Peacemaking among protestants and catholics in northern ireland
I was born into a very poor Unionist family and was the last of three children. Growing up on a housing estate in Protestant West Belfast I wasn’t aware of the struggle my parents faced to provide the basics for the children. My Dad worked so hard for very little financial reward; his main interest outside of work was the Protestant Orange Order. My Mother also worked day and night in a hotel but for little reward. We were staunchly Unionist. From a very early age I became a member of the Junior Section of the Orange Order, gradually progressing to the senior post of Worshipful Master. I know that both my parents would later say what so many people in life say with hindsight: “if only we could turn the clock back, how different things would have been.”

Both my parents were lapsed Christians, although they made sure the children went to church every week. I found this experience an ordeal and hated Sundays with passion. Church was boring and meaningless to me in my young life and the Christian message I heard in Church only reinforced the anti-Catholic message I was receiving from the Unionist society around me. I left school in 1969 at the age of 15 with no academic qualifications. That summer the violence came to the streets of Northern Ireland and at this young age I felt the sectarian feelings rise in me. Within a few years the violence escalated. I became involved with the Ulster Volunteer Force, which is one of the main Loyalist paramilitary organizations. In July 1975 I was arrested by the security forces and sentenced the following year to life imprisonment.

As I settled into the routine of imprisonment, very slowly I started to question my beliefs and values. For the first time in my life I actually read the Bible. As I read about the life of Jesus I came to a conclusion that grows stronger with each passing day – that Jesus preached a message of non-violence and that those who follow Him are called to be peacemakers in this world. It is easy to preach the message of peacemaking, harder to practice it, yet God wants us to live it in our everyday lives. I learnt this in prison and have tried to follow it since.

Upon release from prison I met my future wife, who is a Roman Catholic from the Irish Republic. From the moment we met we knew that God had brought us together to work in reconciliation and peacemaking. This has not occurred overnight. We first had to learn in our marriage to respect each other’s culture, religion and political viewpoints. This journey has been slow and painful as both of us shed off the baggage that we carried with us from our upbringing in “the troubles”. But the lesson of reconciliation we learned in our marriage is relevant, as we later came to realize, for Northern Ireland. 

Today, after 11 years of marriage and three beautiful children, we can see God opening the doors to us and using us in the work of peace and reconciliation in the community generally. Both of us have trained as facilitators and, coupled with qualifications in community relations, we have recently started our own business called “Pax Works”. Through this name we hope to show that peace does work. As facilitators we have been blessed in having the opportunity to work with all sections of the community in Northern Ireland in trying to bring mutual understanding. It is a joy to watch those who in some cases live only a few streets away from each other come together and talk to each other for the first in a long time or the first time ever.

We know that people’s mindsets will not be changed in one day yet it is our calling as peacemakers to be prepared for a long journey. After 30 years of violence, pain and suffering in Northern Ireland there is much healing to be done and if my wife and I can in some small way contribute to this process then I firmly believe we have answered God’s call to be peacemakers and reconcilers. Our prayer is that others may grasp the vision in their own countries and local communities as it is at the grassroots that the seeds of peace grow. 

Jim McKinley

introduction
Northern Ireland’s conflict is deeply enigmatic. There are at least four paradoxes. It is supposedly a religious war fought over doctrinal principles between people for whom religion is their primary identity, yet religion disguises the conflict’s inherently political character. The conflict is over the legitimacy of the state and access to its political, economic and cultural resources, but religious affiliation defines the boundaries of the groups that are in competition. The conflict receives massive world attention, yet the violence is very low key. The fact that it is played out in the First World gives Northern Ireland’s conflict a media and international focus that conflicts with much higher levels of violence do not attract. Finally, despite its low-key nature, Northern Ireland has perhaps the most comprehensive peacemaking industry of all world conflicts. This leads naturally to the greatest conundrum: why the conflict persists amidst all the peacemaking. 

It is a truism that the dynamics of peacemaking are affected by the dynamics of the conflict it seeks to resolve. In Northern Ireland the conflict is such that all can assume the status of victim – Catholics victims of four centuries of social exclusion, Protestants of thirty years of terrorism – and both claim the other as perpetrator. This tends to complicate peacemaking, for the victims’ demands for justice can be divisive unless they are extended to all that have suffered. Given that the character of the conflict shapes peacemaking, it is necessary to begin with a history of Northern Ireland’s conflict.  Such a historical overview shows that peacemaking needs to be broadly understood as comprising more that an end to violence, for issues of equality, justice and political and civil rights also resonate down the ages. 

The History of the Conflict

The contemporary conflict in Northern Ireland has its genesis in the form of social structure created in Ireland by Plantation in the sixteenth century (for general histories see Bardon 1992; Brewer 1998; Foster 1988; Rafferty 1994, Ruane and Todd 1996). Plantation describes the voluntary migration – plantation – of English and Scottish Protestants to Ireland. British control of Ireland required Protestant control and hence Protestant dominance. Plantation transformed Irish society as no war of conquest had and it initiated different patterns of development in the North East Coast of Ireland – the ancient province of Ulster. Right from the beginning Ulster was different. Planters saw themselves as embattled because Ulster had Catholic rebels who preyed on the Protestant settlers.  The planters in Ulster came from Scotland more than England, bringing with them Presbyterianism and its tendency to separatism, and at the beginning Presbyterians experienced their own exclusion by Anglicans. The Scots outnumbered the English in Ulster by a ratio of five to one in 1640 (Akenson 1992, 108), and their cultural legacy is manifest today in many facets of popular culture and place name (Gailey 1975). This separatism extended to having their own systems of social control based around the presbytery, to the point that Hempton and Hill (1992, 16) describe Ulster Presbyterians as a self-contained and regulating community and virtually independent of the wider structures of the English state. As many others have argued, Ulster Presbyterians saw their task as keeping themselves true to the reformed tradition, searching out apostates within their community rather than evangelising amongst Anglicans or Catholics (Hempton and Hill 1992, 18; Miller 1978; Wallis and Bruce 1986, 272-3). At the same time, as Holmes shows (1985, 45, 57), Irish Presbyterians were also prevented from establishing new congregations (Blaney 1996, 20-40, discusses some early attempts at out-reach by Presbyterians). The notion that they were, in terms of Calvinist theology, God’s covenanted “elect” only reinforced the tendency to separatism, and has continued to do so ever since.


Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Ireland essentially remained a Plantation society, in that the social structure created at the time of Plantation became set in stone.  Its lines of differentiation remained structured around Protestant-Catholic divisions that came to represent all other lines of cleavage. However, Ireland was increasingly unable to live with its past because the old conflicts and fissures caused tremendous strain in its social structure.  Protestant and Catholic people developed as solidaristic communities in the nineteenth century, which transcended internal fault lines as they confronted the other as a separate community in a zero-sum conflict in which it seemed that their interests were incompatible. The economy of the Protestant-dominated East Coast developed apace from the rest of the island because of linen and shipbuilding around Belfast’s port. Economic developments in the nineteenth century therefore reinforced the division of the island of Ireland into two identities, mutually sculpted in opposition to each other. It became increasingly difficult to contain both in the one territory.  This was not an easy realization, and three Home Rule Bills in the last quarter of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, steadfastly opposed by Ulster Protestants, separated the island politically. Social structural strains eventually developed to the point that the colonial society planted in the sixteenth century was overturned in 1921, at least in twenty-six of its counties, with the partition of the island into two jurisdictions – a Catholic dominated Irish Republic and a Protestant dominated Northern Ireland.  


