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The	‘Calais	Four’	Report	to	CSJP	Congregation		
 

 
 
We, Sr. Sheena, and Associates Donna Clifford, Bryan Johns and Frank McCann want to 
thank the CSJP leadership and congregation for the support we received enabling us 
to spend time at the Calais refugee camp known as the Jungle. Calais was very 
impactful emotionally and spiritually and was a significant learning experience for each 
of us as we tried to live our Chapter Call in company with poor and marginalized 
people. We are not the same people who left home for Calais. 
 
We all feel an obligation to share with you about our experience, what we learned and 
how we have been changed by it. Our reflections while in Calais are captured in the 
blog posts at byanotherway.net to which we all contributed. Some of those blog posts 
will be referenced herein as links.  These thoughts and reflections have been shared 
and gathered on a series of conference calls over the weeks since we returned from 
Calais. As we met on the phone to discuss this report, the Jungle was being threatened 
and eventually destroyed by the French government. Our hearts still ache for those we 
met at the camp and in St. Maria Skobstova Catholic Worker House (hereafter, the 
House) who have been scattered throughout France. We do not know the fate of most 
of them, although we are able to stay in contact with some. A few refugees remain at 
the House because they were released from hospitals after the busses left, or because 
they were not well enough to travel. Some are unaccompanied minors and suffer from 
mental illness after their ordeals. 
 
When considering volunteering we were told our work would be “pastoral,’ that is, 
visiting refugees at the camp and in the hospital while living in the House sharing in its 
life, work and prayer. None of us really knew what we could expect when we arrived in 
Calais, although Donna and Bryan had some inkling from the blogposts shared by Sr. 
Sheena and Frank. 
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Our highs and lows of volunteering in Calais 
 
The high point for Sr. Sheena was her identification with the struggles of the refugees, 
recognizing her own freedom compared to those who had no homeland or freedom to 
move freely. The low point was being asked “where is your passport from? When the 
answer was given American passport, the next request was “take me also with you”. 
The refugees are outside the boundaries of citizenship; they are denaturalized. Because 
they can no longer claim a country as their home they become dehumanized. They 
are easier targets of violence and even death as they are not under the protection of 
any state.  Sr. Sheena recalls, “It saddens me that these individuals are denied the basic 
human right of safety, of freedom from terror, of having a home country. I felt so 
helpless and small knowing that there was not much that I could do to help them.” 
 
Donna shared that communal living in the house was her high point, meeting the 
Brother Johannes, a wonderful array of young men, and Alexandra, a mid-twenties 
Scotch born Frenchwoman with some legal training, all of whom who served the 
refugees. Each was inspiring. House living had the uniqueness of being a family, sitting 
down to meals together, putting cell phones away and sharing the day’s experiences 
in several languages. Donna’s low point came with the helpless feeling experienced 
when spending a day with a young 16 year-old Eritrean woman who was gang-raped 
by 10 and was convinced by community elders not to leave the Jungle (and her 
rapists) for safe living an hour away with Patricia and Bernard (trustees of the house.) 
She expressed how hard it was for her to leave and settle back into her comfortable 
life. She felt a profound sadness and also guilt that she could leave and her friends 
could not.    
 
For Bryan the high point was watching the young refugee men living in the House grow 
up before his eyes; especially toward the end as they prepared to go off to the 
university. Hissein, about whom Bryan blogged, was not going to university but was sent 
to a relocation center. Hissein was an especially inspiring person for Bryan. The low 
points of community living involved several mood swings within the house as well as the 
constant cleaning! Other points were humorously listed on Bryan’s last blog post. 
 

Frank’s high point was the radical hospitality shown to us in 
the “Eucharistic” meal on the first afternoon in the jungle 
described in The Tables Are Turned. After that he was 
reminded daily of the oneness of our common humanity 
whenever refugees shared their stories, struggles, hopes 
and dreams. He was constantly uplifted by their optimism 
in such dreadful conditions. Looking at the overall 
experience, the House community was the high point 
even though Frank did not actually ever sleep there, but 
rather was housed some 10 blocks away in a studio 
apartment he shared with several visitors over his month in 
Calais. The House both provided a connection to our 
mission in the Jungle and was a place of rest, community 
living, a font of shared spirituality and place for regular 
prayer. A low point for Frank was the helplessness at being 
able to resolve the immigration status of any of the 

