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APPENDIX P 

THE CHURCH OF IRELAND SECTARIANISM EDUCATION PROJECT 

FOLLOWING ‘THE HARD GOSPEL’ REPORT 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper sets out the next phase of a process which began at two earlier points where 
the Church of Ireland addressed the issue of Sectarianism.  The Report of the Sub-
Committee on Sectarianism to General Synod in 1999 arose from a Resolution in 1997 in 
which General Synod asked Standing Committee ‘to identify ways in which the Church 
may be deemed to be accommodating to Sectarianism’…‘The Hard Gospel’ Report was 
warmly received and adopted by General Synod in 2003. 

The origins of this focus on Sectarianism lie in a developing understanding that the 
Church of Ireland, in common with other churches in Ireland, finds itself involved with 
issues of deep-seated division of which religion is a part.  The Church of Ireland is 
therefore both historically part of the problem and potentially part of the solution. 

As the Church of Ireland has explored sectarianism and its nature, it has become clear 
that this is only the most obvious of a wide range of ‘living with difference’ issues with 
which we are confronted today.  Sectarianism, a failure to deal positively with religious 
and political difference, can be seen as symptomatic of a failure to deal with other areas 
of difference. 

The search for identity and a sense of belonging is the source of much of the diversity 
which enriches our lives.  However, it also defines differences which have the potential 
to become negative and hostile division.  Sincerely-held views on issues of principle also 
shape difference which may lead to division.  Our faith aspires to the healing of 
relationships.  We should not therefore accept that difference must inevitably harden into 
division.  Nor should we accept that difference on matters of conviction should justify an 
unwillingness to build relationships. 

As people of faith, we recognise the challenge which is presented by religious/political 
sectarianism.  We see the same challenge in other forms of division such as race, gender, 
sexuality, age, theology and politics.  Dealing creatively with sectarianism and with other 
forms of difference requires faith, courage, generosity, knowledge and skill.  Our view of 
sectarianism is therefore that it is symptomatic of all ‘living with difference’ issues.  It is 
not a ‘stand alone’ issue unique to Ireland as a whole or to one part of Ireland in 
particular. 

‘The Hard Gospel’ Report arose out of a determination within the Church of Ireland that 
the issue of sectarianism should be addressed.  Sectarianism will remain the major focus 
of the process which will follow publication of the Report.  However, this understanding 
of the fact that sectarianism is not the only form of division with which we are presented 
led to a broadening of the scope of the Sectarianism Education Committee.  It was a 
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major factor in determining the scale and the range of enquiry of ‘The Hard Gospel’ 
Report.  It was also endorsed by Standing Committee and by General Synod as the 
process moved forwards. 

Finally, it is our view that the Church of Ireland and other churches in Ireland should be 
ready and able to address sectarianism.  We believe that this is of fundamental 
importance to the future of Ireland and of Christianity in Ireland.  Only churches which 
are spiritually courageous will attempt to deal with a malaise which has succeeded in 
distorting the very core of faith, belonging and identity in all of us.  Only churches which 
have had the courage to address this malaise will find themselves free to experience 
further spiritual renewal and growth. 

‘THE HARD GOSPEL’ REPORT 

A process of reception of ‘The Hard Gospel’ Report has been taking place since General 
Synod 2003.  The focus has been on helping the people of the Church of Ireland to 
understand what the Report says and on giving them the opportunity to consider whether 
the findings of the Report are true to their experience. 

By the time of the 2004 Session of the General Synod, ‘The Hard Gospel’ Report will 
have been considered by every Diocesan Synod in a process which we believe to be 
without precedent in the life of the Church of Ireland.  The Boards and Committees of the 
Church of Ireland have been invited to examine the Report and to consider its 
implications for current policy and practice.  With the agreement of the bishops, a 
programme of Study Material has been prepared which links the main themes of the Hard 
Gospel with appropriate passages of scripture.  This will be available for use from Lent 
2004 onwards. 

The Sectarianism Education Project Committee or its successor will examine the 
responses from Diocesan Synods and from Boards and Committees.  In the light of these 
responses, the Committee will further examine the Report in order to develop a strategic 
vision for the future. 

A NEW NAME 

This Committee has been called the Sectarianism Education Project Committee.  We 
need to give a new name to this Committee and the process involved.  In our initial 
consideration of possible names, two factors seemed significant. 

First, it seemed important to avoid the words ‘education’ and ‘sectarianism’.  While 
education is a part of this process, so also are worship, study, reflection prophetic 
challenge and action.  To use ‘education’ is to risk a narrowing of vision by appearing to 
suggest that there is a ‘teaching’ answer to problems which are experienced as much in 
the heart as in the head. 