Partition was a journey to nationhood for Northern Irish Catholics that they vigorously contested. Two conflicts persisted after partition. Ulster’s territory was contested, since partition split their homeland in half as Catholics saw it, and Catholics in the North felt second class citizens compared to Protestants in terms of the privileges, rights and life-chance opportunities they experienced.  Catholic opposition to both partition and social exclusion brought no easy peace for Protestants, as inequality was challenged militarily and politically. Partition may have kept Protestants from a united Ireland dominated by Catholics, but the old inequalities were transported with them into the new territory, at least initially, and with them the ancient conflicts. Catholics were offered citizenship in the new state but on terms that made their Catholicism and Irishness problematic, and their position in the social structure made them second-class citizens. Accordingly, they mostly withheld legitimacy from the state. Between 1922-72, the conflict spilled over into incidents of violence by Irish Republicans demanding a united Ireland and anti-Catholic riots from those loyal to Britain. A sustained period of civil unrest occurred after 1968, when Catholic demands for civil rights were initially rejected and met with force from both the police and Protestant organizations. This period of violence, known colloquially as “the troubles”, has polarised Protestant-Catholic relations and reinforced the zero-sum framework within which group interests are constructed by both communities in Northern Ireland. The violence since 1968 has made traditional hatreds worse and while a peace process is underway, with a cease-fire since 1994, mistrust and suspicion bedevil it. 

Peacemakers in Northern Ireland therefore confront a situation in which ancient religious differences have ensured the survival of separate communities. Through such methods as same-religion marriages, residential segregation, distinct cultural organizations and segregated schools, the social structure of the two communities ensures the effortless perpetuation of distinct and separate social groups. They live in separate areas, they hold to separate symbols and they contest rather than share territory.  Belfast is a divided city whose geography and physical space vividly portray the conflict.  Those working for peace and for reconciliation thus have two obstacles to overcome: the legacy of the past that has created social division, and the impact of a social structure that reproduces separateness. It is the study of these peacemakers to which we now turn. First, however, it is necessary to describe the research design. 

RSEARCH DESIGN
The objective of our research was to outline the dynamics of grassroots Christian peacemaking in Northern Ireland. Any piece of research ought to involve triangulation, by which is meant the use of multiple methods and even of multiple researchers. We used triangulation in both senses. The research team undertaking the investigation consisted of three people who were very experienced in social research and had worked together on earlier research projects. Two research assistants, Ken Bishop and Gareth Higgins, worked under the direction of the principal investigator, John Brewer. Each member of the team brought not only a wealth of experience in social research but active involvement in Christian peace work.  Access to peacemakers in the research process was facilitated by these personal contacts.

With respect to the triangulation of methods, we used a comprehensive research design utilizing a range of quantitative and qualitative methods, such as questionnaires, documentary analysis, in-depth interviews and case studies.  This ensured that we collected a variety of different data sets, off-setting the weaknesses of one method with the strengths of another.  The data are more rounded as a result. The methods used and data sets collected comprise: 

· A comprehensive list of church-based and secular organizations involved in peace-making and cross-community activities and a database of their aims and objectives. 

· Documentary analysis of the literature produced by peace-making and cross-community bodies to explore their mission statements and the principles that underlie their activities.

· Interviews with selected leaders and members of these organizations to expand by means of qualitative research on the motivations for their activities, to explore the role which Christian faith has played in them, their “theology of peace”, the rationale that supports their witness, the opportunities and constraints they experience, and so on. Over 40 qualitative interviews were completed. Two sets of guiding questions were developed – a set particularly for Christian interviewees and another set for secular respondents. Each set of questions was developed to investigate activities and motivation for involvement in peacemaking. 
· Quantitative research was undertaken on images of the divine amongst small samples of Protestants and Catholics, some of whom are involved in peace making, some not. We developed matched samples of four cells, comprising 15 Protestants involved in peacemaking, 15 Catholics involved in peacemaking, four Protestants not involved in peacemaking and two Catholics not involved in peacemaking.  It proved particularly difficult to obtain Catholic respondents who were not involved in peacemaking, and even the snowball technique did not resolve this problem. This involved use of a standardized questionnaire but the opportunity was taken to also interview the 36 respondents in more depth.
· A questionnaire was distributed to a sample of 50 Christian peacemakers to establish whether or not there are gender differences in motivations and types of peacemaking (21 were returned). 

Christians and peacemaking

If it is the case, as some people believe, that the Christian religion in no small way adds to the problem in Northern Ireland, this is but one side of the Janus face. The other is the manifold ways in which Christians engage in practical peacemaking.  The conflict is not as intense as many in the Two-Thirds World but the grassroots peacemaking around it is very well advanced. First World peacemaking involves people who may have greater cultural and symbolic resources to resist the conflict, while a more advanced economy and polity facilitates peacemaking.  Because the conflict has a religious appearance the Churches have played a leading part in reconciling differences and religion has been a principal arena for peacemaking: religion is a site of both conflict and reconciliation. This chapter focuses on Christian peacemaking, although we do not want to belittle the important contributions made by secular organizations and initiatives or the valuable work done by peacemakers of other faiths and no faith at all.

A distinction needs to be made between what might be called active and passive peacemaking. Passive peacemaking involves commitment to peace as an ideal but without practising it. Peace is, after all, socially desirable to the point that it equals apple pie as a virtue unchallenged.  Passive peacemaking not only involves ritualised expressions of its social desirability, but also trenchant denunciations of violence and atrocity.  Active peacemaking lives out the commitment to peace as a practice. It is broader than attempts at intervention to stop the violence, important as this is. Active peacemaking in Northern Ireland also involves engagement with the terms of the conflict to redefine it in non-sectarian and non-zero sum terms, efforts to reintroduce and restore justice and equality (since peace is more than halting the violence), and attempts to solve the problems of Northern Ireland’s transition to a post-violence society. The types of active peacemaking themselves comprise several different kinds of activity. In this Chapter we address six: ecumenical outreach; cross-community activities; participation in formal peace groups and initiatives; attempts to wrestle with the issue of anti-sectarianism; and dealing with the problems involved in the transition to a post-violence society.  These six types, and their sub categories, are identified in Figure 1.

Qualitative description of practical peacemaking

The purpose of this section is to present a qualitative description of the analysis undertaken of the aims and objectives, mission statements and policies of organizations and initiatives involved in the six types of active peacemaking.

1. Ecumenical activity

By this we mean activity in which barriers between the denominations are broken down and contact is developed between the churches and their congregations. As evident from Figure 1, it comprises several different types of activity.

Figure 1

Grassroots peacemaking in Northern Ireland

a) Ecumenical activity (breaking down barriers, stereotypes and developing contact in a religious context)

church to church - joint worship, Bible study, prayer

clergy to clergy groups

ecumenical organizations 

ecumenical public events                                                      

joint declarations of doctrine, belief and  commitment

b) Mediation (conflict resolution)

formal mediation organizations with Christian input 

informal involvement in mediation by local Christians 

Christian dialogue with protagonists to the conflict 

c) Cross-community activities (breaking down barriers in a secular setting)

large-scale - Christian involvement in integrated education, integrated holiday schemes, home building schemes etc

local - Christian involvement in neighborhood initiatives, issue-based mobilization on drugs, crime, women’s issues etc

d) Peace groups (espousing peace and monitoring the conflict)

formal peace organizations 

populist peace activity - peace train, rallies, peace marches etc

e) Anti-sectarianism (challenging the conflict and redefining it)

church and para-church organizations 

secular organizations with Christian input 

Christian individuals - churchmen and women, academics, business leaders, community workers and activists

f) Dealing with the problems of post-violence

work with victims and victim support groups

dealing with memory and narratives of atrocity

dealing with the issue of forgiveness

reintegration of protagonists - ex-prisoner and family support groups, job creation schemes

citizenship education

i) Church to church activity

This category relates to ecumenical groups who seek to promote Christian unity and understanding through dialogue between the denominations. This dialogue is promoted within and between the differing Christian denominations through shared teaching, research and outreach activities, and is marked by efforts towards reconciliation. Within the general category of church to church organizations one can subdivide this interdenominational activity into two sub-categories: ecumenical communities and inter-church groups that include both clergy and lay people.  Among the most obvious ecumenical communities involved in church to church dialogue in Northern Ireland are the Christian Renewal Centre based in Rostrevor, and the Corrymeela Community located in Belfast and Ballycastle. Other notable ecumenical communities include the Columba Community, Columbanus Community of Reconciliation, Cornerstone Community, Currach Community and the Lamb of God Community. Central to the aims and objectives of these ecumenical communities are reconciliation and challenging religious ignorance, suspicion and fear. And for all of them, reconciliation is centred on the healing love of Christ and is promoted through prayer, counsel and retreat. Prayer is an important activity for the ecumenical communities. Daily prayer meetings, weekly prayer and praise meetings and prayer schools exemplify the importance placed on prayer. However, social awareness and responsibility is not neglected. For example, the Corrymeela Community states that one of its main aims is “to support victims of violence and injustice, to enable the healing of personal and social wounds.” The promotion of pastoral support for local families, individuals and community groups is encouraged. Importance is placed on sharing common life-experiences, struggles and needs. The Columba Community in Derry, for example, has a visitation program for prisoners, ex-prisoners and their families. Organizations such as the Cornerstone Community from the Springfield Road in Belfast offer senior citizens’ luncheon clubs, and support for women’s groups, after-schools clubs and youth clubs. Another key activity for the ecumenical communities in Northern Ireland is offering hospitality and accommodation to specific individuals and groups away from their own neighborhoods.  Residential events are common on social, cultural, political and religious topics. Most of the ecumenical communities in Northern Ireland are registered charities and depend on voluntary service, grant awards and donations for their funding.

