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What goes on behind the walls? 
It could be quite  

mysterious having a 

group of people working 

behind high walls,  

seemingly closed off from 

the wider  

community. Knowing a 

little about the three of 

us, there may be a temp-

tation to fill in the blanks! 

What are we doing here 

in the walled garden?  

Firstly we are a Christian/

Passionist response to the 

suffering of the earth.  

We wish to complement 

and support the ministry 

of hospitality and wel-

come at Minsteracres. 
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Our vision for The Eco-Community is a Christian/Passionist  

response to the suffering of  the earth, our common home and her wider  

community. We aim to provide a contemplative space which can be an exemplar 

for sustainable living in sympathy with God’s creation and where the community 

can provide contemplative and themed retreats, on the subject of  living in  

harmony with creation, to help address the environmental crisis.  

 
To facilitate this we are open to visitors on  

 
Wednesdays 10:30-12:30 &  Saturdays  14:00-16:00 

To visit at other times please contact the community by email to arrange a  
convenient time. 

We are forming a Chris-

tian Community in the 

mould of the new  

monastic communities. 

We are attempting to live 

a sustainable life. Growing 

as much food as we can, 

not eating meat, reducing 

dairy, moving towards a 

net zero carbon emissions 

lifestyle, reducing our 

waste and recycling and re

-using where possible.  

We are outward look-

ing. We are  

interested in the wid-

er community and 

the wider world.  

 

We take time to discern 

how we might respond to 

the needs of others, crea-

tion and the environment. 

We are a place of welcome 

for all those in need of 

rest, a listening ear, nour-

ishing food, quiet space, 

engagement with nature, 

whilst nevertheless seeking 

to have a contemplative 

element to our  

community. 

In solidarity with the crucified earth  

Summer 2020 

http://www.minsteracres.org/
https://passionists-uk.org/
https://passionists-uk.org/


Vegetable & Fruit exchange 

Following a busy season of  planting, weeding and caring 

for a wide variety of plants, we are approaching harvest 

time. 

As part of our effort to live sustainably, we need to retain 

some of the produce of the garden for our own use 

throughout the year.  

However, we produce more than we need. We supply 

fresh fruit and vegetables to the Retreat Centre, as and 

when requested. 

If you would like to enjoy our fresh. Seasonal, organic 

produce, we are happy to exchange by mutual arrange-

ment. You might wish to pay for the products, spend a 

few hours helping in the garden or exchange some of your 

homegrown vegetables. We are open to suggestions! 

When our website is launched we will update weekly the 

produce that is ready for harvesting. 

 

Spiritual Direction & Retreats  
The past few 

months have 

been an  

emotionally 

and spiritual-

ly  

challenging 

time for 

many of us. 

Some are 

longing for 

opportunity to enter into retreat.  

Those with time and space, have been able 

to use the imposed isolation to join with the 

multitude of on-line resources.  

Michael has been working on the British Jes-

uits online retreats initiative. He has been 

privileged to accompany three men in their 

twenties, one on a six-day and two on six-

The past months may 

have prompted a time of  

discernment and in the 

near future we hope to  

offer the Ignatian Spiritu-

al exercises as a very use-

ful means for discerning 

the will of God in your 

life today. This could be 

achieved either through 

undergoing the exercises 

in daily life or as a 30 day  

retreat.  

We’re hoping to find 

time to undertake re-

search into the Passionist 

‘Castellazzo’ 40 day re-

treat, based on the spir-

itual experiences of St 

Paul of the Cross. 

week IGR’s (Individually  

Guided Retreat), using 

the technology du jour, 

zoom.   

While, as yet, we cannot 

accommodate overnight 

retreats (we hope to adapt 

the buildings for residen-

tial use and to apply for 

planning permission in 

the near future), we are 

able to  

welcome visitors for  

quiet days and to meet for 

one to one spiritual  

direction, and to provide 

a listening presence,  

either in person,  

telephone or zoom. 
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https://www.saintpaulofthecross.com/
https://www.saintpaulofthecross.com/


Gardening to refresh the body & mind 

Here in the walled garden 

there is certainly more 

work than the three  

members of the  

community can keep up 

with.  We have many plans 

for the future which we 

must limit due to our ca-

pacity at any given time. 

