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Groningen Lecture, Dr Gladys Ganiel 

Is Reconciliation Possible after Violent Conflict? Analysing Christian Peacebuilders and their 

Promotion of Reconciliation 

There is perhaps no figure on the world stage more prominently associated with Christian 

reconciliation than Desmond Tutu, the Anglican bishop from South Africa. Tutu was the Chair of 

South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission in the 1990s, when under his leadership victims 

and perpetrators were often encouraged to forgive and be reconciled, at a commission hearing, there 

and then. Tutu’s published account of the TRC is titled No Future Without Forgiveness (2000).  

In 2005, the BBC invited Tutu to travel to Northern Ireland to facilitate staged encounters between 

victims and perpetrators in the Northern Ireland conflict – one hopes for the benefit of those involved, 

but also for the viewing public. There were three episodes in the ‘Facing the Truth’ series (aired 

2006), and with Tutu’s presence, they could not help but have Christian overtones. A BBC report 

about the series concludes with a quote from Sylvia Hackett, whose brother was murdered by a 

loyalist paramilitary: ‘It’s been like a life sentence for me and the girls. This was something I just had 

to do. To show him I’m not just this bitter woman who everybody thinks I’m going to be. I do feel 

sorry for him. But it was my way of showing I’m a Christian.’
1
  

See ‘Facing the Truth’ episode on youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-b6kg74Is4  

Despite assurances from the BBC that those involved had found it ‘a worthwhile, even helpful 

experience,’ the programmes were not welcomed by many in Northern Ireland, including groups like 

Healing Through Remembering whose remit was assisting victims or working on aspects of dealing 

with the past. They thought that the programmes presented reconciliation as forced, staged, too easy, 

too glib – and wondered whether away from the charismatic personality of Tutu and the glare of the 

video camera’s lights, was there really any forgiveness, healing or reconciliation at all? Had so-called 

Christians put other people under pressure to forgive, reconcile, and move on?  

Three years later the Tutu series was fictionalized in a film starring Liam Neeson and James Nesbitt, 

Five Minutes of Heaven (Oliver Herschbiegel 2009), which is based loosely on the biography of 

former loyalist paramilitary Alistair Little and the brother, Joe Griffen, of the man he murdered. 

Although in reality Little and Griffen have still not actually met, the film re-enacts an encounter 

between Little and Griffen in a setting similar to where the Tutu meetings were held: a grand old 

country house in rural Northern Ireland. But rather than facilitating reconciliation, Griffen brings a 

knife to the meeting with the intention of murdering Little – what he calls his own ‘five minutes of 

heaven.’ 

See 5 Minutes of Heaven trailer on youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uZOE7HgvI3c  

I won’t spoil the end of the film for those who have not seen it.  But the film de-sanitizes the ‘Facing 

the Truth’ series and casts grave doubts on the possibilities for reconciliation. Little, who is now a 

relatively prominent ‘ex-combatant’ in Northern Ireland’s peacebuilding world, personally dislikes 

the term and prefers to talk about ‘re-humanization’ rather than reconciliation.
2
  

Yet in places around the world where there are significant Christian populations, and where religion 

has been perceived to be a part of conflict, Christian peacebuilders continue to advocate 

reconciliation. Today, I want to ask: Is reconciliation possible after violent conflict?, and analyse the 

contributions of some Christian peacebuilders in the promotion of reconciliation.  

                                                           
1
 ‘Face to Face with the Past,’ http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/programmes/4758802.stm, published 3 March 2006; 

accessed 1 October 2015.  
2
 Alistair Little and Wilhelm Verwoerd, 2013,  Journey Through Conflict Trail Guide, Trafford. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-b6kg74Is4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uZOE7HgvI3c
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/programmes/4758802.stm
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But like Little, and the makers of Five Minutes of Heaven, I am acutely aware of the argument that 

promoting reconciliation does more harm than good, potentially re-victimising those who have been 

hurt the most and placing unrealistic expectations on those who have been traumatised.  

In the three contexts where I have done the most research – Northern Ireland, Zimbabwe and South 

Africa – Christian organisations and individuals have used the language of reconciliation in their 

efforts to transform violence and conflict. And this term reconciliation has been prominent in public 

discourse in those contexts as well. We have already mentioned South Africa’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission. Zimbabwe has proposed a National Peace, Healing and Reconciliation 

Commission. Though Northern Ireland has not had an ‘official’ state-led process for dealing with the 

past, the language of reconciliation was prominent in the important ‘Shared Future’ document of 2003 

and in the 2014 recommendations of the Stormont House Agreement (which, like Zimbabwe’s NPHR, 

has yet to be implemented).  

