History of the link between 

St Mary’s Haxby and the Church of the Evangelical Czech Brethren in the Czech Republic

Two prayers we used:

Lord, as we think about the link we are in the process of forming between St Mary’s and Christians belonging to the Evangelical Church of the Czech Brethren in Chocen and Brandys in the Czech Republic, we pray for sensitivity to discern the things we might have to receive from them, alertness to the ways in which we may be of help and encouragement to them; and openness to the things we may have to learn together on our common Christian journey. Amen.

Lord God, there are some places in your world some of us will never visit, and there are people we have hardly ever thought of until we are reminded that they are there, and that you know about them and love them. Show us how to care and share and struggle within the Body of Christ on behalf of unknown fellow Christians in distant places. Amen.

1989

Sometime after the Velvet Revolution led by Vaclav Havel in 1989, the World Council of Churches held a meeting of its important Central Committee in Prague. It was customary for committee members to visit local churches on the Sunday. On this occasion, Jean Mayland, a representative of the Church of England, along with another committee member, visited a congregation of the Czech Brethren – a Church in the secret church tradition of this part of the world – in Chocen, some hundred kilometres from Prague. 

After a long train journey they arrived on a dark railway platform, deserted except for two figures – the pastor and a companion – who emerged out of the mist, greeted them warmly, and with a few words escorted to the church. So warm was the welcome of that congregation, starved for so long of contact with fellow Christians outside their own country.  Many questions were asked of the visitors, and news of what was going on in the wider Church was eagerly sought. Before the visitors left, the congregation expressed a very strong desire that the visit might lead to further ecumenical contact of this kind.

Meanwhile, a letter had been received by Michael Escritt, our Rector at the time, asking the congregation to consider the possibility of establishing an ecumenical link with a church in Europe.

1993

The PCC passed this request on to the recently formed Overseas Concerns Group. A link with the Czech Republic was suggested by Hugh Dillon, who had recently returned from a holiday there. The group was in correspondence with Jean Mayland about a European link, and she came to visit us. Mindful of her visit, she suggested that the link might be with Chocen and its neighbouring congregation in Brandys, both under the care of the same pastor, Jaroslav Kucera. A number of letters were written, with no response.

The reply from Chocen, when it eventually came, late in 1993, was rather unexpected, and came in the shape of a telephone call from Batley to Ralph Mayland, Jean’s husband. It turned out to be from Miroslav Dolezal, who had got a lift to England with a relative driving a lorry carrying a load of electric light bulbs! He was keen to make contact with Haxby and a remarkable meeting took place. It was Mirek, as was came to know him, who provided the help, inspiration and linguistic skills to get our link off the ground. He continued to correspond with Hugh Dillon until 1999, when we lost trace of him.
1994

Following further correspondence, we provided some money for Pastor Jaroslav and Mirek Dolezal to travel and spend a week with us. In a parish meeting we heard something of Mirek’s remarkable story of self education largely through the reading of banned foreign books loaned by a local pastor; of his own survival as a Christian, largely through the reading of John’s gospel, and avoidance of membership of the communist party by going to the factory toilet when the oft repeated communist factory floor pressure was for him to become a party member!
1995

In July, seven of us from Haxby went via Prague and Chocen and Brandys, to that year’s International Ecumenical Fellowship conference at Cieszyn in Poland.  Pastor Jaroslav accompanied us. Before we departed, Mirek made sure that we got to see a very early version of the 16th century Kralice Bible. Wrapped in cloths which bore all the signs of being buried and hidden and secretly carried from one meeting to another, preserved from all attempts to destroy it, the bible carried in its margins the preaching notes of those who had expounded from it over the years. It was obviously a prized possession and an indication of the part which these churches had played in the early history of the Church of the Czech Brethren.

1996
Again with the help of funds from the PCC, ten women visitors from Chocen and Brandys were welcomed to Haxby. The visit included a memorable visit to Whitby, and the first sight of the sea for many of them; an evening where they provided the music, an afternoon garden party at the Brooks’ and a memorable final garden party at the Dillons’. 

1997 onwards
In 1997, several members of the congregation attended the IEF Camp at Slapy in the Czech Republic, followed by a weekend visit to Chocen and Brandys.

In 1998, the Horak family (one of those visiting in 196) visited Haxby.

In 2000, several people from our parish joined members of the two Czech congregations on a holiday trip based at a holiday centre in Javornick and then spent time as guests of families in Chocen and Brandys.

In 2001, people from our parish visited Prague for the IEF Conference, followed by a weekend in Chocen and Brandys.

In 2002, the Jaroslav family moved and a new pastor, Lukas Ondra, was appointed. He and his wife, Magdalena, were both pastors. They felt that their primary responsibility was to ‘bring both congregations into the 21st century’ and they were uncertain at that point whether a link with a congregation such as ours could be of any help. 

In 2004, Stuart Baker visited in the autumn and in 2005 John and Margaret Carden met Magdalena. 

Cards continued to be sent and received by the link representative, now Alice Showell.

2008

There was discussion in the World Church Concerns Group as to whether the link should now be formally ended, but after a brief review of its rich history, it was decided to concentrate on the prayer dimension of the relationship.

A letter was sent, suggesting that there might be things that both our communities, Haxby and Wigginton and Chocen and Brandys might like to share for purposes of prayer.  So far no replies have been received, but there is always a possibility that they will arrive in as unorthodox and surprising a way as did our first contact with them, via the load of electric light bulbs in Batley! As well as ‘official’ letters and card there has been some ongoing communication between individuals.
Work is taking place to collate, index and archive material relating to the link and lodge it somewhere in the church building.  This brief introduction is part of that work.

John Carden
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