Second, we believe that the name should, if possible, convey clearly what the initiative is 
about.  For example, the Preparing Youth For Peace Programme of the Presbyterian 
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Church in Ireland describes exactly what it is intended to do.  We considered a number of 
names of this kind.  Ultimately, we concluded that, if they were appropriately descriptive, 
these names nevertheless lacked the potential to be inspirational. 

As the process of reception has progressed, it has become clear to us that there is little 
point in the Committee attempting to invent a suitable name when the process has 
defined its own name and that name has already achieved wide acceptance.  Our view is 
therefore that the process should be called ‘The Hard Gospel’. 

The name is now readily recognised.  It is scripture-related.  It conveys the willingness of 
the Church of Ireland to be challenged by the Gospel. 

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

The Hard Gospel is an initiative of the Church of Ireland that responds to the gospel 
imperative to love our neighbours as ourselves.  It challenges the Church of Ireland: 

• To deal positively with difference in both church and in society; 

• To examine current policies and practice in both central institutions and parish 
communities; 

• To make dealing with difference a priority in understanding ministry and allocating 
time and resources. 

TWO ASPECTS  

The Hard Gospel will engage with two aspects of the life of the Church of Ireland:  

• An engagement with the people and the processes of the central structures, 
committees and agencies through which the Church of Ireland makes its 
contribution to the wider society. 

This will involve heart-searching and critical reflection within the Church of Ireland 
in the light of 'The Hard Gospel' Report.  In this process, the Church of Ireland will 
develop its response in policy and ministry to the new kind of society which is 
developing in Ireland.  Such a response will develop over a long period and be 
expressed in a number of ways.  At its heart will be the radical question of whether a 
Christian church should allow itself to be defined by a single cultural, religious or 
political identity.  These processes of questioning and response are part of the life of 
other institutions which are attempting to reshape their lives in Ireland today, for 
example in the development of education and in policing.  They have also been 
expressed in terms of the need to 'peace- proof' our policies and our processes.  
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• An engagement with the clergy and laity of the church at diocesan and parish levels  

The purpose of this is to raise awareness of the positive and negative implications of 
the ties which bind together religious, cultural, ethnic and political identities.  Such 
awareness will make possible creative and faith- driven responses to the challenge 
of building a new society in Ireland.  They will also assist people who wish to 
engage in a wide range of 'living with difference' issues, many of them unforeseen 
by previous generations.  

We believe that these two aspects must ultimately be reflected in the structures which 
will be required to oversee the management and accountability of The Hard Gospel.  
They will also influence the shape of any staffing policy.  

TWO STAFF MEMBERS  

We believe that the two aspects of the process will require two staff members/Co-
ordinators with appropriate skills and experience.  Staff members should be employed on 
fixed term contracts.  Such employment depends on our ability to attract major external 
funding for this initiative.  External funding will depend on the ability of the Church of 
Ireland to make its own financial commitment to the work.  

• A Co-ordinator who will focus on the central structures and processes of the Church 
of Ireland.  This staff member will require a deep understanding of the institutional 
life of the church, will have the ability to command respect at all levels and will 
know how to manage change in the culture of an organisation.  

• A Co-ordinator who will focus on the parochial and diocesan levels of the church. 
This staff member will have skills as a trainer/facilitator, understand adult education 
for transformation, possess strong group work skills and be an effective advocate for 
The Hard Gospel.  He/She will be able to assist in the formulation of creative, 
practical and realistic initiatives that parishes can take to deal more positively with 
difference in church and society.  This staff member will need the support of a 
number of people employed on part-time/sessional contracts across the Church of 
Ireland.  

A NEW COMMITTEE  

It has been the view of Standing Committee that the sensitive nature of this work requires 
support/oversight by a broad-based Committee with wide representation.  Our experience 
has been that such an approach leads to an over-large committee in which a number of 
members do not become actively involved.  We believe that the need for careful 
monitoring of this sensitive area of work should be met by regular and frequent reports of 
progress to Standing Committee.  
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We suggest that the task of managing and developing this process should be entrusted to 
a Committee of no more than twelve people.  The Committee should appoint its own 
Chairperson and Vice-chairperson.  

The Committee will have significant responsibilities for co-ordination of the two aspects 
of The Hard Gospel.  It will also have responsibilities for the management of staff and 
accountability to the Church of Ireland and external funders.  It will therefore need to 
meet as a full Committee at least twice a year.  

In developing the two aspects of The Hard Gospel, we suggest that it should meet as two 
sub-committees of six, chaired by the Chairperson and Vice- chairperson respectively.  

 

15.1.2004  

 

 

 

                                                                                                  

 

 

 


