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Preface 

There were a variety of titles going around my head as to what I was thinking about during my Sabbatical in May and June, 2011. Here are some of them:-

· “What does it mean for a Christian to live in a divided society?” 

· “What does Christian counter-culture look like in Ulster?”

· “Gospel centred Peacebuilding”

On reflection, “Gospel Centred Peacebuilding” is the title that I have chosen.

The Position of Peacebuilding

A key thought that has exercised me during this time is that of how people and groups position themselves as peacebuilders. It would seem that this is a very significant factor in any work of conflict transformation. I’m not suggesting of course that this is the only factor, but it is one of considerable importance.

As I think about peacebuilding, I think primarily of the context in which I live viz. Northern Ireland. As I write these words in 2011 things within N.I. society are much better than they were even a few years ago. But they are far from perfect. You only have to scratch a little under the surface to find hurt, confusion, pain and bitterness. And every now and again these things come to the surface. This very morning – 21 June 2011 – the headlines were all about sectarian communal violence that had erupted last night in East Belfast. This is a stark reminder that while the conflict in Ulster is nowhere near what it was, there is still an awful lot of work that needs to be done.

And as I think about peacebuilding, I think about it, not just as a citizen of this country, but as someone who is committed to the Christian faith. I also write from the perspective of being a Christian minister and pastor leading a local congregation and part of a Reformed denomination (The Presbyterian Church in Ireland, PCI) which is still very much part of the fabric of Irish society. And there are certain critical questions that arise given this context. Here are some of them.

· Do I engage or disengage with “the conflict” in which I live?

· If I engage, what does that engagement look like? What is the rationale or philosophy behind that engagement?

· To what extent do I lead the local congregation in engaging with “the conflict”? What is the rationale or philosophy behind that engagement?

· How does the Presbyterian Church in Ireland engage with “the conflict”? Where does the denomination position herself?

I should say at this point that of course the PCI has engaged over many years through her Boards and Committees in commenting about the situation in N. Ireland (Appendix A). And since the 1980’s and 1990’s the PCI has been intentionally involved in peacemaking (Appendices B and C). Much work of significance has been done. Yet it has to be said, that despite the good efforts of some, large sections of the PCI, indeed the majority of PCI leaders have not been engaged in this project. That of course begs the question – Why?

The view of this article is that people have not engaged because they were not comfortable with the position of peacemaking that was taken. Rightly or wrongly, people thought of the peacemaking as “too ecumenical” or “too social”, while others ignored it as “middle class people trying to be nice”! People didn’t see it as a priority. I’m deliberately not going to dwell on this too much. But I do wish to acknowledge, that even though many did not engage, there have been those, in and through the PCI, who have worked thoughtfully and diligently in seeking to promote the work of “reconciliation” in our divided society. Credit needs to be given to where it is due. 

Let me quote from the Future of Peacemaking Report (2011) “The Panel to consider the Future of Peacemaking recognises the progress that has been made since the Committee on Peace and Peacemaking was first formed and acknowledges the dedicated work that has been undertaken to establish this at a difficult time in our history.  It also appreciates the contribution of the two full-time Peacemaking Officers – one concentrating on youth and the other on adult development.  This has given the Church a strong foundation on which to build.”

The Future of Peacemaking Report (see Appendix D), which was accepted by the 2011 General Assembly, outlines the next chapter of Peacemaking within the PCI. It is now coming under the heading of “Building Good Relations” (BGR).

What I seek to do in this paper is to outline something of the theological position which I believe this work of BGR ought to adopt.

The Theological Position of Building Good Relations

There are a number of key theological principles that strike me as important in providing the right foundation for the issue of peacebuilding. I will make mention of four in this paper.

(1) Gospel Centred

The Lordship of Christ is a foundational principle for the Church. Everything that we are and do ought to be centred on our Lord. Every thought is to be made “obedient to Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:4). And so our thoughts on peacemaking and the building of good relations must be centred on Jesus Christ and the Good News. Building Good Relations must be Gospel centred. This is the correct foundation, and so long as we have the right foundation, we can look to God to help us build securely.

Let me quote two statements from Peacemaking documents within the PCI. Both refer in different ways to this Gospel foundation. 

Firstly, consider the opening paragraph of the 1994 Peace Vocation

“WE, MEMBERS OF THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH IN IRELAND,
called by God,
in the grace of Jesus Christ,
and the power of the Holy Spirit,
to live in faith, hope and love,
as children of our heavenly Father,
and witnesses to God's Kingdom ,
publicly acknowledge our vocation to peace,
which is both the gift and mission placed on us by God.”
Secondly, consider a sentence from the 2011 Future of Peacemaking Report

“The Panel is convinced that the gospel imperative of building good relations with all who are our neighbours still remains central to the Church’s witness.”

