Trauma Recovery Network Conference 17.11.2007.

Deposition for Gerry Reynolds CSsR., Clonard Monastery, Belfast.

My contribution is in the form of story.   
One day during the Troubles the IRA took over a house near Clonard Monastery. With the family car they went over to the Shankill and killed a UDR man as he returned home from work.  The following day, together with Sam Burch, a Methodist minister, I went over to visit the bereaved family. The father welcomed me at the door and brought me inside. In the little kitchen where she sat with her friends I met the mother. She stood up and threw her arms around me and said “I’m so glad you have come”.  Next door I met the widow of the dead man. She vented her anger on me at first but calmed after Sam spoke to her. He then invited me to make a prayer. I took the Bible that was lying on the table and prayed a psalm. Sam and I went to the funeral next day.  Some months later I called to see the family and was sitting with the mother in her kitchen when she said to me “If only they had known him they could never have killed him”. 

In the turmoil of ethnic violence terrible inhuman deeds are done as anger turns to hatred and fear of one another turns to paranoia. People on each side become blind to the fact that the other side is human too – and has the same human feelings as they have and is capable of good and of evil just as they themselves are.   

I live beside Bombay St where the residents were burnt out in 1969. The people who burnt Bombay St were human beings like the people who lived in those houses.    When we commemorated the 35 anniversary in 2004 I said that remembering the burning of Bombay St  will benefit us if it leads us to look at each killing of our Troubles in its deepest reality. One killing does not cancel out another.   Each killing is uniquely evil in the eyes of God    

During Feile an Phobail a few years ago I read these words in Harry McMahon’s very moving exhibition “Is a Death Toll of 3693 not enough?” on a corridor of St Mary’s University College: 

“None of us who live in Northern Ireland can escape from the obligation 

to come to terms with what we have done to each other over the last 30 years.

I have to learn, as have we all, to grieve for all, not just for our own”.

John Donne, the 17th century English poet, said: “Each man’s death diminishes me because I am involved with mankind”.  
A man who went over 50 days without food in the 1981 hunger strike told me that he was totally changed in his inner self when he began to identify with everybody who died. 

The most obvious struggle in Northern Ireland has been the political one between the conflicting identities and allegiances of the rival communities. But there was another struggle which is a crucial arena of conflict for everyone.  It is the spiritual struggle in ourselves - the conflict between faith and culture, between personal conscience and loyalty to the group we belong to. Not that they are necessarily in conflict.  But it is true that: “The line which divides right from wrong, good from evil, does not run between the conflict partners.  Right and wrong are found on both sides even though often in radically unequal degrees”  (Jean and Hildegard Goss-Mayr).

I remember when the IRA abducted a local woman who was one of their volunteers and shot her dead as an informer.  Would I walk in the procession as the body was brought from her home to the parish church for the funeral Mass?   Faith said “yes”.  But ‘twas a lonely road.  There was little company.    A few years ago a man from Cullybackey said to me: “I have two young sons and I’ll soon have to decide what story do I tell them”.   Will we continue to tell a one-sided story of the Troubles or will we identify with everyone who died? 
Within a half mile of one another in West Belfast there’s a Martyrs Memorial Garden in Bombay St and in the  Shankill Road a Memorial Garden where those killed in the Shankill Bomb are remembered. . When both gardens have become holy ground for us then we will be healed of the ethnic trauma and truly reconciled.  
One day during the Troubles a middle-aged Catholic woman came to see me and began to speak about her son.   She told me how when he was a little boy she used to pray that he would never be caught up in the Troubles. Then as he grew into his teens he was being drawn towards the violent political struggle and she could not hold him back.  She began to pray that he would never cause pain or heartbreak to anyone.  .  But she was gradually led to pray that she might be the bereaved mother, rather than that her son would cause another mother to be bereaved.  Then, through her tears, she sobbed “He was killed two months ago and my heart is broken.  Did I pray right?”

Prayer sustained that woman. She did not expect prayer to protect her from life’s pain.  She wasn’t asking does God really have a hand in our affairs. Her question wasn’t really seeking an answer from me. It was her broken-hearted identification with Jesus on the cross:  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me”.  To pray right is fundamental to the ministry of reconciliation.  For reconciliation is humanly impossible, but not impossible to God.  That mother prayed right at great cost.  By her prayer she was a saviour of human communion in our world.  That’s the direction in which we all must go.
Meantime at Clonard Monastery we try to create a centre of welcome and outreach, of faith and wisdom, where people, especially the broken, can find the freedom to discover the plentiful redemption of Jesus. We do so by trying to embody for all whose lives we touch the human values proclaimed by Jesus:

“Blessed are the poor in spirit: for their’s is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.

Blessed are the meek:  for they shall inherit the earth.

Blessed are they who do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.
Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called children of God.

Blessed are they who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake: for their’s is the kingdom of heaven”   (Matthew 5. 3/10). 
