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A few months ago I was able to share with many of you, perhaps most of you, some of my 
reflections on the trip I took with four pastoral colleagues to the United Kingdom in May on a Vital 
Pastors grant from the Lily Endowment. You may remember that the focus of our study was on 
engagement with the world and with culture.  That focus led us to explore two different areas of 
engagement in the United Kingdom – one being the emerging post-Christendom culture and the 
ways in which people of faith in England are responding to and engaging with those changing 
cultural dynamics.  I have already shared about this area a few months ago in reflecting on our study 
and experiences in and around London this spring. 

Today, I want to share with you about the other area of engagement to which our study focus led us 
– the role of people of faith in transforming volatile and violet situations of social strife.  One of the 
reasons that we chose to travel to the UK was because of the convergence within a small 
geographical area of an active emerging church movement in a post-Christendom culture and efforts 
among Christians and communities of faith in Northern Ireland to bring peace and reconciliation to 
Catholics and Protestants torn apart by hatred and violence in the Troubles. 

Now for those of you who are like I was before this trip, with a basic awareness of the violence and 
division that has plagued the recent history of Northern Ireland, but without a good sense of what 
has caused the Troubles or why the problem exists, some background is in order.  First of all, the 
“Troubles” is the common euphemism used by the Irish people to describe the period of social 
conflict and unrest (some would even say terrorism and civil war) that lasted from roughly the late 
1960s until the end of the 1990s.  The conflict resulted from the political disagreement and deadlock 
on the answer to a very simple question for Northern Ireland: What country is this?  The range of 
positions on the question are many, but they fall principally on two ends of a spectrum.  On one end 
of the spectrum are the nationalists and the republicans, who are primarily Roman Catholics, who 
say that Northern Ireland should be part of a unified Irish Republic, and not under the control of the 
United Kingdom.  At the other end of the spectrum are the unionists and loyalists, who are primarily 
Protestants, and who maintain that since the majority of the people of Northern Ireland are British, 
Northern Ireland should remain a part of the UK.  We could spend a long time looking at all the 
specifics and intricacies of the lines of division in the Troubles.  But understanding that basic 
question – are we Irish (and thereby Roman Catholics) or are we British (and thus Protestants)? – 
gives us at least a working idea of the divisions in Northern Ireland.   

But the roots of the conflict go much farther back than the 1960s – all the way back to the arrival of 
England’s Henry II in Ireland with a large army in 1172 CE.  Since that time, England has been 
involved in Ireland, and depending on your point of view, has been a civilizing or an oppressing 
force.  In the late 16

th
 and early 17

th
  century, Queen Elizabeth I introduced a new policy to assert 

the authority of and establish loyalty to the English crown that has had far reaching effects in the 
region.  It was called plantation, and involved taking land out of Irish ownership and giving it to 
English and Scottish settlers who were loyal to the crown.  These new settlers were “planted” in 
Northern Ireland, especially around Ulster, and brought with them their own brand of Protestantism-
Presbyterianism.  Irish resentment continued to increase with the arrival of Oliver Cromwell with 
twelve thousand men in Dublin as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland in 1649.  In less than a year, the cruelty 
and brutality of his methods had left a permanent mark on the hearts and minds of the Irish people, a 
mark which continues to feed an anti-British bias in Irish Catholic folk history.   

This picture is, of course, incomplete.  Before traveling to Northern Ireland, our cohort group 
researched the Troubles and read this book (People Behind the Peace: Community and 
Reconciliation in Northern Ireland by Ronald Wells) in preparation for our trip.  And yet I still feel like 
I am just beginning to understand what lies behind this conflict.  As with so many conflicts – like 
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those between the Palestinians and Israelis or between the Bosnians and Serbs – the Troubles in 
Northern Ireland are a tangled web of roots with hundreds of years of history and with religious, 
political, socio-economic, and interpersonal aspects.  It is the kind of thing that you have to see and 
experience to even begin to get any real sense of what is happening.  Which is exactly why our 
group felt the need to go there.  And that is why I wanted to share with you this morning a few of the 
images and the stories that we brought back with us from our trip.   

1. Title Screen 

2. Map – UK / British – Green, Ireland – tan  

3. Often called the Emerald Isle…a land of incredible beauty 

4. A land of peace and tranquility, but also a land with a violent past and a troubled present 

5. Bombay Street – August 14, 1969 is often cited as the beginning of the modern Troubles in 
Northern Ireland.  On that date, extremists on both sides went on a spree of shooting and 
arson that killed 8, injured hundreds, and caused thousands to flee their homes.  The sight of 
Bombay Street – located in Belfast between the Protestant Shankhill Road and the Catholic 
Falls Road – burning from end to end, was a testament to the collapse of law and order in 
Northern Ireland, and remains a fixture in the collective memory.   