BGR is a gospel imperative. We are called to engage with BGR as an outworking of our discipleship. All who profess to be followers of Jesus must hear the call of our Lord through His Word. As members of a Reformed Church, Scripture is our supreme standard and as such we need to allow the weight of our Lord’s teaching through Scripture to lead us to the promotion of Good Relations with all people, even our enemies! Consider the following texts of Scripture

· “Blessed are the peacemakers for they will be called sons of God” (Matthew 5:9)
· “But I tell you who hear me: love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who ill-treat you.” (Luke 6:27-28) 
· “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” (Romans 12:18)
· “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.” (Romans 12:20)
· “Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy” (Hebrews 12:14)
· “Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness.” (James 3:18)
What are we to make of passages like these? The Comedian Harry Enfield had a character in his repertoire called “Tim – Dim but Nice”. Let me make the suggestion -- that’s how some (without and within the church) might view these kinds of texts. They are unattainable but nice! They are unrealistic but nice!

But that is not a Reformed way of dealing with these texts. It is true to say that texts like these will indeed remain idealistic & unattainable apart from the supernatural Grace of God. 

Back in 2009, Presbyteries within PCI were asked to comment on the future of Peacemaking. Here is part of what one Presbytery included in their reply.

“1.8 We quote these words from the 1990 PCI Coleraine Declaration “We urge our people to act with equal courage also in finding new ways forward, playing whatever part they can in public life for the future good of all. To practise neighbourliness, and to bridge divisions with friendship, and care for 'enemies', is the clear command of the gospel.” This kind of life is only possible by grace. As Presbyterians we believe in and preach the saving, transforming grace of God found through faith in Jesus Christ. We believe that personal conversion to Christ leads to discipleship, which leads to a changed life, which in turn leads to radically new attitudes and relationships with our neighbours irrespective of who they are or where they have come from.”. (1)
“This kind of life is only possible by grace.” But what do we mean by grace? The answer to that question brings us right to the heart of the Gospel because the Gospel is all about grace.

Jesus Christ came into the world to redeem sinful humanity. (2) It is when we are united to Christ that we have an experience of redemption. (3) It is by grace, through faith that this union with Christ comes about. (4) And from this union with Jesus Christ, spiritual life flows in and through the believer.

To put this another way, union with Christ involves our justification, our sanctification and our receiving of the Holy Spirit. But let me quickly add that while these are wonderful doctrinal truths, my focus here is not just on the mental assent to such truths. Let me use the words of Francis Schaeffer to make the point.

“we may know the doctrine by mental assent, without making the doctrine ours: and that is the other reason we do not bring forth the fruit that we should. In the last analysis it is never doctrine alone that is important. It is always doctrine appropriated that counts.” (5)

Let me take the great doctrine of justification as an example. Justification is an act of God where he declares us to be “not guilty”. Out of sheer grace God pardons us and accepts us as His children. He does this on the basis of Jesus Christ’s work on the cross and we can enter into this happy position of being forgiven and accepted by faith.
At this point you might be tempted to ask what this has got to do with peacemaking and building good relations. I want to demonstrate that it has a lot to do with these subjects. A failure to grasp and appropriate what God has done for us in Jesus Christ can lead to a stunting of our spiritual development. Specifically in the area of relationships it can lead to a failure in reflecting to others something of the amazing grace that has been received. 

Let me illustrate it this way. Throughout the world people struggle with their identity. This has been a significant factor in the “Irish” question. People on both sides seek to assert their identity in terms of symbol, flag, political allegiance etc. My point is that from a Christian perspective, our primary identity is in Jesus Christ. We are accepted in Him. He is our security. And when by grace we see and experience this, it gives us, not only an inner sense of security, but a strength to reach out to others, even others who are very different.

Here is how one theologian speaks about this challenging matter and some of the implications that arise from it.

“Only a fraction of the present body of professing Christians are solidly appropriating the justifying work of Christ in their lives. Many have so light an apprehension of God’s holiness and of the extent and guilt of their sin that consciously they see little need for justification, although below the surface of their lives they are deeply guilt-ridden and insecure. Many others have a theoretical commitment to this doctrine, but in their day to day existence they rely on their sanctification for their justification,…..drawing their assurance of acceptance with God from their sincerity, their past experience of conversion, their recent religious performance or the relative infrequency of their conscious wilful disobedience. Few know enough to start each day with a thoroughgoing stand upon Luther’s platform: you are accepted….” (6)