Inter-church groups, including both clergy and lay people, represent another kind of ecumenism that impacts on peacemaking. Inter-church groups are locally organized and focus on formal community relations work, shared prayer and fellowship and Bible study. Their work is primarily focused on ways in which churches can co-operate in addressing social and community needs, reconciliation issues and community life in the local area. The difference between ecumenical communities and inter-church groups is that the latter are smaller, local grassroots initiatives between individual churches and have a much lower media profile. Some groups, such as Churches in Co-operation from Derry, seek to provide joint denominational structures or forums to develop and implement community peace initiatives. Others focus on more informal grassroots community initiatives such as joint services and seminars. Good examples would be Belmont District Council of Churches, Community Relations and Christians, “The Four Churches,” and Magherafelt Inter-Denominational Group. The main aims of these groups are to build relationships of confidence and trust and to create an “open space” to respond to local community issues. 


Some Protestant and Catholic churches have developed a structured twinning relationship with other churches in the same neighborhood or further afield. Groups where two churches have an ongoing partnership include Clonard/Fitzroy Fellowship, St. Comgall’s Roman Catholic Church, Poleglass/St. Columba’s Lisburn Church and St. Matthew’s/St. Oliver Plunkett Group. One member of the Clonard/Fitzroy group said of the initiative, “we want to know about each other’s denominations, we want to deal with each other to show that we are not all angry stereotypes. We want to show that we can live with our next door neighbor whoever they are.  We want to make a difference.” It is interesting to note that the majority of twinned church relationships are in urban areas. One can argue that this is because urban areas have suffered the most and that there is a greater need for churches and local communities to build trust, mutual understanding and respect for differences.  It is also the case that urban areas are the more progressive; community relations work is generally less well developed in rural areas.

ii) 

clergy to clergy groups

As well as the active organizations described above, there are a large number of clergy groups in Northern Ireland in which Catholic and Protestant clergy come together in acts of reconciliation and for practical benefit. The activities of these groups include prayer and fellowship, as well as sharing resources on pastoral skills and congregational issues. For example, Castlederg Clergy Group states that its main aim is “to promote mutual understanding, respect and tolerance; to help the community to live in peace and harmony.” Clergy groups also offer an opportunity for the different denominations to meet informally in order to directly engage in discussion and dialogue about grassroots issues that affect their respective communities. The Ballynafeigh Clergy Group has attempted to mediate in the parades issue on the Ormeau Road, for example. These groups are less formal that inter-church clergy and lay groups; meetings are either hosted in each other’s homes or in church halls. 

iii) 
formal ecumenical organizations

There are a number of formal ecumenical organizations in Northern Ireland which have a peacemaking agenda of their own, while also supporting the peacemaking activities of the churches, local clergy and lay groups by providing resources for training, advice, information and support in community relations and peace building. Two examples are the Irish School of Ecumenics and the Irish Commission for Justice and Peace. Both were established in 1970 by the hierarchy of the Irish Catholic Church in response to Vatican II but both are ecumenical in policy and practice. Another worth noting is the Evangelical Contribution on Northern Ireland (ECONI). ECONI emerged in 1987 to reflect the shared peacemaking concerns of evangelical Christian leaders who felt that the only evangelical voice on Northern Irish issues was at that time speaking of enmity rather than reconciliation.  What makes this organization particularly interesting is that it comes from within the evangelical tradition and is able to utilise the symbols, terminology and arguments of this tradition in the direction of peacemaking. Another well known organization is the Irish Inter-Church Meeting, a group comprising the Protestant Irish Council of Churches and the Catholic Church, established in 1973.  It has departments dealing with theological issues from an inter-church perspective, social issues, and faith and politics. The latter department has been particularly active in challenging the nature of the conflict in the North. The IICM has an extensive peace education program. In fact, all these ecumenical organizations run peace education programs and deal with issues of reconciliation and togetherness in a Christian context. Through education programs, lectures and the sponsoring of research, these organizations address issues like forgiveness, sectarianism, identity, and grassroots peace building. Their education programs seek to empower local peacemakers to intervene effectively. The Irish Commission for Justice and Peace states that their emphasis on educational programs is to “encourage mutual understanding and dialogue; to break down prejudice, sectarianism and divisiveness and to help create a society of peace and justice.”

iv) ecumenical public events

Ecumenical work is not restricted to the organizations and efforts described above, for there are several public events that take ecumenical policies and practice into the streets. There are occasional ecumenical marches focused around Christian worship and celebration, as well as conferences and other events. The most notable example is the United Prayer Breakfast, which is both ecumenical denominationally and organized across the North and South of Ireland. Key leaders and opinion formers are invited to regular breakfasts held across the island, at which they are enjoined to pray for peace and reconciliation. The organizing team in composed of churchmen and women from all denominations, as well as public figures with strong personal faith drawn from both sides of the border. 

v) joint declarations of doctrine, belief and commitment

This form of ecumenical activity is not well developed in Northern Ireland.  The sorts of joint declarations common in the United States, between, for example, Lutherans and Catholics or among evangelicals and Catholics, are steps too far for Christian peacemakers in Northern Ireland.  There are two exceptions. First, the Evangelical Catholic Initiative, run by Paddy Monaghan jointly from Rostrevor in Northern Ireland and Dublin, has produced several pamphlets and books attempting to show the synergy between Catholicism and evangelicalism. What is an Evangelical Catholic? is a pamphlet produced with a view to building bridges between evangelical Christians in the Protestant and Catholic traditions. Other tracts have been published introducing Catholics to reading the Bible as well as collections of the testimonies of evangelical Catholics (see Monaghan and Boyle 1998). A similar impetus lay behind the second initiative. A sixteen-page document entitled Evangelicals and Catholics Together in Ireland was prepared in 1998 by a group of fourteen people and endorsed by 130 clergy and leaders from different traditions from the North and South of Ireland. It puts forward an agreed basis of faith between evangelical Protestants and Catholicism and calls for Christians to explore their common faith and to build friendships in order to bear joint witness in a divided society. It was launched by the evangelist Jim Packer to an audience of over 300 clergy and lay people. It asks all Christians in Northern Ireland to subscribe to a new confession: “We repent of attitudes, words and actions that have fostered hatred and divisions within and among our traditions…We humbly ask the forgiveness of God and one another, and pray for the grace to amend our own lives and to actively seek in every way possible to help change divisive attitudes.”