6. British army was called in to restore order in West Belfast.  Stationed on top of building, 
where they had a bird’s eye view of both Shankhill and Falls Road.   

7. “The Peace Line” – a series of walls built to provide physical separation and security in 
“interface areas” – where Protestant and Catholic areas and neighborhoods meet – at the 
outbreak of the Troubles.  Made of concrete, steel, and metal fencing or netting, they are 
over 25 feet tall, high enough to prevent people from tossing a petrol bomb over the wall by 
hand.  Today there are over 40 of these walls, mostly in Belfast, stretching over 13 miles all 
together.   

8. Gates in the Peace Wall – open by day, closed by night, and often guarded by police.  Some 
factories along the wall function in a similar capacity. 

9. Just this year, public discussions have begun as to how and when these barriers could be 
removed.  But the fear and memories run deep.  (Right along Bombay Street) 

10.   Memorial to the Clonard Martyrs – names of those in the community who have died in the 
past 35+ years in the sectarian violence.  Men, women, and young children.  Even as an 
outsider, sense of injustice surfaces.   

11. Tri-color Flag – In 1964, Unionist extremist leader and Presbyterian Pastor Ian Paisely led a 
march against the Belfast office of the Republican Sinn Fein party, demanding that police 
order them to remove the Irish national flag.  The action led to 2 days of rioting, after which 
followed the Flags and Emblems Act which made it illegal to display publically any symbol 
that could cause a breach of the peace.  Remained in force until 1987. 

12. The Shankhill and Falls Road interface has become a tourist attraction, and one of the best 
ways to experience it is through a Black Taxi Tour.  Highlights the history of the Troubles 
through a series of murals painted on the buildings.  Driver Bobby (Catholic) – slanted one 
way or another depending on the company and/or driver you get. 

13. Shocking to me – explicitly militaristic and violent (Mona Lisa perspective) 

14. Stevie McKeag was one of the top Unionist hit-men, boasting of having killed at least 14 
Catholics himself.  (Our driver told us that that number included a young Catholic girl, might 
be biased)  He was my age, dying just before he turned 30, of unknown causes.  Many say it 
was drug related. 
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15. Oliver Cromwell – deep wounds and memories, especially when seen as heroic by many on 
the Protestant side. 

16. Bobby Sands – Provisional IRA leader, was imprisoned for possession of firearms.  Led a 
hunger strike in 1981 in an effort to have their status changed to that of political prisoners.  
Became the first to die at the age of 27 after 66 days on the strike.  His death and the 
international publicity the strike drew led to a surge in IRA activity and international 
sympathy.   

17. Frederick Douglas – learned something about our own heroes in Ireland!  The nationalist 
/Catholic side in the conflict has strong sympathies with all oppressed peoples and those 
whom are fighting to be free.  Needed to be careful myself not to be swept into it myself. 

Conflict is deep and the divisions are stark.  Sense of hopelessness that things could be different, 
and that peace could come to this place.  And as I stood beneath the “peace wall” looking at these 
murals and wrestling with my own sensibilities and sympathies, the words of Jesus came to mind 
when he wept over Jerusalem and cried, “If only you had recognized the things that make for peace!  
But now they are hidden from your eyes.  And indeed the days will come upon you when your 
enemes will set up ramparts around you and surround you, and hem you in on every side.  They will 
crush you to the ground, you and your children with you…because you did not recognize the 
presence of God among you.” 

But we had the advantage of traveling to Northern Ireland knowing that many desperate and even 
hopeless prayers for peace in Northern Ireland have been answered in recent years.  And we went 
looking to a Christian community called Corrymeela for insight into how persons of faith who 
believed that peace was possible helped to transform the situation in Northern Ireland and bring 
about an answer to those prayers for peace.   

