
S U M M E R  2018   |   £ 2 . 0 0S TO R I E S  O F  CH A N G E

RELIEF
FOR 
SUFFERING 
FAMIL IES

THERAPY
AND
HAND
CREAM

THE
POWER OF 
AVAIL ABIL IT Y

CLEAN
WATER AND 
THE  INNER 
VOICE

SECRE T
RESERVOIRS 
OF  VALUES



2 | Changemakers www.changemakersmagazine.org

04 Supporting Sudan’s peacemakers

Initiatives of Change is a worldwide movement of 
people of diverse cultures and backgrounds who are 
committed to the transformation of society through 
changes in human motives and behaviour, starting in 
their own lives. 

We work to inspire, equip and connect people to 
address world needs in the areas of trust building, 
ethical leadership and sustainable living. 

In the UK, Initiatives of Change is a registered charity
No. 226334 (England and Wales).

Changemakers Magazine
24 Greencoat Place, London SW1P 1RD
Tel: 020 7798 6000
Editor: Francesca Baker | Sub-editor: Mary Lean
Designer: Laura Noble | Photographers: Agneza Aljena, 
Peter Everington, Jonty Herman, Louis Hillebrand, 
Madara Lazdina, Laura Noble, Nhat Nguyen, Neas 
Wanimbo, Yee-Liu Williams | Cover photo: Jonty Herman

All rights reserved. The views expressed are not 
necessarily those of the publishers.
ISSN: 2059-5719

Please contact us with your views: 

Initiatives of Change UK

@iofc_uk

Initiatives of Change UK
          
@iofc_uk

initiativesofchangeuk

comms.uk@iofc.org

Therapy and hand cream: page 6 Relief for suffering families: page 8 The power of availability: page 4

06

Relief for suffering families08 Secret reservoirs of values

10

Seeing the world differently

14

Therapy and hand cream

16

Pickled cucumbers and wisdom

18

Clean water and the inner voice

20

No bullets left for us22

The power of availability

23 Subscribe

CONTENTS

Initiatives of Change
United Kingdom

mailto:comms%40uk.iofc.org?subject=Changemakers


www.changemakersmagazine.org Changemakers | 3

FROM THE EDITOR

Throughout the years Initiatives 
of Change has connected with 
many people. Relationships have 
been formed that span countries, 
cultures, and generations. It’s the 
last that we’re focusing on in Issue 7 
of Changemakers.

 We explore intergenerational 
discussion (Pickled cucumbers 
and wisdom, page 10), read about 

support for refugee families (Relief for suffering families, page 
8), discover some unlikely friendships (The power of availability, 
page 4), and learn more about the importance of dialogue (Secret 
reservoirs of values, page 20).  

 The articles in this edition celebrate the wisdom of older 
generations, the enthusiasm of younger generations, the power of 
interaction between the two, and the magic that happens when 
these different elements are combined.

For more stories of change, and to subscribe to receive 
updates, visit our website: www.changemakersmagazine.org

Francesca Baker, Editor
comms.uk@iofc.org

WELCOME TO

Francesca Baker 
Marina Cantacuzino
Peter Everington
Mary Lean 

Aleksandra Shymina
Michael Smith
Yee-Liu Williams

Our writers

STORIES  OF  CHANGE



4 | Changemakers www.changemakersmagazine.org

The power of 
availability
Darren Hildrow tells Michael Smith about the unlikely friendship which transformed his 
life.

As a 24-year-old, Darren Hildrow was ‘a hedonist on 
a downward spiral of drink, drugs and sex. I would 
drink to forget things I had done while drinking and 
grew to loathe the person I had become.’ Now 42, 
and the Managing Director of the jewellery arm of an 
international fashion house, Darren puts his change 
of direction down to his friendship with Stanley Kiaer, 
businessman, mentor, father figure and friend to all 
those who passed through the doors of the Initiatives of 
Change centre in London.

Darren and I are, appropriately, talking in the vacant 
top-floor flat of the centre that was Stanley’s home 
before he died in November. 

 ‘ I would drink to 
forget things I had 

done while drinking.’

Darren told the story of their friendship in a moving 
address at Stanley’s memorial service. ‘I had travelled 
the world to try to escape myself but when you travel 
the person who tends to come with you is yourself. I 
tried every which way to change – Buddhism, Taoism, 
every self-help book Waterstones bookshop could offer. 
Nothing worked till I met Stanley.’

During a back-packing journey through Western 
Australia, Darren had girlfriend trouble and became 
suicidal. He smashed up his caravan and ran towards 
the sea wanting to end it all. Falling on his knees on the 
grass he cried out to God. To his astonishment he heard 
a clear voice in his head: ‘Everything is going to be fine.’ 
It was a transforming experience: ‘I went from being 
suicidal to being elated with complete joy.’

Yet, as he found on his return to London in 1999, 
there were no deep roots to his new beliefs. The crop 
withered and he returned to a life of sleeping around 
and drugs: ecstasy, speed, LSD and marijuana. ‘I went 
completely off kilter again.’

Darren Hildrow - ‘joy, peace and vision for life’
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‘ I tried every which 
way to change.’

The next year, a friend introduced him to Stanley. 
They seemed to have nothing in common. Stanley, over 
40 years older, was ‘posh’ and Cambridge educated. 
Darren was an Essex boy who had studied textiles at 
Manchester Metropolitan University in Crewe. Stanley’s 
relationship with alcohol stopped at sherry trifle, while 
Darren was out drinking almost every night and partying 
hard at weekends. ‘Yet Stanley had a humility, warmth 
and childlike spirit that rendered all of those possible 
barriers completely irrelevant,’ says Darren. ‘He had a 
God-given gift that enabled him to enjoy and serve an 
extraordinary variety of people.’

Darren and another friend asked Stanley if he would 
lead a group of young people in Bible study. Darren’s 
father had led a charismatic house church in their 
Essex village which had petered out when Darren was 
six years old. He had not graced the doors of a church 
since then. Nonetheless, a seed had been sown in his 
consciousness. 

