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We hope you will enjoy and benefi t 
from exploring the themes in this pack.

This material is based on one the most comprehensive 
pieces of research ever carried out into the Church in 
Ireland, and commended by General Synod 2003. The 
research fi ndings are published in the report titled ‘The 
Hard Gospel: Dealing Positively With Difference in the 
Church of Ireland.’1 It shows that there is an enormous 
amount of concern in the Church of Ireland about 
dealing more positively with sectarianism and other 
forms of difference both within the church and in society.

There are six biblically-based sessions in this pack, 
lasting 1-2 hours each. They are  intended to help 
groups in parishes and dioceses refl ect on some of 
the report’s main fi ndings and begin to identify the 
challenges and opportunities in their particular 
settings of putting into practice ‘The Hard Gospel.’

 • Session 1:  Dealing with difference

 • Session 2:  Identity - freedom or fetter?

 • Session 3:  Welcoming the stranger

 • Session 4:  Boundaries and bonds

 • Session 5:  Building peace

 • Session 6:  Doers of the word

The sessions are all stand alone units, 
which allow you to build a series that 
suits the interests of, and time available 
for, your group.

For each session there is: 

• Participants’ Page which is intended to be
 photocopied and distributed to be read in 
 advance of the group meeting, whenever possible.  

• Facilitator’s Notes including:  
 -  commentary on the scripture passage(s)

 -  a suggested session outline including an  
 approximate time required for each activity 

   (It will vary depending on the size of your group)

welcome

 -  suggested activities to explore the scripture 
   and theme

 -  key fi ndings from the research relevant to the  
 session (page numbers in brackets refer to 

   where you will fi nd this in the report)

 -  a suggested closing prayer (printed on the  
 Participants’ page).

About the Process
This educational process for groups in parishes or 
dioceses is designed to:

• Introduce participants to the background, authority,  
 and main fi ndings/conclusions of the report “The  
 Hard Gospel: Dealing Positively With Difference In  
 the Church of Ireland.”  

• Provide an opportunity for participants to discuss  
 whether key fi ndings of the report are true for them  
 and true to their experience.

• Challenge participants to examine some of the  
 main fi ndings in the light of key themes in scripture.

• Raise the question: What should we be doing 
 now - in light of both this report and the refl ection  
 process begun in this group / parish?

The style of this process is intended to be strongly:

• Participatory: Eliciting participants’ refl ections;  
 building on participants’ experience; encouraging  
 discussion/listening; and

• Strategic: Exploring the local context; identifying  
 particular challenges and opportunities; identifying  
 next steps to be taken.

Taking forward issues raised by ‘The Hard Gospel’ 
report and these studies:

 The pack includes suggestions for some follow-on  
 themes to explore, including details of existing 
 courses that might be useful.

... to the Hard Gospel discussion series

1 The Hard Gospel report is available at www.ireland.anglican.org/archives/issue/issarchive/hardgos/htm

2

Lo
vin

g
 o

u
r n

e
ig

h
b

o
u

rs - in
tro

d
u

ctio
n

w
w

w
.h

a
rd

g
o

sp
e

l.n
e

t



3

Lo
vin

g
 o

u
r n

e
ig

h
b

o
u

rs - in
tro

d
u

ctio
n

w
w

w
.h

a
rd

g
o

sp
e

l.n
e

t

These explorations introduce some 
key fi ndings in ‘The Hard Gospel.’ It 
is hoped that they will lead to more 
in-depth exploration of and action to 
address issues raised in the report. 
The last two sessions begin to focus 
on what areas of further study and 
action might be most appropriate in 
your setting. Some possible FOLLOW-
ON COURSES are already available 
from various organisations:  

“Bridging The Gap” - Six evening sessions (1-2 hours) 
designed to help participants from different  churches 
get to know one another and something about the 
life and beliefs of each other’s spiritual communities.  
Discussion topics: Our Spiritual Communities, Our 
Spiritual Journeys, Our Cultural Traditions, Our Political 
Traditions, Our Perceptions of God, and Forgiveness 
and Reconciliation. Leader’s Guide and Group 
Worksheets. 

Available from: Habitat for Humanity, Unit 29, 
Farset Enterprise Park, 638 Springfi eld Road,
Belfast BT12 7DY. Tel: (028 NI / 048 ROI) 9024 3686.  
Email: bridgingthegap@habitatni.co.uk    
Price: Free - Donation to cover postage.

“Communities of Reconciliation” - Facilitator’s notes 
for fi ve short courses on issues in reconciliation 
between different social/political/religious groups:  
Being the Church in the 21st Century; The Bible in the 
Public Square; Authentic Community in the 21st Century; 
Communities of Integrity; & The Politics of Faith.

Available from: Irish School of Ecumenics, 683 Antrim 
Road, Belfast BT15 4EG. Tel: (028 NI / 048 ROI) 9077 
5010. Email: cenisec@tcd.ie Price: £9.99 Sterling.

“Creating Community” - A six evening experiential 
learning course designed especially for church and 
community groups in Northern Ireland. Participants 
are invited to create within the course group the 
type of community they would like to experience 
in wider society. Facilitator’s Manual, Video, 
Participants’ Journals. Designed to be led by 
an experienced facilitator.

Available from: The Corrymeela Community, 
8 Upper Crescent, Belfast BT7 1NT. 
Tel: (028 NI / 048 ROI) 9050 8080. 
Email: enquiries@corrymeela.org

“Journey in Understanding” - An introductory course 
focusing on the interaction of culture, history, politics 
and religion in shaping our community and our faith.

“Bridge Builders” - Designed to motivate, inform, and 
equip participants to be community bridge builders.  
Two modules: Peacebuilding, Confl ict and Identity; and 
The Role of the Church in a Divided Community. Both 
are designed to be led by a facilitator from The Centre 
for Contemporary Christianity in Ireland and can be 
adapted to specifi c groups. Other courses and training 
may also be designed to suit groups.

Available from: The Centre for Contemporary 
Christianity in Ireland, 1 Brunswick Street, Belfast 
BT2 7GE. Tel: (028 NI / 048 ROI) 9023 5258. 
Email: info@contemporarychristianity.org 

“What The Bible Says About the Stranger: Biblical 
Perspectives on Racism, Immigration, Asylum and 
Cross-Community Issues” - 40 pages, divided into 
eight chapters with discussion questions. 

Available from: Churches Peace Education 
Programme, 48 Elmwood Avenue, Belfast BT9 6AZ. 
Tel: (028 NI / 048 ROI) 9066 2992.  
Email: irish.churches@btconnect.com

A much longer Resource Digest produced by 
Partners in Transformation is available on-line at: 
www.tcd.ie/ise/projects/pitp

Other materials exploring particular challenges raised 
by ‘The Hard Gospel’ will also be being developed and 
information on these sent to all rectors as available.

Possible follow-on courses:



session 1
Dealing with difference

“Certain individuals came down from 
Judea and were teaching… “Unless 
you are circumcised according to 
the custom of Moses, you cannot be 
saved.” And after Paul and Barnabas 
had no small dissension and debate 
with them, Paul and Barnabas and 
some of the others were appointed 
to go up to Jerusalem to discuss this 
question with the apostles and the 
elders.” (Acts 15:1-2)

Describe below in your own words the scene that you 
picture when you read “Paul and Barnabas had no 
small dissension and debate with them”:

Learning to deal positively with difference has been 
a challenge for the Christian Church right from the 
beginning. The background to the verses above is 
that in Antioch followers of Jesus from both Jewish and 
Gentile backgrounds were sharing fellowship meals 
together. When some followers of Jesus who came 
from Judea saw this, they were alarmed and argued 
that it should not happen unless those from a Gentile 
background fi rst conformed to Jewish customs and 
regulations. Read the whole account of how the early 
church handled the controversy in Acts 15: 1-35.

Most respondents interviewed for the report 
“The Hard Gospel” recognise that there are 
signifi cant diffi culties within the Church of Ireland 
dealing with difference both within the denomination 
and in society. At the same time, many respondents 
feel that opportunities and skills for openly discussing 
differences are simply not common or well developed 
within the Church of Ireland. Here is what some 
members said:

 “Theological differences get swept under the 
 carpet, ignored, or the person with the 
 difference is shouted down.” (Lay person, p. 75)

 “Church of Ireland doesn’t have deep enough  
 theological discussions, and space enough for 
 people to talk about theology in depth, and to 
 think things through.” (Rector, p. 75)

 “Surface activities are of no real use, we need  
 more open discussion and less ‘Well we’re all  
 the same anyway.’ ” (Rector, p. 76)

• How did those coming down from Judea   
 react when they encountered something   
 different happening in Antioch to what 
 they had experienced before or believed 
 to be correct?

• How do you react when you become   
 aware of differences or disagreements 
 between yourself and others?
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 “… the people and issues of the west of Ireland  
 tend to be airbrushed out of existence simply  
 because no one takes the time and/or effort  
 to ask them.” (Lay group, p. 57)

Respondents also recognise that there are diffi culties 
within the Church of Ireland dealing with controversial 
matters in wider society:

 “There are (Loyalist) murals on the walls on either  
 side of the church yet the church ignores them.  
 The murals are tacitly accepted as part of the  
 surrounding community’s identity. There is no way  
 the murals will be removed (by or at the behest of  
 the church) otherwise they fear that the church  
 would at best be boycotted by the community  
 and at worst attacked.” (Lay person, p. 70)

The scoping study found a consensus that issues of 
sexuality are some of the most diffi cult to respond to, 
and usually the most inadequately discussed in and 
handled by the church.