But what do peacebuilders – Christian, from other religions, or those who do not consider themselves 

religious – mean when they advocate reconciliation? In their book Religion, Civil Society and Peace 

in Northern Ireland, John Brewer, Gareth Higgins and Francis Teeney argue that the language of 

reconciliation has been unhelpful because people mean different things when they talk about 

reconciliation.
3
 In 2009, when conducting island-wide surveys of clergy and Christian laity on the 

island of Ireland, I provided a space where people could write in their own definitions of 

reconciliation.
4
 The surveys yielded hundreds of variations, which were not always compatible. So on 

top of the risk of re-victimising, re-traumatising and placing unrealistic expectations on people, there 

is this danger of misunderstanding.  

Yet I still think that advocating reconciliation can be productive in post-violence contexts, particularly 

those where there is a critical mass of Christian peacebuilders and where Christianity retains some 

cultural resonance. Contexts like Northern Ireland, Zimbabwe and South Africa. I have spoken with 

enough people in my fieldwork for which reconciliation remains a compelling and worthwhile 

pursuit.  

From my research in these three contexts, I have identified some lessons about ‘what works’ for 

reconciliation.
5
 While these lessons may be enacted by Christians, to varying degrees, they need not 

be confined to Christian peacebuilders. At the same time, I think the faith of those who I have studied 

as they have advocated reconciliation, at the very least, provides ‘added value’ to their work to 

transform conflict - particularly if the religious resources they use to advocate reconciliation resonate 

with wider cultures in which religious ideas and traditions continue to play a role.  

What doesn’t work for reconciliation  

But I want to start with some examples of what doesn’t work for reconciliation. My opening 

description of the ‘Facing the Truth’ programme is one such example. While I won’t deny that some 

of the individuals involved may now still feel that they experienced some healing or reconciliation, 

there is no evidence that these programmes had a wider resonance or significant impact in Northern 

Ireland.  

Simply put: working with a few individuals, on a one-time basis with no structured follow-up and 

support, doesn’t help transform violence in the long-term. 

                                                           
3
 John Brewer, Gareth Higgins and Francis Teeney, 2011, Religion, Civil Society and Peace in Northern 

Ireland, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
4
 Gladys Ganiel, 2016, Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland, chapter 3. See also my reports on the surveys from 

2009 at http://www.ecumenics.ie/research_and_resources/visioning-21st-century-ecumenism/.  
5
 I borrow this terminology from Robin Wilson. Although our conclusions are somewhat different, there are also 

significant overlapping themes. See Wilson, 2006, ‘What Works for Reconciliation?’ Democratic Dialogue 

Report No. 19, http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/dd/report19/ddreport19.pdf, accessed 9 October 2015. 

http://www.ecumenics.ie/research_and_resources/visioning-21st-century-ecumenism/
http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/dd/report19/ddreport19.pdf
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This may seem painfully obvious. But even if this obvious, this is what often happens. The lack of 

follow-up reparations, which were promised after the South African TRC, has exposed just how 

shallow this type of ‘reconciliation’ can be.  

I want to focus four examples of what doesn’t work for those Christian peacebuilders who advocate 

reconciliation: 1) making an example of an exceptional individual as an ideal Christian; 2) promoting 

individual reconciliation while ignoring wider structural issues; 3) making reconciliation conditional 

on repentance; and 4) expecting the institutional churches to do it.  

Making an Example of an Exceptional Individual as an Ideal Christian 

One example of this is the way that the example of Gordon Wilson has been used in Northern Ireland. 

Wilson’s daughter was killed in the IRA’s Remembrance Day bomb in Enniskillen in 1987. In a BBC 

interview shortly thereafter, Wilson, a devout Methodist, said: 

"She held my hand tightly, and gripped me as hard as she could. She said, 'Daddy, I love you very 

much.' Those were her exact words to me, and those were the last words I ever heard her say. But I 

bear no ill will. I bear no grudge. Dirty sort of talk is not going to bring her back to life. She was a 

great wee lassie. She loved her profession. She was a pet. She's dead. She's in heaven and we shall 

meet again. I will pray for these men tonight and every night." 

Those are powerful words, and I am by no means saying that Wilson’s experience was a shallow one. 