refugees, and difficulty in not being able to speak French to communicate with local 
residents, shop owners and the police in the camp.  
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Each of us felt deep gratitude for Brother Johannes, 
an Anglican Benedictine monk whose vision made 
Maria Skobtsova House possible. His passion for the 
refugees, his advocacy on their behalf, his willingness 
to share his home with them was truly inspirational. 
He modeled our own chapter call, offering Jesus’ 
way of radical hospitality while living in company 
with poor and marginalized people. He always wore 
his habit in the Jungle, had a heart for the most 
vulnerable among the refugees, and was always 
willing to take on the humble tasks. He led us three 
times a day in prayer: morning prayer in French at 8 
AM, in English at 9:15 AM and evening prayer after 
the dinner dishes were cleaned. He also witnessed 
how to be present in the moment especially when we were with refugees. Part of the 
House’s spontaneity came from his openly welcoming spirit. How often we, as cooks, 
would be told how many were expected for dinner, only to have him arrive with five or 
six more guests from the Jungle as food was ready to be served! We lived in a house 
that practiced “Jesus’ way of radical hospitality". 

We all visited in the Jungle and we all visited refugees in the hospital, but the part of the 
experience that impacted each of us most, was living in Maria Skobtsova House. The 
experience of an intentional community was certainly challenging at times but was the 
most powerful part of our experience. Together we identified three factors that made 
the house so impactful and effective. 

1) The common mission- Everyone in the house was there to serve refugees or were
refugees recuperating (even they served). There were many ways to serve, at
Secours Catholique (Catholic Charities), in the Jungle on pastoral visits, doing
legal work for refugees, visiting the hospitalized refugees, repairing bicycles for
refugee use and providing clothes, shoes, food as needed. Sr. Sheena related a
story of a discussion with Ali in the kitchen. The way the house was to be cleaned
had been a “hot” discussion. Ali put it into perspective: “What is our biggest
problem here, the refugees or how the house is cleaned?” Everyone was there
to serve the needs of refugees. Regardless of our duties, or abilities, care and
concern for refugees united us all.

2) Spirituality-

The house was a spiritual as well as a 
physical home. Silence was to be 
observed from 10:30 PM until after 
morning prayer. All Christians in the house 
were expected to participate in prayer. 
Others were also welcome. Brother 
Johannes would ring the bell in the 
stairwell if some were late for prayer. 
Evening prayer happened after dinner 
and after dishes were washed. While 
morning prayer was usually 20 minutes, 
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on Farsi prayer night evening prayer could easily last an hour. Prayer had a 
structure to it, but was not inflexible. Morning prayer included a few songs, a story 
about the saint of the day a reading proclaimed in two or three languages 
psalms and intercessory prayer. Brother would often give a short sermon but not 
always. Evening prayer was similar but with more psalms and without a reading 
from a saint of the day. Prayer time allowed house members to articulate prayer 
to God for our own needs and those of refugees. Prayer was also open to our 
visitors. There was an optional French prayer service every day at 8 AM except 
Sunday which some of us attended. We were also encouraged to attend Mass 
during the week in local parishes to be part of a larger spiritual community. All of 
these experiences, the prayer life inside and outside of the house, helped root us 
in the mission and allowed the Holy Spirit to work through each of us each day. 

3) Diversity- The common mission to refugees drew a diverse group of residents to
the house. There were a few “religious” including Brother Johannes, later, Sr.
Francois or Sr. Anne and any of the four of us who were there. There were also
young women like Maria, Julie, Alexandra and others discerning their futures by
incorporating service and seeking a spiritual path. A young French college
student, Francois, also came to
volunteer as a driver. Refugees who
lived in the house came from Iran, Iraq,
Sudan, Eritrea, Egypt, and Syria. Donna
remarked that it was so inspiring to see
Omar (Iraqi) sharing a bedroom with
the three Iranians (Babak, Ali and
Moein) when, if at home in their own
countries, they would be enemies.
Efforts were always made to invite into
the house the most vulnerable within
the camp, be they unaccompanied
minors or pregnant couples having
difficulty carrying to term. Each night
this diverse group sat down to share a
common meal, not always knowing what we were eating. All dinner
conversations required at least four languages (English, French, Farsi and Arabic).
We also varied in age (16-82) and in skin color. There was also a fluid community
of people who did not actually reside at the house but who regularly visited and
were accepted as family. These includes Baptist ministers Simon and Juliette,
volunteers Tim and Henrietta from England as well as a local couple Patricia and
Bernard who all served as “Trustees” of the house. Finally, there were regular visits
from a local L’Arche community who were deeply attached to the refugees in
the house. This eclectic mixture of people made us appreciate what all of God’s
children had to offer to this community.

As we reflected further on what changed us, it centered again on the spirituality of 
Maria Skobtsova House. Frank suggested it was like a Pentecost experience each 
hearing the good news in his or her own language. While we arrived in Calais with the 
understanding we would serve, we came to know that we were the receivers of more 
than we could give. 
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Donna shared that she experienced God in a new way-in the 
physical day to day of living in the House. Seeing how love 
flowed between the young people in the house and how it 
extended to us as well, made God present in a way she had 
never experienced before. 