2. Mediation

The second category of grassroots peacemaking is mediation. Mediation involves two processes. The first is assisting individuals or communities to develop their own resources for handling conflicts; the second is direct intervention to contribute to conflict resolution and peace building. Conflict resolution in either sense is particularly relevant in a situation like Northern Ireland where there are occasional flashes of high intensity violence which require direct intervention but where the normally low-key character of violence provides some space for local people to learn mediation skills.  This sort of peacemaking tends to be of three sorts: that done by formal and professional mediation organizations; informal mediation done at a local level by local parties; and dialogue with the paramilitaries and protagonists.  Christians by no means do all conflict resolution but there is a pronounced Christian input into all three kinds.

i)    formal mediation organizations

Mediation in the terms of empowering local peacemakers with mediation skills is an objective of several bodies for whom this is a major purpose. Ecumenical communities like Corrymeela, Cornerstone or ECONI engage in this kind of work, as does the Irish School of Ecumenics. The main peacemaking activities common to these groups are mediation in specific instances of conflict, conflict counselling amongst protagonists, the facilitation of discussions and local consultations, and what is called “Transforming Conflict Training” given to local residents and other involved parties. For example, Columba House of Prayer and Reconciliation based in Derry was formed by Fr. Neal Carlin in 1980 as a response to the need for reconciliation and counselling, “not just about healing the world of divisions within the body of Christ, but about the integration and wholeness of individuals as well.” There are, however, few formal professional organizations in Northern Ireland for whom mediation is the sole purpose. One obvious exception is Mediation Network, originally formed as the Northern Ireland Conflict and Mediation Association in 1986 to promote alternative non-violent approaches to community conflict and disputes. As the organization’s vision statement puts it: “The Mediation Network for Northern Ireland promotes the use of third party interventions in disputes, and supports creative responses to conflict in the community.” Its principal objectives are the provision of training and support services to enhance the skills of mediators, but the organization offers its own mediation services in instances of conflict. In recent years the Mediation Network has been involved, for example, in a number of high profile disputes, notably the controversy surrounding Orange Parades. Mediation Network also works with individual parishes and congregations of any denomination, as well as local inter-church groups and denominational committees and bodies in an attempt to empower local Christians in conflict resolution. It has also assisted in bringing to Northern Ireland international conflict mediators, some of them Christian. The majority of the organization’s staff are volunteers; some are Christian and one of the principal participants is Mennonite, although the organization is not Christian as such.  

ii)   informal involvement
Except for its assiduous work in empowering local people with the skills for conflict resolution and mediation, it is questionable whether Mediation Network is “grassroots.” However, more obviously grassroots is the range of non-specialist groups and individuals involved in mediation at an informal level. This does not tend to comprise the training of local residents and parties in their own mediation skills, but more emergency style intervention in disputes in the local neighborhood. Because of the sensitive nature of the mediation process and the need to maintain confidence between parties, it is sometimes difficult to identify those involved informally in any given dispute. At the local level there is the involvement of community residents, workers and politicians. Of more interest in the context of grassroots Christian peacemaking is the role of local clergy in situations of neighborhood mediation. Northern Ireland has had a long tradition of clergy from most denominations being involved in mediation of specific instances of conflict despite the risk to themselves, their congregation and church premises. One Church of Ireland minister recently involved in mediation commented that he had been threatened by one set of paramilitaries and that he feared the burning of his church. Another Protestant minister, involved in the same area, said that he did not fear damage to church premises from Catholics but from Loyalist paramilitaries who objected to his contacts with Catholic clergy. Irrespective of the risks, the leaderships of the churches have frequently taken a proactive stance in facilitating discussion and negotiation. One example has been the valuable work of the Church of Ireland Primate, Archbishop Robin Eames, and Presbyterian minister Roy Magee, in brokering the Loyalist paramilitary cease-fire in 1995. 

iii)   dialogue with conflict groups

A significant part of conflict resolution is the development of dialogue between Christians and the paramilitary groups responsible for violence. This does not involve mediation in the two senses used so far but the opening up of constructive dialogue with conflict groups in the hope that it will reap benefits in the future for other kinds of mediation, and more besides. Most churchmen and women have not shied away from meeting members of paramilitary organizations in the expectation of developing relationships that will bear reward sometime in the future; some restrict contact to the paramilitaries on their “own side”, but others dialogue with all conflict groups. There is a long history of such dialogue. Some Protestant churchmen first began dialogue with the IRA in 1974, leading to the Christmas cease-fire of that year. Since 1990 there has been a regular channel of communication between some Protestant ministers and Sinn Fein, the IRA’s political representatives; these particular ministers have also engaged in dialogue with Loyalist paramilitaries on their “own side,” sometimes in combination with Catholic priests. It is well recognized that priests in Clonard Monastery in West Belfast have been influential in brokering cease-fires and in facilitating political agreements. These same priests also facilitated contact between the IRA and the government in the Irish Republic when such contact could not be admitted. The Loyalist cease-fire in 1994 owes much to the involvement of Protestant churchmen. These one-to-one contacts continue on both sides. A more systematic and broader form of dialogue has been in operation since 1999. A group of leading ecumenical churchmen and women, calling themselves Faith in a Brighter Future Group, holds regular meetings with political parties, paramilitary groups and politicians in an attempt to shore up the peace process. 

3. Cross-community activities 

One of the most obvious mechanisms for peacemaking is cross-community work, bringing Protestants and Catholics communities together in an attempt to break down barriers. It is the secular equivalent of ecumenical work done in a religious setting. But this is not to argue that Christians, as Christians, are inactive in cross-community work. They are active in secular settings, working alongside those with other faiths or none, and in settings where a Christian ethos is missing or is incidental. There are two kinds of Christian involvement in cross-community work, that which is large-scale, often done on a country-wide basis involving specialist organizations and initiatives, and that which is local, done in neighborhoods and in informal ways. 

i) large-scale initiatives

Central to cross-community peacemaking is the reconciliation of religious, political and social difference between Catholics and Protestants. Some large-scale actors fund this kind of peacemaking, such as the European Union, the International Fund for Ireland, Northern Ireland’s Community Relations Council and the Community Relations Unit of the Office of Northern Ireland’s First and Deputy First Minister. While these are not grassroots initiatives as such, or Christian, they fund grassroots groups and initiatives, including Christians ones. For example, the European Union’s Special Peace and Reconciliation Program has invested in excess of £1.5bn in support of grassroots peace and reconciliation activities. Groups like the Community Relations Council, the Northern Ireland Voluntary Trust and the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Agencies have received funding in order to promote and support grassroot community and voluntary activities, such as youth, school, church and community-based grassroots groups with a cross-community intent.  There is an organization, the Northern Ireland Children’s Holiday Scheme, devoted solely to organizing holidays to bring together Protestants and Catholics away from the sectarian environs that sustain division. 

Other large-scale groups involved in supporting cross-community activities include Co-operation North, Protestant and Catholic Encounter, the YMCA, the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education, the Northern Ireland Mixed Marriage Association and the Sports Council for Northern Ireland.  Some of these have had a strong Christian input, most notably the Northern Ireland Mixed Marriage Association and Protestant and Catholic Encounter. The development of integrated education also began in the commitment of individual Christians who wanted to move away from divided education in the belief that children grow together when adults if educated together while young. Integrated education is now well established. This represents a good example of what sociologists call institutionalization, for the personal faith of some committed Christians became structured into large-scale organizations, which pursue the vision on a grander scale but have lost the Christian ethos of the original visionaries. A possible exception is Habitat for Humanity, a large-scale cross-community initiative that is still avowedly Christian, concentrating on bringing ordinary Catholics and Protestants together in home building schemes in which they build homes for each other. Many Christians assist in the manual labour alongside them. It is also the case that the main churches and ecumenical communities and organizations have been involved in large-scale cross-community activity distinct from their ecumenical work, but as part of their on-going program of reconciliation and peacemaking.  This includes cross-community holiday schemes, summer clubs, youth clubs and identity work with local women’s groups.

ii)    local initiatives

There is a wide range of local secular and Christian cross-community activity in Northern Ireland. The types of groups involved in local cross-community work include community development associations, community interface projects, and children and women’s organizations. All seek to promote co-operation and reconciliation through education and understanding in settings in which Protestants and Catholics come together. Groups such as Ballynafeigh Community Development Association are taking “active steps to realize the community relations development potential of a mixed community.” The Association does this by activities designed to attract both communities, such as workshops and seminars. The Community Centre is a building shared by over twenty groups from the area, representing both traditions. There is often little Christian input into community development groups – indeed, these bodies are often avenues of action for people committed to cross-community peacemaking activity but who do not want to work in a Christian environment. Churches, however, have often come together to address the social and community needs of neighborhoods in ways that bring Protestant and Catholic communities together. Such projects often promote practical social ministries and community volunteering placements in the context of prayer and fellowship. The Churches’ Voluntary Bureau, Clogher Care, and the Downpatrick Area Inter-Church Caring Project are examples of projects that provide a range of services to local neighborhoods on a cross-community basis, such as help with the elderly in both communities, working with people with learning difficulties, playgroups, youth clubs and community employment schemes. Forthspring Inter-Community Group states this objective well: “To encourage local people to actively seek for themselves a future free from violence and sectarianism.” Community Dialogue tends to be a bridge between the community development workers interested in cross-community work and churchmen and women with the same ambition. Community Dialogue was set up in 1997 seeking a “cross-community solution to political, social and economic problems” and has both community activists and church people as members.


