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Twelve participants joined a Cliff College/Discipleship and Ministries Learning 

Network pilgrimage to Croatia for a deeper understanding of reconciliation. This 

visit followed on from the visit to Northern Ireland in December 2016, and was led 

by Inderjit Bhogal and Clive Fowle. 

With the beautiful, magisterial and multi-coloured Danube looking on, from 1991 

to 1999 Yugoslavia descended into war and disintegrated as a country. Fighting 
broke out in Croatia and spread to Bosnia and Kosovo. Cities like Vukovar and 

Novi Sad were riddled and serrated with bombs and bullets. The figure of 200,000 
killed, injured or missing was frequently used by human rights organisations 
following the war. Many will recall news reports of this tragic conflict with horrific 

scenes of the destruction of life and buildings, awful scenes of refugee camps 
looking like concentration camps, and mass graves. The world watched. I recall 

especially that NATO bombed bridges and communication channels between 
Croatia and Serbia over Easter in 1999.  
 

The path to peace has not been easy. Although there is no armed conflict, the 
conflict has left a legacy of continuing war scars in people, fractured communities 

and relationships, continuing tensions between the different sides, war crimes 
trials, unemployment, land mines and issues around the loss of identity. Who 
started the war in the first place is a difficult and continuing question. There are 

many remarkable initiatives and projects working on challenges around 
acknowledging and attending to hurts, facilitating the slow ongoing work of 

reconciliation, and healing. 
 
In 1996 the Revd Clive Fowle visited Osijek in Eastern Croatia and met some 

remarkable people who were committed to recovery, healing hurts and 

reconciliation. He became involved with the Bench We Share project which sought 

to work with divided communities. This work developed into the initiative entitled 

Touch Of Hope, a peace programme which offers training in peace building in 

Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia. Clive and his colleagues helped us to arrange our 

pilgrimage which provided opportunities to see and hear about the work of 

reconciliation in Croatia. 

We visited the remarkable Vukovar Hospital where courageous doctors, nurses 

and volunteers worked around the clock while being bombed, especially during a 

three month period of occupation of the City between August and November 1991. 

Water and electricity supplies, essential to Hospital work were destroyed. No help 

was received from anywhere during these three months. It was a hidden crime. 

261 wounded people were captured here, taken away and shot and 200 were 

buried in an unmarked mass grave, exhumed some years later and given a proper 

burial. 61 of those taken from the Hospital are still missing.  

Nearby the tallest building, the Vukovar Water Tower stands as an unrepaired 

memorial to the war. Its shape resembles a chalice though clearly broken. All its 

water contents poured out, symbolic of the human blood shed by war. A memorial 

to the wickedness and waste of war and violence. Its height made it an easy 

target. It was frequently hit but never completely erased to the ground, and has 



come to symbolise the spirit and resilience of local people, and a plea for end to 

all war and violence and bloodshed.  

People of Roman Catholic and Orthodox Christian traditions, and people of 

Shia/Sunni Muslim backgrounds became trapped in the war. They had lived side 

by side with each other as good neighbours but quickly divided in conflict. There 

are remarkable stories within this context of neighbours of different backgrounds 

who courageously sheltered and protected each other, and kept watch over each 

other’s homes. But suspicions grew and remain. There are conflicting opinions as 

to who started the war. 

Faith was not only a cause of division. Faith has also held, healed and sustained 

people. Many of the people we met called for faith leaders to do all in their power 

to bring people of different backgrounds together, to preach positive sermons, to 

preach peace and forgiveness without pointing fingers of blame, to help dispel the 

fear of those who are different, to give attention to war wounds and hurts and to 

work for reconciliation and healing, to train people for non-violence and peace-

making. 

There were calls also to move away from segregated schools, to help children to 

meet those who are different, to increase relationships of mutual respect and 

trust, to learn non-violence. 

We met a group called “Believers for Peace”. They reminded us that “non-violence 

is essential to co-existence and peace-making”. They were concerned that peace-

making is sometimes seen in churches as “left wing politics” which led to a 

reluctance to engaging with the work for peace. They said that people outside the 

church seem to have a greater understanding of the need to work for peace. They 

called on all Christians to “see peace building as acts of worship and devotion, and 

to celebrate God through building peace”. 

Our final session in Croatia was facilitated by Touch of Hope. The question our 

hosts asked us was “what can we contribute to reconciliation as individuals?” We 

heard and reflected on very powerful stories of the work of reconciliation 

undertaken by people deeply wounded by war. One woman said, “My first 

contribution to reconciliation is to change myself so that I can accept other 

people.” The very final comment in our conversations, appropriately was made by 

the youngest members of our group, Jessica Bond. She had just put into her 

mouth one of the lovely Cherries brought by one of the local people out of her 

garden. Jessica had to speedily remove the Cherry out of her mouth before she 

could speak. Her words sum up so much we shared. “I need courage to open up. 

There is no reconciliation without opening yourself up. How can we make people 

safe enough to open up”? 

I summed up my own reflection on our visit by a very short poem: 

I have to change myself; 

Take the log out of my own eye; 

Take the cherry out of my own mouth; 



Remove my earplugs, unstop my own ears; 

Remove my shoes; 

For I stand on holy ground. 

Then I might hear the whisper of God 

Call me again. 

 

Inderjit Bhogal 

June 2017   

 

 

 


