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society which are significant and lasting. Concern with more
than two decades of violence have so dominated thinking that
trends and patterns of social behaviour and outlook have
developed which are arguably of greater significance in the
long term for community life than even the tragedy of broken
lives and sectarian division. Of these trends few are of
greater significance for the Church than the emergence of a
particular blend of secularism and its attendant manifestation
of materialism. Sociologists are never anxious to delve into
the realm of the absolute. Modes of judgement which are
relative have an attraction in many disciplines which at times
can reflect a reluctance to total commitment which is as much
due to a failure to read the signs as it is due to a lack of
sufficient analysis in depth of what is in faet happening in
society.

How far is the process of secularisation confused with secularism
itself? Historically the truly secular state has been slow to

emerge. Too frequently theologians have spoken as though the

phenomenon has arrived overnight. All the implications of the

secular state have at times been attributed to a community which

in faet is merely demonstrating what can but be described as

trends in secularism. What is merely a tendency can guickly be

given the cloak of the absolute. Modern sociological attitude, '
particularly in recent American writing, is anxious to ﬁnderline '
the dangers inherent in the designation of the secular as a

prineiple which is devoid of any other strictly non-secular

ingredient. This danger is particularly potent for a host of

reasong when one considers the Irish sgituation.

Few will dispute that the Irish scene is the result of a long '
series of historiecal factors which are cultural, soecial,

economic and political as well as religious. The complexity of

the scene bears ample testimony to this fact. Over-simplification

of issues and an at times strange enthusiasm for the separation

of one stream of thought from all the others has led to many of

the problems we now face as a people. The emergence of a












more identified with those who live in areas of violenece and
those who do not : with those who live where there are high
levels of unemployment and those who have remained untouched

by it : with those who have seen their lives and homes subjected
to urbanisation and re-development and a middle-class which

one feels is becoming more and more self-contained and self-
sufficient.

A new consciousness of the need to fill a vacuum which has

itself been created by our sufficiency is emerging. The extent

to which this consciousness can be equated with the purely
religious or spiritual is not yet clear. Historically such a

need would always have been seen in Ireland as something which
could only be discussed in terms of organised religion. No

longer is this true. For many disillusioned young people the
spirtiual experience they seek is not to be found in the
traditional terms of the Church. Nor is it always to be expressed
in ways acceptable or understandable to the traditional Churchman.

There is much talk of the challenge to the Churches in the

"post-industrial revolution" period. How far this is true of
Ireland as a whole is debatable. To what extent we have even
experienced the industrial revolution is for others to debate.
For the Irish Church it might be more realistic to direect our
minds to what can be designated 'the post-industrial society'.

If unemployment is the concern of the moment it is only a
symptom of the revolution we now experience. The tragedy is
that our society has been largely unprepared for the revolution
in patterns of work, life and experience which is now taking
place. In Northern Ireland itself we were largely unprepared
for unemployment on the secale now experienced. Society in
general had not read the signs. Those who had, failed to
interpret or communicate them in such a way that society as a
whole was prepared for the reality when it came. In this lack
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of preparation industry, the unions, management and government
cannot escape degrees of responsibility. The Church for other
reasons was unable to interpret sufficiently clearly the changing
circumstances - and it failed too to be the real prophetic voice
within society.

Reactions

Reactions to the various stages of the computer and micro-
revolution have varied from the optimistic, (people will have
more than sufficient leisure time to achieve all they wish) to
the pessimistic (Ireland will face 50% unemployment by the end
of the century). The alternatives facing society do not
include the option of a refusal to utilise the new technology.
The manufacturing industry will continue to decline in terms of
employment if only because a failure to encompass the new
technology will spell economic ruin through loss of competitive
productivity. The service industries ecannot escape the
implications of this same spiral. What choice society can
exercise is the use to which economic gains from increased
produetivity can be put.

In this process of choice the Church can have a voice : but it
will be a voice which may not always be in tune with that of

business or commercial expectation.

To be the true agency of direction in society, particularly in

the area of industry, commerce, employment and use of resources,
the Church must first be the agency of awareness and sensitivity.
To be the prophetic voice in society demands that we are first

the listening ear. Miecro-technology and the computer revolution
contains & threat to Irish society - they also encompass & promise
of opportunity. The directions offered to society by the Christian
Chureh must take into account many considerations.