The group meetings led on to one-to-one talks 
between Darren and Stanley. Darren said: ‘I would like to 
know more about Christianity.’

‘Ah, how interesting,’ said Stanley, without 
committing himself. Two weeks later they met in 

Stanley’s flat and he asked Darren if he would consider 
studying the Bible with him. He had never given Bible 
study in this way before and, says Darren, ‘didn’t know 
me from Adam’. 

They agreed to meet every two weeks to study St 
Mark’s Gospel. At the end of their first meeting, Darren 
asked: ‘This is so great. Can we meet every week?’ They 
did so for the next 17 years until Stanley’s death, meeting 
for breakfast or dinner or after church on Sundays. 

‘After six months I’d stopped drinking, taking drugs 
and sleeping around,’ says Darren. ‘I was baptised and 
gave my life to Christ.’ He speaks of the God-shaped hole 
in our lives, which we try to fill with things that are not 
of God. He joined the London Student Mission of which 
Stanley’s son Ian is also a member. ‘One of Stanley’s key 
phrases was, “You must pass it on”.’

Through his church he met his wife, Hannah, a former 
banker. They now have three young children.

‘Stanley completely transformed my life,’ says Darren. 
‘I went from someone without hope, direction, vision, 
to someone who found joy, peace and vision for life. 
Stanley’s quality was that he was a father. We are in 
a society now where people need fathers and mothers 
more than ever because the family has become so 
broken. 

‘We need huge numbers of people who are willing 
to listen and talk and care. Stanley’s quality wasn’t that 
he had great ability but he had great availability. He had 
a great sense of fun; there was no judgement. None! He 
genuinely cared.’

Stanley Kiaer - ‘a humility, warmth and childlike spirit’
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Therapy and
hand cream
Sehadet Ekmen has an unusual approach to helping refugees deal with the trauma of 
war. Yee-Liu Williams finds out more.

It is 5am, a Tuesday and a bleary-eyed Sehadet Ekmen 
is catching her weekly flight from Istanbul to Ankara, 
where she is doing a Masters in Peace and Conflict 
Studies to add to her Masters in Cognitive and Clinical 
Neuroscience from Goldsmith’s, London. 

The 30-year-old neuropsychologist established the 
Psychology Education and Negotiation (PEN) Academy 
in Istanbul, to offer family therapy and counselling to 
children and young people. She is also the champion of 
an unlikely source of therapy: hand cream massage. She 
is trialling this with Syrian women and children in the 
refugee camps near the Turkish border and says that the 
power of touch has been transformative. 

Sehadet started volunteering in the camps through 
her involvement with the Global Migration Research 
Centre of Ankara University. This university was part of 
the initial stages of an Erasmus+ Strategic Partnership 
project, Cross border Intercultural and Societal 
Entrepreneurs, which is developing training resources for 

‘We are going to the 
borders to give out 

hand cream.’

adult educators of migrants and refugees. She is also a 
part time lecturer in psychology at Uskudar University in 
Istanbul. 

She was gripped by a ‘burning inside’, she says: ‘I 
needed to do something about the refugee crisis, but 
I didn’t know what and I didn’t know how.’ During her 
semester breaks, Sehadet and other volunteers regularly 
visit refugee camps on either side of the dangerous 
Turkish-Syrian border. Later this year they plan to treat 
women in Idlib, Syria, with neuropsychological therapy.

In 2015, she gave up her comfortable lifestyle 
to fund her further education and to work with the 

Sehadet Ekmen addressing a group of Syrian children in Humus orphanage on Turkish/Syrian border in Hatay region
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refugees. She reflects, ‘If I don’t go to the camps, I could 
earn more money but I would lose all connection to 
myself.’

The idea of the hand cream project came to her one 
day when she was playing with her nephew. His squeals 
of delight reminded her of the importance of touch. ‘He 
just loved it,’ she says. As a psychologist, she knew that 
touch can be therapeutic when somebody is depressed. 
She wondered if there was a way of trying this in the 
camps.  

‘When I get an idea, I do it and it doesn’t matter 
if it works or not,’ she laughs. She told her team of 
volunteers, ‘Ladies, we are going to the borders to give 
out hand cream.’ The response to this ‘crazy’ idea was 
mixed. ‘Are you mad?’ some asked.

She rallied her friends and family to donate hand 
cream and travelled to the camps and orphanages with 
two large suitcases, containing 500 tubes and tubs of 
hand cream and wet wipes. It was a slow start: ‘I sat 
on the ground and a couple of children sat with me.’ 
Then more started coming and asking, ‘Please put hand 
cream on me.’

That day Sehadet and her team applied cream to the 
hands of well over 400 children and 50 mothers, amid 
much laughter. ‘It was the first time they felt valuable,’ 
she says. ‘It’s a very simple but interesting project.’  

In the border camps, some 24,000 displaced 
Syrians and Iraqis live in containers. ‘You are struck 
by the number of orphans,’ she says. The camps also 
include two refugee schools and other services. Water 
and sanitary conditions are challenging, especially for 
women. 

Most people cannot comprehend the mental trauma 
these women have had to go through. Some have been 
raped in front of their children, after their husbands 
have been brutally murdered by the same soldiers. Their 

mental health issues are exacerbated by their lack of 
choices. ‘If you have choice you can go anywhere and 
do anything,’ she comments. The women need to find 
jobs outside the camps, which will integrate them into 
the community. ‘Language is the biggest barrier to 
integration.’

The orphans are psychologically scarred. She 
describes an 11-year-old boy who was pulled from 
the rubble after a bombing, which killed the rest of 
his family. Almost one million children in Syria have 
been left without parents: most have no father. 
When you approach them, ‘there is no laughter’ or 
response. ‘Orphans don’t easily trust and are unable to 
communicate,’ she adds. 

She advises her helpers to be strong: ‘You can cry 
all you want before you go to bed, but not in the refugee 
camp and not in the schools. You are finding an answer 
to why you are in this world.’ 

‘ It was the first time 
they felt valuable.’