“Christians who are no longer sure that God loves and accepts them in Jesus, apart from their present spiritual achievements, are subconsciously radically insecure persons….Their insecurity shows itself in pride, a fierce, defensive assertion of their own righteousness, and defensive criticism of others. They come naturally to hate other cultural styles and other races in order to bolster their own security and discharge their suppressed anger.” (7)
When we see that in Christ, we are loved and accepted, unconditionally, it sets us free to love and serve the Lord and those around us in our communities and neighbourhoods. This illustrates to some extent how peacemaking and the desire to build good relations is helped enormously by being centred on a Biblical understanding of the gospel of free grace.
(2) Prayer Centred

The words of the Puritan Samuel Chadwick remain as challenging today as when he first uttered them

“The one concern of the devil is to keep the saints from praying. He fears nothing from prayerless studies, prayerless work, prayerless religion. He laughs at our toil, he mocks at our wisdom, but he trembles when we pray.”
The same thing could be said for prayerless peacemaking! The same could be said for attempts at social reform without earnest crying unto God! 

The Scriptures call us to pray without ceasing and not to give up. (8) They also bring the sober reminder that we need the “full armour of God”. 

“For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” (9)
But in addition to this serious thought, the Scriptures encourage us that the weapons we have, far from being insignificant as the world might view them, are actually powerful and effective.

“The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.” (10)
So what has this got to do with peacemaking? Everything! Gospel centred peacemaking has a concern that people be reconciled with God and with one another. The Gospel is all about reconciliation. But there is a personified and structured evil which seeks to undermine and thwart this reconciliation and one of the key weapons at our disposal to counter this evil is the weapon of prayer.

Let me use a current example to illustrate thus point. Over the last few nights in East Belfast there has been sustained sectarian tension and violence at an interface area. We see the violence, anger, frustration and hatred played out on our TV screens. But there are a few things we do not see. We do not see into the self-centred hearts of those engaged in the trouble and those who are promoting it in the shadows. Nor do we see the dark powers and spiritual forces of evil which are also at work! (11) 

We must recapture the vision that prayer is a key weapon in the battle for a better world. (12) Prayer, to quote David F. Wells, is a kind of sanctified rebellion against the status quo. (13) Arguably our land has been gripped for generations by a kind of “sectarian status quo” and people, consciously and unconsciously, say “that’s just the way it is”. As Christians we need to be more burdened and intentional in crying unto God that this insidious grip would be broken. Who will stand in the gap?
As regards this vital matter of prayer, the words of American theologian, Richard Lovelace are worth quoting at length

“Those who realistically face the demanding task of local mission are immediately driven to prayer by the magnitude of the work confronting them.” (14)
“Radical faith in Christ frees the Christian from spiritual self-concern to give attention to God and others, and to think and pray about the reformation of structures.” (15)
“…..Structural exorcism is therefore real spiritual warfare which requires more than theorising, demonstrating, legislating, making pronouncements and other conventional modes of social action. It may require all of these. But it also requires comprehensive spiritual renewal through the strength available in Christ. And especially it requires the exercise of prayer.” (16)
“Most American Christians would probably assume that prayer,…has little to do with social action. This is because most of those who are praying are not praying about social issues, and most of those who are active in social issues are not praying very much. No wonder little social or cultural impact is made either by “liberals” or “evangelicals”!” (17)
“….How often do [local congregations] pray about the social needs of their community or the nation? American Evangelicalism in this [20th] century has organised prayer support only for evangelistic ventures. In contrast, the leaders of the [19th century] Second Awakening made cultural and social renewal the focus of “concerts of prayer” at which information could be disseminated and concern aroused.” (18)
So what are we to do, faced as we are with an almighty challenge? One practical suggestion for all Christians is “to read the daily paper while thinking biblically in dependence on the Spirit, turning the information gained into prayer.” (19)
The Christian missionary to India, William Carey once said “You can do more than pray after you have prayed; but you cannot do more than pray until you have prayed.”  When we consider the challenge of peacemaking and the building of good relations, there are a host of things to be considered and attempted in many directions. But the reminder here is that at the heart of such work is the work of prayer.

“And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.” (20)
(3) Mission Centred

Ron Sider tells two stories which illustrate the division in Christendom about mission. (21)

The first story involves a young man called James. Sider recites the following conversation which occurred some years ago in South Africa at an evangelical conference of mostly while English-speaking students.

“James was not a Christian. He was Jewish and an ardent social activist. His passion in life was the struggle against apartheid. Somehow, however, these devout white Christians has caught his attention. James and I quickly became friends during the conference, talking about South African politics hour after hour. 

   Abruptly one evening after a vigorous three-hour conversation, James said: “Ron, I’m burned out.” I wasn’t surprised. He was trying to be a full-time activist and a full-time student, but his next comment startled me: “God told me that if I came to this conference, I would learn something about his Son.”

I looked at James and replied, “James, I believe that Jesus Christ died on the cross and rose again for you.”