In fact, he went on to become a peace activist, helping establish the Spirit of Enniskillen Trust and 

meeting with both republican and loyalist paramilitaries. But rather than these activities being used as 

an example, it is Wilson’s seemingly instantaneous and gracious words about bearing no grudge and 

praying for the perpetrators that have been more often repeated from pulpits, in churches, or in other 

public spaces. When Gordon Wilson’s example is used this way, it places undue pressure on victims 

to immediately ‘forgive,’ and overlooks the importance of the more long-term activism with which 

Wilson also became involved.  

Promoting Individual Reconciliation while Ignoring Wider Structural Issues 

The South African TRC provided plenty of dramatic examples of individuals forgiving perpetrators 

and even, it appeared, being reconciled. It also promised material reparations – though it now seems 

that the government has not been able to deliver on this and that reconciliation has been compromised 

or even undone. The extent that reparations could have contributed to addressing the structural 

poverty that is a legacy of apartheid is of course debateable, but a major criticism of the TRC is that it 

has not contributed to transforming the social and political structures that continue to keep South 

Africans apart. 

In 2005 I conducted ethnographic research on a multi-ethnic, charismatic congregation in Cape Town. 

The congregation had transitioned from being an all-white church in the 1980s to an ethnically mixed 

congregation, increasingly so since the mid-1990s. The all-white leadership of the time had taken a 

number of what might be considered courageous decisions to integrate: moving the location of the 

congregation from a rich all-white suburb to a relatively mixed area, providing transportation for 

people from other ethnic groups who could not otherwise travel to the church, organizing ethnically-

mixed bible study groups in townships, instigating worship in multiple languages, promoting African 

(rather than solely European) style worship, and so on.  

Yet when I spoke with members, and some former members, of the congregation – particularly those 

who were not white – some felt that the structures of the congregation had not been transformed and 

that this was ultimately inhibiting reconciliation within this congregation. They pointed out that the 

team of five elders consisted of four white men and an African man from another nation. For them, 

until the leadership included South African men (and for some, women) from all ethnic groups, 

reconciliation would remain superficial. One man, when responding to some conclusions I had shared 

from my research, wrote this to me in an email: 
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I must say that I am surprised at the upbeat tone of the summation. There are some reservations, 

admittedly, that are made – recognizing that reconciliation has not been ‘completely realized’ and 

encouraging dialogue, for instance, but it is undeniable that the message is a relatively enthusiastic 

one for the course chosen for the church in question. I am uncertain whether this is a reflection of the 

analysis of your data or the push to find a positive message in your research that can be exported to 

other contexts. 

In truth, though, this is subject to interpretation. I would contend that, for an objective reader, the 

conclusions may be very different. When the progress made by the church is taken into consideration 

in the context of the society then the gains that it has made seem far less substantial. When the casual, 

informed reader looks at your data in the broader context of South Africa (someone who knows a bit 

about the country), they are likely to ask a few pertinent questions, such as ‘How is it that, more than 

a decade after democracy (not that that should be the yardstick for the church, which should have 

been proactive long before that), one has a church in which there is not a single black South African 

elder?’ Surely this should point to a systematic and unattended issue? Why has there been an exodus 

of many black people from the church (in unrelated incidents)? Why does the progress in this church 

not match up to that seen by almost every other secular institution in the country? Is this really the 

model for South Africa and beyond to learn about how it is possible for ‘racial reconciliation to take 

place within the context of a congregation’ – in a parochial, white-led fashion, more than a decade 

after the advent of democracy allowed governmental institutions, sports bodies, educational 

institutions, news media, and businesses to listen to, be informed by, be changed by, and be built by 

black South African people, who actually account for 90% of the population? Why should the church 

be different? Is there any justification, theological or practical, why this should be the case in the 

church? By all my understanding of theology, politics and societal interactions, I would say no. 

Making Reconciliation Conditional on Repentance  

In some Christian traditions, repentance is presented a prerequisite for forgiveness and reconciliation. 

Sinners, or perpetrators, must repent and show remorse for what they have done. Repentance carries 

with it the implication that the sinner or perpetrator recognizes that what they did was unjustified. It 

was wrong.  

