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Let me start with an admission: I am of an age when I cry at the death of Mr Chips – well, at least the definitive Robert Donat characterization. This is partly at the human loss. Bereavements for me nowadays, even imagined ones, merge with reality into one generalized grief.  I am also old enough, however, to mourn the passing of tradition in education, the civility and decency that once marked the classroom and senior table, which Mr Chips so epitomizes. So in an ancient university where, I am very pleased to say, something of the old traditions survive, I feel I can begin by referring to another Victorian gentleman. 

Alfred Edward Housman’s sentimentality toward Shropshire, and its ‘blue remembered hills’, was grounded in his own grief, but his poetry today seems as outmoded as whiskers and spats: he looked out of date even when young. Indeed Housman might be an unfortunate person to invoke this evening, for he was wont to argue that women at Cambridge were like the ivy on Trinity’s walls, clingy and ruinous of the fabric. One biographer was less injured by his anti-feminism, than by his habit in later life of launching his foot at passing dogs. He obviously cut an eccentric figure: he had a private toilet in Trinity and refused to allow his less fortunate neighbour, Wittgenstein, to use it, although I’m not sure whether on philosophical or practical grounds. 

It is not his poetry that interests me tonight however. On giving an address once at his Cambridge College, he wrote in one of his letters that he had wasted three mornings on it – the first wishing for death. In complete contrast, I can say that appearing here is a genuine pleasure. If I die, as it were, it will be like a bad comedian in the delivery; it was not in anticipating writing it. Nor do I feel toward my colleagues sentiments Housman expressed in one of his poems:

I see in many an eye that measures me,

The mortal sickness of a mind

Too unhappy to be kind

Undone with misery, all they can

Is to hate their fellow man;

And till they drop they needs must still

Look at you and wish you ill.

Of course, Housman had Londoners in mind, rather than Fellows of Trinity, and while academia may prompt ‘measuring eyes’ – no less than on an occasion such as this – I have colleagues in Aberdeen whom I enjoy immensely.  But I do share Housman’s trepidation in appearing before an audience as knowledgeable about my subject matter as I, for Aberdeen University has established a truly remarkable collection of sociologists of religion and experts on Irish affairs.  Aberdeen is the new Belfast.

Some of you may have noticed by now that I have artfully managed to mention three places very dear to me: Shropshire, Belfast and Aberdeen. In other writings I have called such places the ‘spaces of selfhood’ that connect a writer’s life and works. While Ireland might be the subject of my talk tonight, it is as the result of enlightened university leadership, rather than coincidence, that I do so from a base in Aberdeen. 

You might also be gaining an impression that this inaugural will follow in the genre of the retrospective look back over an intellectual life. I do not want to talk tonight about my old ideas. I intend to throw out some fresh ideas to the sociology of religion and to rethink the hoary old view about the malign influence of religion in Ireland. Swift’s quip that heads the title of my lecture was penned in 1728; fast forward to 2003 and the Irish Association states its view that religion has been ‘nothing but trouble’ in Ireland. By intellectually renewing the sociology of religion, we can be much more positive about religion’s role in Northern Ireland’s peace process.

Religion is undoubtedly sometimes a source of great conflict – this is so obvious that it needs no quotation from Richard Dawkins to substantiate it – but religion can also be an arena of reconciliation.  This is obviously so in cases where the churches and para-church organizations are outside and above the conflict, and can act as a neutral mediator. A powerful symbol in the overthrow of President Marcos in the Philippines was Cardinal Sin telling people to sit down peacefully in the streets and to give the soldiers flowers; the soldiers refused to open fire and Marcos was deposed.  In Sierra Leone it is little known that Christians and Muslims get on well with each other, and mosques and churches were key sites for peace work. The Inter-Religious Council of Sierra Leone judged that the war brought the two major religious groups closer together than before. 

Yet I have in mind something even more powerful, for religion can become a site of reconciliation even in cases where the conflict is religious or is experienced as religious. How can something that is perceived to be part of the problem become part of the solution? I suggest we can solve this conundrum and by so doing intellectually renew the sociology of religion.