 “One of the Lambeth resolutions in 1998  was that  
 each bishop would listen to people who are gay  
 telling their experience. Now I have actually been  
 asking myself... ’how do I do that in this society?”   
 In other words, are there people who will come  
 and talk to me? And I fi nd that in this society there  
 is an absolute denial of all these issues, and I think  
 sadly there’s a denial among many of the clergy  
 as well.” (Bishop p. 158)   

Prayer:

God, whose ways and wisdom are 
always beyond our partial understanding, 
when disagreements arise between us 
teach us to listen both to each other 
and for your leading. 
  
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Questions for refl ection 
and discussion:

1. From your own experience, what, if   
 anything, do you recognise in these 
 quotes from other members of the 
 Church of Ireland?

2. What makes dealing with difference so    
 diffi cult?

3. What helpful steps did the early church 
 take in the story recorded in Acts 15 to    
 address a serious difference within it?

4. What steps do you feel your parish or    
 diocese could take to deal more positively  
 with differences or disagreements that    
 arise within the church?  

5. What steps do you feel your parish or    
 diocese could take to deal more positively  
 with differences or disagreements that    
 arise in society? 

session 1: Dealing with difference 6
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session 1: Dealing with difference

Facilitator’s Notes

Background

Key Theme

Learning to deal positively with difference or even 
fi nding helpful ways of discussing it is a major
challenge for our church. 

Key passage from scripture

Acts 15: 1-35 - The early church handling disagreement.

Commentary
A key theme in The Acts of the Apostles is the Holy 
Spirit transforming the early church into a more 
inclusive community and helping it to deal positively 
with difference and disagreement.

One of the results of Pentecost (when everyone heard 
the gospel in his or her own language) was that 
the church became more diverse. People who did 
not necessarily understand each other nonetheless 
became one community. Their differences were not 
only linguistic. There were different nationalities, 
different racial and ethnic groups, and differences 
in politics, class and culture.  

The most pressing confl ict early Christians encounter 
after Pentecost is a direct result of the outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit that results in those from both Jewish 
and Gentile backgrounds being brought together in 
one local church. Acts 15 recounts how the early church 
took steps to discuss in a healthy way a situation that 
had the potential for great harm to the church as well 
as the potential for great growth.  

In Antioch different perspectives on two issues led to 
serious disagreement:

 Issue number one: Should Gentile converts to the  
 Christian faith be circumcised according to the law  
 of Moses before being baptised and admitted to  
 church membership?

 Issue number 2: Gentiles and Jews has generally  
 avoided sharing meals with one another. Now 
 that Gentiles and Jews were part of the same  
 Christian fellowship, should they eat together?

Robust argument did not resolve the matter. Therefore, 
they referred it to the church leaders in Jerusalem. 
In fact, this disagreement provided an opportunity 
for God to speak to the church. When differences are 
dealt with positively in the church relationships can 
actually be strengthened and our vision of the life and 
mission to which we are called become clearer. Acts 15 
testifi es to the Holy Spirit’s creative power to bring about 
learning, growth and change when disagreements are 
acknowledged and handled positively. The process 
by which the early church handled this dispute can 
teach us about dealing with the kinds of difference 
and disagreements that also arise in church life today.

Scoping Study: Key fi ndings 
relevant to this session

Within the Church of Ireland: 

• Theological differences exist widely throughout. 

• Diversity can be a strength but also   
 hamper dialogue about controversial issues.

• Political difference is often ignored or inadequately  
 handled. 

• There is a need to examine how the church can  
 creatively approach age differences, and the  
 potential for inter-generational confl ict or 
 misunderstanding.
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You will need: 
 
• Copies of the Participants’ Page for 
 each person
• Bibles
• Blank paper and pens for each person
• Newsprint or Flipchart and markers
• Index cards or slips of paper (2 per person)
• A small cloth and a low table

Session Outline

A. Welcome and introduction     (10 minutes)

Welcome those in attendance and, unless ALL are well 
known to each other, invite brief personal introductions.  
Outline in your own words the purpose of this study.  
(See the Introduction)

 
B. Dealing with difference             (15 minutes) 

Exploring our reactions and various strategies we resort 
to when faced with difference and the positive and 
negative outcomes of those strategies.

Exercise:   

1. Say to the group: Think in your own minds of some  
 difference you encounter in others that you fi nd  
 diffi cult to accept or handle.

 (Allow a minute for them to do so before continuing.)

2.   Ask: What feelings do you experience when you  
 encounter it?

 (It would help if participants have a sheet of paper  
 on which to write these.)

3.   Ask: How do you usually deal with the experience?   
 What do you do?

 (The facilitator may need to add something like:   
 Sometimes when people encounter difference in  
 others that they fi nd diffi cult to handle they become  
 defensive, reject the other, label the other, or simply  
 withdraw from contact with them. How do you deal  
 with the experience?)

4. After as many participants as wish to have   
 shared how they deal with the experience, ask:   
 What tends to follow or be the result if we (insert  
 one of the ways named) when we meet with 
 difference or disagreement?

 (NOTE: The intention here is to recognise that many  
 of the ways we deal with difference have negative  
 consequences.)

Finding ways to deal positively with difference is 
something the report, The Hard Gospel, recognises 
that we in the Church of Ireland need to do.

C.  Bible exploration            (30 - 45 minutes)
 Acts 15:1-35

1. Have the passage read by one or more of the  
 participants (given its length, it is probably best to  
 divide it and have it read by at least two voices.)
 
2. Ask: What did the early church do in this passage  
 that helped them deal positively with difference?  

 Verse 2: They acknowledged disagreement and,  
 when it could not be settled between themselves,  
 referred it to the whole church for help in doing so. 
 Verse 4: Church authorities welcomed them when  
 they did so. 
 Verse 6: They created a proper forum for discussing  
 it, with those authorised to decide about the issues  
 present. 
 Verses 5, 7-11: They gave all those with different  
 perspectives an opportunity to present their views. 
 Verses 6-7: They allowed plenty of time for open  
 debate. 
 Verse 12: There was real listening. 
 Verse 13-21: They sought a way forward that met  
 as many of the needs and concerns of different  
 groups as was possible. 
 Verses 22-29: They made known their decision 
 to those effected by it and explained the reasons 
 for it clearly.
 
3. Applying the scripture: Discuss questions 4  
 and 5 on the Participants’ Page. (Record replies  
 on newsprint / fl ipchart and save to refer to 
 in Session 6).

session 1: Dealing with difference
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session 1: Dealing with difference

D. Difference in the parish   (30 - 45 minutes)

One of the things that prevents us dealing positively  
with difference is simply pretending it is not there  
or failing to acknowledge it when it is. “The Hard  
Gospel” points both to the lack of settings within  
the Church of Ireland - at all levels - where   
differences can be discussed constructively and  
the tendency to gloss over differences or sidestep  
disagreements.

Exercise:   

What differences do we tend to sweep under  
the carpet?

1.   Give each person two index cards or slips of paper  
 on which to write differences or disagreements they  
 are conscious of being  avoided or denied in their  
 church setting (parish / diocese).   

2.   Provide a cloth on the centre of a table under  
 which to hide these.  

3.   Ask participants to slip their cards under the cloth.   

4.   After all have done so, take all of the cards out  
 and group them according to what is named.  

5.  Invite discussion about each grouping in turn:  
 - Do we recognise this?      
 - Why do we have diffi culty dealing with this area  
    of difference? 
 - What is the cost to us of not dealing with it?

 Choose one of the areas of disagreement   
 referred to in this section and ask: Bearing in 
 mind the helpful actions identifi ed in the account
  in Acts 15, how might we go about discussing and
 resolving this disagreement?

E. Closing                             (5 minutes)
     
Thank everyone for their participation, sum up the 
discussion and remind participants of the next   
meeting. Distribute Participants’ Page for Session 2.

Close with prayer.
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Questions for refl ection and 
discussion:
 
• Do any of these fi ndings surprise you?
 
• How would you rank the importance of   
 the religious labels as they apply to yourself?

session 2
Identity - freedom or fetter?

“If anyone else has reason to be 
confi dent in the fl esh, I have more: 
circumcised on the eighth day, a 
member of the people of Israel, of the 
tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of 
Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee…  
Yet, whatever gains I had, these I have 
come to regard as loss because of 
Christ.” (Philippians 3:4b-5, 7)

Who are we?

Each of us have received or claimed various identities.  
In a family we may be daughter, sister, and mother - or 
son, brother and uncle - all at the same time. By virtue 
either of where we were born or our ancestry we may 
be Irish, British - or any of dozens of other nationalities.  
And the list of identities given to or claimed by us 
is often added to by our race, marital status, age, 
profession, pastimes, political allegiance, theological 
perspective and even the particular sports team we 
support. All of these can have tremendous impact on 
our own self-understanding and on our identity in the 
eyes of others. Many of them contribute to our sense 
of belonging and security. They can also end up as 
labels by which we are tagged.  