If Archbishop Tutu believes there is ‘no future without forgiveness,’ it is safe to say that in Northern 

Ireland, especially within evangelical Protestant traditions, many believe there is ‘no reconciliation 

without repentance.’ The late Rev Ian Paisley was a strong advocate of this view, especially before his 

late-life conversion to power-sharing government with Sinn Féin, which allowed him to end his 

political career as First Minister of Northern Ireland. In 2004, Paisley famously declared that the Irish 

Republican Army should repent in ‘sack cloth and ashes’ before Sinn Féin could be a worthy partner 

in government. Such repentance never came, but by 2007 Paisley was interpreting Sinn Féin’s 

decision to sit on the policing board as a type of repentance worthy of taking his political party into 

power-sharing.  

What I have found striking about those who make reconciliation conditional on repentance in 

Northern Ireland is that it is always the other who needs to repent. Those advocating conditional 

repentance see themselves or their community as the victim, and the other is the perpetrator. There is 

no understanding of complex victimhood – that some people in some conflict situations may in fact be 

both victims and perpetrators. It brings to mind biblical admonitions about the ‘mote and the beam.’ 

Those who make reconciliation conditional on repentance see the mote in the other’s eye, but never 

the beam in their own.  

It is easy to see how making reconciliation conditional on repentance could be a significant stumbling 

block – especially when those who are urged to repent believe that their violent actions were justified 

(this is the case for most former members of the IRA, for example), or that they have done nothing 

wrong.  
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From what I have seen, Christian peacebuilders who are waiting for the other to repent before 

engaging with them, are still waiting.    

Expecting the Institutional Churches to do it 

In their major study of the role of the churches in peacebuilding in Northern Ireland, John Brewer, 

Gareth Higgins and Francis Teeney
6
 concluded that while there had been many courageous Christian 

individuals who contributed to the peace process, the institutional churches (and the ecumenical 

movement) had failed. I made a similar argument in my 2008 book Evangelicalism and Conflict in 

Northern Ireland. I had observed that while Christian special interest organisations were effective, 

institutional churches were too burdened by cumbersome committee structures and the perceived need 

to keep everyone ‘on board’ to do radical, effective work. Your new colleague Joram Tarusarira, in 

his forthcoming book Reconciliation and Religio-Political Non-Conformism in Zimbabwe, also found 

this to be the case in that context: those on the margins who seem powerless may actually be better 

equipped to contribute to reconciliation than the so-called Christian leaders with power in the form of 

access to politicians and other ‘important’ people.
7
  

 

In my forthcoming book Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland, I quote a member of the Fermanagh 

Churches Forum in Northern Ireland, expressing his disappointment that the ‘institutional’ churches 

did not address sectarianism during the Troubles and lamenting that they still fail to do so today
8
:  

 

If you were to ask the question what is the most pressing thing facing Christians in this 

community, it is the rift between the churches. And that no matter what gloss we put on that in 

terms of the four church leaders speaking, fundamentally the churches either in a very pro-

active way or by default represent the fault-line in our community. And in some ways 

nurtured that, either by actively stoking it or by just not addressing it. So for me if you were to 

ask what is the most pressing thing—that is the most pressing thing. It’s not poverty, it’s not 

illness, it’s the division and for me any living out of faith necessarily has to involve some 

activity that majors on that issue.  

 

He went on to explain that he had become increasingly frustrated at his own church’s unwillingness 

and inability to take reconciliation seriously, so he had turned to the forum to find others who were 

eager to work for these causes. 

 

In this book I develop the concept of extra-institutional religion to describe religion that is practiced 

outside or in addition to the institutional churches on the island of Ireland. Extra-institutional religion 

is a form of religious practice that is de-institutionalised in that people do not trust the churches or 

find more meaningful religious fulfilment outside of them. But those who practice it also maintain 

contact with institutional religion – if only to define themselves against it. Extra-institutional religion, 

I argue, is better equipped to contribute to various forms of individual, social and political 

transformation than institutional religion – including reconciliation. I will return to this point at the 

end of my lecture today.  

 

What is Reconciliation?  

So where does that leave the Christian peacebuilders who still advocate reconciliation and want to 

work for it? The most effective of them have learned that reconciliation is a long game. As David 

Bloomfield has argued, reconciliation is both a process and a goal.
9
 Indeed, I think it is more process 

                                                           
6
 John Brewer, Gareth Higgins and Francis Teeney, 2011, Religion, Civil Society and Peace in Northern 

Ireland, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
7
 Gladys Ganiel, 2008, Evangelicalism and Conflict in Northern Ireland, New York: Palgrave; Joram 

Tarusarira, 2016, Reconciliation and Religio-Political Non-Conformism in Zimbabwe, Ashgate 
8
 Ganiel, Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland, chapter 10. 