For Sr. Sheena it provided a significant enhancement of her 
understanding of religious life. Being present to the House 
members and refugees allowed her to step aside and let God 
use her as a channel of God’s presence. She realized how 
much she has been given and how that contributes to her call 
to religious life. 

Bryan also described himself as becoming a channel. He 
attended every opportunity to pray in the house, three times a day. Every day became 
a miracle for which he prayed and on which he could reflect in the evening. It was not 
about doing things, but about being present, letting God work through him. Ego was 
removed. Planning (we had a weekly planning meeting) did not matter as much as 
being flexible enough to be present in the moment to the needs expressed by another. 
An ability to be present in the moment was something he learned from Brother 
Johannes and the young men in the house. 

In his exhortation, Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis writes about what he calls the “art of 
accompaniment.” (169-173) His expectation was “the Church would have to initiate 
everyone, priest, religious and laity into the meaning of the art of accompaniment.” It 
would “teach us to remove our sandals before the sacred ground of the other” we 
would approach others “without making judgements about their responsibility or 
culpability.” He goes on to say it will require “docility to the Spirit” and “the art of 
listening which is more than simply hearing.” Francis continued, “listening helps us find 
the right gesture and word which shows that we are more than simple bystanders.” 

Frank shared how well prepared we were for our mission by the CSJP congregation’s 
“docility to the spirit.” Since our Chapter in 2008 when we recommitted to growing in 
nonviolence, recognizing the sacredness of each person, doing no violence to them or 
to ourselves we have been engaged in learning accompaniment. Retreats with Sr. 
Nancy Sylvester, practicing deep listening to each other, and finally being disturbed by 
the spirit, we recommitted to Jesus’ way of radical hospitality with our Chapter Call in 
2014.  

Pope Francis goes on to write that someone practicing the art of accompaniment 
“invites other to be healed, to take up their mat, embrace the cross, leave all behind 
and go forth ever new to proclaim the Gospel.”  Frank could hear that invitation in Sr. 
Sheena’s constant encouragement to those hospitalized and ready to give up hope, 
when she would say “Look, you have come so far, do not give up now.” 

Without our realizing it, we had been prepared for the experience of being God’s 
channels of peace and welcome in Calais. We believe the same is true not just the four 
of us, but for the whole congregation. 

We do want to offer three recommendations for consideration regarding any future 
such experiences: 
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1) It might be best to go in teams. Sr. Sheena and Frank “had each other” while 

they were there. Donna and Bryan overlapped a few days, but Bryan in 
particular was apart from a CSJP presence for over three weeks. Donna and 
Bryan could have been scheduled to go together, even if it meant a gap in the 
presence of CSJPs in Calais. 
  

2) We should take into more serious consideration the language of the local 
culture. None of the four of us spoke French. We were told it was not necessary; 
that the house was English speaking. But shopping for food, and dealing with the 
neighbors, worshiping on Sundays and dealing with the police could all have 
been easier if some minimal ability to speak French existed. Additionally, a 
knowledge of basic yet important phrases in Arabic and Farsi would have gone 
a long way in opening lines of communication and trust with the refugees we 
served. 

  
3) If the CSJPs were to consider opening a house of hospitality for refugees, it would 

be important to consider it being a live-in opportunity for CSJPs. This is not as 
important if the mission is simply to relocate and settle Syrian (or other) families. 
The intentional in-residence community at Maria Skobtsova house was so 
transformative, spiritually enriching and powerful, it should be considered as part 
of living our chapter call in each region. 

 
Maria Skobtsova House still exists although the camp is now destroyed. Because Calais 
is the closet point in France to the UK, many are convinced that new groups of refugees 
will return to fill spaces left empty when the Jungle was burned and bulldozed. Br. 
Johannes and partner groups remain there to accompany whoever arrives and needs 
help. 
 
Again, we thank each member of the congregation who supported us with notes of 
encouragement, following our exploits on the blog, Facebook posts or with your 
prayers. Calais was a gift of the congregation to us. We hope this sharing of our 
reflections returns to the congregation some small piece of what we received. 
 

 
Our call to peacemaking 
permeates all aspects of our lives together. 
It seeks expression in mutual love and concern. 
It challenges us to accept and share our gifts 
 and to empower others to do likewise. 
It pervades our prayer 
and calls is to a life of simplicity and service. 

Constitution 15 
 
Submitted by: 
 
Sr. Sheena George 
Bryan Johns, CSJP-A 
Donna Clifford, CSJP-A 
Frank McCann, CSJP-A 




