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The word ‘missionary’ is an uncomfortable word in a world so aware of the variety of cultures and religions. We doubt the unique claims of religion. We question whether human well being is advanced by religion. We are particularly uncomfortable with the British colonial legacy and its associated commendation of Christianity.

Derek Goodrich and John Dorman are part of the rich legacy of service the Church of England has provided for the Diocese of Guyana. In Old-Style Missionary the former salutes the latter in a well produced book depicting a life of missionary service set within Guyana’s indigenous Amerindian community. The 124 pages with 30 illustrations and fascinating stories of life in Guyana’s hinterland are valuable simply for being a rare record of the culture of the forest people in a time of tumultuous change. Beyond that, they capture the heart of a missionary whose conviction about Christ led him to build and not tear down, to serve and not to be served. In that sense this book is a powerful counterbalance to the negative overtones of the word ‘missionary’ in today’s world.

John Dorman first went to the then British Guiana in 1957 and served there almost continuously up to his death in 1998. Like many expatriates he redeemed his spare time in correspondence. Canon Dorman’s letters have made Fr. Goodrich’s task all the easier. They have also been a rich source of encouragement, challenge and guidance to many over the years. As my own reflection makes clear at the end of the book, I am one who would never have come to visit Guyana had not a letter arrived one day in his familiar closely woven script. Writing in 1986 John asked me to prayerfully consider joining the Company of Mission Priests team in that land to serve the training of Amerindian priests. I could not find an excuse, such was the spiritual force of John Dorman on occasion!

The need for indigenous priests is demonstrated by one of John’s tours of the Rupununi region, before we ran the Alan Knight Training Centre, when he baptised more than 100 children, gave Holy Communion to over 1000 and heard nearly 100 Confessions. It was primarily through John’s initiative that the Amerindian communities today have almost 20 priests so that the Sacraments are now available to all Guyanese, even those in the remotest parts of the rainforest.

Old-Style Missionary makes riveting reading. It begins with a shipwreck on the Essequibo in which John nearly loses his life on his way to take a Boxing Day Mass. He swims in the dark to safety on Calf Island where he says a Magnificat in thanksgiving. Writing from his hammock in the vestry at Kurupung he speaks of the ‘paint on the walls still scarred by the blood the vampire bats have sampled from my great toes’. Derek Goodrich describes how John was ‘driven from the Mission one night by a pack of jaguars and on another occasion was arrested by the Venezuelan frontier guards on the pretext of teaching without authority on their soil, a trumped up charge fortunately soon withdrawn’.

The missionary priest spends himself in much itinerant ministry: ‘Towards evening he would reach a Mission for Evensong, Confessions, Confirmation class then sleep in a hammock with Mass in the early morning. The work was endlessly varied in pattern and human need “It is concerned with carrying the simple riches of divine love to the simple poor people who need Him,” John writes. “Could there be anything more at one with the work of the Gospel than a little boat full of silent and reverent people returning from their Communion, the priest barefoot in alb and stole sitting in the bow and carrying the pyx containing the Blessed Sacrament for some faithful sufferer to whom the Lord travels as on the sea of Galilee?”

Fr. Goodrich describes John’s advocacy for Guyana’s Amerindians who are faced with the challenge of integration with Guyanese society as a whole. They are challenged by mining and logging ventures that damage their livelihood. The pollution of the rivers by dredging for gold remains a very serious problem. Fr. Dorman writes of how the Amerindians ‘at every point…live in two worlds and more and more these two worlds are coming into collision with their own ancient way taking most of the knocks’. When I used to visit him in Kamarang he was always deeply concerned about the heavy drinking and the video shops opened for the mining fraternity and their effect on the indigenous people. The formerly tranquil community had more of the feel of the Wild West with young people being drawn into prostitution.

Between 1975 and 1983 Canon Dorman was involved in a successful international campaign against a major hydroelectric project that would have flooded the Akawaio homelands including the sacred centre of the Alleluia Church. His refusal to condemn the Alleluia Church which holds many elements of Christian tradition (but with no bible or eucharist) contrasted with the negative attitude of other Christian Churches. John succeeded in obtaining associate membership of the Guyana Council of Churches for Alleluia and encouraged his priests and people to hold joint membership. His largest church at Jawalla was built especially to accommodate the traditional Alleluia dance which would accompany or follow the Eucharist on great feast days. 

Fr. Allan Buik’s funeral homily is quoted: ‘True to the best traditions of catholic Anglicanism, both in theory and in practice, he stressed the Creation and the Incarnation as well as the Atonement. His cherishing of God’s creation and of the tribes among whom he lived earned him high respect from environmentalists and anthropologists as well as from Christians – Alleluia as well as Anglican….His devotion to his  Amerindians could be paternalistic…(his) foibles were all facets of his love for the people to whom God had sent him, the people for whom he never stopped caring’.

All through Old-Style Missionary there is witness to the infectious enthusiasm of its subject who drew out so many vocations to the praise and service of God including my own offering of missionary service. The quiet humility of John Dorman is echoed in the style of Fr. Goodrich which is unobtrusive, presenting material assiduously researched in a way that honours both his subject, their common Lord and their ‘dear land of Guyana’
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