List some of the identities you have:

Which are most important to you?

As part of the scoping study process Church of Ireland 
rectors and a representative cross-section of lay 
members were asked to express their views about 
their identity. One question asked them to rank how 
important they felt various religious identity labels 
are for themselves. Both clergy and lay respondents 
considered ‘Christian’ most important. ‘Church of Ireland’ 
was next, closely followed by ‘Catholic’ (as in ‘one 
Catholic Church.’) Rectors then indicated ‘evangelical’ 
as the fourth most important, while lay members’ 
fourth preference was ‘Protestant.’ (Other labels such 
as Charismatic, High Church, Liberal or Post Evangelical 
were quite a bit less important for both groups.)

In interviews ‘Protestant’ was often considered a 
‘loaded’ term, with negative connotations, especially 
in Northern Ireland.

Respondents were also asked to say what national 
identity best describes them. Replies were almost 
evenly divided between British and Irish, with a 
signifi cant minority choosing Northern Irish.



Prayer:

God who has no favourites, enable us 
to fi nd our true identity in you and to 
focus more readily on those things we 
share in common with each other 
than we do on our differences. 
  
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

session 2: Identity - freedom or fetter?

Changing Identities

In the passage from Philippians used at the beginning 
of this session, Paul speaks  about how certain 
identities he had once based his self-understanding 
upon and had believed to determine his status in 
the eye of God, had become insignifi cant once he 
discovered his belonging in Christ.  

• Some respondents wonder whether the degree 
 of diversity found within the Church of Ireland is  
 helpful or not.

• Some respondents feel the lack of practical relating  
 between North/South, East/West or other groupings  
 within the Church of Ireland hinders acceptance  
 and understanding of each other. 

In the scoping study one rector said “The church should 
teach... love our neighbour in such a way that we are 
all challenged to understand diversity.” (p. 29)   

How could this help in overcoming 
oppositional identities?

Learning to See Others With Fresh Eyes

“Then Peter began to speak to them 
‘I truly understand that God shows no 
partiality, but in every nation anyone 
who fears him and does what is right 
is acceptable to him.” (Acts 10:34)

Various identities are not only a problem when used by 
others to label us. There is just as serious a problem in 
us not being able to see beyond the way in which our 
cultural, political or religious background has shaped 
how we view others. Read the story of Peter’s encounter 
with Cornelius in Acts, Chapter 10.

Where does this story challenge the Church 
of Ireland and you personally?

Questions for refl ection and 
discussion:

• How have particular identities you may 
 have received or claimed become more 
 or less important for you over the past 
 ten years?

• What has contributed to that process?

Oppositional Identities

“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there 
is no longer slave or free, there is no 
longer male or female; for all of you are 
one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28)

No less than is so today, the identity or self-
understanding of individual believers in the earliest 
days of the Christian community had been shaped 
by their religious, cultural and political backgrounds.  
Gender and social status (slave or free) also infl uenced 
how they saw themselves and how others saw them.   
However, this passage declares how the new identity 
of being ‘in Christ’ profoundly changed this. Identities 
which when emphasised end up pitting one grouping 
in opposition to another - paled into insignifi cance for 
believers in light of the overarching identity they 
shared in Christ.  

In your own experience when have you 
experienced this happening? 

Clearly oppositional identities still function both within 
the Church of Ireland and in society on this island.   
Some key fi ndings of the scoping study reveal this:

• Respondents recognise that there are diffi culties 
 in accepting others who also share the Church 
 of Ireland label.
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session 2: Identity - freedom or fetter?

Facilitator’s Notes

Background

Key Theme

Whether how we see ourselves and how others see 
us helps or hinders us in relating positively with others.

Key passage from scripture

Philippians 3:4b-5, and verse 7 / Galatians 3:28 /   
Acts 10: Peter and Cornelius

Commentary
The story in Acts 10 of Peter’s encounter with Cornelius 
demonstrates the lengths to which God must go to 
convince faithful Jews that they are to welcome 
Gentiles who confess faith in Jesus without requiring 
that Gentiles fi rst become Jews: Three times Peter 
receives a vision assuring him that “what God has 
cleansed (he) must not call unclean.” (10:15)

Scripture is quite clear that, while Israel is called by 
God to be a ‘light to the nations’ (Isaiah 42:6, 60:31 
cf. Genesis 12:3; 22:18) Jews are also to constitute 
themselves as a people apart, distinguishable from 
their neighbours by their worship and their unique 
lifestyle (Leviticus 18:3-5.) Nowhere is this distinctiveness 
more evident than in matters of what food may be 
eaten and with whom one may share meals.

As is generally the case for any groupings, the Jews’ 
sense of identity and belonging was reinforced by 
emphasis being put on whatever distinguished 
them from others. Placing the emphasis on what 
distinguishes us from others can lead to attitudes of 
superiority. Labels that we apply to others or others 
apply to us can restrict our freedom to interact.  
Concentrating on what distinguishes us often leads 
even to oppositional identities. Acts Chapter 10 is the 
story of the Spirit freeing Peter to see both Cornelius 
and himself afresh.

In Philippians chapter 3 Paul speaks about the 
movement in his own life away from seeking security 
in various layers of his identity, which might have 
given him cause to boast, to fi nding real security in 
his connectedness to Christ. In Galatians 3:28 various 

oppositional identities, which might not only separate 
people but also set them against each other, are 
bridged by fi nding a more signifi cant common identity. 

Scoping Study: Key fi ndings in 
connection with this session

• In the scoping study being known as a Christian  
 was more important than denominational identity  
 for most respondents.

• Respondents recognise that there are diffi culties in
  accepting others who also share the Church of  
 Ireland label.

• Some respondents wonder whether the degree 
 of diversity found within the Church of  Ireland  
 is helpful or not. 

• Some respondents feel the lack of practical relating  
 between North/South, East/West or other groupings  
 within the Church of Ireland hinders acceptance  
 and understanding of each other. 
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You will need: 
 
• Copies of the Participants’ Page for   
 each person
• Bibles
• Paper and pens for each person
• Newsprint or a fl ipchart and markers.

Session Outline

A. Welcome and introduction      (5 minutes)

Welcome those in attendance, particularly any new 
participants. Outline in your own words the purpose 
of this session.

 
B. Identity: freedom or fetter?    (30 minutes) 

Hopefully those present will have had an opportunity 
to read the Participants’ Page before coming to the 
session.  

Who Are We?

1. Summarize in your own words the fi rst paragraph.

2. As a lighter opener, invite each person to share  
 one identity that came to mind for them or they  
 wrote down on the top of the fi rst side, that   
 others might not know about. 

3.   Have the Philippians passage at the top of side  
 one read out loud.

4. Remind those present of the fi ndings from the  
 scoping study referred to on the bottom half of  
 the fi rst side.

 Briefl y discuss the two questions found there: 
 - Do any of these fi nding surprise you? 
 -  How would you rank the importance of the  
  religious labels as they apply to yourself?

Changing identities

5. Summarize: This section looks at how particular  
 aspects of our identity - or labels - may become  
 more or less important for us over time.

6.   Ask: When refl ecting on this have there been  
 changes in recent years in the relative importance  
 to yourself of having specifi c religious or political 
      identities?

Oppositional identities

7.   Refer participants to the fi ndings of the scoping  
 study listed in bullet points. Ask: From your   
 experience what, if anything, in the Church of  
 Ireland do you recognise here?

8.   Note the particular reference made to ‘diffi culty in  
 accepting others’ (“Respondents recognise that  
 there are diffi culties in accepting others who 
 also share the Church of Ireland label.”) 

 Say to participants that this is the focus of the Bible  
 Exploration that comes next.        

C. Bible exploration                  (30 - 45 minutes)
 Acts 10: 1-34 

1. Make sure each person has a sheet of paper and  
 pen or pencil.

2. Have the passage read by one or more of the  
 participants (given its length, it is probably best to  
 divide it and have it read by at least two voices.)

3.   Recap part of the story by saying: 

 In a vision Peter saw a sheet containing animals 
 his Jewish upbringing had taught him were   
 unacceptable to eat - and yet God was telling him
  to get up and eat them. Afterwards he realised  
 that in the vision God was actually leading him 
 to view people that he had thought to be
 unacceptable in a new way. In particular, he  
 realised that he was being challenged by God to 
 be open to contact with Gentiles, even though his  
 culture and upbringing had taught him to have  
 nothing to do with them.

session 2: Identity - freedom or fetter?
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4. Say to participants that the next part of this   
 exploration will be done in silence and that they  
 may fi nd if helpful to close their eyes.

 Say: Imagine yourself like Peter praying. (pause)
 A vision comes in which God shows you those
  whom you have been taught or felt are   
 unacceptable. (pause)
 You look at the sheet - the sheet in your vision. 
 In the middle of it there’s a grouping. (pause)  
 You look and you see clearly who are they. (pause)
 You ask yourself - how did they come to be   
 there? (pause)
 Now you look again and you notice there are  
 other groupings there.
 You note who they are. (pause)
 Then you ask yourself - why have they ended  
 up there? (pause) 
 And, now, you come back from your vision -  
 and open your eyes. (pause)

 Without talking take your sheet of paper and write  
 in the middle of it
 The grouping you fi rst saw in your sheet. (pause)
 Now write around that any other groupings   
 you also saw.