9
 Bloomfield, David (2006) ‘On Good Terms: Clarifying Reconciliation,’ Berlin: Berghof Report No. 14, 

http://edoc.vifapol.de/opus/volltexte/2011/2521/pdf/br14e.pdf, accessed 6 October 2015.  

http://edoc.vifapol.de/opus/volltexte/2011/2521/pdf/br14e.pdf
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than goal, for the minute that someone thinks that they have been reconciled something happens that 

makes them question that. I think that is why Jesus told the disciples that they must forgive 70 times 7 

times.  

So now having discussed what doesn’t work for reconciliation, I want to return to defining 

reconciliation. I’ve already pointed out that when Christian peacebuilders advocate reconciliation, it is 

not always clear what they mean when they talk about reconciliation. A robust definition of 

reconciliation will allow us to see more clearly what works for reconciliation. 

The Christian peacebuilders of Northern Ireland have developed some relatively sophisticated 

definitions of reconciliation, which could be usefully applied elsewhere. Indeed – they could be 

usefully applied in Northern Ireland, as we all know that practical application is more difficult than 

theory!  

In a recent publication, I’ve analysed the definitions of reconciliation developed by three prominent 

Christian organisations in Northern Ireland – Corrymeela, the Irish School of Ecumenics (ISE) and 

Evangelical Contribution on Northern Ireland (ECONI).
10

 I identify two main themes in their 

approaches to reconciliation: reconciliation is relationship-centred, and includes addressing socio-

structural aspects of sectarianism. ECONI, in particular, adds a valuable emphasis on critical self-

reflection, repentance, and forgiveness. In recent years, discourses of reconciliation have slipped 

somewhat from Northern Ireland’s public agenda, and the emphasis on relationship-building has been 

lost. Other aspects of their conceptions of reconciliation, such as its socio-structural aspects, have 

been even more neglected. Joram Tarusarira and I also have identified this tendency in Zimbabwe, 

where Christian activists have emphasised relationships at the expense of structures.
11

 Accordingly, 

we ‘advocate incorporating the term reconstruction as a companion to reconciliation, seeing this as an 

effective way to encourage the intentional reform of social structures.’ 

The accumulated wisdom in the religious resources produced by these groups still has much to offer 

when it comes to speaking about reconciliation, even to those in other contexts or who are not 

Christian or motivated by religious faith.
12

  

Corrymeela  

Corrymeela’s conceptions of reconciliation are drawn primarily from the work of former leaders Ray 

Davey, John Morrow and David Stevens. I emphasise their analysis of the nature of human 

relationships, the pervasiveness of sacred violence in human cultures, and the importance of 

reconciliation occurring at different levels (interpersonal, communal, social, political, etc). 

Stevens’ books The Land of Unlikeness: Explorations into Reconciliation (2004), and The Place 

Called Reconciliation: Texts to Explore (2008), are the most sustained reflections on reconciliation 

among the writings of Corrymeela leaders.
13

 In these books, we can most clearly see Corrymeela’s 

identification of levels of reconciliation and its emphasis on social aspects of reconciliation. For 

                                                           
10

 Gladys Ganiel, 2014, ‘Can Churches Contribute to Post Violence Reconciliation and Reconstruction? Insights 

and Applications from Northern Ireland,’ in John Wolffe, ed., Catholics, Protestants, and Muslims: Irish 

“Religious” Conflict in Comparative Perspective, Basingstoke, Palgrave, pp. 59-75. The sections on 

Corrymeela, ISE and ECONI include excerpts from this chapter. 
11

 Gladys Ganiel and Joram Tarusarira, 2014, ‘Reconciliation and Reconstruction among Churches and Faith-

based Organisations in Zimbabwe, in Martin Leiner, Maria Palme, and Peggy Stockner, eds., Societies in 

Transition: Sub-Saharan Africa between Conflict and Reconciliation, Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht.  
12

 For example, the policy document A Shared Future names Corrymeela and ISE as developers of ‘best 

practice’ in ‘reconciliation’ (2005: 42). 
13

 David Stevens, 2008,  The Place Called Reconciliation: Texts to Explore, Belfast: the Corrymeela Press; 

2004, The Land of Unlikeness: Explorations into Reconciliation, Dublin: Columba. 
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example, in a chapter of The Land of Unlikeness called ‘the meaning of reconciliation,’ Stevens uses 

six different approaches to develop reconciliation’s ‘meaning’ more fully
14

: 

 Seeing reconciliation as living together in difference; 

 Seeing reconciliation in terms of the inter-related dynamics of forgiveness, repentance, truth 

and justice; 

 Seeing reconciliation as a place – where the different conflicting parties meet and face 

together the claims and tensions between truth and mercy and justice and peace; 

 Seeing reconciliation in the context of revenge and sacrifice; 

 Seeing reconciliation in terms of a set of attitudes and practices that are necessary for dealing 

with plurality, for fair interactions between members of different groups, for healing divisions 

and for finding common purposes; and 

 Seeing reconciliation as creating and sustaining conversation.  