The mobilization of people across the two communities in terms of their social needs rather than strictly as members of one religion or another – bringing together categories of people like the elderly, the young, mothers with toddlers, victims of crime, or people concerned about drugs, the environment or hospital closures – not only unites communities across the sectarian divide, it reduces the salience of religion as an individual’s identity marker.  This is perhaps most apparent with respect to the cross-community mobilization of women. It is not too much of an exaggeration to claim that local women’s groups have had the most profound effect on cross-community activities in Northern Ireland. Groups such as Women Together for Peace and Women’s Information Group have actively sought to bring about a cessation of sectarian violence in Northern Ireland and to give women a “voice” in society. This parallels the development of the Women’s Coalition that is establishing itself as a political party to contest on women’s issues and non-sectarian concerns generally. In terms of more grassroots peacemaking, the words of the Women’s Information Group states its objectives well: “To bring women together and provide quality information which can be used to enhance their lives, that of family, project and local community.” 


The empowerment of women as peacemakers in their local communities is the aim of an initiative based in Armagh and run from the Queen’s University outreach campus in the city. As the ecclesiastical capital of Ireland for the Church of Ireland and the Roman Catholic Church, it is fitting that the Women and Peacebuilding Program is based in the city. The program involves joint training courses for women from both traditions to enhance their personal and peacemaking skills to enable them to take up a proactive role in their local communities. The program is a cross-community initiative intended to foster positive relations between women, which they then take into their neighborhoods as grassroots peacemakers. There is a Women’s Resource Centre on the campus that facilitates the program as well as providing resource material for local women’s groups. 

4. Self-identified peace groups and initiatives 

Two caveats have to be made at this point. The examples of Women Together for Peace and the Women and Peacebuilding Program in Armagh illustrate how the analytical categories of grassroots peacemaking adopted here are by no means hermetic. The kinds of activities engaged in by organizations, groups and individuals can fall into several categories of peacemaking and can overlap.  Secondly, in one sense it appears superfluous to have peace groups and initiatives as a separate category since all the types in the analytical framework are examples of peacemaking. It is worth keeping this as a special category however, because there are groups, organizations and initiatives that constitute and identify themselves in these terms. Peace is not a by-product of other aims or activities but an espoused ideal and the central intention. For this purpose, peace groups also often monitor events and incidents for their threat to peace. One can divide this category also into two sub-sections, formal peace bodies and populist peace activities.

i) peace bodies and initiatives 

Peace bodies can be described as those formal organizations that seek to promote and support the activities of peace building and that are constituted solely on this basis. Many others can lay claim to having supported peace and assisted in the peace process but the focus here is on those bodies and initiatives for whom it is their raison d’être. Some of the bodies and initiatives are Christian, others not; and some of the secular bodies have Christians working in them. Some Christian bodies and initiatives are local and are tied to specific churches or parishes. Good examples are Hillsborough Parish Bridgebuilders Group, which seeks to examine issues of peace, conflict and reconciliation in a Christian setting, and Strandtown Christian Fellowship Church’s Bridges Forum, which aims to realize peace in Northern Ireland by inviting speakers whose words might inform Christians with the knowledge, skill and commitment to work for peace. Some are larger scale. For example, the Church of Ireland Diocese of Down and Dromore, which includes the greater Belfast area, has a Diocesan Reconciliation Operational Group, as does the Methodist Theological College. Indeed, in 1999 the Diocese developed the ‘Think Again’ initiative, as a systematic program of reconciliation. The Irish Inter-Church Meeting has a peace education initiative, as do the Irish School of Ecumenics and ECONI. The Presbyterian Church in Ireland has also outlined what it calls its “peace vocation”. Eighty-two years after its Moderator signed the Ulster Covenant, which espoused the narrow sectarian interests of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, the General Assembly passed the following recommendation as enshrining its “peace vocation.”

We affirm [ourselves] to be Christian peacemakers in our own situation. We must therefore be prepared to meet and talk together with those from other churches whose practices and beliefs differ from our own, with those from whom we are politically divided. We understand peacemaking to be an affirmation and accommodation of diversity. Our own particular history makes it imperative that we reassert the Church’s proper calling to seek peace and the things that make for peace in our day.

Over the years, outside the Church, a number of small peace organizations have evolved in response to specific atrocities as well as to espouse a more general and sustained campaign for peace and reconciliation. These bodies tend to be independent groups organized by local people who want to do something positive in a conflict situation. One such group is the Peace People. This organization was founded after an incident that claimed the lives of three children and became “a movement dedicated to working non-violently for a just and peaceful society” through cross-community children’s work. However, it is but a shadow of its former self and has faced difficulty in sustaining itself after the initial enthusiasm dried up and memories of the atrocity faded.  This is a common feature of peace groups founded as responses to violence. The Enniskillen Together Peace Group has its origins in the aftermath of a bomb that exploded on Remembrance Day 1987, killing a dozen people, but no longer has a high profile. The Drumcree Faith and Justice Group first came together in response to the violence associated with Orange parades through Catholic areas but is now little known. Families Against Intimidation and Terror (FAIT) was mobilized by a mother after her son’s grievous treatment in a punishment beating by the IRA and for a time had a very high public profile in monitoring punishment beatings as a form of violence and in leading the public campaign for peace. FAIT was stymied by various allegations against its founders and its voice is now quite faint.  

There are other peace groups that are not mobilized around one specific atrocity and as a result can sometimes sustain their activities more easily. The Peace and Reconciliation Group, Peace Committee, Peace Pledge Ireland Campaign and Women Together for Peace are good examples.  Others include Counteract, a trade union sponsored organization, and the Non-Violent Action Training Project, which seeks to “explore imaginative, effective and non-violent ways of working in Northern Ireland.” Community Dialogue sees its central aim to promote the Good Friday Agreement and has undertaken an initiative to encourage community groups to think through peace issues. It has developed a Community Dialogue Discussion Pack, available to community group leaders in order to assist groups in thinking and talking through Northern Ireland’s peace negotiations. The Quaker Movement and the small Northern Irish Mennonite community are also involved in peacemaking activities in Northern Ireland on a more general scale. The Ulster Quaker Service Committee aims to “contribute in a practical way to the understanding and reduction of both the causes and results of violence, suffering and social malaise.”  However, in lacking the initial spark on which to mobilize that often arises from an atrocity, these groups can fail to make a public impact.  

ii) populist peace activities

A number of populist activities have had a positive effect on the peace building process. Many of the peace groups mentioned above hold public meetings for example, such as Women Together and Community Dialogue. These meetings try to advance peace by highlighting the plight of all that have suffered through sectarian violence, discussions of specific contentious issues like decommissioning or policing, and meetings on the Good Friday Agreement. But populist peace activity is broader. It is mass public participation in peacemaking events, such as “Light A Candle on Christmas Eve” peace campaign, “Friendship Seats” in parks throughout Northern Ireland, and taking the “Stamp Out Sectarianism Roadshows” to shopping centres, festivals, sports arenas and the like. Protestant and Catholic Encounter, established in 1968, pursues its peace objectives by means such as drama, carol services, poetry readings, as well as anti-sectarian projects, ecumenical services and prayer meetings.