5. In groups of 4-6 invite participants to share briefl y  
 who is in their sheets.

D. Applying the scripture 

6. Bring the group back together and say: Peter  
 had been infl uenced by a culture and religion in  
 which what shaped their particular identity also  
 ended up defi ning those who are different as 
 being unacceptable. 

 Ask: How has the culture in which we have 
 grown up, including our church, intentionally 
 or unintentionally defi ned those who are different  
 as also being acceptable for us to mix with?

session 2: Identity - freedom or fetter?

  (You may choose to discuss this in the whole group  
 or break into smaller groups. If you do divide, after  
 a few minutes bring the group back together 
 and invite participants to name briefl y what   
 they identifi ed.)

 Say: The Holy Spirit moved Peter to see Cornelius,  
 a Gentile AND a Roman soldier, in a new way and  
 be open to new relationships with him.
 
 Ask: What experiences have you had of learning  
 to get beyond labels and see others in a new way?

E. Closing

Thank everyone for their participation. Note that the next 
meeting picks up where the passage in Acts 10 ends:  
How do we live as those who believe in a God who has 
no favourites? Distribute Participants’ Page for Session 3.

Close with prayer.
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session 3
Welcoming the stranger

• How do you fi nd James’ strong challenge 
 of class discrimination relevant to life in   
 your parish? 

• What are some of the more subtle ways   
 that favouritism manifests itself in the 
 Christian community?

“Welcome one another as Christ has 
welcomed you.” (Romans 15:7) 

The Apostle Paul urges that the welcome we receive 
from Christ be the standard by which we welcome 
one another.  

Write three or four words below that describe 
Christ’s welcome:

person (or anyone else) by not welcoming them 
equally into their fellowship their favouritism places 
them in violation of the biblical commandment to love.

“You do well if you really fulfi l the royal 
law according to the scripture, “You 
shall love your neighbour as yourself.’  
But if you show partiality, you commit 
sin and are convicted by the law as 
transgressors.” (James 2: 8-9)

Read James 2:1-9. In these verses James provides 
an exaggerated example to make his point. This 
study has been named “The Hard Gospel.” In chapter 
2 verse 8 James reminds his readers of the familiar 
commandment to love one’s neighbour as oneself.  
He refers to this as ‘the royal law’ because it is the 
law of the kingdom into which God has called them. 
(See Mark 12:29-31.) The retired rector quoted in the 
Scoping Study... says that what is needed in the Church 
of Ireland is a return to “the Hard Gospel” which he 
understands as “loving God and loving your neighbour 
as yourself.” What James goes on to make clear in this 
passage is that when his hearers dishonour a poor 

 In the different places I have worked, both as a  
 curate and as a rector, I have felt a reluctance  
 generally on the part of long-established members,  
 not so much to see new people coming in, but to  
 see them being given a place of responsibility.  
 (Rector, p. 151)

This quote from an interview carried out as part of 
the scoping study highlights how our ‘welcome’ to 
newcomers may be less than either Paul or James 
would expect. But newcomers may not be the only 
ones to whom we are less welcoming.
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Prayer:

God, the father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
whose arms stretched wide on the cross 
to embrace us, by your spirit stretch us to 
welcome and embrace others more freely 
in our parish, our community and our land.
  
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Questions for refl ection 
and discussion:

1.  What would make your parish more   
 welcoming to all kinds of people?

2.  Does the area in which your parish is   
 located provide comparable services to rich
  and poor? Different age groups? Immigrants  
 / asylum seekers / travellers and established  
 residents? (Think of housing, health care,   
 education, recreation facilities, transport,   
 advocacy.)

3.  What would you like to see changed?

4.  What steps might your parish take to   
 improve this situation?

• What kind of reception are different persons  
 given in your parish?

• How are people of other races / social   
 backgrounds actively sought out and 
 included in your parish?

• What roles are women expected to play?

• How are the needs and contributions of   
 older persons facilitated? Of youth?
 Of children?

• How do persons with disabilities 
 participate in the life of your parish?“

I was a stranger and you welcomed 
me.” (Matthew 25:35)

It is not just Paul and James but Jesus himself who 
challenges us to really welcome strangers. And 
the challenge is not just about how strangers are 
received in our worship or church activities. There are 
implications for how strangers are welcomed and 
treated in our community and country.  

In biblical terms strangers are fi rst and foremost 
aliens: those who are foreign and different living 
among Israelites, those without citizenship status and 
rights. Israel’s law codes recognise that such people 
experience social and economic insecurity and are 
particularly vulnerable to exploitation. Oppression of 
the stranger is forbidden (Ex. 22:21, 23:29.) But it goes 
beyond that. Those who follow the Lord are not merely 
to refrain from mistreatment of the ‘stranger’ (the one 
who is ‘different’) but to see the stranger as one of 
themselves and love them as such (Dt. 10:19; Lev. 
19:33-34.)

The Republic of Ireland is now one of the leading 
destinations for economic migration. Northern Ireland 
is beginning to show similar patterns of immigration.  
Sadly, racially motivated attacks and xenophobia (fear 
or rejection of  foreigners) appear to be on the rise in 
both parts of the island. 

Some fi nding of the scoping study are very relevant 
here: Over 95% of rectors and 85% of lay members 
agreed with the statement “The Church of Ireland  
should take steps to ensure that it is welcoming to 
members of ethnic minorities.” 

And over 90% of rectors and 80% of lay members agreed 
with the statement “The Church of Ireland should help its 
members to relate positively to ethnic minorities.”  

What would that look like or require in your setting?   

“Do not neglect to show hospitality to 
strangers, for by doing that some have 
entertained angels without knowing it.”  
(Hebrews 13:2)

In biblical accounts welcoming the stranger is not only 
an obligation, it is also a source of blessing.  

How has this been true in your experience personally? 
As a parish? For your local community? 
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Facilitator’s Notes

Background

Key Theme

Exploring the challenges, opportunities and blessing 
involved in welcoming those who are different.

Key passage from scripture

Romans 15:7  Welcome one another as Christ has  
  welcomed you
James 2:1-13  Show no partiality    
Hebrews 13:2  Abraham welcoming strangers:   
  (Genesis 18)  
Matthew 25:35   I was a stranger and you   
  welcomed me

Commentary

In biblical terms strangers are:

• People who are foreign and different living   
 among Israelites.

• Those without citizenship status and rights - aliens.

• Those with no protection from extended family or  
 clan - and, therefore, vulnerable to exploitation. 

• Those in positions of social and economic insecurity.

Israel’s law codes call for social justice for the stranger, 
widow and orphans. Oppression of the stranger is 
forbidden (Exodus 22:21, 23 :29.) Those who follow the 
Lord are to love the stranger, not merely refrain from 
mistreatment (Dt. 10 v 19.) Israel is to see the stranger 
as one of themselves and love them as such 
(Lev 19 v. 33-34.)  

Romans 15:7 urges that the welcome we receive 
from Christ be the standard by which we welcome 
one another.

James is painfully aware that it is the poor who are 
likely to be slighted, thus he tackles head-on the 
problem of discrimination in the Christian community.  
In his view ‘partiality’ or ‘acts of favouritism’ are 
simply inconsistent with Christian faith. Faith in Jesus 
Christ bears directly on our treatment of persons.   

Discrimination can manifest itself in a variety of ways in 
the Christian community, but they are inconsistent with 
the life which we are to refl ect.

Scoping Study: Key fi ndings relevant 
to this session

• There is a challenge in most parishes to help  
 people make a transition from being ‘visitors’  
 to ‘family’.

• There is strong agreement from respondents with  
 the statement “The Church of Ireland should help  
 its members to relate positively to ethnic minorities.”  
 Also to the statement “The Church of Ireland should  
 take steps to ensure that it is welcoming to   
 members of ethnic minorities.”

• The issue of relating to ethnic minorities and 
 asylum seekers has only recently emerged for  
 the Church of Ireland and most respondents have  
 little or no experience in the area. Clergy do not 
 feel resourced to respond to the issue.

• There is a danger of confl ating in our minds local  
 ethnic minority populations and asylum seekers.
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You will need: 
 
• Copies of the Participants’ Page for   
 each person
• Bibles
• Pens and two index cards or slips of   
 paper for each person
• Newsprint or a fl ipchart and markers

Session Outline

A. Welcome and introduction      (5 minutes)

Welcome those in attendance, particularly any new 
participants. Outline in your own words the purpose 
of this session.

 
B. Being the stranger             (20 minutes) 

1. Form groups of three to four.

2. Ask participants to think of a time when they were  
 conscious of being a stranger or an outsider. It  
 might have been in a setting where people spoke  
 a different language or had different customs, or  
 where they simply didn’t know their way around.   
 It might have been a party or a meeting where  
 most of the other people present seemed to know  
 each other well and they didn’t really know anyone. 
 Then, ask them to share with the others in their  
 small group what that felt like. 
 After a few minutes get the attention of the whole  
 group and invite participants to call out some of the  
 feelings they identifi ed.  (If a fl ipchart is available  
 write them on it. The list might include things like  
 “scary,” “lonely, “challenging,” awful,” “confusing.”)