Here, we can discern what happens at personal levels of reconciliation (reconciliation as a place, 

reconciliation as creating and sustaining conversation); as well as social or communal levels of 

reconciliation (living together in difference, different conflicting parties, fair interactions between 

members of different groups). So at least in the writings of people from Corrymeela, social 

transformation is prioritised along with personal transformation. 

The Irish School of Ecumenics (ISE) 

ISE was founded in 1970 by Fr Michael Hurley, an Irish Jesuit. Hurley was motivated by the 

‘ecumenical spring’ encouraged by the Second Vatican Council and driven by a conviction that 

Ireland needed better ecumenical education. 

ISE’s Moving Beyond Sectarianism project (MBS) (1995-2000), included sustained engagement with 

reconciliation. It was directed by Cecelia Clegg and Joseph Liechty, designed in the action research 

tradition, and included grassroots workshops on issues around sectarianism, the publication of 

resources for adult and youth groups, and the book by Liechty and Clegg, Moving Beyond 

Sectarianism: Religion, Conflict and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland (2001). In this book, Liechty 

and Clegg offer an extended definition of reconciliation.
15

 They see reconciliation as part of a two-

fold ‘model of ‘church’ ... with its vision of the nature of the church as ‘communion’ (koinonia) and 

its mission as ‘reconciliation’.
16

 Their initial definition of reconciliation reads
17

: 

We understand Christian reconciliation to mean the processes and structures necessary to 

bring all the elements of the cosmos into positive and life-giving relationship with God and 

with one another. It is a vision of both an ongoing process to establish a community of love in 

which conflict and injustice, though still present, are actively being addressed, and the 

eschatological goals of cosmic communion in love being definitively achieved. 

MBS also fed into ongoing work on ISE’s continuing education programme, Education for 

Reconciliation (EFR). Johnston McMaster and Cathy Higgins’ 2002 handbook, Communities of 

Reconciliation: Living Faith in the Public Place, offered outlines of five courses which could be 

offered to local congregations or inter-church groups. In this book, they define reconciliation this 

way
18

: 

                                                           
14

 Stevens, The Land of Unlikeness: Explorations into Reconciliation, pp. 22-43. 

 
15

 Liechty, Joseph and Cecelia Clegg, 2001, Moving Beyond Sectarianism, Dublin: Columba, pp. 292-297. 
16

 Ibid., 297. 
17

 Ibid, 292. 
18

 Johnston McMaster and Cathy Higgins, 2002, Communities of Reconciliation: Living Faith in the Public 

Place, Newtownards: Colourpoint Books, p. 9. 
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Reconciliation can easily become a buzzword with a soft edge. With faith communities it is 

sometimes only understood as a vertical relationship between God and the individual or, at 

the very most, a one-to-one personal reconciliation. Reconciliation, which is hard edged, 

needs to be community orientated and take the political and social context seriously. 

... Reconciliation needs to be understood and developed as social reconciliation. The word 

originally came from the world of politics and economics. It is these political and economic 

origins that lie behind the two particular words for reconciliation used in the New Testament. 

The word derived from economics means ‘to give and take’, ‘to exchange’; the word derived 

from politics means ‘to bring together into a new form of community’. We might then say 

that reconciliation is about taking initiatives and actions that make enemies into friends 

through give and take and by building new and different forms of community. This kind of 

reconciliation is about transforming relationships and structures through lengthy processes 

requiring courage, risk and commitment.   

Here we see once again the emphasis on relationships and on levels of reconciliation. These courses 

supported and helped give birth to at least ten churches forums throughout Northern Ireland, which 

have been facilitated by a support officer, Eileen Gallagher, since 2007.
19

 These forums have seen 

relationships between individuals transformed, though it is debateable whether they have transformed 

any social or political structures.
20

 So as with Corrymeela, at least in the writings of people from ISE, 

social transformation is prioritised along with personal transformation.  