At all costs they must not fail to avoid the threat and realise

the promise:
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"There are, of course, two sides to the
computer revolution, one that is full
of promise and one that can discourage
and defeat. We shall need to keep in
mind an earlier Church and Society
conclusion that more power and more
choice and more freedom require more
wisdom if they are to add up to more
humanity." (1)

"What is actually under threat at this period
of our history is not muscle, but skills
and knowledge." (2)

Radical

Some will challenge the use of the word 'revolution' to describe
what we are experiencing in this post-industrial era. Yet

such is the social impact of the changing demands and opporfunities
of many traditional industries in Ireland, and in Northern Ireland
in particular, that radical and fundamental issues are confronting

us daily.

In 1950 it would have been economic suicide to replace a person
by the type of machinery then available. By the late 1970's

a subtle change had taken place: 1t became economiec nonsense

not to replace man by machine. This fact became alarmingly clear
in Northern Ireland in such areas as heavy engineering And ship-
building. If that machine costs £2 million and requires a

large building to contain it the man will not be replaced. If

it costs £50,000 and can be moved around on a trolley he will

be replaced.

Even in Ireland the last two centuries lwe seen a movement from
traditional agriculture to the manufacturing industry. By the
1920's this was the largest sector of employment. By the end
of the twentieth century 15% of the population will be able to
supply all our material needs. What will be the lot of the
remaining 85%7 How muech thought has the Church given to the

(1) David Bleakley, "In Place of Work ... The Sufficient Society"p.2.
(2) See 'The Church in a Post-Industrial Society', Dr. M. Brown:

address to the Irish Council of Churches Annual Meeting, 1981.
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First, they represent a pattern which points to a completely
new structure for society. It is now generally agreed that
anything like full employment is a thing of the past. Past
and existing work patterns in many areas of the Province have
been radieally changed. The future holds a picture of partial
employment and a life-style in which a shorter working life
will be the reality. The component parts of this life-style
will consiest of greater periods unocccupied by employment for
those with work to do, eﬁpectation of longer retirement, and
for society itself the provision for a sizeable percentage of
its population which will have to be dependant on public
assistance for the essentials of life.

For the Christian Church such a situation will demand a re-appraisal
of such basics as the so=-called 'Christian work ethic'. The
morality of the traditional teaching on a just reward for a

day's work which contained within itself a comfortable and
understandable ethical code will be sufficient no longer.
Attitudes towards work, and the very meaning of the word 'work'
itself, will have to change throughout society. For the

Christian talk of the dignity of work and the value of the
individual will be only part of the necessary re-adjustment
process. The Church will have to address itself with some degree
of urgency to the direction such trends will indicate .for society.

To offer the Christian Ministry in areas of high unemployment
is an experience which is at once harrowing and searching.
Frustration, anger, resentment, bewilderment and a turning away
from traditional sources of social comfort and support is

added to agrowing sense of fatalistic acceptance.

Perhaps the real tragedy is to be a teacher of teenagers who
will shortly leave school - and will probably never work.
Such a situation was vividly summed up by the teacher from
west Belfast:
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"How in God's name do you teach the value

of the individual in society to a youngster
who sees all around him evidence that
society couldn't care less about him?"

What is the connection between this tragic picture and education
in general, religious education in particular? What has
Christianity to say to such a youngster about human dignity,

the purpose of life and the 'need to be wanted'?

Planners

Much of our thinking is directed to the results of unemployment
and redundancy. Not for the first time the Churches find
themselves reacting to events in society. Nor for the first
time another question can be asked: What has Christianity to
say to the economic planners of our society about attitudes,
planning, policy - and consequences? Can a clear Christian
voice emerge which will speak in an informed and realistic
manner about the relation of economic and monetary trends to
human lives? Can the Churches provide the veh'icle for this
voice or have we already opted-out of the prophetic role in

Irish society?

Surely there is an urgent need for an informed and up-to-date
Christian critique of the economic structure of Irish society,
north and south? In the Northern Ireland context such a
critique would involve an analysis of the consequances for

the quality of life of prolonged unemployment just as much as an
examination of the structure of economic development. For the
Christian questions of principle in economic planning cannot be
separated from such concepts as the dignity and sanctity of life
or the nature of a compassionate and caring society. To be a
voice of prophecy and reasonableness in such a situation will
require, first, informed insight into the nature of economic
problems, and then, the courage and vision to comment with

conviection.






—

Rupe al ol 125

- e

Thirdly, within industrial relations inflation makes agreement
more difficult. The parameters which should normally exist
between wage increases and productivity become eroded. Demands
for huge wage rises increase the speed and intensity of the
inflationary spiral.

