
Sermon for Lent 2, Yr. C - Luke 13:31-35 St. James, St. Mary’s

When I was thinking about what I wanted to say today, the following story came to mind.  It’s one of

my favourites, and it could be that I’ve told it here before.... but I don’t think so.  If I have, just sit tight and

enjoy it again, because I think a good story is always worth re-telling, and can lead us into some deeper

reflection. 

The story takes place on the island of Mull, which is just off the western coast of Scotland, south of the

Isle of Skye. Mull is the island you get to by ferry from Oban, and then traverse by bus in order to get to yet

another ferry that takes you over to the Isle of Iona, a place of pilgrimage and spiritual renewal for many. The

Iona Community operates two island centres for guests who typically come for week-long events and programs,

and several years ago now I was blessed with an opportunity to do just that with a small group of friends.

During the week we were there, we spent a memorable afternoon with a local storyteller whose tales

encompassed a range of local history and legends, and one of the stories that has stayed with me, is the story of

Donald MacDonald and Baptists of Mull.  So bear with me, and we may just be able to make a connection of

sorts with that rather enigmatic gospel lesson we just heard.

In the early 1800's, the island of Mull was sparsely populated with crofters: people whose families had

been apportioned a parcel of rocky land to try to cultivate as best they might.  Over untold centuries, small

communities had sprung up on the island - names that sound familiar to us (such as Calgary & Tobermory in

the north of the island) - and others not so familiar like Ardtun and Bunessan in the south.  People who lived on

Mull were Christian, but divided primarily into two identifiable groups - Church of Scotland, which we would

call Presbyterian, and Episcopal, which we would call Anglican.  These two groups enjoyed a peaceful and

tolerant co-existence, and between them controlled the political life of the island, as well as the educational

system, such as it was. 

The day came somewhere around the 1820's when the school in the southernmost end of the island

needed to hire a teacher, and the job was offered to a man by the name of Donald MacDonald, who came over

from the mainland with wife and children, and settled in the area.  He took over school-teaching duties and

things were ticking along just fine until it was discovered that as well as being a schoolteacher, he was also a

Baptist preacher who on Sundays gathered a small flock of parishioners at his home in the town of Bunessan

where worship services were quietly being held.  The local officials took exception to this - Baptists were

religious non-conformists and were viewed as a threat to the precious status quo of the island, so in a bid to

discourage this religious irregularity, the warden (or sheriff) of the area acted unilaterally and relieved Donald

MacDonald of his teaching job, and outlawed the Baptists from any kind of public or private assembly.  Having

lost his job, it was only a matter of time until Donald and his family also lost their house, and had no option but

to move into a seaside cave.  They had no land to farm, and so they lived off what they could gather from the

sea... fish and seaweed and whatever else.... as well as what they received from the kindness of strangers who

would leave a loaf of bread or some milk for the children at the opening of the cave in the dark of

night....because to be caught helping the Baptists would have meant risking the anger of the sheriff, and no one

was willing to go out on that kind of limb.
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Miraculously the MacDonald family survived, and so did the Baptists, whose numbers in the face of this

unfortunate persecution actually grew slowly but steadily over time, because although he couldn’t teach,

Donald MacDonald continued to preach to his flock, whom he quietly but persistently made welcome in his

seaside cave.  As the story goes, the evil sheriff eventually died and the rules concerning the Baptists were

softened, and Donald was able to secure local employment to support his family; and later on a Baptist church

was built in the community of Bunessan, and it survives to this day as a centre for outreach and social support

in that end of the island.  

[A sidebar: One of Donald MacDonald’s grandchildren was a woman by the name of Mary MacDonald,

whose claim to fame was the composition of a beloved Scottish Christmas hymn called Child in the Manger. 

She wrote it in Gaelic and set it to a traditional Gaelic folk tune.  When the hymn was translated into English

some years later, the folk tune was named after the village where Mary MacDonald lived, and her grandfather

before her, and that name is Bunessan.  The tune was made popular by Cat Stevens in the 1970's in the song

Morning Has Broken….which is now #3 in our Anglican hymn book....so in some remote and serendipitous

way, our own musical tradition has connections to this story.]

When we encounter Jesus in our gospel reading today, he is on his way to Jerusalem, and has just been

informed by some Pharisees that Herod wants to kill him. ‘Better get out of here if you value your life’ is their

best advice to him.  But what does he say? ‘No thanks, I still have work to do’, and goes on to lament the way

things are in Jerusalem, where his people have chosen to trust their corrupt leaders and the Roman agents of

occupation, instead of trusting in God.  He laments that his people are stubborn and lost, but still has

compassion for them, even though they rejected the shelter and security he offered through right relationship

with God.  But despite their obstinacy, and the inevitable end of his ministry which now looms before him in

the shape of a cross, he still has work to do before those events unfold. He isn’t finished yet, and nothing will

prevent him from carrying on in the best way he knows how. 

The story of Donald MacDonald may feel relatively inconsequential to us, and perhaps little more than

an interesting piece of local trivia, or a throwback to a less enlightened and more primitive time in terms of

religious tolerance - but I think that hidden not too deeply in this story is a similar lesson about the persistence

of faith in the face of appalling odds; about the strength of conviction in the face of threats; and, I would

suggest in light of today’s gospel, a bit of helpful real-life perspective. We never really know how events in life,

whether here at home or far away, may play out - and I believe the example of Donald MacDonald can inform

how we respond when our world feels threatened and threatening.  We carry on with faith and compassion, we

do what we can, we do what is right, and trust the outcomes to God.

A friend of mine was a nurse in the Canadian Armed Forces, and one of her duties was to accompany

wounded troops back from Kosovo in the late 1990's when that conflict was raging.  She was fond of saying to

her patients, “Jesus is my pilot, and I know he doesn’t promise a smooth flight, but a safe landing.”  For this we

pray and together say Amen.

The Ven. Nancy Adams March 13, 2022 
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