3. Ask them to think about what others did on any  
 of those occasions which helped make it a more  
 positive experience for them.   
 Then, ask them to share whatever it was with  
 the others in their small group.  
 After a few minutes get the attention of the whole  
 group and invite participants to call out some of the  
 things they identifi ed. (If a fl ipchart is available write  

 them on it. The list might include: “Smiled,” “Asked 
 if they could assist me,” “Invited me to join in what  
 they were doing,” “Introduced me to others,”  
 “Explained to me how things worked.”)    

C. Bible exploration - Part 1          (10 minutes)

1.    Distribute copies of the Participant’s Page for this  
 session to any who do not already have one and  
 refer to the opening portion: Say that this session is  
 about “Welcoming The Stranger.” We all know 
      something both about being the stranger and  
 being welcomed.        
 In Romans 15:7  Paul urges that the welcome we  
 receive from Christ be the standard by which we  
 welcome one another.

2. Invite any who are willing to do so to share the  
 words which came to mind for them in describing  
 Christ’s welcome.

3. Have James 2:1-9 read.  

4. Summarize the comments on the front side of  
 the Participant’s Page. Point out that James uses
  an exaggerated example to make his point that  
 there should be no partiality in the way we   
 welcome different people into the community  
 of the church, but that like the rector’s comment  
 shows, there are many more subtle ways we do so.

D. Applying the scripture: How open /  
 inclusive are we?                         (25 minutes)
      
This exercise will work best in groups of no more than 
ten. However, if where you meet does not allow for 
sub-dividing it can be done in one larger group.

In each group:

1. Fold a strip of card in three places, tape the ends 
 together, and then set it up as a wall’ in the middle  
 of a table.   

2. Give each participant two small pieces of card.
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3. On one ask them to write some grouping they  
 feel the parish is good about including in its life 
 and attention, and then to place the card inside 
 the ‘wall.’ 

4. On the other ask them to write some grouping they  
 feel the parish is not good about including in its life  
 and attention and to place it outside the ‘wall.’  

5. Invite participant to share what they wrote on each  
 and why.  

 NOTE: Not everyone will have placed the same  
 groupings in the same place or agree about where  
 it is appropriate for them to have been placed.   
 That is not important for the moment. Therefore,  
 in any discussion that follows encourage the group  
 to focus on asking questions to understanding why  
 others have placed particular groups inside or  
 outside rather than debating whether or not they  
 agree with their perspective.

6.   In small groups: List three areas where your parish  
 needs to become more welcoming / inclusive to 
 all kinds of people?”.  

7.   Bring the groups together and ask each to share  
 the three areas they identifi ed.

E.  Bible exploration - Part II        (20 minutes)

1.   Summarize what is said about the biblical attitude  
 toward the stranger (alien) on  the top part of the  
 backside of the Participant’s Page.

2. Ask the group to list who this applies to in your  
 setting. Then in light of their responses discuss  
 questions 2 - 4 under Question for refl ection and  
 discussion on the back of the Participants’ Page in  
 small groups.   

F.  Applying the scripture               (20 minutes) 

Note two fi ndings from the scoping study: 

 “The Church of Ireland should help its members to  
 relate positively to ethnic minorities,” and “The issue  
 of relating to ethnic minorities and asylum seekers  
 has only recently emerged for the Church of Ireland  
 and most respondents have little or no experience  
 in the area. Clergy do not feel resourced to 
 respond to the issue.”

 Either: Invite someone with knowledge about such  
 groupings in your area to speak to the group Or ask  
 the group to identify how they might explore the 
 situation of ethnic minority groupings in their area 
 / who could help them understand this / what it  
 might mean for them and the parish to equip
 themselves for understanding and welcoming  
 ethnic minorities in their setting.

 
G. Closing                            (15 minutes)

Read the fi nal scripture on the Participant’s Page: 

 “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, 
 for by doing that some have entertained angels  
 without knowing it.”  Hebrews 13:2

Remind the group that in biblical accounts   
welcoming the stranger is not only an obligation,  
it is also a source of blessing. Invite participant to
say very briefl y how this has been true in their   
personal experience, for your parish, or for your  
local community.   

Thank everyone and announce arrangements for the 
next meeting. Distribute Participants’ Page for Session                

Close with prayer. 
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session 4
Boundaries and bonds

• How did the woman react to Jesus’   
 attempts to reach out to her?

• What helps her to enter into open and   
 honest conversation with Jesus?

• How do you react when someone from a   
 group that you experience as very different  
 and perhaps a ‘rival’ reaches out to you?

• What helps you to be open to talking   
 with them?

Jesus, tired out by his journey, was 
sitting by the well. It was about noon. 
A Samaritan woman came to draw 
water, and Jesus said to her, “give me 
a drink.” (His disciples had gone to the 
city to buy food.) “How is it that you, 
a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of 
Samaria?” (Jews do not share things 
in common with Samaritans.) Jesus 
answered her, “If you knew the gift 
of God, and who it is that is saying to 
you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have 
asked him, and he would have given 
you living water.” (John 4: 6-10)      

“Just then his disciples came. They 
were astonished that he was speaking 
with a woman.” (John 4: 27)

Describe in your own words why this was an 
astonishing moment for the disciples:

Boundaries between people and groups can have both 
positive and negative aspects. A positive boundary can 
help a group to know who they are and to keep a sense 
of belonging and community. For example your church 
has a boundary across which you pass in Baptism and 

which gives you a sense of belonging to the Church 
of Ireland. This boundary promotes healthy bonding 
within the group and can help members to feel secure 
enough to reach out to others who do not belong to 
the group. A negative boundary needlessly separates 
people from others and encourages opposition or 
rivalry. For example, the Jews and the Samaritans in 
this passage were religious rivals who each claimed 
that their religion was superior and had different ideas 
about where and how God was to be worshipped. This 
negative boundary created a type of bonding between 
members which left them suspicious and wary of 
people who are different, as is shown by the woman’s 
surprised and somewhat sneering reaction to Jesus. 
But the gospel is full of stories of Jesus stepping across 
boundaries set by the society or the religious authorities 
of his time in order to touch and transform the lives of 
people who needed his saving love. 

Read the account of this encounter between Jesus 
and the woman in John 4: 1-42.
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Prayer:

God, the father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
who stepped boldly across the boundaries 
of his time to make your love a living reality 
in our world, fi ll us with his spirit of daring 
that we, in our turn, might risk reaching 
out to those whom you call us to love.
  
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Questions for refl ection 
and discussion:

1. From your experience, what, if anything,   
 do you recognise in these quotes from other  
 members of the Church of Ireland?

2. How are bonds established or strengthened  
 within your parish or diocese?

3. Which groups or churches do you fi nd it   
 most diffi cult to relate with and why?

4. Name three risks of reaching out to the   
 groups with whom you fi nd it diffi cult 
 to relate. What steps might your parish  
 take to overcome those risks? 

5. How does your parish respond to other
  churches or groups reaching out across   
 boundaries to you? What steps might your 
 parish take to make that response more   
 Christ-like?

Respondents interviewed for ‘The Hard Gospel’ 
report recognise that sectarianism is incompatible 
with the gospel. Many of them affi rmed that crossing 
boundaries is part of being a Christian, for example on 
average 80% of Rectors and 50% of lay people affi rmed 
the following statement:

 Being a Christian includes crossing the boundaries  
 in this society. This will mean getting involved in  
 peace and reconciliation work. Our relationship  
 with catholic neighbours may include worshipping  
 together (charts p. 100-1)  

On the one hand, respondents held fairly mixed  
views about which groups they found it easiest or  
most diffi cult to relate with (see charts on p. 78-84) 
and on the other hand, they see boundaries and the 
crossing of them as being important to developing 
understanding and challenging bigotry. Here is   
what some members said:  

 Coming together at any time of different people  
 from different backgrounds is very important and  
 it helps understanding. Where there is ignorance  
 and fear of the unknown then bigotry prevails.  
 (Lay person p. 89)

 In the town there is an invisible boundary that  
 everyone respects and handles very courteously.   
 (Lay person p. 90)

The issue of how well church members know their own 
identity is a signifi cant factor in the willingness to reach 
out across the boundaries, which divide in this society:

 I think there is work to be done on single identity  
 and part of a cultural thing that is Protestant. I think  
 that’s almost the fear sometimes, “We can’t do  
 this, we have to know who we are ourselves.” It is  
 very diffi cult to move out with Roman Catholics or  
 Jews or anybody, because we don’t know who  
 we are… (Rector p. 90)
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Facilitator’s Notes

Background

Key Theme

Christian faith challenges and enables us to cross 
boundaries, to reach out to those who are different, 
and to establish enduring bonds.

Key passage from scripture

John 4:1-27 Jesus and the Samaritan Woman

Commentary

This story is all about crossing boundaries and creating 
bonds or reconnecting people in the service of love. 
Jesus steps across three sets of boundaries at once 
in talking with this woman. 