Compared with many other regions Northern Ireland's industrial
relations are good. However, to an increasing degree it is
becoming impossible to separate local effects in Northern Ireland
from decisions taken 'across the water'. Recently it has

become more obvious that unions in their wage claim have shown
more regard for what other unions have gained rather than any
realistic concern with the ability of firms to meet such

increases and remain conmnpetitive or solvent.

Fourthly, inflation attacks the moral standards of society.

The pursuit of sectional interests regardless of their effects

on society as a whole are encouraged. Physical militancy can

become the consequence of sectional resentment. Debt and broken
homes, disrupted family 1ife and an inability by many to adjust

to dramatically changed circumstances can and does lead to social
distress. 1In the past decade such agencies as the Samaritans in
Northern Ireland have drawn continual attention to suech consequences

of inflation in society.

Inflation has also brought into society a philosophy of 'borrowing!
which is among the most significant social and commercial trends
to be seen in Northern Ireland to-day. The logic appears to be
that the consumer society encourages the borrowing of as much

money as possible now, spend it on what may appear to be
'essentials' for some though falling into the category of 'luxury!'
for others, and then repay later with inflated currency. This in
turn leads to a way of life which can be insecure, unstable and
materialistic - though understandable in to-day's climate.

In speaking to a society more and more conscious of the consequences
and changes inflation can bring the Christian voice must be one
which resists the temptation to moralise for the sake of it.
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It must be a voice which understands that 2t times it is better
to give a controversial lead than to give no lead at all.

Above all else, the Church while working in and through the
structures of society will attempt to bring Christian love

into the economic maze which has produced inflation. This will
mean striving for justice, equality of opportunity and
compassion for the weak. It will also bring a new relevance to
. the role of the Christian in secular society.

Conflict

There must come a point when the conflict between Christian
principle and economic fact cannot be equated : a point when
the Church not only asks relevant questions, but is prepared to
say to society that it has gone far enough.

In this connection we can contemplate such questions as these:

At what point do unemployment figures become socially unacceptable?
At what point does a purely monetary policy become unethical

when related to the social consequences of its implementation?

At what point does social division and deprivation within
sections of the community cease to be acceptable to the Christian
conscience?

Is the current unemployment situation in such areas as Strabane,
west Belfast, Newry and Londonderry really inevitable in a

period of world recession?

To what extent is the aspiration of so many for an ever

improving standard of living compatible with Christianity?

At what point do the benefits bestowed by successful economic
activity become incompatible with the Christian life style?

Leisure

In our earlier discussion of Church and community we suggested
the need for a greater sensitivity on the part of the Church
towards what is in fact happening within society.
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In the Church's mission to the secular state a recognition
that we have too often placed a limiting interpretation on
'vocation' is becoming apparent. Our concept of vocation has
been developed in particular relation to work-activity. Nowwe
must surely encompass leisure in the same way. The use of
God-given talents in work situations has equal application to
free time. This fact takes on special significance when we
consider involuntary leisure. The element of job or activity
satisfaction relates to the worth and value we place on life
in general. While from the point of view of public attitude
and esteem, to say nothing of finaneial reward, work-activity
is more highly valued than leisure, a new emphasis must be
given to the fact that it is similarly valued in the sight of
God. "We should have a sense of worth about what we do freely,
just as much as what we do under constraint". (5) In the

end society must come to recognise that neither work nor leisure

is the principal source of identity and meaning in life.

Surely we must now begin to take leisure time into our thinking.
Into the sociologists' consideration and into the theologians!
concepts must come the fact that Irish people are going to spend
less and less time in employment. This fact must become an
integral part of the individual's expectation. Leisure must

be accepted as part of the experience of life along with our work,
family responsibilities and our responsibilities to the community
in which we live.

To-day Irish society appears to valu%?%hose who contribute to it
through paid employment. The crucial question the Christian

must be prepared to put is this : will society accept that people
can acquire identity, values and status in free time as much

as in paid employment?

(5) "Leisure in Ireland" A Report to the Churches 1982,
(I.C.C./R.C. Joint Group on Social Problems) p.33
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of inflation, and when social abuse of leisure threatens the
foundations of a stable community, they are worthy of serious
and prolonged analysis by the Churches.

4. EDUCATION - A DELICATE BALANCE

"Education is an issue of increasing
controversy - particularly in
Northern Ireland".

The Churches' Rights in FEducation
in Ireland, Advisory Forum on
Human Rights, I.C.C. 1982, p.5.