A month after her experiment with the hand cream, 
Sehadet went back to the camp, curious about its effect. 
When she arrived, the children recognized her, and 
over a hundred came running up to her, wanting to be 
hugged. One of the aid workers told her that it had been 
like a miracle in front of their eyes, as the children and 
mothers had started to talk. 

Sehadet is convinced that if you are daring and 
strong even the simplest ideas can bring about big 
change. ‘I believe that anyone can make a change,’ she 
says. The hand cream project proves it: ‘when I looked 
into their eyes they were laughing’.

Sehadet applying hand cream to Syrian orphans.
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Relief for
suffering families 
Abdool Kadir Gooljar dedicates his life to feeding and supporting destitute families torn 
apart by war and disaster. He talks to Yee-Liu Williams.

‘I want to go out there and give them food, give them 
water, give them hope,’ exclaims Abdool Kadir Gooljar, 
the Sheffield-based founder of Families Relief. His eyes 
shimmer with anguish. He is the keeper of so many 
stories of pain from around the world. ‘Nobody is talking 
about the real pain of refugees. Not even me, as it is not 
possible.’

He set up the charity in 1989, to support families 
whose relatives had been imprisoned in Tunisia. The 
charity supports thousands of destitute families with 
food parcels, emergency and water aid, and through 
special projects like school uniforms, equipment, meals 
and education development. It now works in Europe, 
Africa, Asia and the Middle East as well as in the UK.  

In 1995, Families Relief was the first international 
charity to set up an office in the Gaza Strip, where 
it helps some of the families hardest hit by years of 

restriction and repression. ‘It is terrible to see the 
suffering that they are going through,’ he says. ‘The 
people who suffer are families who have nothing to do 
with the fighting. They don’t even have basic amenities.’  

 ‘How do you 
choose which child 

should be fed?’
Abdool knows what it means to have nothing. He 

was born in Mauritius and lived with his family in one 
room, with poor sanitation and no money. He was 
illiterate into early adulthood, and is self-taught. He 
believes his early life experience gave him the resilience Ph
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Abdool Kadir Goolijar
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and deep-rooted faith that ‘where there is life there is 
hope’. 

At the age of 18, he made the tough decision to 
move to France to earn a living, but did not manage to 
find a job, and experienced poverty and hunger there, 
too. He knows only too well the challenges facing 
refugees and migrants: ‘I have suffered racism to the 
extent that if I did not have faith I would have committed 
suicide.’ 

20 young Muslims collected enough food provisions to 
fill 25 containers to send to Gaza. Abdool had to raise 
£32,000 to transport the containers, but with Israeli 
blockades they finally arrived in the West Bank on 4 
June 2018. ‘The journey has taken so long and it has 
been a very painful lesson,’ he says, distressed. ‘I don’t 
even know whether the food can be eaten after all this 
time.’ He admits the stress has been unbearable. ‘I was 
doing it with the best intentions for the relief of suffering 
families.’ 

Closer to home, Families Relief is the only charity 
that regularly sends emergency aid to the Greek island 
of Chios. Abdool’s son, Salahuddin, works with his 
father as a volunteer, overseeing the management of 
provisions. Abdool shows me a documentary Salahuddin 
made: ‘Chios is at breaking point with around 1,000-
2,000 refugees arriving every week.’ At the height of the 
European refugee crisis, the tiny island was coping with 
8,000-10,000 refugees.

‘They live like sardines, sleeping on metal trolleys 
like the ones you find in hospitals,’ says Abdool. ‘My 
responsibility is to support them and give them hope, as 
the Greek government and economy can no longer help 
the refugees.’ The truth is that there is no political will in 
Europe to improve the situation. He says we are ‘putting 
the health and lives of all the refugees stranded on the 
island at risk’.  

In Sheffield, Abdool is nicknamed the ‘Father of 
Interfaith’. He is regularly invited to speak in churches, 
mosques and schools, to raise awareness on the 
plight of refugees. It does not matter what faith people 
belong to, he says. ‘We are all human beings and life is 
precious.’

‘Ramadan is a time of 
giving.’

After two years in France he came to the UK, 
where he found work, attended night school and took 
his GCSEs. He rose to managerial level in the social 
services, obtaining further qualifications on his way. 
He now dedicates his life to the charity, and is active 
in interfaith community relations in Sheffield. He is the 
President of Islamic Society of Britain Sheffield and 
involved in various working committees including One 
Sheffield Many Cultures, and the Cohesion Migration and 
Integration Strategic Group.

Children’s suffering is what drives Abdool to do what 
he does. His voice breaks as he describes how, when he 
visited a school in Gaza, a 12-year-old girl collapsed in 
front of his eyes. She had not eaten for seven days. ‘How 
do you choose which child should be fed from one day to 
the next when there is never enough?’ he asks.

He focuses his appeals particularly on Ramadan 
– ‘a time of giving’. Getting the emergency supplies 
where they are needed is not always easy. In 2016, 

A refugee camp on the Greek island of Chios

Child refugees in a camp in Gaza
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Pickled cucumbers 
and wisdom
Agnese Aljena and Madara Lazdina are gathering portraits of the ‘wiser’ generation. 
Francesca Baker finds out why.

Latvian photographers Agnese Aljena and Madara 
Lazdina set up Wiser, an art and research project, to 
encourage different generations to have deep, sincere 
conversations. It connects older generations, who 
have lived, experienced and understood, with younger 
generations, who have a lot to gain from their wisdom. 
Agnese and Madara interview older people and put 
their answers together with photographs, a handwriting 
sample and a voice recording to create a portrait of a life 
well lived. They then post these pieces on the project’s 
Facebook page.

Their predefined questions cover such topics as 
the interviewee’s most valuable experience, what they 
would like to ask their grandparents, what they want 
to tell their children, what they are looking forward 
to. ‘There are always things to look forward to,’ says 

‘ It ’s never too late. 
Even in your eighties.’

Agnese. ‘You have to celebrate birthdays, and celebrate 
life. You have to dance and travel and do everything. 
That is what I am taking from these interviews. It’s never 
too late. Even in your eighties.’