Firstly, there is the obvious boundary between Jews 
and Samaritans. This is the one most familiar to many 
of us and pointed out clearly in the text. The Jews and 
the Samaritans shared common roots but their cultures 
had developed differently. By 450BCE they had set up 
rival temples. About 129BCE Jewish forces sacked and 
destroyed the Samaritan temple. Shortly before Jesus 
was born the historian Josephus records an incident 
of Samaritans throwing human bones into the Jewish 
temple at Passover time, which defi led the temple and 
curtailed the Passover feast. There was no love lost 
between them. The two groups had set up opposing 
places for worship on holy mountains, for the Jews on 
Mount Zion, for the Samaritans on Mount Gerazim.

The second boundary in the story is between a man 
and a woman. For a rabbi to be speaking with a 
woman in public and alone would have been very 
damaging to his reputation. Even contact with a 
Jewish woman ran the risk of making him ritually 
unclean, if it happened to be the time of the month 
for her menstruation. But a common myth among the 
Jews was that Samaritan women were menstruants 
from the cradle and therefore always unclean. And 
here was Jesus talking with her.

The third boundary, is between the sinner and 
righteous. It is thought that one of the reasons the 
woman was alone at the well, when normally the 
women came in a group to collect water, was because 

she was ostracized by her community for being a 
sinner. She had had fi ve husbands and the man with 
whom she was living currently was not her husband. 
But not only does Jesus talk with her, he asks for a 
drink, which would mean drinking from her cup. By 
all the standards of his culture the cup would not 
only have been unclean but ritually unpurifi able.

The conversation between Jesus and the woman 
proceeds through several stages from wariness (v9), 
to sneering (v11), then interest (v15), amazement (v19), 
an affi rmation of faith (25) and fi nally to suggesting 
to others that he is the Messiah (v29). In the course of 
the conversation the woman forgets why she came 
to the well, leaves the water jar aside and rushes 
back to her community. People recognise the change 
in her and rather than ignoring her they fl ock out to 
see Jesus and we are told that many come to faith 
through the woman’s testimony (v39). The sinner who 
was an outcast has been reconnected with herself, 
reconnected with her community, and has allowed 
herself to become a channel of grace to others. 

Jesus and the woman model for us an honest 
conversation in which both parties take risks - Jesus 
with his reputation and the woman with facing the truth 
about herself and her relationship with her community.

Scoping Study: Key fi ndings relevant 
to this session

Respondents interviewed for the ‘Hard Gospel’ report 
recognise that sectarianism is incompatible with 
the gospel. Many of them affi rmed that crossing 
boundaries is part of being a Christian, for example 
on average 80% of Rectors and 50% of lay people 
affi rmed the following statement:

 Being a Christian includes crossing the boundaries  
 in this society. This will mean getting involved in  
 peace and reconciliation work. Our relationship  
 with catholic neighbours may include worshipping  
 together (charts p. 100-1)
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On the one hand, respondents held fairly mixed views 
about which groups they found it easiest or most 
diffi cult to relate with (see charts on p. 78-84) and on 
the other hand, they see boundaries and the 
crossing of them as being important to developing 
understanding and challenging bigotry. Here is what 
some members said:  

 Coming together at any time of different people  
 from different backgrounds is very important and  
 it helps understanding. Where there is ignorance  
 and fear of the unknown then bigotry prevails. 
  (Lay person p. 89)

 In the town there is an invisible boundary that  
 everyone respects and handles very courteously.   
 (Lay person p. 90)

The issue of how well church members know their own 
identity is a signifi cant factor in the willingness to reach 
out across the boundaries, which divide in this society:

 I think there is work to be done on single identity  
 and part of a cultural thing that is Protestant. I think  
 that’s almost the fear sometimes, “We can’t do  
 this, we have to know who we are ourselves.” It  
 is very diffi cult to move out with Roman Catholics  
 or Jews or anybody, because we don’t know who  
 we are… (Rector  p. 90)
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You will need: 
 
• A set or sets of paper shapes for each   
 small group to represent the various groups/
 organizations/churches/institutions in your   
 local area. E.g Churches, youth groups, 
 Orange Lodge, GAA club, major businesses,  
 community centres, homes for the elderly,   
 hospitals and schools/colleges
 
• A couple of balls of wool or coloured string   
 to represent bonds and scissors
 
• Some thin strips of coloured paper to   
 represent positive boundaries
 
• Some thick strips of paper/card (preferably   
 black, brown or grey) to represent boundaries  
 that are really barriers which separate people
 
• Some marker pens to write on the shapes   
 and the strips
 
• Some blu-tak to anchor threads / Glue or   
 Pritt-stick
 
• Large sheets on which to lay out the pictures

Session Outline

A. Welcome and introduction      (5 minutes)

Welcome those in attendance, particularly any new 
participants. Outline in your own words the purpose 
of this session.

 
B. Identifying the boundaries and   
 bonds in our locale      (30-40 minutes) 

It will be best to work in groups of not more than 
8-10 people. Emphasise that people are to work 
quickly and without trying to get every church/
organisation onto the picture you are asking them 
to create - just the main ones.

Ask each group to:

• Select a shape to be your parish church/halls and  
 place it on a large sheet.

• Think of the main ‘others’ who are within your  
 parish boundary e.g Churches, youth groups,  
 Orange Lodge, GAA club, Major businesses,  
 community centres, Homes for the elderly,   
 hospitals and Schools/colleges. Just the main  
 ones and write a shape for each, then place  
 them around your parish church/centre.

• Now use threads and strips of paper to create a
  picture of the bonds, the positive boundaries  
 (coloured) and the boundaries which are barriers  
 (black, brown or grey) between your parish and  
 the others.

• Take some time just to look together at the picture  
 you have created and then write down fi ve things  
 you notice about it.

Invite each group to read out their list of fi ve things  
they noticed.

Leave all the pictures out in view of the group while 
you do the Bible Exploration.

 
C. Bible exploration                           (30 minutes)

Invite people to read the passage, John 4:1-27 - 
Jesus and the Samaritan Woman, because it is long 
you might want two people to read half each.

As discussion starters you might ask:

a.  Which boundaries did Jesus cross in this passage?

 (Jew/Samaritan; Woman/Man; Sinner or   
 unclean/righteous or clean)
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b.  What is the woman’s reaction to Jesus and what  
 does he do to overcome her resistance?

 The woman proceeds through several stages: 
 - wariness (v9) to which Jesus responds by  
  speaking of the gift of God

 - sneering (v11) offers her what she has come for  
  - water - but living water

 - interest (v15) tells her that he knows all about  
  her sinfulness and still cares

 - amazement (v19) tells her about true worship

 - affi rmation of faith (25) reveals himself

 - suggesting to others that he is the Messiah  
  (v29) stays with them for two days

The characteristics of Jesus’ response to the   
woman are:

 - he does not argue he listens and speaks gently

 - he offers her life in a form that she wants   
  it - water

 - he affi rms that he loves and accepts her   
  unconditionally

 - he teaches her about true worship 
 - he reveals himself

 - he stays with her and her community

D. Applying the scripture               (30 minutes)

Invite people to go back into their small groups again 
and look at their picture of boundaries, barriers and 
bonds and discuss:

 How your parish might apply the learning from  
 the gospel passage to crossing boundaries in  
 your local area?  
 Where would you start? What small steps could  
 you take?

Leave enough time to invite each group to briefl y  
share their ideas with the whole group.

(NB you will have time in session six to pick up and 
develop some practical actions)

E.  Closing                            (5 minutes)

The facilitator should, thank everyone for their 
participation, sum up the discussion and remind 
participants of the next meeting.  

Distribute the participants’ Page for Session 5.  

Close with prayer.
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session 5
Building peace

1. What would you describe as some of the   
 ‘things that make for peace?’

2. In what ways are you a peacemaker in   
 your home, in your community, or in 
 society at large?

3. Name three ways in which your parish   
 pursues the things that make for ‘peace   
 and mutual upbuilding’.

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for 
they shall be called children of God.”  
(Matthew 5:9)

These words from Matthew’s gospel are so familiar 
to us that we hardly notice them at all. Yet this was 
a blessing spoken by Jesus to all generations and to 
all peoples, including our own. Read the line over to 
yourself several times, quietly or, if you can, aloud.  
Now try changing the words a little to make it more 
personal to you:

“Blessed are you …………….................
(insert your name), peacemaker, for you 
shall be called a daughter/son of God.”

Let yourself hear this blessing spoken by Jesus to 
you today.

What response would you like to make to that blessing?

Peace is a very fl uid notion in the scriptures. It can mean 
wholeness, rest, well being or absence of violence and 
confl ict. It is always, however, a gift from God and not 
something that people can do on their own. But like all 
gifts, it requires a response from the receiver - here the 
response required is to become ‘peacemakers.’ This is 
the only time in the Christian scriptures that we fi nd the 

word ‘peacemaker,’ and it means actively working to 
bring peace and concord between contending parties. 
Building peace, then, can mean taking risky action in 
the midst of hostility.

“Let us then pursue what makes for 
peace and mutual upbuilding.”  
(Romans 14:19)

Paul’s call to the early disciples re-echoes the blessing 
of the gospel and invites each one of us to choose the 
things that make for peace as a conscious way of life 
at all times, rather than as actions taken only in special 
circumstances.