No area demonstrates more clearly the sensitivities of the Churches

in Northern Ireland to the possibilities of secularism than that

of eduecation.

No area more clearly illustrates the dilemma facing the Churches
in working towards a definition of pluralism than the provision
of education fon&oung people. Yet no area presents greater
opportunity for reasoned, committed and enlightened presentation
of Christianity as a way of life - as a contribution to the
pluralistic society.

Throughout the history of the Province schools and their control
have played a prominent part in political and social debate.

The history of Church involvement in education has been long and
diverse., Its interest has not only been concerned with moral
principles, courses or its own vocation, but it has found itself
involved in debates on vested interests, finance and privilege.

In Northern Ireland these questions have resulted in controversial

discussions and decisions, in struggles which appeared to be
centred on matters of principle and in at times opon conflict
between the Church and government, other social institutions and
groupings - and between the Churches themselves.
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A distinction

The threat of the secular within education is a particular
problem for the Churches of the Protestant tradition. The
distinetion between the maintained and the controlled school
goes much further than the niceties of administration. The
decision by the Protestant Churches to oppose the Education Aet
of 1923 was based on a fear that an essentially secular system
would be introduced. The emergence of the maintained school
and its particular and vitai place in the structure of the
Roman Catholic system has given ground for outside observers

to see one system as 'religious' and the other as 'secular'.
Such a picture is understandable. Yet in the action of
transferring certain rights and obligations for their schools

in those early days Protestant Churchmen did not envisage any
diminution of 'the religious ethos' of such establishments.

Over the years since there have been misunderstandings of the
position of both controlled and maintained. The anxiety of the
Roman Catholic authorities to protect and preserve their schools
is completely understandable. But the action of transfer on the
part of Churches of the Reformed traditions must'never be
interpreted as an opting-out or lack of concern for the well-being
of their children's education standards.

Two recent examples of this position underline a growing concern
on the part of Protestant Church bodies to emphasise the
distinction:

(a) "The Working Party recognised the fears of trustees
of Roman Catholic maintained schools that 'a
substantial reduction in the proportion of their
representation might impair their ability to
preserve the distinective religious character of
their schools'. The Northern Ireland Committee's
oral evidence to the Working Party made it clear
that transferor's representatives have no less a
concern for the religious teaching ethos and
character of controlled schools." (8)

(8) Church of Ireland Board of Education commenting on the
Astin Report, see General Synod Journal 1980 p.152
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(b) "The Presbyterian Church, throughout its
history, has been deeply committed to and
involved in education. The aim has not been
simply the instruection of young people in
things religious, but that they might be
assisted and encouraged to develop their full
potential as persons in a Christian environment.

Presbyterian people, who represent a considerable
proportion of the population of the province,

are convinced that the Church's role in education
is as vital to-day as ever it has been. In an
age of conflicting values and declining moral
standards, parents want their young people to
grow up in an environment of Christian nurture
and moral principle." (9)

Balance

The extent to which the Protestant Churches will be able to
continue to view their role in the 'transferred sector' as a
strong obstacle to secularism in society remains to be seen.

It is dependent on many variables. It can of course be argued
that legislation provides them with a secure foundation for

such continuing stability. But it can be argued egually that

a growing secularism in society at large can influence education
in ways which have nothing to do with the historic events of
1923, 1925 and 1930. There is alsc always the danger of a
change in the delicate balance of the agreed partnership and if
so, the role undertaken by the Protestant Churches in 1930 will
be no longer attainable. The rights that the Churches retained
in the education field could become increasingly devoid of

Christian meaning.

Clearly, as in all areas we have discussed so far, definition of
purpose is important. In 1974 Edward Short spoke of education
as

"the keeper of society's identity". (10)

While he was undoubtedly referring to the situation in England

(9) See General Assembly Report, 1977, p.183.
(10) "Education in a Changing Society". 1974 p.3.
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to this process is vital. More and more schools are becoming
community-conscious. The community is not only to be served
by its schools, but it is being given a larger and larger say
in the running of those schools. If secular trends are
emerging in society then by their very nature such trends will
be reflected in the life of a school.

In simplistic terms, this is the danger for those who wish to
see the continuing interest of the Churches in controlled schools.

Perhaps one sign that the above analysis could become a reality
for the Protestant Churches is contained in the proposal that
transferor's representatives should be reduced in number on

management committees for controlled schools.