Agnese and Madara worry about the impact of 
social media and the way that digital networks are 
taking over. ‘We don’t talk, we ask Google,’ says Agnese. 
‘But we could get that same information and human 
experience from older people.’ Young people often create 

Agnese Aljena and Madara Lazdina, founders of the Wiser Project
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the content of social media. This creates something of 
an echo chamber. ‘We live in our own young, immature 
understanding of the world,’ Agnese continues. ‘We 
want to bring human wisdom to the digital world.’

As a professional photographer Agnese has 
captured kids, teenagers, families and models – but felt 
she was missing elderly people. ‘I really like their true 
faces, honest eyes and open hearts.’ This was where the 
idea for the project began. Through gathering records 
in different mediums, she wanted to build portraits of 
lives of wisdom and experience that offered hope for the 
future.

During her grandfather’s last summer, some 15 
years ago, she started to record their conversations. ‘We 
started talking about his life, his experience, and what 
I could take from it. The best wisdom I took from that 
summer was one sentence that my Grandpa said: “The 
best you can leave in this world is love.”’ Her grandfather 
was a building engineer, but what he wanted to leave as 
a legacy was the intangible quality of love rather than 
physical structures.  

‘When Agnese told me about the idea of collecting 
stories I was overexcited and jumped on the train to visit 
my grandparents and test the method,’ says Madara. 
‘I felt they had waited for this conversation all their life 
because we usually talk about the weather and food, but 

‘We want to bring 
human wisdom to the 

digital world.’

never about their life. So it was their chance to share the 
wisdom they have.’  

The conversation was a turning point in her attitude 
to her grandparents and her father. ‘Knowing their 
childhood experiences let me understand the way they 
treated me when I was a small girl. Now, after knowing 
them better, I respect them and I can really say that I 
love them. Because of this experience, I decided that 
Wiser is something that we must have as a movement 
to create a peaceful and loving world.’

But the real starting point for Madera, even before 
the conversation with Agnese, was pickled cucumbers. 
Struggling to make them, she realised that the only 
person who could help her was her grandmother, but 
she had simply never asked. ‘So often we struggle with 
life and forget that elders are a source of wisdom. They 
have experienced so much and are usually happy to 
share.’ 

The Wiser Project is about creating connections.
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Left and right: images from the Wiser Project
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Clean water and the 
inner voice 
IofC’s centre in India has a unique approach to social change. Mary Lean finds out more. 

Until recently, Poonam Mandhare had never left her 
house alone. Her life in the village of Pachputewadi 
in rural Maharashtra, India, was ‘without joy’. Then 
something changed in her relationship with her husband, 
and she found the freedom to go shopping on her own in 
the city. ‘I felt I had power to make decisions for myself,’ 
she says. ‘I am happy now.’

Poonam ascribes her new independence to ‘inner 
listening’ – the practice of seeking insight in silence from 
‘the inner voice’, as Mahatma Gandhi called it. She learnt 
this skill from Asia Plateau, the Initiatives of Change 
centre in Panchgani. 

The centre, which celebrated its 50th anniversary 
in January, runs some 100 training programmes and 
conferences a year, with nearly 4,000 participants 
from all walks of life. These programmes all start from 
the premise that inner change can be the catalyst for 
change in society – and that the wisdom born in quiet 
reflection is the key to this. 

Poonam and her neighbours are transforming their 
village with the help of Asia Plateau’s rural development 

programme, Grampari. They have learnt how to protect 
their water sources and manage their waste. They are 
among 13,000 villagers in the area who now have clean 
drinking water thanks to the programme. 

‘13,000 villagers now 
have clean drinking 

water.’
Even more striking than these achievements are the 

changes in deeply entrenched prejudices, particularly 
towards women. One village recently invited widows, 
who are traditionally shunned, to a religious occasion. 
Pachputewadi’s women have set up a federation, 
started a business and are now included in official 
village meetings. 

The anniversary conference in January showcased 
examples of such changes from other sectors. Lakshmi 

Poonam Mandhare: ‘power to make decisions for myself’
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Kumar, Director of the Orchid School in Pune, decided 
to take her entire staff, including cleaners and security 
guards, to Asia Plateau. They drew lots as to who 
would share bedrooms. Lakshmi found herself sharing 
a room with one of the cleaners, who was distraught at 
the prospect. ‘I realized how costly the caste, class and 
education system can be,’ says Lakshmi. 

In the 15 years since then the school has dismantled 
its hierarchical segregation  – ‘not as a favour but out of 
respect for the support staff as part of the therapeutic 
community. We still have some way to go, but you 
should see them now!’

Asia Plateau has been running programmes for 
industrial workers and managers for the last 45 years. 
‘Our factory in Pune had a strong attitude of “us” and 
“them”,’ says Jacob Verghese, head of human resources 
for SKF India, a Swedish multinational. The trust quotient 
was so low that in 2010, when the group decided to give 
mementos to all its employees to mark its centenary, 
the workers in Pune held out for money instead. ‘For 
six months, relations were strained, production was 
impacted and the atmosphere was vicious.’ 

Over the last five years, 400 of the factory’s 
employees have attended courses at Asia Plateau, and 
Jacob Verghese says the energy on the factory floor has 
been transformed. ‘There has been no protest in the last 
five years. Issues are resolved mutually with the factory 
management team: trust and understanding have been 
transformed.’ He attributes this in part to Asia Plateau.

The State of Madhya Pradesh has recently set up a 
‘Ministry of Happiness’ (Rajya Anand Sansthan). Among 
other initiatives, it has trained 200 volunteers to spread 
the practice of inner listening in government offices. ‘I 
had learnt about inner listening at Asia Plateau and I 

wanted to take it to a larger group of people,’ says the 
State’s Additional Chief Secretary, Iqbal Singh Bains. 
He is one of 400 members of India’s civil service elite 
who have taken part in programmes on Ethics in Public 
Governance at Asia Plateau, organised by the IC Centre 
for Governance in Delhi. 