18. Corrymeela came into being out of the experiences and vision of Presbyterian minister Ray 
Davey.  In 1940, Davey was ordained for field work in the YMCA in North Africa during World 
War II.  He was taken captive in 1942 and spent 3 years as a prisoner of war in a camp near 
Dresden, where he witnessed the destruction and atrocities of the Allied bombing of that city.  
It was these experiences that helped form his convictions about peace, reconciliation, and 
common humanity across lines of division and hostility, and freed him from the notion that 
any one side had a monopoly on truth and virtue. (M.R. Zigler connection) 

19. From his vision of forming a safe place where all people could come together to share stories 
and find peace and reconciliation was born the Corrymeela Community.  In Davey’s own 
words, “we hope that Corrymeela will come to be known as ‘the Open Village,’ open to all 
people of good will who are willing to meet each other, to learn from each other and work 
together for the good of all.”   

20. Over the past four decades, Corrymeela has grown into a dispersed community of over 180 
people, with over 8000 people a year coming to its residential location on the Northern coast 
to exchange their stories. 

21. A Theology of Hospitality is central to their vision.  Many are fearful to come, many have 
never actually sat down and talked with someone from the other side.  (Story – woman with a 
hand ax in her luggage) 

22. Its vision and goals are enhanced by the physical beauty of its space.  (Peace Pole) 

23. Theology that everything is sacred – worship space Croi (“Cree”) 

24. Worship Center – Open Bible – Psalm 137 “Happy shall they be who pay you back what you 
have done to us!  Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them against the 
rock!”  -- Healing through Remembering. 
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25. Bernie (Catholic) and William (Protestant who had been a pipe major in the Orange Band).  
Both had lost children in bombings during the Troubles.  Came for a weekend at Corrymeela.  
Candlelighting service story. 

26. Playground at Corrymeela – dedicated to the memory of Sean Armstrong, a youth club 
worker in Belfast who was murdered in 1973 for refusing to stop bringing children together 
across religious/political lines.   

27. Joe Doughtery, a leader in the provisional IRA who had been in prison in the US for years 
and was finally released as part of the 1998 peace agreement.  Served tea while waiting by a 
woman whose husband had been maimed by an IRA attack.  “Stay”  

28. Carrick-A-Rede Rope Bridge – fishing access bridge, now tourist attraction which we visited. 

29. Story of the Policeman from Belfast who “fell” from the bridge to bring his group of youth 
together. 

30. “New memories” 

31. Omagh Bomb – 31 killed on both sides of the divide.  9 Children, 14 women, 5 men, and 2 
unborn children.  Could have derailed the peace process.  The Belfast agreement had been 
signed on Good Friday, April 10, 1998.  The Omagh Bomb was set off by a dissenting 
paramilitary group the RIRA (“Real IRA”) a little over 4 months later.  But the public and 
international outcry over the act was tremendous, with IRA leaders labeling it simply “murder” 
by those who opposed the agreement.  Eventually, even the RIRA apologized for the act.  
Many cited the Omagh bombing as a real turning point in the way the public perceived 
paramilitary action.   

32. The work for peace continues.  Ronnie Miller – current director of the Corrymeela center 

33. Treavor Williams – former leader of Corrymeela and now pastor of Trinity Church in Belfast 
at one of the “Interface” areas.   

34. Churches Forum in Coleraine – Isabel McDonnagh, one of the early leaders in the formation 
of Corrymeela.  Around that table – Methodist, Presbyterian, Catholic, Church of Christ, and 
Seventh Day Adventist (and that day 5 Brethren and one Baptist!)  Share stories and simple 
public witness – Christmas Caroling. 

35. March of Last Year (2007) – Ian Paisely and Gerry Adams – leaders of the extremist DUP 
and Sinn Fein.  Many thought it would never happen. 

36. Final Slide 

The peace process continues to move forward, and public sentiment continues to move toward 
finding ways to live together across religious and partisan lines.  Still a lot of work to be done.  And 
religion in many ways is both cause and cure in the struggle.  But for many in Northern Ireland, there 
is a sense that they are a living answer to the prayer for peace.  As I have learned to know more 
about the history of the Troubles, and to know some of the people involved in the peace movement 
in Northern Ireland, I am amazed that there has been as much movement toward peace as there 
has been.  But even more amazing and telling to me than the political process are the stories of 
transformative work toward peace and reconciliation by a faithful few – often among individuals or in 
small groups.  These folks have labored long with a vision that contrasted the prevailing mentality – 
indeed that violence would not have the final word, that God has a different dream for the world (and 
for Northern Ireland), and that we know a new thing is possible.  These are the people who knew the 
things that make for peace, and who continue in their efforts to share that peace.  That peace is 
bringing new life to Northern Ireland, and is a witness that wherever there is conflict and violence, 
that the prayer for peace is not in vain, and that a new day and a new life is possible 