It is too easy for the Churches to imagine that a historie link
with education, a once-established legislative right or privilege
and a traditional influence within society will be sufficient
grounds alone for confidence that the 'Christian ethos' will always
be present in controlled schools. Rights and privileges can only
be justified if responsibility and interest are developed to a
degree of confidence between Church, management and teacher. To

this formula we must now add parents.

Over the years state involvement in education has become a

dominant influence. The concept of participatory democracy demands
that the loeal community and parents should play a part in the
running of the schools. The teaching profession itself has looked
for an increasingly important say in the directing of education
policy. The result is that the Church is now only one voice among
many.

The true ethos of a school serving a community which contains
degrees of secularism will be determined by several factors.

The extent to which an historic link to Church bodies, embodied

in legislation, tested by controversy and manifested by represent-
ative management, will control the degree of this secular influence
within the school will depend on much more than an insistence on
vested interests.




RUBE 6 ol 125

Community

Not unnaturally the concept of the school and that of the
community are inter-related. The school along with the local
church was a centre for the community, particularly in country
areas of Northern Ireland. While the unit of church and school
always assumed particular significance for a Roman Catholic
community, the school came to have an equally important symbolism
for their Protestant neighbours. With growing community involve-
ment in school life and administration added to the natural
family connections with a local school there has grown up a

new recognition of the place of the school in the life of a
Protestant community.

Different views

Christians hold divergent views on how far secularisation in
education is to be encouraged. This divergence ranges from

the need to keep control of all aspects of education under Chureh
auspices to a belief that such an ethos in a pluralist society
can lead to segregation or a lack of community spirit.

These differing views high-light the main approaches to education
in Northern Ireland by the two sections of the community. On

the one hand there is the carefully guarded and preserved Church
control of the maintained sector in which the Roman Catholic
ethos is involved in each step of the education process. On the
other there is the 'state' sector in which the community has a
growing involvement and in which the Protestant Churches continue
to watch with anxiety their vested interests.

Does the fact that a maintained school under Church control preservesg
a Church-based ethos mean that it will be less susceptible to

the process of secularization than its counter part in the

controlled sector where community and school are apparently
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becoming more and more dependent on each other?

For the Churches in Northern Ireland it is a sobering fact

that in a growing number of cases religious education in schools
will be the only real contact with a systematic presentation of
Christianity many young people will have. In addition a large
proportion of the population now loses contact with church-
conducted education by'the ages of 12 or 13. As a result many
adults' appreciation of réligion remains static at a level which
does not represent much more than a glimpse of Biblical basics.
Indeed there is little comfort for any branch of the Christian
Church in the current situation. Churches of the Reformed tradition
view with concern the place of the traditional Sunday School to-day.
Does it still provide the real point of contaect with children

it onece did? Does it still usefully supplement the work of the

day school in Northern Ireland? Such reports as that of

Dr. John Greer suggest that the position in many controlled schools
is only slightly less affected by secularisation that it is in
others. (11)

For the Christian of any tradition the fundamental question to
be faced is this : Does secularisation of education inevitably
lead to secularism? Put another way : Does the influence of
gsecular theories from within the community either in method or
content necessarily lead to that ethos which is rejected by

Christians? Or is it once more a question of degree?

Northern Ireland is synonomous in the eyes of the outside world
with sectarianism. If a degree of secularisation in education
could be proved to be an encouragement for young people to move
away from either induced or inherited sectarianism then it must

be accepted. However if it can be proved that such a process leads
only to the decay and destruction of moral standards or spiritual
values then the result will be a new generation of confused,
rootless and materijalistic young people devoid of any real
spiritual dimension to their lives.

(11) Teachers and Religious Education, Dr. J. Greer,
Education Centre, N.U.U., 1974.
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Then came the period of condemnation. The air was over-laden
with statements and expressione of condemnation, but condemnation
with 1little or no understanding of what violence was doing to

the community. Traditional divisions along sectarian lines
became hardened. Tensions grew. Yet the individual Churches
tended to allow a natural identification with the fears and
apprehensions of their own people to become that dangerous and
potentially destructive elément, over-identification.

To-day one senses a wind of change. All the major Churches

have unreservedly condemned violence. But serious efforts are
being made to understand the nature of violence, its causes, its
consequences and the nature of its effect on society. Courageous
efforts have been made to isolate violence not just from that
section of the community most closely identified with a particular
denomination - but to isolate violence from the Christian ethos

as a whole.

Let there be no doubt in anyone's mind. The entire community
stands to suffer if any one section becomes dominated by those

who see violence as the main vehicle for their activities.