Asia Plateau traces its origins to 1963, when 
Rajmohan Gandhi, a grandson of the Mahatma and now a 
well-known historian and author, led a ‘March on Wheels’ 
for a ‘clean, strong, united India’. It crossed eight states, 
and sparked a huge amount of interest, especially among 
young people. Out of the follow-up came the invitation to 
set up a permanent IofC centre in Panchgani. 

Since then thousands of young people have come 
through the centre, and returned home to put what they 
have learnt into practice. Most of the 400 volunteers who 
come to Asia Plateau every year to run its courses and 
conferences first got involved in this way, and a series of 
programmes for young people from India and beyond runs 
through the year. 

Every June, 200 young people come to Asia Plateau 
for an eight-day, Let’s Make a Difference, camp. Over 20 
years ago Deepak Ajwani, editor of The Economic Times 
website, was one of the participants. ‘What I learnt has 
formed the bedrock of my personal life,’ he says. ‘These 
learnings are applicable in your daily life, and they make a 
difference.’

‘You should see them 
now!’
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Asia Plateau celebrates its 50th anniversary.
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Buth Diu, Sudan’s Minister of Animal Resources, taken in 1966

Supporting Sudan’s 
peacemakers
Peter Everington looks back on a lifetime’s connection with Sudan.

I arrived in Khartoum, aged 23, in September 1958, on 
a five-year contract to teach English in boys’ secondary 
schools. I stayed on for three more years as a lecturer in 
a mixed teacher training college.

How do you support the peacemakers of a country if 
you are a young foreigner?  

Sudan had won independence from Britain and 
Egypt just two years before. One of the challenges 
it faced then, and still faces now as two separate 
countries, was tension between the Arab Muslim North 
and the African part-Christian South.

In 1957 Ahmed el Mahdi, grandson of Sudan’s 
Muslim liberator, became interested in Moral Re-
Armament (MRA), as IofC was then known, while 
studying at Oxford. He reported back to his Prime 
Minister, who recognised its emphasis on moral 
standards and personal transformation as an asset to 
nation-building. In early 1958 the Sudan Government 
invited two British MRA workers to spend several 
months in the country. 

One of the people they met was a South Sudan 
cabinet minister, Buth Diu, who surrendered his hatred 
of the North and became a peacemaker. In the summer 
of 1958 he represented Sudan at an MRA conference in 

‘ I had everything 
to learn.’

Caux, Switzerland, alongside a Southern MP and two 
Northerners, one of whom was Daud Abdel Latif, the 
governor of a province. 

These were some of the people I came to know 
well over the years. As a very recent graduate, I had 
everything to learn about the job and the country. 
A military government took over two months after I 
arrived, and a few years later the first civil war broke out 
between North and South.

My greatest resource was an hour of silent listening 
and prayer before breakfast every day. Selfish instincts 
could be swept away by thoughts for other people. 
Standards of absolute honesty, purity, unselfishness and 
love were a robust guide. Amid the world’s perplexities, 
I believed, God had a plan, and like everyone else I had 
a part. The key was to obey any inspiration that came. 
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‘Each generation 
has to produce new 

reconcilers.’

Sometimes this led to an apology for wrong attitudes, or 
a challenge to another person.  

I discovered that Christians can compare notes with 
Muslims on the moral issues we both face. This led to 
friendship with younger peacemakers like Mohammed El 
Murtada, a civil servant from the North, and Sirr Anai, a 
Southerner who became a fearless journalist.

Buth Diu liked to bring people from North and South 
together in his garden after sunset and show them a 
film about MRA under the night sky. His children’s school 
friends enjoyed the family atmosphere, as did university 
students and sometimes senior politicians. I was his 
projectionist, and it was exciting to see Sudanese 
together in a common cause. 

Years later, at a critical moment in 1971, Buth Diu 
and Dr Murtada presented a plan for peace between 
the North and the South to the government. In the 
Addis Ababa Peace Accord of 1972, President Nimeiri 
of Sudan and the Southern rebel commander Joseph 
Lagu justly won praise for their statesmanship. Later a 
Sudanese ambassador told me that MRA had helped to 
lay the foundations for peace.

Sadly a second North-South war began in 1983. At 
that time Joseph Lagu was Vice-President of Sudan. In 
1985 the government was overthrown and Lagu found 
refuge in the UK with his wife and four children under 
12. My son was seven and our families became close 
friends over the next 15 years.

Lagu’s peacemaking in 1972 had been triggered 
by a sense that God wanted him to free some Northern 
captives, whom his comrades wanted to kill. After the 
war he had brought development to the South, and built 

comradeship with Northern generals he had once fought 
against. In the years after he left Sudan, he spoke about 
his experience of reconciliation in 18 countries, from El 
Salvador to Cambodia, at events arranged by MRA. 

In the decades since I taught in Sudan I have made 
25 return visits, in a voluntary capacity, to support the 
peacemakers. Each generation has to produce new 
reconcilers. 

Recently the family of Daud Abdel Latif asked 
to publish my photos and memories from the 1960s. 
This gave me the chance to write about my Sudanese 
friends, and the lessons I had learned among them. 
The result was a large book, in English and Arabic. In 
December 2017 my son and I were guests at its launch 
in Khartoum, a happy reunion with former students and 
other friends. 

In the Bible the peacemakers are linked to the 
humble, the sensitive, the merciful, the pure in heart, 
the searchers for what is right, and those who suffer 
persecution along the way. The art of life is to be at 
peace with the Almighty in all these areas. That way we 
support the peacemakers.

Dr Mohammed El Murtada with Peter outside his home in West London.
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Seeing the world 
differently
Judith Hemming helps people to heal their present through addressing the past. She 
talks to Aleksandra Shymina. 

You are a leading facilitator of systemic family 
constellations. What are they?

After World War II, the German psychotherapist Bert 
Hellinger noticed that the children and grandchildren of 
perpetrators were having the same set of difficulties as 
the children and grandchildren of victims. He began to 
see that collective history is as important as personal 
history and that we have to think about healing in this 
much wider context. He originated systemic family 
constellations as a way of mapping an issue in its 
widest dimensions so that people can find a way 
forward.