Evangelical Contribution on Northern Ireland (ECONI) 

The theme of reconciliation was not as prominent for ECONI as for Corrymeela or ISE. This does not 

mean that ECONI was not interested in reconciliation – indeed, this was one of its four ‘basic tenets’ 

upon its founding in 1985
21

. But ECONI used the term reconciliation less frequently than words like 

forgiveness, repentance, grace and mercy. When people from ECONI did talk and write about 

reconciliation, they emphasised the need for self-examination, self-critique, repentance and 

forgiveness. ECONI developed a vision of the church as a model community: the true test of 

Christianity would be in how people lived their lives.  

ECONI’s origins can be traced to the actions of a group of evangelicals who had become increasingly 

distressed at the way the Rev Ian Paisley – a self-proclaimed evangelical – was mixing religion and 

politics. Their immediate catalyst was a rally at Belfast City Hall, where Paisley spoke against the 

Anglo-Irish Agreement, mixing religion and politics in a way that they believed was wrong
22

. This led 

them organise a series of conferences, and in November 1985 publish a statement in the Belfast 

Telegraph, ‘For God and His Glory Alone,’ ‘signed by twenty-four Presbyterian ministers holding 

evangelical beliefs’
23

. For the purposes of this paper we are concerned with what ECONI had to say 

about reconciliation, summarised by Mitchel as
24

: 

On ‘Reconciliation’, ‘the identification of the Kingdom of God with any one political 

ideology was described as an ‘Idolatry and affront to Almighty God. It is a perversion of the 

Gospel.’ 

This approach to reconciliation is strikingly different to what was developed by Corrymeela and ISE. 

ECONI’s approach was rooted in critique of Northern Ireland’s evangelical tradition, characterised 

here as complicit in an idolatrous political ideology. Conspicuously absent is any talk of relationships, 

                                                           
19

 Two of McMaster and Higgins’ EFR courses are now available online: The Bible in Dispute, and Where in 

the World is God?, http://visioning.ecumenics.ie/, accessed 25 February 2012. 
20

 Ganiel, Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland, chapter 10. 
21

 Patrick Mitchel, 2003, Evangelicalism and National Identity in Ulster, 1921-1998, Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, p. 61. 
22

 Ganiel, Evangelicalism and Conflict in Northern Ireland, p. 120. 
23

 Mitchel, Evangelicalism and National Identity in Ulster, pp. 260-261 
24

 Ibid., p. 261. 

http://visioning.ecumenics.ie/
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or levels of reconciliation. It is implied that people must repent, turn away from this idolatry, in order 

for there to be reconciliation.  

‘For God and His Glory Alone’ was further developed and published as a booklet in 1988, signed by 

around 200 evangelical leaders. This included ‘ten biblical principles relevant to Christian witness in a 

divided community’.
25

 For each principle, relevant Bible verses were listed along the side of the page 

and a series of study questions about the scripture were posed. On the page devoted to Reconciliation, 

it read
26

:  

As Evangelicals, we must accept our share of the blame for any way in which we have 

contributed to the alienation felt by many of the minority community in Northern Ireland. We 

have allowed our differences to be turned into barriers, and at times we have been active in 

that process. Such humanly constructed barriers are caused by our arrogance and attitudes of 

superiority. They not only mar our community life, but also restrict the effective sharing of 

the good news.  

Wells sees ECONI’s most ‘important’ work as its ‘Embodying Forgiveness Project,’ a series of 15 

papers published over a two year period, written by Christians from various traditions, including 

Catholicism.
27

 This project was remarkable for the range and diversity of contributors, who did not 

agree on how to approach forgiveness. Some authors also broached what has been a difficult question 

within Ulster Protestantism: is forgiveness possible before the offender has repented? As I discussed 

earlier, prominent evangelicals like Paisley had long preached that repentance was required before 

forgiveness could be offered, but some evangelicals in ECONI disagreed or were moving away from 

this teaching. ECONI’s emphasis on self-critique and repentance, as part of its approach to 

reconciliation, is grounded in the idea that it is you yourself who must repent – not necessarily the 

‘other.’ But while ECONI may have acted while others merely talked about reconciliation, most of 

that activism was identity and relationship-centred, rather than focused on the structural aspects of 

reconciliation, i.e. the reconstruction of Northern Ireland’s sectarian system. 

What Works for Reconciliation?  