Prayer:

God of Grace, let your Spirit of peace 
thoroughly disturb our comfortably divided 
lives, and inspire us with the courage to 
become makers of your peace.
  
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.
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’Respondents interviewed for ‘The Hard Gospel’ report 
affi rmed that peace and reconciliation activities, dealing 
positively with sectarianism, and dealing positively with 
difference all should be of, at least, medium importance 
as characteristics of Church of Ireland identity. Those 
characteristics, however, all ranked fairly low on the list 
that respondents considered to be the current reality in 
their own dioceses (p. 50/51). 

How far is this true in your parish?

Responses showed that 80% believe that peacebuilding 
should be a medium to high priority in the parish, but 
that only 55% believe that it is medium to high priority 
in reality (p. 115-117). This suggests that there is an 
openness to using initiatives to address sectarianism 
and promote peace, but that other commitments 
often limit this work:

 “Maybe it should be (a higher priority), but the  
 reality of it for most people... we get on with life
  and its not something we’re consciously thinking
  of or doing much about, generally speaking...”     
 Rector, Dromore (p. 134)

Why do you think this happens?

Moreover, there is some evidence that clergy do not 
feel equipped to facilitate peacebuilding initiatives.

80% of respondents ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ 
that peacemaking in society is a central part of 
Christian faith (p. 121). But the issue of whether or not 
peacebuilding will happen is clearly a question of 
whether people actually commit themselves to action:

 “The key thing that will decide whether the   
 reconciliation strand of Think Again works or not 
 - the key deciding factor - I think will be whether 
  actual projects happen on the ground.”    
 Bishop (p. 134)

Questions for refl ection 
and discussion:

1. What opportunities are there for people in  
 your parish to be involved in peacebuilding  
 if they want to be?

2. What small steps could you take to make   
 peacebuilding more of a priority in your   
 parish?
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Facilitator’s Notes

Background

Key Theme

Active peacemaking is integral to Christian discipleship. 
We are called to fi nd create ways of living “The Hard 
Gospel” in our locale.

Key passage from scripture

Matthew 5:9  blessed are the peacemakers
Romans 14:19

Commentary

Peace is a very fl uid notion. It can mean wholeness, rest, 
well being or absence of violence and confl ict. In the 
Christian scriptures, the meaning of it comes from both 
the Hebrew word Shalom and the Greek word eirene. 

Shalom meant many things including health, prosperity, 
security, or spiritual completeness in the covenant. That 
was why it was often used as a greeting: peace be with 
you. It was a way of wishing well to, or blessing, those 
that a person met or took their leave from. Between 
nations it could mean a relationship or alliance, which 
had covenantal aspects, e.g., between Solomon and 
Hiram in Kings 5:12. Shalom always had dimensions 
concerning the end of time, and was often one of the 
expected elements of the eschatological fulfi lment (Zech 
9: 10). It could also mean ‘salvation.’ Eirene, on the other 
hand, had a more narrow meaning: a cessation of 
hostilities between people or groups, or a state of rest.

Peace is always, however, a gift from God and not 
something that people can achieve on their own. But 
like all gifts, it requires a response from the receiver 
- in Matthew the response required is to become 
‘peacemakers.’ This is the only time in the Christian 
scriptures that we fi nd the word ‘peacemaker,’ and it 
means actively working to bring peace and concord 
between contending parties. It is this action which brings 
the blessing as a ‘son or daughter’ of God, because this 
is what God did in Christ - making peace by the blood 
of his cross (Col 1:20) - made peace by actively 
intervening in human affairs.

Building peace, then, at least means taking risky 
action in the midst of hostility.

“Let us then pursue what makes for 
peace and mutual upbuilding.”  
(Romans 14:19)

Paul’s call to the early disciples re-echoes the blessing 
of the gospel and invites each one of us to choose 
the things that make for peace as a conscious way 
of life, rather than as actions taken only in special 
circumstances.

Scoping Study: Key fi ndings relevant 
to this session

Respondents interviewed for ‘The Hard Gospel’ report 
affi rmed that peace and reconciliation activities, dealing 
positively with sectarianism, and dealing positively with 
difference should all be of, at least, medium importance 
as characteristics of Church of Ireland identity. Those 
characteristics, however, all ranked fairly low on the 
list that respondents considered to be the current 
reality in their own dioceses (p. 50/51). 

How far is this true in your parish?

Responses showed that 80% believe that peacebuilding 
should be a medium to high priority in the parish, but 
that only 55% believe that it is medium to high priority 
in reality (p. 115-117). This suggests that there is an 
openness to using initiatives to address sectarianism 
and promote peace, but that other commitments 
often limit this work:

 “Maybe it should be (a higher priority), but the  
 reality of it for most people... we get on with life  
 and its not something we’re consciously thinking  
 of or doing much about, generally speaking...”     
 (Rector p. 134)

Why do you think this happens?

Moreover, there is some evidence that clergy do not 
feel equipped to facilitate peacebuilding initiatives.

80% of respondents ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ 
that peacemaking in society is a central part of 
Christian faith (p. 121). But the issue of whether or not 
peacebuilding will happen is clearly a question of 
whether people actually commit themselves to action:

 “The key thing that will decide whether the   
 reconciliation strand of Think Again works or not - 
 the key deciding factor - I think will be whether  
 actual projects happen on the ground.” 
 (Bishop p. 134)
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You will need: 
 
• Copies of the Participants’ Page for   
 each  person
• Bibles
• Paper and pens for each person
• Newsprint or a fl ipchart and markers.
• Some sheets of thick paper of a variety of   
 colours  / Glue or Prit-sticks
• Enough sets of scissors for each group to   
 have one or two pairs

Session Outline

A. Welcome and introduction      (5 minutes)

Welcome those in attendance, particularly any new 
participants. Outline in your own words the purpose 
of this session.

 

B. Building peace                     (30-40 minutes) 

Divide the large group into groupings of not more 
than 8 people, preferably 6.

Ask each group to:

• Take time quietly to think about the following  
 question:

 -  If you were asked to make a picture of what  
  ‘building peace’ in your area would look like,  
  what would you make? E.g. it might be a   
  river, with lots of little streams marked with  
  different peacebuilding activities or it might be  
  a bridge, with arches and girders on which  
  small steps for peace are written.

• Share the ideas you have for the picture of   
 ‘building peace’ and as a group choose the   
 one you like the best.

• Using the coloured paper and markers (and  
 anything else you have to hand) make the picture  
 (on newsprint backing paper) adding as many  
 practical ideas about building peace as you can.

• Take time to look together at the picture you have  
 created. What do you notice about it?

Put all the group pictures in the centre of the room 
and invite everyone to wander around looking at them.

In the large group ask for any immediate and 
brief refl ections about the pictures e.g. similarities, 
differences, surprises?

C. Bible exploration                           (30 minutes)

Read aloud several times: 

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for 
they shall be called children of God.”  
(Matthew 5:9)

Invite the group to repeat the phrase a number of times 
changing the emphasis of the words e.g. Emphasise 
- Blessed, peacemakers, they, children, or God. 

Now invite people to stand up in pairs around the 
room and give the blessing to one another. (They might 
want to do something symbolic like raise their hand in 
blessing over the other) saying:

“Blessed are you …………….................. 
(insert their name), peacemaker, for you 
shall be called a daughter/son of God.”

When everyone has taken their seats again, invite 
people to refl ect on how it felt to give and receive  
the blessing.

Other discussion starters:

1. What understandings of ‘peace’ are found in  
 the scriptures?
 -  Wholeness, rest, well being, alliance/cooperation. 

2. Describe a passage or story where you see God’s  
 peace being built or acted out.

3. Think about the biblical characters who came to
  mind in the stories in (2) above. What key   
 characteristics made them peacemakers?
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D.  Applying the scripture

Spread the pictures out around the room. Invite people 
to go and stand by a picture which is not their own 
group’s work. Don’t worry if the groups are very 
uneven in numbers.

Ask them to:

• Look at the picture and note the small steps  
 which are proposed.

• Discuss whether and how these small steps might  
 be taken in your parish or local area? 
 - What would you need to make them happen? 
 - Who else would you need to involve? 
 - When might be the best time to try to take them?

• Make a list of up to three small steps they would  
 like to see taken in the parish.

Invite each group to read out their list of small steps.

E.  Closing                            (5 minutes)

The facilitator should, thank everyone for their 
participation, sum up the discussion and remind 
participants of the next meeting.  

Distribute the Participants’ Page for Session 6.

Close with prayer.
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session 6
Doers of the word

“Everyone then who hears these words 
of mine and acts on them will be like a 
wise man who built his house on rock.  
The rain fell, the fl oods came, and the 
winds blew and beat on that house, 
but it did not fall, because it had been 
founded on rock. And everyone who 
hears these words of mine and does 
not act on them will be like a foolish 
man who built his house on sand. The 
rain fell, and the fl oods came, and 
the winds blew and beat against that 
house, and it fell - and great was its 
fall!” (Matthew 7:24-27)

Jesus was a great storyteller. His parables gripped 
the attention of his audience. And his preaching - 
pure wisdom from above! While they make for good 
listening, though, his words are not always easy to take 
on board and apply. On one occasion when Jesus was 
speaking “many of his disciples... said ‘This teaching 
is diffi cult: who can accept it?” Because of this many 
turned back and no longer went about with him. So 
Jesus asked the twelve, ‘Do you also wish to go away?  
Simon Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom can we go?  
You have the words of eternal life.” (John 6:60-66.)