Although we tend to think of ourselves as 
individuals, our lives are deeply embedded in our 
context. The most powerful context is the family. Others 
include nationality, religion and collective loyalties. 

 Human systems work best when everybody is given 
a respected place. If people do not have a belonging 
place, and do not feel included and respected, this 
damages everybody within the system. Things can 
find some kind of dynamic healing equilibrium, when 
everybody has a place and everybody is respected.

On a practical level, people book to come to a 
workshop. They bring an issue. They choose other 
participants in the workshop to represent the elements 

 ‘ I come home feeling I 
could dance all night.’ 

– people, groups or concepts – of the pattern they are 
embedded in. Through this they find out how they could 
see the situation differently or act differently so as to 
feel in harmony with things as they really are. 

Everybody in the circle is involved in the process. A 
family constellation lasts about an hour, but it can go 
on unfolding for the person who brought the issue over 
many years. People find a whole re-evaluation of their 
place in the world. 

What you do looks almost magical. How did you come 
to this work? 

When I first saw it I felt that a door had opened to the 
world as I properly recognised it: a world where past, 
present and future were completely interconnected, 
where the stories we tell ourselves become different. It 
touched my soul. It was more like a spiritual experience 
than a psychotherapeutic experience. 

Twenty-five years ago no training was available: 

An illustration of a family dynamic
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you just had to plunge in and do it. I was already a 
Gestalt therapist and trainer of therapists, and that 
helped because Gestalt sees the sense of self as being 
something we co-create with our environment. 

When people reconnect with their ancestral strength 
and their understanding of how dependent we are 
on each other, they are able to act more wisely. The 
atmosphere in a constellation is incredibly nourishing: 
everyone, no matter how vulnerable, has a place. It is 
like delicious food for everybody. I often come home 
feeling I could dance all night. 

Are constellations as beneficial for communities as 
they are for personal issues? 

I once did a constellation for a big local authority where 
people were leaving feeling unvalued, ignored and 
rejected. It turned out that children in that authority 
had died unnecessarily because of financial cuts. 
The authorities were so appalled by their own ethical 
difficulties that they chose not to look at them. This was 
surfacing with people having experiences as if they were 
the children who had been rejected. 

When they found a ritual way to recognise the fates 
of the children who had died, the entire system came 
into a different level of peace. They were surprised, 
but they could feel it in their bodies. It was as though 
something that hadn’t been faced many years earlier 
was somehow still colouring the organisation today. 

Many organisations and communities have 
experiences they don’t know how to digest, and so later 
generations feel the impact. As Bert Hellinger says, 
‘What we don’t face we pass on, what we face we don’t 
pass on.’ Younger generations today carry an enormous 
burden of everything that older generations haven’t 
faced – climate change, globalisation, inequality, the 
impact of war, trauma….. 

In London, where life is full of anxieties, loneliness, 
depression, exclusion, constellations can bring people 
back to the idea that they are human beings together 

and that problems are best solved when people truly 
meet. A society is only as strong as its weakest link. 
Any solution that is bad for some of the people isn’t a 
solution.

A fundamental aspect is to find the part of you that 
is not a victim and support the part of you that still has 
power to act. Constellations challenge people to find 
the perpetrator in themselves, to look at the part they’ve 
played even when they didn’t have a choice. They can 
unlearn how to do what they did, rather than waiting for 
the world to be different. 

How has this work changed your life? 

After I’d been doing this work for a few years I got 
married. I’d been with my partner for 27 years. But this 
work helped me understand that if I stood in a ritual 
space and said, ‘You and no other in sickness and in 
health’, I would be in the world in a different way. And it 
was true: that was more than 20 years ago and it really 
has changed my life. 

‘What we don’t face, 
we pass on.’
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Applying the teaching has given me a kind of solidity 
and wisdom and respect for people. I feel in agreement 
with things as they are and I feel content. It means 
giving up illusions of right and wrong, superiority and 
righteousness, looking at people in their essence. I can’t 
imagine having found this sort of harmony in any other 
kind of way. It is soul work. 

I love the way people can come feeling overwhelmed 
by difficulties and very often, within a space of a day, go 
back into their lives with a renewed sense of alignment 
and contentment. Sometimes constellation is really 
all that people need: they just need to see the world 
differently. Ph
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Judith Hemming – healing through constellations
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Secret reservoirs of 
values
Marina Cantacuzino, founder of the Forgiveness Project, reflects on moving from stories 
that harm to stories that heal.

Hostile conversations between confrontational 
conservatives and outraged liberals are one of the 
loudest clashes in the digital weaponry of the thumbs 
up, thumbs down technology of social media. The 
internet has turbo-charged abuse and it is clear for all of 
us to see how easily racist narratives can fan the flames 
of prejudice and normalise hate. 

The Forgiveness Project’s central mission is to nudge 
the dominant narrative of our time away from stories of 
hate, division and demonisation towards humanising 
narratives – moving from stories that harm to stories 
that heal. As the poet Ben Okri has said: ‘Stories are 
the secret reservoirs of values: change the stories 
individuals and nations live by and tell themselves and 
you change the individuals and nations.’

Restorative narratives have the power to transform 
lives. They not only support people to move on from 
harm or trauma, but also build a climate of tolerance, 
resilience, hope and empathy. This idea informs the 
Forgiveness Project’s work across multiple platforms – 
in publications and educational resources, through the 
international F Word exhibition, in public conversations, 
and in the award-winning RESTORE prison programme. 

‘Forgivers are flexible, 
broad thinkers.’

In the last, victims of crime and ex-offenders use the 
power of their own stories to encourage hope, resilience 
and responsibility, to help prisoners change the narrative 
of their lives.

What does it take to live in peace with people we 
fear or don’t like, or those who have harmed us or hurt 
us? What does it take to restore relationships with 
others, or if that’s impossible or irrelevant, to reconcile 
with our own unresolved pain? 