The highest degree of media attention has focused on Women Together’s peace vigils and other symbolic events to challenge sectarian violence. The “People Moving On” project is the best known of these. Coinciding with a difficult period in the peace negotiations, Women Together facilitated the People Moving On initiative by organizing public “peace witnessing” events to give people everywhere an opportunity to show continuing support for the peace process. This initiative was recognized widely as crucial in keeping hope alive during a difficult period. An earlier example of a populist peace initiative that received wide media coverage was the Peace Train. This involved a series of train journeys between Belfast and Dublin in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Church and civil representatives along with members of the public travelled between the two cities in an act of mutual respect for each other’s traditions and in a spirit of reconciliation.  The train line was bombed on more than one occasion.   More recently people have been asked to plant a tree in Israel in a unique gesture of peace and reconciliation. It is called the “Ireland peace and reconciliation forest” and is near Jerusalem. All the four main churches in Ireland and the government in the Irish Republic support it, and its purpose is to reconcile both Christians and Jews as well as Christians in the North and South of Ireland.

5. Anti-sectarianism

It is a significant part of grassroots peacemaking to challenge the nature of the conflict by seeking both to name it for what it is, and to redefine its terms. The identification of the problem as one of sectarianism, that is, the use of denominational boundaries in a social project to enforce social exclusion by one religious group against others (see Brewer 1992, 1998), is a contribution to peacemaking because it disabuses the dominant group of any moral superiority in the conflict.  The process goes one stage further when the naming of the beast leads on to a redefinition of the problem in ways that encourage Protestants and Catholics to transcend sectarian mind sets and identities. This is what we mean by anti-sectarianism as a form of grassroots peacemaking. It comes in three ways: through church and faith based organizations, through secular organizations that have a Christian input, and through the contributions made by individual Christians in business, academia, and community work. 

i) church and faith based organizations and initiatives

Protestant churches were coming to a realization of their culpability since Plantation just when “the troubles” broke out (see Brewer 1998, 116), only for the violence to polarise the communities and set back the process of self-reflection. The persistence of that violence however, impressed itself upon some progressive Protestant churchmen and women to the point where one could argue today that all the different Christian organizations reviewed here are involved in some way in anti-sectarian activity, just as they are in peace. What we focus on here is the specialist organizations and initiatives dealing with anti-sectarianism.  From individual churches and other ecumenical organizations such as ECONI and the Irish Inter-Church Meeting, a number of specialized Christian anti-sectarian initiatives have developed. For example, the Corrymeela Community has in the past addressed the issue of sectarianism and produced a booklet (Williams and Falconer 1995). Perhaps the most thorough confrontation with the issue has been the work done by the Faith and Politics Group of the Irish Inter-Church Meeting.  This group represents some of the leading personalities within Irish ecumenism, most being leaders or key figures within peacemaking and reconciliation organizations in the North. The group’s thinking is perhaps in advance of most Christians in Northern Ireland but is a good measure of the ecumenical and peace vision of the Irish Inter-Church Meeting. It has tackled through position papers all the contentious issues around sectarianism, including the roots of sectarianism in Ireland (see Liechty 1993), breaking down enmity, how to handle history, especially contested and divided history, the handling of remembrance and forgiveness, and issues like funerals and self-righteous boasting.  Its most recent publication is Transitions (Faith and Politics Group 2001), addressed to the issue of identity in a non-sectarian and peaceful Northern Ireland. The Irish School of Ecumenics has also just completed a six-year project called “moving beyond sectarianism”, which has resulted in a book (Liechty and Clegg 2001) as well as a resource pack and materials for use in group work with adults and young people. This is what is significant about all this research; it feeds directly into the practical peacemaking work of organizations, churches, community groups and other grassroots people who use the resources, material and training courses developed from the research.  It is through these sorts of training resources and materials that this work on sectarianism moves to the next stage, that in which Protestants and Catholics are empowered and enabled to seek alternatives to the narrow mindsets and identities of the past. Workshops on identity or anti-sectarianism, for example, teach the skills to help ordinary people assist others in the local community to move on. 

ii) secular organizations and initiatives

A large number of secular organizations are also involved in anti-sectarian work. These groups can be divided in such sub-categories as those working in local government, integrated education, anti-racist, mixed marriage, and trade union settings. All have developed anti-sectarian polices and practices over the last thirty years.  Some of these have had Christians providing an in-put, but this is incidental.  The development of anti-sectarian social work practice in Northern Ireland (see Brewer 1991) enshrines this as a practice in the whole area of social and community care. However, perhaps anti-sectarian initiatives amongst children are most worth highlighting. Organizations like All Children Together, for example, challenge sectarianism in segregated education, as does Playboard in the area of voluntary work with children. Playboard took a pioneering early initiative in developing guidelines for anti-sectarian work with children (see Playboard Northern Ireland 1990).  The guidelines amount to umpteen pages of useful advice, ideas and exercises intended to enable playscheme workers to deal with instances of sectarian behaviour when they arise; promote good community relations through play; instil in children acceptance, understanding and respect for others; and overcome barriers between children.  There are also many courageous Christians in the universities and churches, in business and local neighborhoods who, as individuals, have stood up against sectarianism and pushed the idea of non-sectarianism in their particular field.

6. Dealing with the problems of post-violence

Making the transition from a society racked by violence to one of post violence is never easy, as South Africa and some Latin American countries show. The legacy of bitterness, hurt and anger is literally a dead weight; the memories of atrocities, and the grief and pain just add to its pull. Post-violence societies therefore face acute problems associated with history, memory and remembrance – the latter being a topic addressed by the Faith and Politics Group (1991, 1996) – especially where all have experience of being victims and perpetrators and have divided memories (on this general issue see Appleby 2000). Ways have to be found in which people’s personal plights are recognized, validated and commemorated while allowing the society as a whole to move forward. Past protagonists need to be wedded to the peace of the future, ex-prisoners need to be socially re-integrated, the guns silenced and the wounds healed. Dealing with the problems of post violence is therefore an important peacemaking category. 


One dimension of this peacemaking, but perhaps not seen as such by the people themselves, is support for victims. A number of victim groups were originally set up as a response to violent events to help the victims of conflict. Lifeline was founded after the La Mon House Hotel bombing in 1978 to, in its words, “bring together the innocent victims of the troubles,” and the Cross Group was formed after Maura Kiely’s son Gerard was murdered. The aims of Women Against Violence Empower (WAVE) are, in its words, “to offer care and support to anyone bereaved or traumatised through the violence, irrespective of religious, cultural or political belief.” One interesting group is An Crann/The Tree, which seeks to gather the stories of how individuals have experienced “the troubles” in the hope that the telling of their story will be cathartic and healing for them and the community generally.  One of the dangers however, when divided memories widen the wounds, is that victim support groups can be used to mobilize against peace: the search for justice by victims in these circumstances can hinder reconciliation.   


Another important part of dealing with the transition to post violence is work with former prisoners and their families. The Northern Ireland Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders (NIACRO) is a secular organization involved in supporting former prisoners and their families, as well as being involved in youth justice, crime prevention and community level meditation.  The LINC Resource Centre and the Restorative Justice Ministries are examples of two Christian-based organizations formed by ex-combatants to address the issues of former prisoners. In an interview, the Director of LINC said that the personal experiences he had as an ex-prisoner were important in his work but so was his faith: “I became a peace builder because I am a Christian.” It is worth noting the strong role of the churches in working with former prisoners, assisting their social reintegration. This is not surprising given the Christian ethic, but it also reflects the high number of religious conversions in Northern Ireland’s prisons, producing a generation of former prisoners who have emerged both committed to Christ and to His peace vocation. Pax Works is one example. Many ex-prisoners in Northern Ireland have also left with educational qualifications earned inside prison, reducing the impact of economic marginalisation once released, and many work in local community development groups and associations which are themselves active in grassroots peacemaking. 

Quantitative data on activities and motivation

Our research design also involved examining quantitatively two samples of individual peacemakers, looking at the peacemaking activities they engaged in and their motivations for doing so. The six types of peacemaking described in the last section constitute the broad framework within which respondents undertook the kinds of individual and group activities that emerged in our quantitative research.  The most frequently cited peacemaking activities were:

· Activities to do with building relationships with the “other”, ranging from visits to a church of a different community, dialogue with members of violent groups to working with former prisoners

· Service, for instance teaching, peace witness and the sharing of resources, skills and materials

· Confrontation of the violence through anti-sectarian activity or conflict resolution.