The intellectual concerns of contemporary sociology of religion cohere chiefly around two issues, secularization and fundamentalism. This is a very narrow set of interests and we can broaden the sociology of religion by introducing the concepts of civil society and space. Before I explain how these concepts help us rethink the connection between religion, conflict and peace, it is worth stressing that they offer something to the two debates that dominate the sociology of religion as currently conceived. For example, with respect to secularization, increasing involvement by churches and religious groups in civil society provides evidence to support the deprivatization thesis, namely the expansion of religion outward from private space to assume greater public prominence, irrespective of falling attendances, which puts declining observance in a different light. The concern over the rise of fundamentalism shapes anxiety about the conservative form in which religion enters public space. The two issues are not unrelated. The rump of religious believers left after secularization are people who want their beliefs to count in the public sphere, using a variety of civil society groups and associations to place their concerns there to the resentment of those with different beliefs or none and to the embarrassment of those who prefer to do their religion in private. 

These concepts help us understand, therefore, why religion is popularly thought to be troublesome, for when religion enters public space it does so predominantly as a negative force, an example of what is called in the literature ‘bad civil society’. Of course, the churches are patronised for doing a great deal of good in terms of pastoral care but, being restricted to the private sphere, this is low profile; when the churches enter the public sphere they do so in our imagination either as an object of fun or zealotry.  A focus on the churches’ roles in peacemaking, however, especially in countries where religion is aligned with the conflict, describes a form of engagement by religious groups in civil society that is more positive, furnishing illustration of the significant place of religion in contemporary democratic transitions. 

Incidentally, this focus would allow the sociology of religion to make a substantial contribution to the mainstream literature on civil society in the social sciences and to the sociology of space, and thus itself to come out from the backwater it normally occupies. For example, civil society is commonly presented in social science as mediating between the market and the state. The attention in sociology is toward the former, associating the term with third sector and voluntary groups that soften the negative effects of free markets. In political science, the tendency is towards concentrating on the state, in which civil society is presented as a bulwark to support democratic values against governments that want to centralize power. Consideration of the role of the church in post-conflict settings offers a useful bridge between these diverse literatures on civil society, allowing debates within the sociology of religion to affect discussions within political science and sociology. Sociology, for example, can learn from this kind of work, for the churches’ role in peace processes helps garner the virtues of ‘trust’, ‘tolerance’ and ‘community’ that help reproduce the very sociability that sociologists see as the central mark of civil society. Religion is thus one of the processes through which civil society mediates between the market and the state.

It does this by being, in the language of Putnam, a form of ‘bonding capital’, a social network which links group members in solidarity, although the virtues it disseminates amongst them can be desirable or undesirable, producing ‘good’ or ‘bad’ civil society.  But religion is also, in Putnam’s terms, a form of ‘bridging capital’ that links across diverse groups. Normally, the bonding capital of religion is very high, bridging capital weak. However, one way to understand the role religion plays in peace processes, as a form of bridging capital, is to distinguish four social spaces in civil society as special locations for religious peace work. I call these intellectual, institutional, sociological and political spaces. These are socially strategic spaces that give religion weight well beyond that carried by declining numbers.

· Intellectual spaces, in which alternative ideas are envisaged and peace envisioned, and in which the private troubles of people are reflected upon intellectually as emerging policy questions that are relevant to them as civil society groups. Religious groups can help to re-think the terms of the conflict, so that it becomes easier to intellectually contemplate its transcendence or ending, and through their championing of alternative visions come to identify the range of issues that need to be articulated.

· Institutional spaces, in which these alternatives are enacted and practised by the civil society groups themselves, on local and global stages, making the groups role models and drivers of the process of transformation. Religious groups thus live out the vision of peace and transgresses, in its own practice, the borders that usually keep people apart, being institutions that practice, say, non-racialism or non-sectarianism well in advance of the general citizenry.  

· Sociological spaces, in which the churches devote cultural, social and material resources to mobilize on and articulate alternative visions, rendering them as policy issues in the public sphere, nationally or internationally. With practices that implement, within their own terms of reference and field of interest, this alternative vision of peace, religious groups commit resources – labour power, money, educational skills, campaigning and debate – to underwrite their own commitment, to persuade others to share this commitment and to draw society’s attention to the policy transformations that peace requires. 