We are seeking ‘friends 

of the Eco-Community’, 

where we can provide a 

mutual exchange of 

each others gifts and 

resources. 

Friends of the community 

would be able to visit the 

garden during our opening 

times or at another jointly 

agreed time. 

 

A Face of  the Crucified Earth - Lya Vollering 
Since 2018 I have been supporting a local group opposing the opencast coal extracting site in Pont valley. De-
spite 30 years of opposition Banks was allowed to start extracting coal in 2018. The UK parliament, Durham 
County Council together with another 280 councils have declared climate emergency in 2019.  The UK is 
meant to be carbon neutral by 2050. In the UK there is more coal stock piled than needed. Fossil fuels need to 
be left in the ground if we take the environmental crisis seriously. Banks however has applied for an extension 
of the site at Pont Valley.  

In august 2018 local women and I started with a vigil at the site on last Friday of the month at 3 pm. We have 
continued doing this nearly every month since then. It was painful to see how the ‘skin’ of the earth was 
ripped off and big machinery dug deeper and deeper. The earth was blasted open. People living nearby com-
plained about the dust and the noise. Opencast coal extraction is not only about coal being dug up and used 
for burning and then releasing CO2 it is also about loss of habitat. Trees that had to be cut down, a pond  
disappeared. It was a site where Curlews nested, newts lived and deer and badgers were seen. 

We need to change our relationship with the earth. She is not ‘ours’. Pope Francis calls her our common 

home. He says: ‘living our vocation to be protectors of God’s handiwork is essential to a life of virtue; it is not 

an optional or a secondary aspect of our Christian experience. (Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, Paragraph 218, 

2015). When I look at the site I see a crucified earth. Sometimes there is nothing else left other than just stand-

ing beside her and pray. In February Michael and I joined the Christian Climate Action for a prayerful walk 

around the site.  

What is happening to the earth is bigger than us, but it is all the small actions that can make change happening. 

Durham County Council has rejected Banks application for extension of the opencast coal mine on 1st July.  

In our modern world and 

society, many people live 

in cramped and over-

crowded conditions. 

Those living conditions 

have been stretched to 

their limits during the 

time of lockdown. 

Many people now live 

without any garden space 

and waiting lists for  

allotments stretch far into 

the horizon.  

More people now live 

alone and with the  

increase in home work-

ing, have less opportunity 

to engage with others in a 

more social and  

meaningful way. 
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Olive tree planted in the memory of Sussanah 

Crump and donated to the garden by Hexham 

Sabeel-Kairos Community. This group   

promotes a just peace in the Holy Land. 

If  you would like to become a friend 

of  the Walled Garden Community, 

please contact us, in the first instance 

by e-mail,  

ecocommunity@minsteracres.org  

mailto:ecocommunity@minsteracres.org?subject=Enquiry%20about%20becoming%20a%20friend%20of%20the%20Eco-Community


Community Member Profiles—Scott 

I decided to take the plunge and strive 

for that life changing experience I had 

building up inside of me for a long 

time. I arrived late January, not an  

ideal time. I was welcomed by all and 

it was not long before I settled into 

my daily routine of  mornings in the 

garden followed by afternoons in the 

main house for my Marketing role. 

On previous visits to Minsteracres, I 

was impressed with the atmosphere, 

hospitality, scenery and the possibil-

ity of joining an eco-community. 

I’ve been here 5 months, I cannot 

say that I am settled or excelling in 

my new experience yet, as my plans 

were jeopardised by the lockdown.  

However, I have honestly surprised 

myself. I am in the garden learning a 

new skill set, planting seed vegetables 

& flowers, composting, weeding, 

rowing up potatoes and adapting to 

living a sustainable lifestyle.  

I feel privileged to be a  

member of the marketing  

committee and hopeful of 

making a good contribution 

to promoting future events, 

along with welcoming  

visitors.  

I aim to progress with my 

photography and enjoy  

completing mini projects in 

the beautiful Northumber-

land countryside. 

I look forward to keeping you 

all informed of our progress 

and to welcoming you to the 

garden soon.  