Perhaps surprisingly, prayer was the least reported peacemaking activity.  The most likely reason is that prayer is seen by Christian peacemakers as such a “natural” activity that people who pray habitually neglect to mention it. The data show that Northern Irish respondents are very high on “relational” peacemaking activities, which focus on building relations with the “other.” This perhaps reflects the low-level intensity of the violence, in that it has not been on a scale that has destroyed the search for meaningful relations with the other. Female respondents were more likely than men to participate in relational peacemaking activities. This might reflect the fact that socially constructed gender roles ensure that women do more relationship building, although it could also be that women are more likely than men to see these activities as a kind of peacemaking.


Motivations for peacemaking cited by respondents were many and varied. It is feasible to structure them into four categories of motivation. 

· Relational: peacemaking arising from personal interaction, for instance, with victims (as a counsellor or relative), prisoners (such as experience as a prison chaplain), with other peacemakers or as a result of living in high conflict areas (“I’ve lived in Catholic areas”, “it hurts me to watch others suffer”).

· Religious: peacemaking as a theological precept – “obedience to a discipleship command: blessed are the peacemakers;” “we should be prepared to compromise, because the incarnation of Jesus was a tremendous act of compromise on God’s part;” “God wants us to live in peace.”

· Practical: peacemaking arising from things like the perceived economic benefits of peace, it being necessary for the sake of one’s own or others’ families – “I want a better society for my family” – or simply having to get on because people live so closely together (“we have to live together”).

· Ideological: peacemaking arising from ideas of justice, fairness and equity – like “God has created us all equal;” “I know what it is like to be part of a minority;” “killing violates human rights.”

Our survey showed that grassroots activities were more likely to be relationally motivated and oriented toward relationship building than peacemaking activities that take place at “higher” levels. Christian peacemakers did not place primacy on religious motives and relational motivations were not restricted to Christian peacemakers.  The description of these categories of motivation therefore does not tease out the “theology of peace” that Christian peacemakers operate with. For this we need to explore if there is a connection between people’s images of the divine and their involvement in peacemaking.


In our data people’s images of the divine do not structure their motivations for peacemaking except for those with ideological motives for peace. A stress on equality, human rights and common humanity as motivations tended to correspond to abstract images of God as spirit, liberator or creator, but also with concrete images of God as father, friend, and child. The explanation for this may be primarily cognitive.  Since ideological motivations are more abstract than practical, relational or explicitly religious motivations, comprehending them might require a higher level of cognitive processing. This raises the question of whether ideological motivation and a broad range of images of the divine are associated with peacemakers’ education levels.  No such correlations surfaced in this sample, most likely because there was little variability in the education data; the majority of respondents reported having had at least 12 years of education. It remains the case however, that images of the divine do not impact peacemakers’ motivations.  


The images peacemakers have of the “enemy” have a greater impact on their work. We should, of course, approach the question of images of “the other side” with caution; it is possible that respondents may give answers they think more “acceptable”.  Additionally, most respondents found this part of the questionnaire difficult, as it invited them to make broad generalisations about a whole community, and as one respondent said, “I don’t feel I know enough [about the other community] to answer.” In fact, many people who engage in peacemaking in Northern Ireland do not consider “the other side” to be the enemy; rather it is sectarianism, violence or the divided history of the two communities that are to blame. However, with these caveats in mind, there are a few particularly interesting findings. First, “agentic” images of God – God as agent in the world, such as healer, liberator, creator, redeemer – tended to be associated with positive images of the enemy.  It is likely that persons holding agentic images of God believe that God is at work in the lives of members of the opposing community so that a common bond of humanity exists between all people, regardless of their political perspective. Secondly, and most surprisingly, peacemakers who tended to be motivated by the wish to develop good relationships with the “other” had the more negative images of the “enemy.”  This is counter intuitive and might be explained because peacemakers have become convinced through relationship with members of the other community that relational peacemaking is valuable without this diluting their negative views of the “enemy”.  However, it was apparent in the interviews that peacemakers sought to distinguish between “members of the other community” and the “enemy”, so that they do not associate either Protestants or Catholics as the enemy about whom they felt negatively. The “enemy” is often perceived more impersonally as sectarianism, violence or “terrorists.” This would mean, for instance, that a Protestant peacemaker might see “ordinary Catholics” as different from “Republican terrorists”, and a Catholic peacemaker might perceive “ordinary Protestants” as different from “Loyalist terrorists.”  This enables peacemakers to have relational motivations but to also hold negative views about that narrower section of the other community whom they consider the enemy.


It is interesting to contrast differences between Catholics and Protestants in the sample. Protestants are more likely than Catholics to see the world as just, that is, to see that society’s current patterns of resource distribution are morally unproblematic. This reflects both Protestants’ Calvinist work ethic (that people get what they deserve) and the realization that they have benefited more than Catholics from the way the world is currently structured. With respect to views of each other, Protestants in the sample tended to hold more negative images of Catholics than Catholics did of Protestants.  This may well be a manifestation of the general finding that dominant groups hold more negative images of historically disenfranchised minorities.  This result is also consistent with studies on aggression, which show that harming another leads to disparagement of that other, which in turn helps to justify the initial hurtful behaviour. It is significant that Protestants peacemakers, perhaps the most liberal section of that community, still conform to the general pattern that members of dominant groups have more negative view of subordinate group members than the other way round. This again may be based on their Calvinism, with its strong loyalty to the Old Testament ideas of a God who distinguishes severely between the elect and the damned, the enemy and the good. This theological backdrop might explain one further difference between Protestant and Catholic respondents, in that the former are more likely to conceive of the divine in terms of images of power (God as master, ruler and judge).  Protestants have different experiences of power than Catholics which might explain this, but it also mirrors theological differences, for Ulster Protestants are noted for being Old Testament Christians (Akenson 1992, 17; Brewer 1998, 138-9; MacIver 1987, 361-3), books of Scripture that are replete with this image.


It is possible to isolate other socio-demographic features of respondents to explore their effect. Religious affiliation and ethnicity are identical in Northern Ireland so respondents’ ethnic identity had no independent effect, but with respect to age, older peacemakers tended to be high in religious motivations for peacemaking and low in practical motivations.  It may be that older respondents are more religious in general or that they have less to gain personally than younger respondents from the benefits of a future peace. Women were more likely than men to cite relational motives for peacemaking.  They also reported more than men did having engaged in service-oriented peacemaking activities. Gender differences however, are worth more detailed consideration.

Gender differences were explored further in a second questionnaire. The low response rate of 42% ensures that the results should be treated with caution but they are at least suggestive and build on the findings of the other questionnaire. The sample breaks down into being mostly male (71.4%), Catholic (85.7%) and young (71.4% between 25-54). Respondents were asked to identify which types of peacemaking activity they engaged in frequently, occasionally or rarely. For most respondents, ecumenical and cross-community activities were the most frequently engaged in. There were no significant gender differences in the activities people most frequently undertook, with the exception that women were slightly more likely to participate in anti-sectarian activities and men in issues of post-violence. The latter may reflect men’s greater participation in ex-prisoner issues. 

Respondents were also asked to rank in order a number of motivations for peace work that were, in the terms used above, relational (“love for fellow brother and sister,” “wish for a better future for myself and others”), practical (“violence is bringing this country down,” peace “assists in getting jobs and improving the economy”), religious (“Christian principle and duty to peacemaking,” “love of God and respect for the Bible”) and ideological (“common humanity and sympathy with fellow human beings”).  Respondents who mentioned religious reasons as the first and primary motive comprised 40% of the sample, relational reasons were second with 35%, practical reasons comprised 15% and ideological reasons 10%.  Men were more evenly spread across the choices, but two-thirds of women went for relational motives as the primary reason for their peacemaking and 50% of men for religious reasons. As noted earlier, this fits the socially constructed gender role for women as nurturers and carers. However, when we look at the second preference, men and women were more agreed in sharing practical motivations, with two-thirds of women “wanting to see the violence stop,” which was also the most frequently cited second primary motive for men, at 35.7% of male members of the sample. This shows that violence does impact on people’s motives for peacemaking.

