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HISTORICAL events can lose
their significance as time
passes. We can forget their
traumatic impact as what is

viewed as world-changing gradually
becomes normal, and then history.
The Good Friday Agreement is one
such event.
People were glued to their televi-

sion screens and radios as media
crews from around the globe waited
for news of progress and agreement.
In the early hours of the morning,

we watched silhouetted figures in the
lit rooms within Castle Buildings,
wondering if the end was really in
sight.
A genuine sense of amazement

greeted the news that people of
polarised political positions had fi-
nally come to an agreement on a way
forward towards a new and shared
future.
After years of almost ritual praying

for peace, it was as if God had sud-
denly taken us by surprise.
The Good Friday Agreement was

addressed to people in both the
north and in the south of this land.
The front cover of the agreement

stated in bold: “This agreement is
about your future. Please read it
carefully.”
However, few people actually read

the agreement but have listened to
particular interpretations that rein-
force their own viewpoint.
People interpret it through the lens

of their own history, so while union-
ists proclaim that it copper-fastens
the union, republicans can sell it as a
road map towards Irish unity.
We should not be surprised at this.

We do it all the time. We read the
newspapers that tell us what we
want to hear and ignore those that
do not fit in with our interpretation
of the world.
Given such limitations, the signifi-

cance of the Good Friday Agreement
cannot be underestimated after 30

years of conflict.
The 15 years since have seen the

quality of lives improved. People are
alive today who would have been
dead without the agreement.
However, there is a real danger that

while places such as Ardoyne, the
Short Strand and the Newtownards
Road continue to deal with the
legacy of violent conflict, the rest of
the country turns away, wanting to
believe that ‘the war is over’.
Key agencies involved in bringing

about the peace process are in dan-
ger of walking away too soon.
More peace walls have been built

since the Good Friday Agreement
and the communities most affected
by the Troubles are still the commu-
nities most affected by deprivation,
unemployment, anti-social behav-
iour, drug abuse and suicide.
The failure of real political devel-

opment to deal with those issues

serves to feed the ongoing growth of
paramilitaries and dissident groups
in both nationalist and loyalist areas.
In December 1971 Reginald

Maudling, then British home secre-
tary, declared that the situation in
Northern Ireland at that time
amounted to “an acceptable level of
violence”.
His remark sparked outrage.
There is a real danger that people

might view the situation in the north
at this time as having reached “an

acceptable level of peace”. If so,
then we should also be outraged.
The Good Friday Agreement cannot

be viewed as marking the end of the
conflict. Rather it must be seen as an-
other step on the road to restoring
peace.
The agreement was a first step in

the process of reconciliation, not the
end game.
However, the reality for many work-

ing on the streets is that it has been
easier to end the war than to build
the peace.
We have recently witnessed the

much-publicised flag protest, which
was not so much about flags but the
expression of a deep insecurity
around the sense of identity and cul-
ture among some loyalists, combined
with a determination to flex muscle
on the part of other paramilitary
elements.
Unfortunately the issue also dis-

played a lack of real leadership
among the unionist community.
Over the coming months, places

like Ardoyne will have to deal with
being violated by unwelcome tri-
umphalistic loyalist parades insisting

upon their right to walk through
areas in which they are not welcome.
Such parades are not viewed as an

expression of culture as much as a
manifestation of the need to display
dominance on the part of elements
within the loyalist community.
We also have the slow but steady

growth in the influence of dissident
republican groupings.
They strive to exercise an influence

within nationalist areas that goes
far beyond any public support they
may have. They are capable of
murder and mayhem, and thrive in
the absence of political progress and
stability.
All these events happen within

communities that have been left with
the legacy of deep trauma, that even
yet many are only becoming con-
scious of. Places such as Ardoyne de-
serve better.
The Good Friday Agreement gave

permission for things to happen that
previously would have been counte-
nanced as unthinkable.
As we walk the streets where we

live, there are challenges and diffi-
culties we must also face up to.
Whether you live in the leafier sub-

urbs of Belfast, in the hills of Donegal
or the distant places of Cork and
Kerry, the responsibility to work for
peace and reconciliation is still a
Gospel imperative.
Unfortunately, even within the