From the many stories I have collected over the 
years, it seems to me it requires four fundamental 
human qualities to get to a place where you are able 
to let go of resentment, and possibly even find a place 
of forgiveness. I see forgiveness in this sense as an 
effective pain management strategy, which can mend 
broken hearts and repair broken communities. 

The first quality is curiosity – a vital ingredient of 

Forgiveness is Really Strange by Masi Noor and Marina Cantacuzino, published by Singing Dragon, 2018
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forgiving because it fuels an inquiring, open mind as 
you move from ‘why me?’ to ‘why them?’ Wonder and 
curiosity keep us from behaving as if we have other 
people figured out.

Then there is perspective taking; having curiosity 
means you have an open mind, which leads to a broader 
worldview. Forgivers are flexible, broad thinkers who 
seek to understand others and can reach beyond their 
own inner circle.

If curiosity leads to understanding, then 
understanding leads to empathy. Empathy requires 
you to stand in someone else’s shoes no matter how 
dirty or ill-fitting they may be. So often it is a moment 
of empathy that shifts someone’s narrative away from 
hate.

And finally meaning-making – the ability to use 
adversity for some greater good. Viktor Frankl (in Man’s 
Search for Meaning) says it comes from ‘the freedom to 
choose one’s attitude in any given circumstance’.

This doesn’t mean making sense out of everything: 
some things are too terrible to explain. It simply means 
that survivors begin to pursue what matters to them, 
and are thus able to find meaning in their lives again. 
The by-product is that people start to develop new ways 
of belonging to community. 

Bassam Aramin’s story shows all four qualities. He 
is a former terrorist/freedom fighter from Palestine’s 
West Bank. At 16 he tried to blow up an Israeli military 
convoy with a grenade. He failed and was sentenced 
to seven years in prison. There he was shown a film 

‘Stand in someone 
else’s shoes no matter 

how ill-fitting’

about the Holocaust. Till then he believed the Holocaust 
was mostly a myth: he wanted to watch it because he 
thought he’d enjoy seeing Jews being killed. However, 
when he saw what had happened he broke down crying. 
It was, he said, the first time he felt empathy for his 
oppressors. It was also the start of a friendship with one 
of his guards. 

After prison Bassam was able to make meaning 
from what had happened to him by becoming the 
co-founder of Combatants for Peace, an organisation 
where both sides work together to find common ground. 
Bassam used to hate Israelis but by knowing them and 
working with them for peace he overcame this hate. 
Even after the military shot and killed his daughter near 
her school, he didn’t hate them. In fact he even forgave 
the shooter – seeing them both as a product of the same 
hateful system. 

‘For me there was no return from non-violence,’ 
writes Bassam. ‘After all, it was one Israeli soldier who 
shot my daughter, but 100 former Israeli soldiers who 
built a garden in her name at the school where she was 
murdered.’
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 From an exhibition at Moortown Baptist Church in Leeds in March, 2018
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Next day, the Allied Forces arrived in Paris and 
we rushed to the Arc de Triomphe to welcome them. 
Suddenly, bullets came hailing onto the crowd from the 

No bullets left
for us
Elsa Vogel describes the wartime experiences which led her to give up her career and 
work for change, particularly in Latin America. 

I was born, brought up and studied in Paris.
During the liberation of Paris in August 1944, I was 

visiting a friend’s home. Two tanks – one German and 
one American – were facing each other in that street. 
I could not get home, and had to stay with my friend. 
Someone threw a bottle of alcohol into the German tank 
and it exploded. Petrified, we wondered what would 
happen next. Nothing did: but there was no food to buy 
in the locality.

The next morning my friend and I joined a queue of 
around 40 waiting for vegetables to be delivered to the 
corner shop. Suddenly a Volkswagen sedan appeared 
with two German soldiers. One got out and rapidly 

‘My hatred grew 
stronger than ever.’

machine-gunned down the whole queue. We were 
the last – there were no bullets left for us! We ran and 
brought my friend’s father, a doctor, to the bloodied 
scene. My hatred of the Germans grew stronger than 
ever.
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Elsa Vogel – ‘A great burden fell from my shoulders.’ 
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Therapy and
hand cream
Sehadet Ekmen has an unusual approach to helping refugees deal with the trauma of 
war. Yee-Liu Williams finds out more.

It is 5.00am, a Tuesday and a bleary-eyed Sehadet 
Ekmen is catching her weekly flight from Istanbul to 
Ankara, where she is doing a Masters in Peace and 
Conflict Studies to add to her Masters in Cognitive and 
Clinical Neuroscience from Goldsmith’s, London. 

The 30-year-old neuropsychologist established the 
Psychology Education and Negotiation (PEN) Academy 
in Istanbul, to offer family therapy and counselling to 
children and young people. She is also the champion of 
an unlikely source of therapy: hand cream massage. She 
is trialling this with Syrian women and children in the 
refugee camps near the Turkish border and says that the 
power of touch has been transformative. 

Sehadet started volunteering in the camps through 
her involvement with the Global Migration Research 
Centre of Ankara University. This university was part of 
the initial stages of an Erasmus+ Strategic Partnership 
project, Cross border Intercultural and Societal 
Entrepreneurs, which is developing training resources for 

‘We are going to the 
borders to give out 

hand cream.’

adult educators of migrants and refugees. She is also a 
part time lecturer in psychology at Uskudar University in 
Istanbul. 

She was gripped by a ‘burning inside’, she says: ‘I 
needed to do something about the refugee crisis, but 
I didn’t know what and I didn’t know how.’ During her 
semester breaks, Sehadet and other volunteers regularly 
visit refugee camps on either side of the dangerous 
Turkish-Syrian border. Later this year they plan to treat 
women in Idlib, Syria, with neuropsychological therapy.

In 2015, she gave up her comfortable lifestyle 
to fund her further education and to work with the 

refugees. She reflects, ‘If I don’t go to the camps, I could 
earn more money but I would lose all connection to 
myself.’

The idea of the hand cream project came to her one 
day when she was playing with her nephew. His squeals 
of delight reminded her of the importance of touch. ‘He 
just loved it,’ she says. As a psychologist, she knew that 
touch can be therapeutic when somebody is depressed. 
She wondered if there was a way of trying this in the 
camps.  