CONCLUSION

Northern Ireland’s conflict has ensured that Catholics and Protestants have a divided history, a social structure that separates them and contrasting experiences as victims. However, the violence has been relatively low in intensity and this has affected peacemaking in a positive way. Civil society has survived the conflict and works to the enhancement of grassroots peacemaking efforts, permitting an impressive peacemaking industry to develop.


Peacemaking is a many faceted set of skills. It is carried out in various ways and consists of many activities. Both secular and Christian groups have developed clear aims and objectives for peace and have been successful in developing local initiatives and activities. Some people’s capacity for peacemaking is enriched by their faith, some by their past association with violence. The latter is not the only route into grassroots peace work but some have had experiences as victims that have made them peacemakers. Many others have had experiences as perpetrators that have made them peacemakers too. Former political prisoners, for example, are often found in community development and peace groups. Even outsiders who parachute in as peacemakers know enough to work through local grassroots activists who have connections. Such is the development of grassroots peacemaking that Northern Ireland probably has one of the most advanced cross-community programs in global conflict situations. Some have been going since the start of “the troubles,” others are more recent. New grassroots initiatives have essentially seized an opportunity created by the cease-fires and the broader constitutional negotiations in the hope of bolstering peace, often utilising money from the enormous investment in peace initiatives by rich funders. Others have sustained themselves for the last quarter of a century or more. 

The sporadic and low intensity nature of the Northern Irish conflict has permitted civil society to survive. In some conflicts around the world, the violence and massacre have eliminated the intermediary level of non-governmental organizations, community groups, churches and para-church organizations. But if there is an indelible mark to grassroots peacemaking in Northern Ireland it is that the strong personal commitment and motivation of individual peacemakers is tied to the resources, strategies and skills of organizations that occupy civil society.  Grassroots peacemaking is normally impeded by it taking place at that level. It is a sphere of society that is often invisible and inhabited by the powerless and the resourceless. This is why grassroots peacemaking is often unheard and unseen and usually involves civil society empowering local grassroots people to undertake their own peacemaking. Local empowerment of the grassroots by civil society is a strong feature of Northern Ireland’s case. Grassroots linkages with civil society in Northern Ireland ensures that strongly motivated individuals in grassroot settings work in conjunction with the resources, skills and organizational structure of a myriad of institutions in civil society. 

It should also be acknowledged that peacemaking is not a preserve of the Church in Northern Ireland. Christians often have an added dimension to peacemaking arising from their faith commitment, but our research shows that this is not as great as might be expected. Their motivations appear to be human as much as Christ-like, and non-Christians are just as concerned with the benefits of peace for all relationships.  While Christian peacemakers have images of the divine that impact on their work, they share with non-Christians a focus on the practical and relational aspects of peace.  Non-Christians have no “theology of peace”, but they share with Christian peacemakers an ideology that seeks a better future for all, and a practical commitment to see an end to violence. However, faith commitment leads to the Christian virtue of hope and this hope should not be overlooked in the travails of peacemaking.

Precisely because grassroots peacemaking is so developed, it might reasonably be asked why peace appears so far from being achieved in Northern Ireland. It is so near yet still so far, in that a great deal has been achieved in the last thirty years but the suspicion and mistrust that bedevil the peace process indicates the distance still to travel. Grassroots peacemaking in Northern Ireland faces several constraints. First, there is personal and family safety. Peacemakers often have to put themselves and their families in hard places; if not off putting this can at least predispose some people to “safer” forms of peacemaking, such as ecumenical work. More dangerous peacemaking, like mediation and conflict resolution, cries out for greater involvement, but this is just the sort of grassroots work that leads people to be accused of “selling out” their community, and it makes them vulnerable to harassment and attack from paramilitary organizations on their “own side”. This particularly affects Protestant ministers who might intervene in situations of conflict.  Given denominational divisions within Protestantism and the lack of a parish structure, they are generally more isolated and vulnerable than Catholic priests to harassment from paramilitaries. 

A second constraint on grassroots peacemaking is the shortage of funds, resources and skilled assistance. There are funds aplenty for certain kinds of peace work but not for others and even where there is surplus there is never surfeit – there is never enough. And some peace money has not been spent wisely or productively. The churches in particular are under severe pressure financially, and peace work in church settings depends on the will and enthusiasm of the congregation. Mediation Network, for example, the primary specialist body involved in conflict resolution is, to quote an interviewee, always in “urgent need for more skilled people.” It has been unable to offer mediation in some settings because of staff shortages. Peacemaking is thus limited by lack of funding, trained staff and resources even in the First World setting of Northern Ireland.

A third problem is that the gap between grassroots peacemaking and that done around the top table by the leading politicians is like a gaping chasm. There is virtually no integration of the activities at the grassroots with high-level negotiations and the spirit and commitment at the bottom does not animate the top. This brings added problems. Top level politicians offer no vision of peace. With a history that divides Catholics and Protestants and with victim experiences that make remembrance equally divisive, Northern Ireland at least needs an agreed future in the absence of an agreed past. Politicians supply the negotiating table but they can lead us to the brink, for with no vision for peace, no statement of their peace vocation, the momentum at the top can be difficult to sustain when the negotiations become fraught. This demonstrates the extent of the gap between the peacemakers at the bottom, highly motivated visionaries to a person, and those at the top who negotiate everyone’s future. Grassroots people deserve a place at the table: without them we have peacemakers at the top who face peace looking backwards to the past.  A related problem is the short-term expectations of these top-level peacemakers who seem to fail to realize that peacemaking is a “long haul”. Failure of the peace process to meet these short-term expectations thus causes disillusion with peace as an ideal, or exasperation at the process. This is nowhere better demonstrated than by the issue of arms. Arms have been in the Irish conflict for four centuries, but the demand for immediate solutions – full and complete decommissioning in one go right now – belies the patience required for the long haul. Thus, while the IRA has decommissioned some arms, this is not enough for many Unionist politicians.

This leads to another constraint on peacemaking. As a general principle peacemaking around the world is enhanced by the experiences of “insider partials” who have a “past”. That is, they have biographical experiences as former militants that can be used to develop authority and legitimacy amongst protagonists in turning them towards non-violence. Grassroots peacemaking tends to involve a lot of these sort of people (as well as others with experiences of conflict that urge them to peace, such as victims), but it tends to be the case in Northern Ireland that each side refuses to accept the other’s “insider partials” while endorsing their own. Witness the failure of the Orange Order to meet with leaders of residents groups or Sinn Fein politicians, despite the benefits for peace that this would bring. It is also fair to say that Catholics show more tolerance of the peacemaking vocation of former activists than do Protestants, perhaps because of different theological positions on the notion of sin and forgiveness. Protestants tend to treat former Loyalists who are “born again” in prison differently than Republicans who work for peace, because being “born again” is said to involve a repentance that Republican “insider partials” purposely avoid, irrespective of their commitment to peace.

This hints at what is perhaps the most severe constraint on peacemaking in Northern Ireland. Leaving aside those people who want to keep the conflict aflame, too many in Northern Ireland restrict their peacemaking to what is here called the passive rather than active kind.  Very few people in the North of Ireland will disavow peace; it is too socially desirable. But not enough people want to grasp something new or are prepared to live out their aspiration as a daily goal. There are several reasons for this, that all amount to the same thing. Peace asks too much of them. It asks them to address their image of themselves, in which they might find bigotry and culpability; it asks them to be more open to the other by embracing the other in trust; it asks them to redefine their identity and group interests away from zero sum notions and “all or nothing demands;” and peace requires them to share – to share space, territory, privilege and power.   This is too much for too many people, so they are afraid of peace, at least at the moment. At this juncture, many ordinary people approach the future looking backwards to the past, where they find comfort and security in the traditional hatreds, stereotypes and relationships. Peace is uncertain and fearful. But this is no counsel of despair. Christian peacemakers, if not others, are sustained by their faith commitment to eternal hope. Indeed, when asked, Christian peacemakers did declare that their work was successful, sometimes in the short term but always in the expectation of bearing fruit in the long term. There can be no better point on which to end this chapter than with recognition of such hope. 
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