When Bishop Cahal Daly spoke recently of the threat to Catholicism
posed by terrorism the implications for the Christian community
spread much further than west Belfast. Whether they reéognise

it or not the Protestant community throughout the Province has

as much to lose as their Roman Catholic neighbours if paramilitary
organisations win the battle for hearts and minds in west Belfast.

It is not without significance that during his address at Drogheda
Pope Paul II spoke to the wider implications of violence in a
secular society:

"To all of you who are listening

I say: Do not believe in violence;
do not support violence. It is not
the Christian way ... " (12)

(12) Pope John Paul 11, Drogheda, 1979.



& 30 s

Perhaps the most serious attempt to interpret the nature of
violence from a Christian stand-point came in 1976 with the
publication of the Report "Violence in Ireland". This joint
effort by the Working Party appointed by the Irish Council of
Churches and the Roman Catholic Church Joint Group on Social
Questions represented a sincere and detailed analysis of the
role of the Church in a violent society. One significance of
its work, which has gone largely unnoticed, has been the
conclusion that in a secular society it is all too easy to
allocate the Church a particular role - and deny it opportunities
elsewhere:

"It is easy to jump to coneclusions about

what the teaching of the Churches ought

to be in a situation of conflict ... the

dilemmas are profound". (13)
When the Christian Church honestly seeks to interpret God to
secular man, and secular man to his neighbour the dilemmas it
will face are indeed profound. There are vast 'grey areas'
in which such genuine attempts at interpretation will appear
to only further cloud the issues. But until the Christian
Church is prepared to take a risk in entering such areas and
facing up to its consequences, she will not have begun to
understand the nature of secularism, let alone fully understand
herself.

Answers

Apart from a new awareness of her role as an interpreter the
secular society presents another canvass for the Church.
Throughout her history the nature of authority has played a full
part in Christian thinking on society. Ireland for centuries
had a special place for the authority of the Church. To-day
that authority has diminished. As with education so in almost
every social sphere she is one voice among many. With this
changing picture has come an urgent need to analyse in depth

the nature of the authority society accords to the Churech in
Ireland to-day.

—

(13) Violence in Ireland, 1976, page 56




& i .

e Jie

In this process of being 'the servant Church' we must learn

again a lesson which is relatively new to the Irish situation -
the Church must state its answers to the needs of the secular
society and its people - but we must not assume that our solutions

will be accepted without question.

Most of our denominational Churches would claim to have authority
over their members. To this statement we would probably have
to add yet another qualification. We can anticipate some
authority over our committed members. Outside that rather narrow
circle, whether we like it or not, our voice must be persuasive
only. Society is not necessarily waiting for our distinctive
contribution. Society is more and more seeking solutions to its
many problems in terms of efficiency, expediency and material
progress. More often than not the authority given to Church
contributions to this process will be based not on the source
from which they come but on the quality or efficacy of the
contribution itself when compared to the in-put from many other
sources:

"In the secular society ... in seeking to

influence the decisions of society on moral

and social questions the Church has to

recognise its position as one authority in

a pluralist situation". (14)
In Northern Ireland the Church will speak to society with what
its committed members will view as the objective voice of God:
to the rest of the community it speeks only for its subjective
human self. It will undoubtedly express its voice with conviction
but that conviction is unlikely to be equally shared by those who
are making judgements about several contributions within society.
No longer can the Christian answer to the needs of secular man
be viewed as the final unquestioned answer which has the authority
of total truth; rather such answer must be viewed as solutions
offered to man for his own well-being. The Christian Gospel
with all its moral implications must be offered to secular

society and must be expected to stand because of its own intrinsic

(14) 1975 Ballymascanlon Working Party Report.



- 32 =

value and truth rather than through the authenticity of the
body which proclaims it.

Homosexual law reform, penal reform, after-care of young
offenders, education poliey, provisions for elderly - such
questions have been placed before society and opinions sought.
Like many other agencies in the community the Churches in
Northern Ireland were asked for opinions. No one now believes
that any such opinions offered will be viewed in any particularly
special light simply because it is the Church which offers them.
Such is the nature of pluralism. Such a lesson will be
particularly hard to learn if one is used to institutional
authority. However, it may in time reflect more faithfully

the manner of Christ in whose life authority and human weakness
were co-related.

Morality

It has already been suggested in this discussion that the Church
has a clear role as 'the prophetic voice' in society, that her
calling as a 'servant' will be most clearly manifested when she
points directions to society. In one sphere more than any other
this role becomes urgent and emphatic in the pluralist community:
public morality.