· Political spaces, in which religious groups engage with the political process and assist in negotiation of the peace settlement, either directly by taking a seat at the negotiating table, or indirectly by articulating the policy dilemmas that the peace negotiators have to try to settle or balance. These political spaces can be domestic and international, inasmuch as religious groups can focus on facilitating political negotiations internally, as well as internationalizing the negotiations, either by using diaspora networks to pressure domestic governments and policy makers to come to the table or by urging the involvement of third parties and neutral mediators in the negotiations.

It is clear that in many cases, churches and para-church organizations constitute themselves as intellectual spaces, to challenge the terms by which the conflict is understood and to envision a new society. Some of them think about what, for many others (including some other churches), is still unthinkable – non-racialism, non-sectarianism, the ending of repression, political and socio-economic reform, the fall of communism and the like. Churches are more effective in doing this when they are part of a general coalition of civil society groups that envision the future, much as in South Africa, but they occasionally either lead the opposition, such as in Burma, or co-ordinate it, as in Poland at the time of the fall of communism. Forms of popular religion, working outside more conservative church hierarchies, are even better at this. Local Virgin Mary cults on the ground in Nicaragua, for example, played an important role through which people built a common sense understanding of the conflict and developed a commitment to social redistribution and transformation that the more conservative Catholic hierarchy could not assault. 

This envisioning of peace not only helps to win an end to violence, it can assist in maintaining the peace settlement afterwards.  Churches tend to be able to stake a claim to expertise in dealing with issue like restorative justice and truth recovery, since they see themselves living two Gospel axioms; one from John, that it is the truth that sets us free, the other from Matthew, that it is in forgiving others that we ourselves are forgiven. This is why the churches have played a major role in managing many truth recovery initiatives. 

As a set of institutions and organizations, religion also constitutes an institutional space in which these intellectual challenges are practised, locally, nationally and globally. In Northern Ireland, the ecumenical churches, for example, enacted their inter-faith values in various forms of joint action, such as cross-denominational activities, church-to-church contact, joint clergy groups, shared services and joint prayer groups. Now in the post-violence phase, some churches in the North have been involved in citizenship education programmes, most notably dealing with the issues of remembrance, victim support and forgiveness.  As another example, liberal Rabbis in Israel-Palestine, such as the group known as Rabbis for Human Rights, work in the occupied territories amongst Palestinian groups, confronting the Israeli army in instances of abuse, protecting Palestinian homes and olive groves, and dispersing food and clothing, thereby putting into practice, in a particularly courageous way, their intellectual challenge to Zionism. 

When the churches focus less on themselves as institutions, in order to work amongst the poor, dispossessed and victims of communal violence, they become sociological spaces in which their resources – financial, cultural and social – get devoted to peace. This is often a two-stage process. From the initial involvement in the ‘private troubles’ of poor communities and victims, can come a realization that spending resources alone does not solve these ills, recognising that communal violence makes them worse. From this can follow a wider engagement with the issue of peace and the deployment of resources to help materialize it.  Through their global connections, churches are able to encourage co-religionists from outside the country to expend resources that both deal with the private troubles of people affected by violence and transform them into public issues on a global stage. Where religion and ethnicity elide, diaspora networks constitute a web of co-religionists with potential to deploy resources to enhance the sociological spaces in which the churches operate for the purposes of peace. 

When churches and para-church organizations enter the political process and engage in the politics of reconciliation and negotiation, they operate in a political space that is capable both of delivering peace settlements and monitoring conformity to it afterwards. The churches were wholly excluded from the public political process in Northern Ireland, in large part because of anticipated internal disagreements over the settlement, but the churches were used as back channels of communication before the talks and prominent church people have been subsequently co-opted by the government to lead over-sight of decommissioning and to take forward the question of how the conflict should be remembered.  In Poland, however, the Catholic Church was overtly political during the fall of communism and was a leading member at the negotiating table. It is rare in modern times for this to be so overt but religious groups nonetheless occupy political spaces in peace processes when they mobilize against the effects of violence, criticize governments and rebels, call for peace accords and facilitate the negotiation of second-best compromises. In cases where the churches are open to state repression, such as South Africa, or are kept at arms length, as in Northern Ireland, operating in this political space can be difficult for the churches and their activities take place mostly in secret, until the last stages of the conflict. This was the churches’ problem in Northern Ireland for they mostly kept well below the parapet. But there are some examples of church involvement in popular uprisings, in open defiance and with heads well above the barricades, as with Buddhist monks in Burma, liberation theology priests in Latin America and anti-apartheid clerics. 