Church, those who work and take
risks for peace are often viewed as
mavericks, rather than as living out
this Gospel imperative.
Working for peace is not an op-

tional extra when everything else in
the parish is tidied away. It calls for
those charged with proclaiming the
Gospel to get out from behind the
covers and get their heads above the
parapets.
It is a regret that more do not

choose to do so and leadership in
the Church can be just as fudged as
that of political parties.
In the light of this background there

are two attitudes we can adopt.
We can be pessimistic and accept

that we have achieved ‘an acceptable
level of peace’. From this we can look
from a distance and wonder if people
will ever learn.
We can accept a shared-out future,

where political groupings do not get
all they want but get enough to keep

We have
not dared
to imagine
the future
of Ireland

The Good Friday Agreement
referendum secured an overwhelming
‘yes’ vote on both sides of the border
15 years ago this week. But did people
vote for a ‘shared out’ or a ‘shared’

future? Brian McKee argues that the Gospel
imperative calls for not only peace but for a
reconciled people within a reconciled Ireland

After years of
almost ritual
praying for peace,
it was as if God
had suddenly
taken us by
surprise

‘ The reality for
many working on
the streets is that
it has been easier
to end the war
than to build the
peace

‘

■ HISTORICAL EVENT: The British prime
minister Tony Blair and taoiseach Bertie
Ahern sign the Good Friday Agreement
in 1998. Below, a copy of the agreement
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THE Pope appears to have
performed his first exorcism after
laying hands on the head of a

young wheelchair-bound man.
The episode, which was caught on
camera, happened in St Peter’s Square
on Sunday after Pope Francis had said
Mass.
Smiling, as usual, the Pope first shook
the man’s hand but his expression
changed when a priest spoke to him.
His face serious, Francis then placed
both hands on the man’s head for
around 15 seconds – the man heaved
deeply half a dozen times, convulsed
and shook, and then slumped in his
wheelchair as Francis prayed over him.
The television station of the Italian
bishops’ conference said it had
surveyed exorcists who agreed that
Francis either performed an exorcism
or a prayer to free the man from the
devil.
The Vatican was more cautious, saying
the Pope “didn’t intend to perform any
exorcism”.
“But as he often does for the sick or
suffering, he simply
intended to pray for
someone,” a
spokesman said.
Fuelling the
speculation
are Francis’s
references to
the devil in his
homilies.
In his very first
homily as Pope
on March 14 he
warned cardinals
gathered in the Sistine
Chapel the day after he
was elected that “he who
doesn’t pray to the Lord
prays to the devil”.

He has since mentioned the devil on a
handful of occasions, most recently in a
May 4 homily when in his morning
Mass he spoke of the need for dialogue
– except with Satan.
“With the prince of this world you can’t
have dialogue – let this be clear,” he
warned.
Francis’s frequent invocation of the
devil is a reflection of his Jesuit
spirituality, his Latin American roots
and a reflection of a Catholic Church
weakened by secularisation.
“The devil’s influence and presence in
the world seems to fluctuate in quantity
inversely proportionate to the presence
of Christian faith,” Fr Robert Gahl, a
theologian at Rome’s Pontifical Holy
Cross University, said.
“So, one would expect an upswing in
his malicious activity in the wake of
de-Christianisation and secularisation
in the world and a surge in things like
drug use, pornography and
superstition.”
In recent years, Rome’s pontifical
universities have hosted several
courses for would-be exorcists on the
rite, updated in 1998 and contained in a
little red leather-bound booklet.
The rite is relatively brief, consisting of
blessings with holy water, prayers and

an interrogation of the devil in
which the exorcist demands to

know the devil’s name and
when it will leave the

possessed person.
Only a priest authorised

by a bishop can
perform an exorcism,
and canon law
specifies that the
exorcist must be

“endowed with piety,
knowledge, prudence
and integrity”.

BARONESS Nuala O’Loan
will be the speaker in St
Patrick’s parish, Mayobridge
at 7.30pm today as the
church continues its series

of talks
celebrating the
Year of Faith.
Organisers say
that the former
police
ombudsman,
pictured,

“speaks out strongly on
social justice issues and
the importance of peace
and reconciliation”.
“Baroness O Loan is also a
woman of deep faith. She
speaks around the country
on the ‘great gift of faith’
and the many graces it
brings.”

