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20th May, 2011

GOOD MORNING

The Irish Passport sits on my desk preparing to take me to America next week.  It tells a story.  My background is almost certainly of English Plantation in Ireland.  My grandfather was a Rector/Minister in the Church of Ireland in Dublin in the 1930’s.  His congregation struggled as members of the new Irish Free State - yet their grandchildren today are happily Irish.  Fifty years later, I was in ministry among Northern Irish protestants as they resisted changes of identity and belonging in the midst of the Northern Irish Troubles.  Yes I am Irish - but actually Irish-British with a bit of German thrown in.

It’s that tangled history which the Queen has been laying to rest in Dublin this week.  It’s been intensely moving because it has been very brave.  She has been silent - simply taking what she represents into places of painful history - the Garden of Remembrance and Croke Park.  More powerful than words.

Scotland’s history of course is no less tangled - the painful memories are perhaps not as fresh but they are no less powerful.  I am astonished by the strength of the feelings evoked by a place like Culloden.  We too are on a long journey of politics and identity.

This isn’t just about politics, flags and constitutions.  What creates conflict is feelings and symbol.  That’s what endures for years and generations - expressed in legend and ballad - acted out in ritual action as members of my congregation did in the Orange Marches at Drumcree.

And if it’s feelings and symbol, then it must be about religion - the power of religion to energise conflict - which is what we call sectarianism in Ireland and Scotland - or the power of religion to heal, to reconcile and to teach us to love our enemies.

Jesus of course was in the middle of all this.  ‘King of the Jews?   taxes to Caesar?’ they asked.  His answer - ‘Seek first the Kingdom of God’ - and everything else will fall into place.

