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I shall briefly introduce the Romany and Traveller communities
using two short stories from my own experience, before outlining
some of the challenges that seem to face ministry among them. I
thought we could then discuss how we might minister effectively
and inclusively with them.

If you ever get the chance to visit a Romany or traveller family,
you will probably find them to be incredibly generous in their
hospitality and easily offended if it is turned down. The Romany
community originally migrated from Northern India, arriving in
England about 500 years ago and mixing with our regional
traveller communities. Since that Tudor era, they have
consistently experienced persecution, making them inherently
wary of authority figures.

Many still live to the rhythms of seasonal work, and have a
heightened awareness of the beauty and provision of God’s
creation, whilst accepting as normal, the prophetic and
miraculous. Christian symbols and imagery are well used and
important to them, but often melded into their traditions and folk
religion.

T*** came towards me from her position among the women
gathered at the graveside, and wept into my shoulder: “You done
my Nana good” she said. I had laid this matriarch to rest with a
dignity that reflected her birth in a barrel-top Romany wagon, and
the family’s simple faith in the God that created and cared for
them. I was both pleased and disappointed, that now they were
permanently housed, I wouldn’t witness the burning of the family
wagon. Instead I watched them adjourn to a wake, where the
menfolk would complete the deals being discussed at the
cemetery as I had arrived with the women and the coffin.
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The baptisms had taken place, but as the morning service
continued the men of the large and noisy baptism party walked
out, chatting and opening their fag packets. I knew that given the
parish vacancy the regular congregation would lodge their
complaints at my door, and I was right: the noise and disruption
offended them as they felt such behaviour showed a lack of
respect for others, for God’s house and for worship. Why they
asked, did such people have to have baptisms at this service?!

Some parishes have vibrant ministries among their Romany and
Traveller communities. Sadly in my town we don’t currently, and
we have yet to grapple with the variety of challenges represented
in the stories I’ve just told.

But they aren’t the only cultural issues that need to worked with, if
we are to build on the Christian beliefs we share. We also need
to remember that

� Literacy levels are patchy at best;

� Acute poverty can be hidden behind a fastidious cleanliness
and order, or conversely, a seeming lack of regard for
personal property ownership;

� Their lives are often overshadowed by housing and education
issues, especially for those who still maintain the fairground
circuits;

� The large clans are built on personal contact and repeated
relationship patterns which influences both the speed with
which news travels and the frequency of genetic health
issues;

� And, these people continue their longstanding struggle
against the racial stereotyping and persecution caused by
programmes such as Big Fat Gypsy Wedding!
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I’m sure we all would say we believe in a God of justice and
mercy who calls us to follow his example of humility. (Micah 6:8)
We also recognise that Jesus, the word made flesh, came down
to earth and ‘pitched his tent’ among his people. Yet we may
have to put aside our own prejudices, to empathise with the
Romanies who relate to “Jesus as a traveller… constantly on the
move”, a fellow persecuted man from a minority culture.

In some parishes the Romany and Traveller communities are
some of the most frequent in their requests for occasional offices.
Yet, certainly where I live, there is a concern that we rarely have
other points of contact on which can build community and share
our faith.
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