■ ■ ■

REGULAR Faith matters
contributor and Maynooth
theologian Fr Martin Henry,
pictured, is one of the
authors featured in a new
book, Faith Questions.
Edited by his Maynooth
colleagues Brendan Leahy -–
now the Bishop of Limerick –
and Declan Marmion, the
book offers answers to some
of the most
commonly asked
questions on
faith.
They include:
what is Christian
faith?; how do
Christians
understand faith in other
religions?; are science and
religion compatible?; why go
to Mass?; what about
women in the Church?; and
did Jesus have faith?
The book has been inspired
by the Catholic Church’s
celebration of the Year of
Faith. Faith Questions is
published by the Columba
Press, £8.50

■ ■ ■

THE Church of Ireland rector
of Irvinestown and Castle
Archdale in Co Fermanagh,
the Rev Glenn West, has
published a new book.
Mr West said Connections –
Celtic Spirituality on the
Shores of Lough Erne is “an
attempt to draw attention
to a very special county and
to highlight a shared
heritage that so many do
not recognise even on their
own doorsteps”.
“There is also here an
invitation to look deeper
beneath the surface and to
embrace an abundant and
enriching life which has a
true instinct for the
common good,” he said.
Connections costs £8 and is
available in bookshops,
including Enniskillen’s
Real Life bookshop
(028 6632 2400), St
Michael’s bookshop
(028 6632 4771) and Oasis
Bookshop in Lisnaskea
(028 6772 2677).

them on board in government, rather
than the promised shared future
which promised a new beginning for
all.

There is another option. We can
choose to be people of faith. Faith
not only in the God above but faith in
His promise of a deep and lasting
peace for all.

Rather than viewing what is hap-

pening in areas such as Ardoyne as
irksome, embarrassing or inconven-
ient to our more comfortable
lifestyles, we recognise that at the
heart of the unresolved issues in this
country are people and we keep
working for peace.

This option recognises that we are
dealing with flesh and blood, not
pieces of paper or statistics or struc-
tures of government.

No matter how we view those
still engaged in violence, they are
people with hopes and hurts, dreams

and disappointments.
They still love, get sick, cry and

laugh. They have children and their
loved ones die.

We are dealing with people, and
people can change. But do we believe
the Gospel message of redemption
for all as we face the future together?

Peace is not just an issue for the
people of Ardoyne or the Short
Strand, or even for the north of Ire-
land. It has to become a priority for
all the people of these islands.

The Gospel imperative calls us
never to give up in the quest for
peace, for a reconciled people within
a reconciled Ireland.

So next time you views riots on the
streets of Belfast, ask yourself if you
ever bothered to read the Good Fri-
day Agreement. Ask if you have chal-
lenged the prejudices that are in your
own life, or if you have ever person-
ally given anything to support the
work of peace and reconciliation.

One thing is true, the future shape
of this land, whether within a united
or a reconciled Ireland with its grow-
ing diversity of identities, faiths and
cultures, will be something that we
have not yet even dared to imagine.

■ Brian McKee is director of
Seedlings, a consultancy on pastoral
renewal, youth ministry and recon-
ciliation. He works with Holy Cross
Parish in Belfast and Tobar Mhuire
retreat in Crossgar.

There is a real
danger that people
might view the
situation in the
north at this time
as having reached
“an acceptable
level of peace”

‘
THE leaders of the G8
might be about to
descend on Co
Fermanagh but pilgrims
from another age –
whose legacies will
outlive those of the
politicians – have been
celebrated with the
opening of a Garden of
Celtic Saints in
Irvinestown.
The garden at Sacred

Heart Church in the
village features six
‘houses’ with life-sized
sculptures of the saints
from the ‘golden age’ of
the Irish Church – St
Patrick, St Brigid, St
Colmcille, St
Columbanus, St Kilian
and St Molaise.
In keeping with the
heritage shared through
the saints, the garden

was officially opened on
Sunday by the Catholic
and Church of Ireland
bishops of Clogher,
Bishop Liam MacDaid
and Bishop John
McDowell, pictured.
After an ecumenical
prayer service in the
garden there was a visit
to St Patrick’s Church of
Ireland in nearby Castle
Archdale.

Garden of Celtic Saints

Pope appears to
perform exorcism

Pulpit
notes
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