A Day in the Life of  the Community 
require a lot of attention to prepare 

them to welcome overnight guests 

in 2021. 

We currently manage to upkeep 

three quarters of the vegetable 

beds, a large polytunnel and a small 

(but expanding) food forest. 

Some members of the community 

have part-time roles in the Retreat 

Centre including retreat work and 

marketing. 

We all have interests ‘outside’ of 

the community. Some of us are 

members of the Community of the 

Passion and we’re alert to the  

present environmental crisis. 

Lockdown has enabled us to spend 

more time together, building the 

bonds of community and this has 

been truly beneficial. We have also 

been isolated from much of the 

Minsteracres community of staff 

and volunteers who have not been 

able to visit. We hope to strength-

en our ties in the coming weeks. 

Our days are at the same time both  

familiar and varied. The main focus of 

our work is building community, both 

among the three resident members and 

other creatures living within the garden. 

Our emphasis is also on wider outreach 

to the local community and those living 

on the margins of society. 

Spread over two acres, the gardens and 

buildings need to be maintained. The 

buildings were not designed to  

accommodate people residentially and 
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Our call to prayer at 

3pm to  

contemplate  

 

Crucified God 

Crucified People 

Crucified Earth 

The bell comes from 

a monastery and has 

an inscription;   

‘Qui me tangit, vo-

cem meam audit’ 

translates as ‘ 

’who touches me, 

hears my voice’ 

Timetable 

 

07:30  Morning Prayer & Meditation 

08:30 Mass in the Retreat Centre 

09:15 Breakfast 

13:00 Lunch 

15:00 Contemplation on the Passion 

17:00 Evening Prayer & Meditation 

19:00 Supper  

Mondays - Community Rest Day  

 

https://www.instagram.com/scotty_haddow/
https://passionists-uk.org/community-of-the-passion/#:~:text=The%20Community%20of%20the%20Passion%20is%20a%20dispersed,the%20crucified%20of%20today%20in%20our%20daily%20lives.
https://passionists-uk.org/community-of-the-passion/#:~:text=The%20Community%20of%20the%20Passion%20is%20a%20dispersed,the%20crucified%20of%20today%20in%20our%20daily%20lives.


The Walled Garden in September 2025 

A Vision from a Future Guest 

I have been very tired lately. I feel empty and have no energy left. I am not sure how to continue. I am looking 

for a guided silent retreat in a setting close to nature, somewhere with simple accommodation and a sustainable 

lifestyle. I read about the walled garden in Minsteracres and it seems to tick all the boxes. I feel a bit apprehen-

sive but also excited. 

The walled garden is easy to find. I am welcomed by a man with an open, friendly face and a big smile. He  

introduces himself as Scott. With him is a white woolly dog. I am not that keen on dogs but this one seems  

alright. A lovely sweet scent greets me when I walk through the gate. It comes from the rambling roses grow-

ing nearby. I am struck by the atmosphere as soon as I walk in. A sense of deep peace and safety. I can feel my 

body relax. My eyes feast on the colours of the flowers and bushes. So much to see. To hear too. The garden is 

full of bird song and when we walk along the path I hear the buzzing of bees. It’s a long time that I have seen 

so many butterflies. 

I am shown the shepherd’s hut I am going to stay for the coming week. 

It is a simple space with a bed, a desk and an easy chair but it is very 

beautiful in its simplicity. A little vase of flowers on the desk makes me 

feel welcome. I am shown the cottage with the kitchen, the library and 

resource room. It is again all very simple accommodation, but cosy. A 

big table outside the buildings looks very inviting.  

Scott asks if I would like some time to myself before he takes me 

around the place. I am very keen to have a tour. After we finish tea he 

shows me around. The willow woven raised bed in the first part of the 

garden give a medieval monastic feel to the place. Vegetables and  

flowers grow together. Scott explains that this part of the garden is called the earth garden. He walks me 

through a corridor of verbena, a tall purple flower loved by the butterflies. We enter a secluded garden  

surrounded by a round beech hedge, a pond at the centre with single seats around it. This is the water garden. 