‘When I get an idea, I do it and it doesn’t matter 
if it works or not,’ she laughs. She told her team of 
volunteers, ‘Ladies, we are going to the borders to give 
out hand cream.’ The response to this ‘crazy’ idea was 
mixed. ‘Are you mad?’ some asked.

She rallied her friends and family to donate hand 
cream and travelled to the camps and orphanages with 
two large suitcases, containing 500 tubes and tubs of 
hand cream and wet wipes. It was a slow start: ‘I sat 
on the ground and a couple of children sat with me.’ 
Then more started coming and asking, ‘Please put hand 
cream on me.’

That day Sehadet and her team applied cream to the 
hands of well over 400 children and 50 mothers, amid 
much laughter. ‘It was the first time they felt valuable,’ 
she says. ‘It’s a very simple but interesting project.’  

In the border camps, some 24,000 displaced 
Syrians and Iraqis live in containers. ‘You are struck 
by the number of orphans,’ she says. The camps also 
include two refugee schools and other services. Water 
and sanitary conditions are challenging, especially for 
women. 

Most people cannot comprehend the mental trauma 
these women have had to go through. Some have been 
raped in front of their children, after their husbands 
have been brutally murdered by the same soldiers. Their 

mental health issues are exacerbated by their lack of 
choices. ‘If you have choice you can go anywhere and 
do anything,’ she comments. The women need to find 
jobs outside the camps, which will integrate them into 
the community. ‘Language is the biggest barrier to 
integration.’

The orphans are psychologically scarred. She 
describes an 11-year-old boy who was pulled from 
the rubble after a bombing, which killed the rest of 
his family. Almost one million children in Syria have 
been left without parents: most have no father. 
When you approach them, ‘there is no laughter’ or 
response. ‘Orphans don’t easily trust and are unable to 
communicate,’ she adds. 

She advises her helpers to be strong: ‘You can cry 
all you want before you go to bed, but not in the refugee 
camp and not in the schools. You are finding an answer 
to why you are in this world.’ 

‘ It was the first time 
they felt valuable.’

A month after her experiment with the hand cream, 
Sehadet went back to the camp, curious about its effect. 
When she arrived, the children recognized her, and 
over a hundred came running up to her, wanting to be 
hugged. One of the aid workers told her that it had been 
like a miracle in front of their eyes, as the children and 
mothers had started to talk. 

Sehadet is convinced that if you are daring and 
strong even the simplest ideas can bring about big 
change. ‘I believe that anyone can make a change,’ she 
says. The hand cream project proves it: ‘when I looked 
into their eyes they were laughing’.

Sehadet Ekmen addressing a group of Syrian children in Humus orphanage on Turkish/Syrian borders in Hatay region

Sehadet applying hand cream to Syrian orphans.
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‘You blame everyone 
but yourself.’

nearby rooftops. The French militia ran up and dragged 
six German soldiers down to the street. They were killed 
on the spot and thrown into a lorry. I did not like the 
Germans, but I did not like this either.  

There was such tremendous hatred in all of us 
French towards Germans, and vice versa. As a woman 
of 18, I wondered what kind of future there was for me. 

Six months after these horrific incidents, I had the 
good fortune to meet people who were pioneering new 
ideas of a group called Moral Re-Armament (MRA – now 
Initiatives of Change) in France. At that time, MRA had 
involved itself in bringing reconciliation between France 
and Germany. They made it clear that change in society 
would have to start with change in the individual.

My new friends’ faith was practical and dynamic. I 
asked, ‘What is it you have that I do not seem to? I too 
have a faith.’ Their answer was, ‘It could be that we 
have learned to try and listen to the voice of God, who 
can speak to the hearts of people. Inner listening creates 
space to see where we and our attitude to life should 
change.’  

They asked, ‘Would you like to be silent now and try 
for a while?’ Rather reluctantly I agreed! It turned out to 
be a moment of great truth. Thoughts and feelings I had 
kept secret for years overflowed.

I had had a complex upbringing. When I discovered 
that I was illegitimate, I experienced deep hurt and 
shame. I became rebellious and difficult to live with.

In that time of quiet the thought was, ‘You’ve been 
hurt but you have also hurt people around you. You need 
to apologise to your mother; thank her for not having 
given you up for adoption.’ I struggled with that; but 
it was the first step in my spiritual journey. My mother 
lived abroad and never responded, but for the first 
time, I felt free to be myself. A great burden fell from my 
shoulders.

After two more years of study, I felt the calling to 
dedicate myself to the work of MRA and ended up in 
Brazil. 

There I met many young people born out of wedlock 
like me. As I heard their tales of pain, I saw I was still 
bitter and full of blame. I gave God an ultimatum: ‘Either 
you take away all this bitterness or I stop working for 
you!’ He did not wait long to give me his answer: ‘If you 
still feel hurt and bitter it is because you blame everyone 
but yourself and do not take any responsibility.’

I did not like that, but God showed me how I had 
closed my heart when I was eight. That choice was not 
the responsibility of my parents. It was mine. That was 
as serious as the circumstances of my birth. It was hard 
to ‘hear’ this but finally I accepted it wholeheartedly. The 
bitterness went, and never came back. And 12 years 
later, I had the chance to talk the whole thing over with 
my mother.

Over the last 70 years work with IofC has taken me 
and my husband all over the world. We spent 40 years 
in Latin America, especially in Brazil. We saw some 
amazing changes in people’s living conditions resulting 
from change in attitudes. About 20 years ago, we 
came back to Europe, first to London then Birmingham, 
where my husband died in 2010. I still live there and am 
especially involved in building bridges with other faiths 
and particularly with the Muslim community. 

I have had, and still have, a fascinating life – with no 
regrets.

This article is abridged from ‘Beyond Walls through 
Initiatives of Change’, a collection of first person 
experiences collected by Suresh Khatri. Available for 
£6.00 from shop.iofc.org
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