He paused for a second and then astonished me again: “I believe all of that, Ron, I really do.”

Still he held back. Something obviously was blocking his acceptance of Christ. After a moment, he said quietly, “I don’t want to be like these white Christians here. They sing about the love of Jesus and the joy of heaven, but they don’t care about justice in South Africa. If I become a Christian, will I have to give up the struggle?”

“Goodness no, James. Jesus wants to strengthen your passion for justice for all people in South Africa, not take it away. Certainly it will have to be on his terms, but it will be a deeper, more powerful commitment.”

The second story related the incident in 1981 when Sider was invited to speak at the thirtieth anniversary of the founding of the National Council of Churches in the U.S.A., a group that was characterized as “liberal” or “mainline”. Sider says

“As I looked over the list of workshops, I noticed that about a dozen were devoted to ecumenical affairs. Great. I saw about fifteen workshops on issues of peace and justice. Great. Then I checked carefully to see how many workshops dealt with evangelism, church growth and cross-cultural sharing of the gospel. Do you know how many there were? Not a single one.” 

Even though these stories are a little dated, the very same dilemmas face the Church in the 21st century.

· What is the Gospel?

· What is the Biblical view of mission?

· What is the relationship between evangelism and social action?
Much has been written about these matters and I don’t propose to go into depth rehearsing the points in this article. (22) But I am convinced that both from a Biblical perspective and a Reformed theological perspective, we are called in Word and Deed to work for the advancement of the Kingdom of God. Consider the following texts from Old and New Testament which call us unambiguously to engage with our world as salt and light. 

“But seek the welfare (shalom) of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare (shalom) you will find your welfare (shalom).” (23)
“You are the salt of the earth…..You are the light of the world….In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.” (24) 

Let me quote a couple of writers from a Reformed perspective commenting on this relationship between Word and Deed.

“So we must continue to concern ourselves with this present world, its politics, its economics, its life, and its culture. Not that we expect to see a totally Christianised world on this side of the new earth; we do not. But we must continue to work for a better world here and now. To that end we must use the resources of education and the printed page. We must be active in the political arena, through the efforts of Christian legislators, judges and magistrates; through the ballot box, petitions and referendums; through bringing pressure to bear on elected officials. We must continue to do all we can to alleviate suffering and hunger in the world, and to bring justice to the oppressed. We must keep on opposing the senseless nuclear arms race, and keep on working for world peace. We must continue to try to eliminate the enslavement caused by poverty and the inhumanity of slums. We must persistently oppose all forms of racism…..Our Reformed understanding of Scripture implies that all of life is to be brought under obedience to Christ. This means that Christian missions will involve a deed-ministry as well as a word-ministry.” (25)

“…Christians must actively work for the well-being of the larger societies in which we have been providentially placed.” (26)
Tim Keller, the Senior Pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, New York, proposes that Word and Deed (evangelism and social action/mercy) be held together as “inseparable or interdependent ministries”. (27)

In another context, speaking on evangelism and social justice, Keller describes these things as existing in “an asymmetrical, inseparable relationship” and goes on to say

“Evangelism is the most basic and radical ministry possible to a human being. This is true not because the spiritual is more important than the physical, but because the eternal is more important than the temporal. In 2 Corinthians 4:16-18 Paul speaks of the importance of strengthening the “inner man” even as the outer, physical nature is aging and decaying. If there is a God, and if life with him for eternity is based on having a saving relationship with him, then the most loving thing anyone can do for one’s neighbour is help him or her to a saving faith in that God.

  But, as we have seen, doing justice is inseparably connected to preaching grace. This is true in two ways. One way is that the gospel produces a concern for the poor. The other is that deeds of justice gain credibility for the preaching of the gospel. In other words, justification by faith leads to doing justice, and doing justice can make many seek to be justified by faith.” (28)

The relevance of all of this to peacemaking and the promotion of better relationships in a divided society ought to be self-evident. Yet it has often been an uphill struggle. On the one hand, people have not engaged with this social issue because they see their priority in ministry as being evangelism. On the other hand, people have engaged with this social issue because it largely reflects their understanding of what the gospel is essentially about. 

Let me express this another way. Some in the Church keep their distance from peacemaking because they view it simply as a social project and they would rather spend time in evangelism and outreach. Others in the Church are very involved in peacemaking, but it really is only a social project and they have not used the new relational opportunities to bear witness to God’s amazing grace. For the former group the vertical imperative of peacemaking predominates over the horizontal. For the latter group the horizontal imperative of peacemaking predominates over the vertical. The position of this article is that this is a false dichotomy!

Gospel centred peacemaking is mission centred. And mission is all about word and deed, belief and behaviour, orthodoxy and orthopraxis, preaching grace and doing justice.