What we have seen in the examples of Corrymeela, ISE and ECONI are well developed definitions of 

reconciliation, grounded in Christian reflection and commitment, which include both individual, 

relational and structural aspects, as well as an emphasis on self-critique and self-repentance. In these 

ways, these definitions address my examples of what doesn’t work for reconciliation, presented 

earlier in this lecture. But as I have also intimated, theory doesn’t always work out in practice; a 

reconciliatory theology doesn’t guarantee reconciliatory practice. In all the contexts I have studied, 

Christian peacebuilders have been more effective when they work with small groups to address the 

individual, relational aspects of reconciliation. They have been most effective when they have 

repented for their own sins or actions, setting an example for others and avoiding the impression that 

they are preaching at people rather than working with them. Their efforts to achieve structural 

reforms, if they have even seen the need to address structural aspects of the conflicts in which they are 

embedded, have been much more limited. In many cases, the cumbersome structures of institutional 

churches prevent earnest Christians from effective peacebuilding – at the individual or the structural 

levels. In other cases, the churches don’t see themselves as part of the structural problem of division 

and conflict, and this inhibits their work for reconciliation.  

My forthcoming book, Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland, does not focus solely on religion, conflict 

and reconciliation on the island of Ireland. But as I developed my concept of extra-institutional 

                                                           
25

 Ibid., p. 261. The ten principles were: love, forgiveness, reconciliation, peace, citizenship, truth, servanthood, 

justice and righteousness, hope, and repentance.  
26

 This booklet is available at: http://www.contemporarychristianity.net/resources/pdfs/fgandhga.pdf, accessed 

February 21, 2012. Reconciliation is on page 16. 
27

 Ronald Wells, 2010, Hope and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland: The Role of Faith-Based Organisations, 

Dublin: The Liffey Press, p. 107. 
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religion – which I described earlier – I also came to see the examples of extra-institutional religion on 

the island of Ireland as best equipped for promoting reconciliation, at individual and structural levels. 

In the conclusion of the book, I identified a further five general lessons that faith-inspired activists 

seeking wider religious, social, and political transformations in any context would do well to consider. 

I think these five lessons are applicable to other contexts
28

: 

 Work outside traditional religious institutions. Extra-institutional religion is better 

equipped than traditional religious institutions (especially denominations) to contribute to 

personal, religious, social, and political transformations. 

 Do not give up on institutional religion. A key task of extra-institutional religion could be 

transforming traditional religious institutions themselves, inspiring them to become more 

flexible and creative in their approaches. So while you may get more done through the 

practice of extra-institutional religion, remain in contact with traditional religious 

institutions. 

 Do not focus solely on promoting reconciliation between individuals. Lead the way in 

promoting reconciliation between groups: Catholics and Protestants on the whole island, 

Irish-born and immigrant, people of different religions, and within the institutional 

churches themselves. Do not ignore the structural aspects of religious-based division and 

sectarianism, such as segregated housing and education, and socio-economic inequalities. 

These structures must also be transformed. 

 Make your case for reconciliation in both secular and religious terms. The ability to speak 

the language of the secular will boost your legitimacy in the public sphere and make 

secular partners more open to working with you. Yet your religious tradition may furnish 

you with a treasure trove of inspirational stories, language, models, and examples that 

could inspire people of all faiths and none. Better yet, if you can critique your own 

religious tradition, admitting that it has contributed to division and violence in the past, 

you will gain even more respect and legitimacy.  

 Create networks of groups and individuals, drawing on the skills and resources of both 

religious and secular citizens. No single expression of extra-institutional religion can 

sustain the activism necessary to effect large-scale religious, social, or political 

transformation.  

 

But these lessons, which are grounded in my empirical observations and theories from the sociology 

of religion, cannot always capture the illusive quality of hope, which I have observed sustaining so 

many of the people who have participated in my research over the years, from Northern Ireland to 

South Africa to Zimbabwe. I conclude with a statement of hope from Denis Anderson, a former 

Education for Reconciliation staff member at the Irish School of Ecumenics, made when responding 

to earlier drafts of this book:  

 

Ultimately, your findings are saying that the extra-institutional is better able to contribute to 

reconciliation. In one sense that is sad, as the institutional church is being left behind. Indeed, it is not 

even ‘at the races’. But it is also exciting for the future: the thrill of not knowing, of venturing into a 

new ‘God space’.  

 

Thanks very much for your attention, and again to Erin Wilson for the invitation to speak. I am happy 

to address any questions.  

                                                           
28

 Ganiel, Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland, chapter 12. 