Throughout the gospel accounts there is both the 
repeated affi rmation that Jesus’ teaching provides 
all we need to know for eternal life AND repeated 
warnings from him that if we are, in fact, to experience 
the kingdom of God we must not only listen to but 
also act upon his teaching.

In his epistle James states it this way:

“Be doers of the word and not merely 
hearers who deceive themselves. For 
if any are hearers of the word and not 
doers, they are like those who look at 
themselves in a mirror, for they look 
at themselves and on going away, 
immediately forget what they were 
like.” (James 1:22-24)

“Perhaps James point is that they look into a mirror 
and see that changes in their appearance are called 
for, but they fail to make the necessary alterations 
- they step away with hair still unkempt or clothes 
askew. Or perhaps he thinks they look into the mirror 
and see grace and forgiveness refl ected there, but the 
impression is only fl eeting and they step away from the 
newness of life that has been wrought by the word.  
Whichever the case may be, it is clear that in James’ 
view hearing that does not lead to doing is worthless.” 1

In many ways the whole scoping study process of 
questionnaires, interviews and discussion groups 
which took place within the Church of Ireland during 
2002 was like looking into a mirror. In that process the 
Church of Ireland sought to take a good look at the 
attitudes toward, experiences of and needs within the 
church regarding dealing positively with sectarianism 
and other kinds of difference. The report, “The Hard 
Gospel: Dealing Positively With Difference in the Church 
of Ireland,” which resulted from that process is like a 
snapshot of the Church of Ireland at that point in time.  

1 Frances Taylor Gench, James and the Integrity of Faith, Horizons, Presbyterian Women, Presbyterian Church USA, 100 Witherspoon Street,
  Louisville, KY 40202, USA



Prayer:

God, whose power at work within us is 
able to do far more than all that we ask 
or think, whenever we hear your call to 
action enable us to recognise and set 
aside excuses and follow faithfully 
where you lead us. 
  
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.
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The refl ection in the mirror caught on paper for careful 
examination. However, it was not just The Church 
of Ireland that members were looking at when they 
studied the picture in this mirror. It was also the hard 
challenge of the gospel itself. The questions that were 
asked and the discussions that surrounded the whole 
scoping study process concentrate heavily on what 
members understand the gospel imperatives to be in 
terms of dealing with sectarianism and other forms of 
difference. They were in essence asked ‘When we look 
into the mirror of the gospel what does it tell us about 
what we need to attend to in our own life and in our 
society in terms of how we handle difference?’

James’ concern when he uses the analogy of a person 
looking in a mirror and then walking away is that those 
who look at themselves in light of the gospel will not 
take on board the changes that are required.   

One Bishop when asked about his hopes for this entire 
process of exploration in the Church of Ireland said,

 “The danger for Anglicans is that (we) will always
  go for talking about second level or third level  
 issues… things that are relatively inconsequential  
 and insignifi cant, like the moving of a pew or the  
 putting up of a plaque, or which particular service  
 book is used.”  (p. 29)

The passage from Matthew 7 at the top of the  
previous page encourages us to make sure when 
building our lives we do what is necessary to get  
the foundation right.  

Questions for refl ection 
and discussion:

1. If you have read either the whole of “The   
 Hard Gospel” report or from what you have  
 gleaned from it during these sessions:  

 What surprises you most in terms of the   
 fi ndings it refl ects?

 What challenges you most?

 What changes do you believe it most   
 clearly calls for in your parish?

2. What part does actively learning to deal   
 positively with difference play in building a  
 parish or society that can withstand storms?
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Facilitator’s Notes

Background

Key Theme

Refl ecting on where this journey has taken us and 
committing to next steps for the parish.  

Key passage from scripture

James 1:22-24  
Matthew 7: 24-27 

Commentary

From Martin Luther’s day to the present, the Epistle 
of James has been criticised by some reformed 
and evangelical commentators because it seems to 
emphasise ‘works’ rather than ‘grace.’ The passage 
used in this session is a good example of what 
concerns them. Before we decide to ignore it, though, 
we need to note that ‘works’ has quite a different 
meaning in James that when Paul uses it in his epistles. 

In contrasting faith and ‘works’ Paul was addressing 
the question of how one is brought into a right 
relationship with God. He rejects any notion that 
one must perform meritorious works to earn God’s 
acceptance. The ‘works’ he has in mind included 
such things as observing strict dietary codes, being 
circumcised, and putting oneself through ritual 
purifi cation. Paul argues that none of these things are 
requirements for or the way to salvation. Salvation is 
the gracious gift of God through faith alone.  

In his epistle James is not addressing himself to the 
initial experience of salvation but to what follows in the 
life of individual believers and Christian communities.  
When he refers to ‘works’ he has in mind the natural 
fruits or outworking of Christian faith:

Caring for orphans and widows (1:27) and offering 
practical assistance to those who are  hungry and 
cold (2:14-16.)

James encourages us to be people (and a church) of 
integrity: consistent in what we believe, say and do. 
In James view hearing that does not lead to doing is 
worthless.

Jesus also emphasized the importance of ‘doing’ or 
‘bearing fruit.’ Matthew 7: 24-27 comes at the end of 
the Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus delivers much 
practical teaching on how to deal with life’s confl icts 
and what should characterise our relationships with 
others. The verses emphasise the importance of acting 
upon his teaching. Such faithful action will provide a 
foundation able to withstand storms. 
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You will need: 
 
• Copies of the Participants’ Page for 
 each person
• Bibles
• Paper and pens for each person
• The fl ipchart sheets you saved from Session 1
• The lists of possible steps you saved from   
 session 5
• Newsprint or a fl ipchart and markers.

Session Outline

A. Welcome and introduction      (5 minutes)

Welcome those in attendance, particularly any new 
participants. Outline in your own words the purpose 
of this session.

 

B. Doers of the word          (10 minutes) 

Put large sheets of newsprint up on a wall (or on a 
table, or on the fl oor in the centre of the group) and 
invite participants to write on them all the reasons they 
can come up with for why we can’t engage in 
peacebuilding* as individuals or as a parish / diocese.  
(*By peacebuilding here we mean relating with and 
loving all of our neighbours.)

Provide a number of markers and encourage 
participants to write large enough for the whole 
group to easily read their comments.  

After a few minutes, when everyone has had an 
opportunity to add their thoughts, read out all of the 
comments written so participants can hear what each 
other have identifi ed.

C. Bible exploration  
Read Matthew 7:24-27 and James 1:22-24

Examine the parallels between James’ teaching 
and the conclusion to the Sermon on the Mount 
in Matthew 7.  

What is the main message of both passages?  
(Invite participants to paraphrase it in their own words.)

D. Applying the scriptures

1. Look at the reasons given in the opening exercise  
 for not engaging in peacebuilding as individuals or  
 as a parish /diocese and evaluate them in light of  
 the two passages from scripture: 
 - Which are ones that cannot be changed - 
   or could only be changed with great diffi culty  
  and, therefore, need to be accepted?   
 - Which are simply excuses for not doing anything  
  and need to be recognised as such?  
 - Which are ones that could with effort be   
  changed if approached properly?   
 - What might be required to do so in relation  
  to  this third category?

2.   In light of the fi ndings in ‘The Hard Gospel’ and  
 in light of the encounter with Scripture over the  
 whole of these sessions, what issues should we  
 be talking about/doing something about in our  
 parish/community?

      In the fi rst session two questions were discussed:
  
1. What steps do you feel your parish or diocese  
 could take to deal more positively with differences  
 or disagreements that arise within the church?  
  
2. What steps do you feel your parish or diocese  
 could take to deal more positively with differences  
 or disagreements that arise in society?  
  
      Look back at what you said.  
 (post for all to read, if possible)      
 Look also at the lists of possible steps you created  
 as part of Session 5.
 (post for all to read, if possible)
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In small groups

a. Decide which three actions from Sessions 1 and 5  
 you believe should be the priorities for your parish /  
 diocese at this time.  

b. Discuss what would need to happen in order to  
 undertake those steps: 
 - What would you need to do to make them  
  happen? 
 - Who else would you need to involve? 
 - When might be the best next step to take?

(NOTE: The responses here may include such things as 
follow-on courses which would be helpful to undertake, 
ways of reporting on or sharing with the wider parish 
membership some of what the group have explored 
and concluded during this process, contacts which 
could be established with groups outside the parish, 
projects which could be undertaken, etc.)

Bring the small groups back together and ask each to 
identify the three actions they believe to be priorities for 
the parish / diocese to take in response to this series 
of discussions. See what consensus there is about 
the priorities.    

At this point you may wish to: 

a. Agree on next steps and who will be responsible  
 for taking them OR

b. Arrange a review meeting in a few weeks time to  
 develop a plan for further study and action in light  
 of participants refl ection on this process.

E.  Closing                            (5 minutes)

The facilitator should, thank everyone for their 
participation, not only during this session but 
throughout the process.

Close with prayer.