The nature of society and analysis of what constitutes the just
society occupies much attention to-day. Sociologists,
economists, politicians and numerous other community interests
have become involved in prolonged debate on the nature of society
in Treland. Given the tensions and divisions within Northern
Ireland such discussion takes on a relevancy which is both vital
and urgent.

This debate takes many forms:
How far can any religious or political grouping enforce its
attitudes on society in general?

What degree of discrimination exists in such aress as

—
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employment and housing allocation?

What form of government will provide the most stable,
democratic and representative structures for the whole
community?

What is the relation between the views of a majority of the
population and those of a minority?

At what point can any group within society reasonably expect
to impose its views on the remainder of the community?

What is the connection between power and consent In Northern
Ireland?

What are the ingredients of justice?

How does a pluralist society give ample recognition to the
existence of a divided community?

It is generally accepted that in any community social morality
is not the result of pure reasoning or logical inference in a
vacuum., It is fashioned by the various influences, cultural,
religious and economic which are at present visible in society
or have been visible in the past.

An eminent English jurist, Lord Devlin, places the emphasis
for law and morality on soeciety itself:

"The true principle is that the law exists for
the protection of society. It does not
discharge its function by protecting the
individual from injury, annoyance, corruption
and exploitation ; the law must protect also
the institutions and the community of ideas,
plitical and moral, without which people
cannot live together. Society cannot ignore
the morality of the individual any more than
it can his loyalty; it flourishes on both
and without either it dies." (15)

While there is a large measure of agreement among Christians

on a wide spectrum of social or "public" morality there is also

an area of disagreement. In Irish society such differences high-light
the variance in denominational appraoch. Such issues include
contraception and birth control, abortion, sterilisation,

divorce and homosexuality. 1In Northern Ireland the close
religious/political relationship usually dictates the divisions

(15) "The Enforcement of Morals", Lord Devlin, 1965, page 35



& SBfes

in terms of Roman Catholic and Protestant "attitudea™. Within
the fragmented nature of the Protestant community fundamentalism
frequently dictates a rigorous, absolute approach to such matters.

Those who would argue for a total prohibition by society through

its laws of such practices usually base their argument on the |
grounds that there is an infallible authority for the moral
working of society. On occasions 'infalibility' in such areas !
leads to the belief that there is an equal duty to exert pressure b
on government, and to exercise control over legislation concern-

ing moral issues. In this sense morality is absolute and

objective.

On the other hand there are those who would hold that morality

is relative and subjective. They cannot see an objective Iright!

or 'wrong'. Morality is simply a matter of private or subjective

opinions and society should not aim at the possession of a

single morality but at the mutual toleration of different

moralities. ;
. |

While the authoritarian view emphasises objectivity at the

expense of freedom, the permissive encourages freedom at the

expense of objectivity.

In the authoritarian view all morality is of public concern; it
sacrifices freedom and preserves a moral code; it concentrates

on transcendent sanction. The permissive view views all morality
as of private concern; it denies any objective moral order in

the interests of individual freedom and in so doing concentrates
entirely on people in society, rejecting any idea of transcendence

Such are the two extremes. Such is the diversity in many
contemporary communities. With certain reservations such are the
extremes which make up the pluralist society confronting the
Churches in Ireland.

Is it just possible that the Churches can still point a way
forward for society which recognises two principles:
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on empirical and factual evidence and such predictions based

on prior theological, political or other convictions.

The characteristic of a truly pluralist society is not that it
abstains from making moral judgements or enforcing certain moral
principles, but that it is prepared to submit its proposed

moral legislation to the most rigorous scientific and informed
examination. The open and just society is one in which those
who carry the responsibility of ordering its laws are prepared
to listen to serious and constructive views from any section of

the community.

A pluralist society will keep its legislation on moral matters

to a minimum.

The possibility of such an approach gaining widespread acceptance
in Ireland is not as remote as may be imagined at first sight:

"If a society, especially one which places a
high value on authority, moves away from
traditional rigid values by making concessions
to minority groups who think differently from
the majority forebodings may well be justified.
It may be time to batten down the hatches, to
turn a definite face of refusal to any wish
for a pluralist society. But there is another
view.

It is beginning to be seen, if somewhat dimly,
that it is possible for the Irish to create a
community which is not a sell-out to pessimism
nor secularism but which is something new and
modern in Irish relationships. It will be a
community which will preserve what is best in
our traditions, will hold fast to Christian
belief and practice and yet at the same time
will strive to do this in a new context where
priority of value is set on freedom, reconciliation
and unity." (16)

Let none of us doubt that a pluralist community can give rise to
possibilities of disintegration within society which are just as
potent as those for growth and progress.