There is nothing sequential about these spaces, nor do they imply a judgment of the quality of the peace work done on each plane. However, it is necessary to draw out something that by now might be obvious. Minority status has a powerful effect on the particular social spaces in civil society that churches and para-church organizations occupy in peace processes. Minority status is defined by one or more of three conditions:

· Being one of the smaller denominations or world faiths within the faith of the majority community, such as Methodists within Protestantism in Northern Ireland and Christians in Sri Lanka or in Israel-Palestine.

· Being a small wing of an otherwise majority denomination, such as liberal Rabbis in Israel-Palestine, ecumenists in Northern Ireland or anti-apartheid members of the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa.

· Being non-established and non-national churches compared to those that are state or majority churches.  

Minority churches in these senses provide leading examples of peace activism: they have less to lose and more to gain by it. Established churches, tied to the state and linked to the majority population’s sense of nationalism, find it difficult to mount challenges to the regime or to exclusive forms of ethno-nationalism. Some Protestant ministers in Northern Ireland found it necessary to negotiate carefully even joint carol services with neighbouring Catholic parishes, without risking being hounded out by their congregations. The South African Dutch Reformed Church preached racial separation from the pulpit, and it was left to a few courageous individuals within the Dutch Reformed Church to speak out, or to minority wings, such as the separate Black Dutch Reformed Churches, or the non-established churches, like the South African Council of Churches and the South African Catholic Bishops. This is why the Sinhalese Buddhist community in Sri Lanka lags behind the country’s small Christian community in engagement with peace. Only where a national church identifies itself with opposition to the state, as in Communist Poland, can it distance itself from the state regime sufficiently to engage with the peace process; otherwise it is left for established or national churches to volte face only when the failed regime looks as if it is about to collapse. If God thought His word unchanging, interpretations by Established Churches can rapidly rotate when regimes topple.

Minority status, on the other hand, can place one outside the mainstream, leading to feelings of strangeness from the majority and to empathy with other minorities, or of being in a similar position to the victims of communal violence; and it can lead to feelings of marginality and thus to extra efforts to make a difference in the peace process, in compensation for what is otherwise a low profile or even relative neglect. The Methodists in Northern Ireland, representing three per cent of the population, have been disproportionately involved in the peace process for both sets of reasons; Methodists from Ireland have won the World Methodist Peace Award on three occasions in its thirty-year history. And liberals in a denomination or world faith often find it easier to talk to liberals in another rather than hotheads in their own.  

Minority status, however, can be associated with limited material and cultural resources, limited social capital and legitimacy, and a low profile in, or exclusion from, the political sphere, all of which tends to restrict occupancy to intellectual and institutional spaces. This is with the exception of those minority churches linked to dominant faith communities and wealthy co-religionists outside, the global links to which can facilitate them becoming key sociological spaces for the expenditure of resources, facilitating their occupancy of local political space. This global interchange certainly helped Catholics back in Belfast. Religious groups with majority status, conversely, gain easier entrée to the political process by dint of their majority status or established church position, and have greater resources to dispense in key sociological spaces. They become powerful agents in peace processes whenever this privileged status is exploited to realise a settlement, as mainstream Protestant churches have now done in Northern Ireland and the Catholic Church came to do in Latin America. Majority status, however, seems rarely employed in this direction. The Free Presbyterians in Northern Ireland, for example, moved to support the Good Friday Agreement only when their Moderator, the Rev Ian Paisley, determined it was in the political interests of his Democratic Unionist Party to do so, and some still rail against him for it. At that point, somehow, divine intervention transformed the DUP’s party political interests into the will of God.

Let me end where I began. Housman was a truly unhappy man, as he said, ‘sunk unto himself apart’. I am confident about Northern Ireland. Men and women make God’s will in their own image and religion has moved from being ‘nothing but trouble’ to an important under girder of peace. This has not happened, in Swift’s terms, as the result of us finding sufficient Christianity to make us love: there are now more Muslims in Belfast than Methodists. To understand it we need to introduce the concepts of civil society and social space, and in the process refresh the sociology of religion without the need to deny secularization.  Thank you. 
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