volunteered in my life, and knew nothing of street homelessness. So, to educate myself, I went on a tea run. I was nervous: sure that I would either be sneered at or hit over the head by a bottle-wielding druggie. Of course neither happened. Instead, as I walked over to a young man in a sleeping bag and asked if he would like a cup of tea or coffee, and whether he took sugar, I found myself forming a relationship with another human being. Instead of passing by a bundle in a doorway with embarrassment and guilt, I was doing something, however small, and my preconceptions fell away. It was an epiphany, and I realised in that moment that that bundle in the doorway could have been me.


I learned so much that night and on the nights that followed. We are privileged to touch people at a time in their lives when, stripped of everything but the essentials, they often seem more in touch with what matters. Although, of course, I would not wish poverty on anyone, we have so much to learn from those who have least. Anything we give is repaid a hundred-fold.


What I learnt from those encounters with homeless people was something that has remained with me in later work - with prisoners, asylum seekers and women in rural Africa. It is something that is easy to know in our heads, but needs to be known viscerally and in our hearts. I now understand how completely we are one in our human predicament.


It was as a result of that experience that in my year’s travels and also for subsequent work in South Africa and Ghana it has felt important to distance myself as little as possible from the people I am with. Travelling on local transport, being in touch with how local people live, is for me a crucial factor. When finding myself with rich relations in Guatemala or in a smart hotel in Eastern Cape, I felt a dis-comfort, an un-ease. In emails to friends I struggled to explain that my response was not a ratio-nalised or willed feeling that this way of life was inappropriate but – rather to my surprise – that I felt I was in the wrong place. Yes, I am white, foreign and fortunate, but in working with people who have fewer choices, I want to be alongside, to live as much as possible – if only for that brief time – in a simpler way.
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