This is actually the position of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland evidenced in recent statements

“The task of mission involves both the proclamation of the gospel of salvation, and the demonstration of the love of God through the works of the Kingdom. Evangelism and social concern are linked together inextricably in the purpose of God. We affirm the wide-ranging concerns in which we have been and still are involved. We are determined to work with other Christians as salt and light in contemporary society, challenging injustice, and offering compassion and help to people in their needs. This must involve biblical insight and adequate social analysis, as well as caring in practical ways in the name of the Lord Jesus.” (29)
“The Panel is convinced that the gospel imperative of building good relations with all who are our neighbours still remains central to the Church’s witness.  This is not just a task for the few but one which is essential to effective mission in society, therefore the Review Panel believe it is important to mainstream this work and root it in our mission to the world.” (30)
Our reluctance and failure to adequately engage with these enormous issues in a society like N. Ireland is disturbing. It echoes an equally disturbing question raised by a senior Christian Statesman

“So why don’t we Christians have a more wholesome effect on society?” (31)
Arguably the credibility of Christian faith is closely tied to this matter. Peacemaking and the promotion of good relationships across our society has often been led by people who may not make any profession of faith. And we ought to applaud them for the work that they, albeit not motivated by any faith. How tragic, (and strange!) that people of evangelical faith have been so slow, pitifully slow, to engage with these matters. For the sake of the credibility of the Good News we must do better!

“A credible Christ will become known only as a result of what we do in his name….. “acts of kindness” becoming part and parcel of evangelical witness…. Whatever the headlines have to say about Christian faith in general and evangelicalism in particular, our credibility rests on social action becoming a hallmark of the Christian faith.” (32)
(4) Counter-culture Centred

All of us grow up in a particular culture. In the context of Ireland it may be an Irish culture we grew up in, or an Anglo-Irish culture or a Scots-Irish culture. Or an Ulster-Scots culture if you prefer! Indeed it was an Ulster-Scots culture I grew up in, one known for its warm hospitality, home cooking, hard work and dry sense of humour.

Culture can be a very enriching thing and is not intrinsically evil. There are so many things about cultures that can be applauded. And that needs to be acknowledged at this point. 

Having said that, when we consider things from a theological perspective, we can uncover flaws, blind-spots and even idolatries in cultures. Sometimes we see these things in other cultures, but we find it difficult to see them in our own. John Stott has put it this way

“Each of us, without exception, has been born and bred in a particular culture. Being part of our upbringing and environment, it is also part of ourselves, and we find it very difficult to stand outside it and evaluate it Christianly. Yet this we must learn to do. For if Jesus Christ is to be Lord of all, our cultural heritage cannot be excluded from his Lordship….” (33)
The following illustration from another part of the world demonstrates the relevance of culture to the issue of peacemaking.

Born in 1950, Ivo Markovic grew up in a Bosnian Croat family in the former Yugoslavia. He studied, went to Seminary and became a Franciscan Friar. In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, with General Tito gone from power, the country descended into multi-stranded nationalistic civil strife. Politics, religion and culture became manipulating powers in the worsening situation. Friar Ivo was dismayed and deeply troubled by how religious leaders, on all sides, did not maintain sufficient distance, between their religious values and that of their culture.

“In Friar Ivo’s view, the “religious leaders compromised their own activities by coordinating too much with national interests.” What was lacking at the time was a “clear differentiation between religion and national identity.” (34)

This example illustrates the problems that arise, particularly in any situation of conflict, when religious leaders allow their values to be equated with their culture.

Miroslav Volf has written that “the overriding commitment to their culture serves churches worst in situations of conflict. Churches, the presumed agents of reconciliation, are at best impotent and at worst accomplices in the strife.” (35)

All of this has much to say to us in the context of Ireland. It has much to say to us in the context of trying to position peacemaking and the work of Building Good Relations. 
Jesus grew up as a Jew, yet he wasn’t averse to critiquing aspects of his own culture. The Gospel records have many examples of this kind of thing. (36) He deliberately challenged his own culture (37), and intentionally went out of his way to meet other cultures (38). And arguably, the events surrounding the death of Jesus deeply upset and disturbed the local cultural understanding of Messiah.

The apostle Paul went into many cultures and preached the Good News of Jesus Christ, His death and resurrection. His message of a suffering Messiah who died on a cross was “foolishness” to the Greeks who looked for wisdom and a “stumbling block” to the Jews who looked for power. (39) This was a prime example of the Gospel confronting underlying idols within different cultures. Paul confronted the “wisdom idol” of Greek culture with the “foolishness” of the cross, presenting Christ as true wisdom. And he confronted the “power idol” of Jewish culture with the “weakness” of the cross, presenting Christ as true power.