(16) "Pluralism", Studies, Spring/Summer Issue, 1978.
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for the mission of the Church have much wider application.

At the beginning of this paper it was emphasised that there are
degrees of secularism in a society and that there is a danger
in regarding such a tendency in terms of the absolute.

It is suggested that while Ireland, north and south, has not
escaped the influence of secularism our society is sgtill far
removed from the totality of materialism one associates with

the completely secular state. Not only has Ireland been slower
than many another region to indicate secular tendencies in life-~
style but she has intentionally or otherwise remained a society
in which the basics of the Christian ethos have prevailed in
much of her life,

Even in Northern Ireland where life has been so dominated by
division, uncertainty, social upheaval and violence the vast
majority of her people would still claim some allegiance to the
Church of their family connection or baptism. Church attendance
and the outward connection with denominational 1life has declined
steadily but there are few who would not claim a connection with
a particular Church at one time in their lives. In much of the
reaction to events the Northern community would still tend to
adopt the braodly Christian ethos. Family roots run deep in
Northern Ireland and the family unit while under immense
pressure from public events and an increase in the number of
broken homes and marriages has largely remaned intact. However,
because of the sectarian violence and divisions, there has been
a definite erosion in contacts "across the divide" and the
ecumenical movement, while extremely strong in some local areas,
has suffered accordingly.

In a secular age the Church is compelled to seek out her priorities.

Some activities or interests tend to become luxuries when
materialism and secularism confront her. It may be stating the
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obvious but perhaps in our present context it is necessary to do
S0 : in an age of growing secularism the divisions and disunity

of the Church weakens her base to witness and serve. The more
such divisions appear obvious to secular man the less he is likely
to listen or be influenced.

It appears obvious that before she considers her mission in

terms of secular society she must look at herself. Apart from
disunity even in those areas'where a broad Christian appraoch

is possible the complacency of many otherwise committed Christians
1s highly damaging. There is widespread complaceney in the Irish
Church. It is a complacency based on the comfort of historieal
associations with the Faith, based on the comfort of a Church
which has demanded too little fron them, and based in the end on
that assumption mentioned at the commencement of this paper, that

secularism will never really take root in Ireland.

Empty pews in a Protestant Church should be no source of comfort
to a Roman Catholic in Northern Ireland. Likewise an erosion

in Church allegiance in a Roman Catholic community in the age of
secularism should provide no comfort for a Protestant.

What then is the mission of the Christian in a secular society?
First, he must be one who takes his faith into society as it is.
To do so he must first know what society is about. He must
recognise that he can no longer count on a submissive audience
for the reception of his ideas. He is now a competitor for the
attention of society. What authority his faith once had for the
community outside his Church is largely eroded. He will be
judged by actions and involvement rather than words.

Second, he must present his faith in ways which are positive and
practical. The Integrity of his argument must be exposed by
being compared with other arguments presented 'for the good of
society'. His method must be that of informed persuasion for
he can no longer lean on unquestioned authority.
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Third, he must be prepared to see secularism not in terms of
outright confrontation but in dialogue, listening and example.
The persuasive argument will only prevail if it has 'the ring
of truth'.

What is the mission of the Christian Church in a Secular World?
What is the actual role of the Churech in Northern Ireland?

As with the individual Christian it must be the supreme agency
of hope and reconciliation. Not only, as in Northern Ireland,
is reconciliation between religious groupings and communities
essential, but reconciliation within fragmented society between
age groups, between members of broken homes and families and

a greater desire to be a truly caring scoiety must be the concern
of the Christian Church.

A divided community requires radical treatment. When those
divisions are given a religious connotation then much heart-
searching is demanded.

The just society we seek and the level of public morality and
concern which are necessary.to realise it must concern the
Church in Ireland. The task of building those bridges in a
divided and increasingly secular community which will help to
heal the wounds of a fragmented society is a task for aﬂyone
with the good of the community at heart.

For the Christian and the servant Church no greater task can be
imagined. The challenge of secularism comes in many forms.

The question for the people of God at this time is simple to
frame, but not as easy to answer : Have we yet realised the
full implications of secularisation for a community such as
that in Northern Ireland?

Perhaps the greatest consolation we have comes not just from
the -idea of a 'servant Church', but from the reminder that we