A lovely curve of young birches and ornamental grass divides the water garden from the fire garden. An area 

full with wild flowers, bushes and trees and the lovely scent of honeysuckle. Following a winding path we enter 

area surrounded with dogwood and in the middle a raised fir pit, rustic benches around it. I hope we will have a 

bonfire this week! Then Scott takes me to what will become my favourite spot this coming week: The prayer 

space. An old gypsy style caravan has been turned into a prayer room with beautiful icons and simple benches 

at the site. The entrance of the caravan can be opened completely and connects with the prayer space outside. 

Simple but comfortable seats are placed around a rustic cross covered with deep red rambling roses. The scent 

is intoxicating. The dead wood and the vibrant living rose speak so vividly of crucifixion and resurrection. I 

immediately feel drawn to this place. Still there is more to see. ‘Well’ says Scott: ‘let me now introduce to our 

other members of our community’ He takes me to an area along the south facing wall. Hens come running to-

wards us. ‘They are very sociable’, says Scott: ‘ they are rescue hens, first we got them from a place where they 

were kept as battery hens, but –Thank God- that is not allowed anymore. Now we get them from a farm who 

get rid of their free range hens when they are a couple of years old and have passed the best of their laying 

days. We like to give them quality of live and they still gives us an occasional egg’. 

Then he takes me into the poly tunnel. A passion flower plant grows from the centre bed all along the top and 

to my surprise is heavy with fruit. I feel like a child in a sweet shop. All my favourite fruit and vegetables are 

there. There are tomatoes in different shapes and colours, aubergines, cucumber and butternut squashes climb-

ing up wooden structures. I feel quite overwhelmed and I am pleased that I can have a rest and get settled. 
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The Walled Garden, Minsteracres, Nr. Consett, DH8 9RT  

Email: ecocommunity@minsteracres.org 

We will soon be on the web ecocommunityminsteracres.com 

At the evening meal I meet the other members of the community Michael and Lya and the two guests: an  

elderly woman from London and a young man originally from Iran. We share a simple meal all made from the 

produce of the garden, such a joy. Michael explains the structure of the coming week. We are invited to join 

the community for morning prayer and meditation at 7.30 am and evening prayer at meditation at 6 pm. An 

old monastic bell will ring 5 minutes before prayer. It will also ring at 3 pm when we will gather to reflect on a 

sentence of Christ ‘passion narrative. The day will be in silence up until 7 pm when we have our evening meal. 

Michael is available for spiritual accompaniment. 

Time is so relative. I have been here a week and at one hand I feel it has flown by but at the other hand I feel 

I have been here for ages. I feel such a different person. I feel light and energized. Actually I feel truly blessed. 

The highlight of this week? Difficult to say, but I think it is that impression the cross made with the rambling 

roses. It symbolises for me my personal discovering of how in the crucifixion is also the resurrection. It was 

only later in the week that I found there is a section of the wall that is called: ’the wailing wall of the universe’. 

A place to grief for all that is going on in the world: the Covid 19 crisis that had such an impact on the world, 

the disasters caused by climate change, the failing crops because of the environmental crisis, the continuing 

inequality. Although it is overwhelming to face the immensity of suffering, it helped me to face what is going 

on in my life and put it in perspective and also see the connection between it all. Michael was very helpful and 

gently helped me to see life where I thought was only deadness.  

When I felt too overburdened with all the suffering, I liked to sit in front of the mosaic of Mary, Mother of 

Holy Hope. I love the way how she holds the earth gently in her hands with Christ on her lap. Christ with the 

cross in his hand. Yes, I thought, they have it all in hand! I can trust. The Icons of Thomas Berry and  

Wangari Maathai besides her helped me to see that we can make a difference where ever we are. When I 

waved goodbye to Scott, I felt a bit sad but stronger than that I felt keen to get back to where I feel called to 

be. And I take some of the walled garden with me, my pannier is full of homemade jams and fresh vegetables. 

A fuller version of this vision story will be available on our website when it is launched in the coming 

weeks. 

The Walled Garden in September 2025 continued 

In solidarity with the crucified 
earth  

ecocommunityminsteracres.com
https://passionists-uk.org/