That is what the gospel does wherever it travels. The Gospel is another culture. The Gospel transcends all cultures. It critiques all cultures and it essentially calls us to the counter-culture of Jesus and his Kingdom. Some speak of the Gospel as always “subverting and overthrowing the categories of culture.” (40)
“Culture must always be tested and judged by Scripture. Because men and women are God's creatures, some of their culture is rich in beauty and goodness. Because they are fallen, all of it is tainted with sin and some of it is demonic. The gospel does not presuppose the superiority of any culture to another, but evaluates all cultures according to its own criteria of truth and righteousness, and insists on moral absolutes in every culture. Missions have all too frequently exported with the gospel an alien culture and churches have sometimes been in bondage to culture rather than to Scripture. Christ's evangelists must humbly seek to empty themselves of all but their personal authenticity in order to become the servants of others, and churches must seek to transform and enrich culture, all for the glory of God.” (41)
So what does this principle of Gospel counter culture mean for the building of better relationships in a troubled and divided Ulster? 

1. The Lordship of Christ  

The Scriptures teach that when people truly make it their confession of faith that “Jesus is Lord”, that begins to bring change and transformation. (42) To take but one example, consider the fruit that the Holy Spirit begins to produce in the life of a believer.

“For the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” (43)

These new values and attitudes are counter to every day life in a fallen world. They are part of the counter culture to which Christ calls all who profess His name. He takes captive every thought. To use the famous words of a former Christian statesman, "There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: 'Mine!'" (44) 

Everything comes under the Lordship of Christ. And that includes our cultures.
2.The Appropriate Distance
It has to be remembered that Churches are part of cultures and in many ways reflect those cultures. And that seems to be perfectly legitimate providing there is no clash with the culture of Christ. But it is in situations where there is communal strife and conflict that problems can arise. In these situations churches need to be wise and maintain appropriate distance from aspects of their local culture. The comments made earlier from Friar Ivo (note 34) and Miroslav Volf (note 35) adequately make this point.

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland recognises this principle
“We believe that amid conflicting cultures God is willing us to create a distinctively Christian counter-culture, in which we distance ourselves from the kind of Protestantism which closely identifies the reformed faith with particular political and cultural aspirations.” (45)
3.The Potential Idolatries
“Idolatry” is a strong word, yet it is a basic premise and warning of Scripture to stay away from idols. (46) Idols can appear in different forms. They are not just objects of precious metal, wood of stone. They can be attitudes in our hearts or ideologies and aspirations that are given too high a place. 

Tim Keller says “….no one culture is the “right” culture, and that in the Spirit we can have a unity that transcends all national, linguistic and cultural barriers…..In Christ our racial and cultural identities, while not insignificant, are no longer primary to our self-understanding….. the gospel gives…critical distance from their own culture, enabling them to critique their own cultural idols.” (47)

Another theologian makes the same point  “…men who are not secure in Christ cast about for spiritual life preservers with which to support their confidence, and in their frantic search they not only cling to the shreds of ability and righteousness they find in themselves, but they fix upon their race, their membership in a party, their familiar social and ecclesiastical patterns, and their culture as means of self-recommendation……once faith is exercised, a Christian is free to be encultured, to wear his culture like a comfortable suit of clothes. He can shift to other cultural clothing temporarily if he wishes to do so, as Paul suggests in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, and he is released to admire and appreciate the differing expressions of Christ shining out through other cultures.” (48)

One group of evangelical Christians from Northern Ireland expressed it this way 

“As citizens of heaven, our primary loyalty is to the Lord Jesus Christ. All other loyalties are secondary and must be judged by the values and priorities of this one. It is idolatry to equate God with any one cultural or political ideal……there is no room, therefore, for the identification of either Unionism or Nationalism as being particularly expressive of Christian faith. For too long Ulster Protestantism has passed without question as biblical Christianity when, in many particulars, it owes as much to culture as it does to Scripture.” (49)

So in summary, this principle of being centred on gospel counter culture challenges us in always seeking to live under the Lordship of Jesus Christ. It reminds us that Scripture and Christ transcend and critique all of our cultures. And it teaches us, particularly in situations of community conflict, that we must work at maintaining an appropriate distance between Gospel and culture. Otherwise the Church runs the risk of, at worst adding to the conflict, or at best impotent in challenging the conflict with the values of Jesus and his Kingdom.

“….if Jesus Christ is to be Lord of all, our cultural heritage cannot be excluded from his Lordship….” (50)
Conclusion

Northern Ireland is famous (or infamous) for its conflicts and troubles. It ought therefore to be a given that the matter of building for peace and a better society is a vitally important one for the Church in Ireland. This paper argues for a Christ-centred approach to the matter. 

Peacebuilding ought to be thoroughly gospel centred. For the Christian, peacebuilding is an outworking of discipleship. Recipients of amazing grace ought to be gracious and full of grace in their dealings with others, not least those with whom they may disagree. But Christians in Ireland, and not least N. Ireland, have a poor record at best in this regard. And it has left in its wake a legacy unworthy of our Lord! While we may hang our heads in shame, we can also resolve to display a more gracious example to this our day and generation. In life we will not always agree on various matters, but even in this respect the gospel equips and empowers us to disagree in an agreeable manner! The gospel of grace also sets us free. In Christ, we are unconditionally loved and accepted and brought into a new standing and status before God. This new identity sets us free and gives us a security and a motivation to love God and our neighbour, irrespective of who that neighbour might be.

Peacebuilding ought to be prayer centred. Christ and His Apostles teach us that in the battle to see lives and communities transformed, prayer is a key weapon. There are deeply ingrained strongholds of sin, self-centredness, paramilitarism and sectarianism within our society. These must be intentionally countered with much prayer. The Church must deliberately and more energetically pray for the renewal of culture and society. We need to pray more openly about these things in our churches and in our prayer meetings.

Peacebuilding ought to be mission centred. This paper argues that Christians are called in Word and Deed to work for the advancement of God’s Kingdom here on earth. This is our mission. Preaching grace and doing justice. So once again peacebuilding is seen, not as some peripheral matter, but as part of what it means to be salt and light in our divided society. Christians ought to be at the forefront of working towards a more equal and just society for everyone. This is part of Christian mission.

Peacebuilding ought to be counter-culture centred. In every divided society, culture (and a variety of cultures) are part of the mix. The Gospel teaches that Jesus Christ is Lord of all, and as such, He transcends all cultures. Indeed, we can go further and say that Christ calls people from every culture to another culture – the counter culture of the Kingdom. The calling for the Church in Ireland (and in every nation) is to model a distinctively Christian counter culture in her life and work. And the calling for Christians in Ireland is to demonstrate in our daily lives that our primary allegiance is to our Lord Jesus Christ and His Kingdom. He is to be Lord of every part of our lives, including our cultural and political allegiances, and even Lord of how we relate to those with whom we may have profound differences!

There are powers at work in every society – powers of religion, politics and culture. Those who seek to follow Jesus Christ as Lord of their life find themselves in the midst of these powers. The Gospel calls us to so position ourselves, in all that we are and all that we do, that our lives will make a real difference for good and for God. 

As followers of Jesus Christ we will seek to be peacebuilders. This can be effectively achieved as we centre our lives on Christ and His saving and transforming grace; on the Biblical principle and practice of intentional prayer; on mission as both preaching grace and doing justice and by reminding ourselves daily that in whatever culture we may live, we are called primarily to live for the counter culture of the Kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ.
“Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness.” (James 3:18) 
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APPENDIX A

Selected Reports and Statements published by the Presbyterian Church in Ireland

Church and Government Committee

· Church and Community, G.A. Reports (1969)

· Have we a word from the Lord?: A Study Document, G.A. Reports (1977)

· Concerning the Role of the Church, G.A. Reports (1982)

Church and Society Committee

· Building Good Relationships & Summary of Presbytery Responses on Sectarianism  G.A. Reports (2011)

Committee on Doctrine

· The Church’s Comment on Political Affairs, G.A. Reports (1976)

· Agreements and Disagreements of Irish Presbyterianism and Roman Catholicism, G.A. Reports (1990)

National and International Problems Committee

· Christians in a Situation of Conflict, G.A. Reports (1973)

· Pluralism in Ireland: A Brief Study of How People of Different Communities May live Together in Tolerance and Co-operation, G.A. Reports (1976)

· Nationhood – A Sense of Identity, G.A. Reports (1994)

APPENDIX B
Overview of Peacemaking within PCI

· Ad hoc committee (mid to late 1980’s)  -- “to examine issues concerning peace and peacemaking locally and internationally in order to educate our own denomination on them and to call the church to constructive action where possible.”

· Coleraine Assembly (1990) – “We urge our people to act with equal courage also in finding new ways forward, playing whatever part they can in public life for the future good of all. To practise neighbourliness, and to bridge divisions with friendship, and care for 'enemies', is the clear command of the gospel.”

· Adoption of Peace Vocation (1994)

· Preparing Youth to be Peacemakers (2001-2005)

· Peace and Peacemaking Committee Review highlighted (2003) need for more work with adults

· 2006 -- Laura Coulter and Deborah Erwin appointed as peacemaking Officers within PCI – appointed for 3 years

· 2009-10 – review of Peacemaking in PCI

· 2011 – future of Peacemaking re-launched  – now referred to as “Building Good Relations”

APPENDIX C
The Church’s Peace Vocation (1994)

WE, MEMBERS OF THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH IN IRELAND,
called by God,
in the grace of Jesus Christ,
and the power of the Holy Spirit,
to live in faith, hope and love,
as children of our heavenly Father,
and witnesses to God's Kingdom ,
publicly acknowledge our vocation to peace,
which is both the gift and mission placed on us by God.

WE BELIEVE that the same evangelical faith in Jesus Christ,
which emboldens us to pray to God as our heavenly Father,
challenges us to develop radically new attitudes and relationships
with our neighbours in Ireland.

WE AFFIRM that to be Christian peacemakers in our own situation:
We must grasp more clearly the distinctive teaching of our Lord
which challenges the general practice of our world,
and breaks the vicious cycle of matching injury with injury,
hate with hate, ignorance with ignorance.
We must therefore be prepared to meet and talk together:
with those in our own church with whom we have disagreements;
with those from churches whose practices and beliefs differ from our own;
with those from whom we are politically divided.

WE AFFIRM that to be Christian peacemakers in our own situation:
we must recognise the responsibility given by God to government,
and to those who serve the cause of law and order,
so as to encourage well-doing, correct evil-doers, and protect the innocent.
We must therefore reject violence;
seek ways to advance justice and promote the welfare of the needy;
affirm that in democratic societies all citizens are called
to share in these responsibilities;
and encourage all efforts to establish new structures of consent
and participation.

WE AFFIRM that to be Christian peacemakers in our own situation:
We must be initiators of programmes of action 
which will contribute to peace in our community.
We must therefore provide resources and encouragement to
enable congregations to move forward at the local level in
the field of inter-community relations.

WE UNDERSTAND peacemaking to be an affirmation 
and accommodation of diversity,
and that our particular history in this land of divided communities
and recurring violence,
of mutual suspicion, fear and injury,
makes it imperative that we reassert the Church's own proper calling
to seek peace, and the things that make for peace 
in our day.

Adopted by the General Assembly, June 8th, 1994
APPENDIX D
FUTURE OF PEACEMAKING REPORT

1.
The Panel to consider the Future of Peacemaking recognises the progress that has been made since the Committee on Peace and Peacemaking was first formed and acknowledges the dedicated work that has been undertaken to establish this at a difficult time in our history.  It also appreciates the contribution of the two full-time Peacemaking Officers – one concentrating on youth and the other on adult development.  This has given the Church a strong foundation on which to build.

2.
The nature of the society to which we witness, however, has changed over the past twenty-five years.  Even though the underlying issues and tensions remain, society in Ireland, on the surface at least, is much more at peace with itself.  It may be a superficial peace which is easily disturbed, but the perception is of a peaceful accommodation.  The Panel is convinced that the gospel imperative of building good relations with all who are our neighbours still remains central to the Church’s witness.  This is not just a task for the few but one which is essential to effective mission in society, therefore the Review Panel believe it is important to mainstream this work and root it in our mission to the world.

3.
For this reason the Review Panel recommends that a core Panel remains, under the General Board, to stimulate thinking and challenge the Church to build good relations at every level, showing good practice.  Each of the Mission Boards should also be invited to appoint a representative to encourage and co-ordinate work within the Boards and share experiences.  The Panel would be called the “Building Good Relations” Panel, indicating what it is there to promote.  The Panel is very pleased that the Rev. Stephen Johnston has agreed to convene this work.

4.
In discussion the Review Panel recognised that the reporting mechanisms within the General Board are not ideal and was pleased to learn that the General Board Business Committee is being asked to consider this matter.  For the moment the Building Good Relationships Panel will report through the Global Concerns Committee.

5.
The Review Panel considered a brief outline of the remit of the Building Good Relationships Panel.  This is – 

TO PROMOTE good relationships at all levels in society and in the Church.

TO FACILITATE, support and share ideas with those who want to explore ways to reach out to others.

TO EDUCATE ourselves and the Church on the gospel necessity of being good neighbours and particularly what that means in Ireland today.

TO TRAIN those who are willing to act as enthusers and facilitators of this work.

TO CONSIDER PASTORALLY how those who are hurting through past experience may be supported and encouraged.

6.
The Review Panel is aware that for this vital work to be given the impetus which the gospel demands it needs someone to be working at it in the Church, preferably full-time.  At present the application of the Inter-Church Peacemaking Project to the Special EU Programmes Body is still being considered and an outcome is promised before the end of March.  That would provide a worker in this field within the Presbyterian Church as part of a larger project.  However, it is not certain that funding will be available.  The Review Panel asks the Priorities Committee of the General Board to consider how support to the Panel on Building Good Relationships may be secured.

Accepted by the General Assembly, June 2011
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