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MANCHESTER – Sunday 28th May 2017 
 

I was born the year before the “troubles” started in Northern Ireland, and I grew up in 
a very divided province where violence, bombings, murder, suspicion and hatred 
were very much in evidence. Though with my parents being English there was a 
sense of being in it but not of it. 
 
The most dangerous thing that happened was that Communities were segregated.  
Loyalists painted the kerbstones of their streets red, white and blue.  Republican 
areas flew Irish flags and painted the gable ends of houses with pictures glorifying 
terrorists. 
 
And sadly, in a sloppy, sectarian way, each side largely became identified in 
religious terms - the Republicans were “Catholic” and the Loyalists were 
“Protestant”, and the media, even the so-called respectable papers, colluded with 
those descriptions.  In many people’s eyes it was a religious war. 
 
The extremists on both sides were strident in their views and carried out appalling 
atrocities, and unfortunately the middle ground of moderation got squeezed out and 
had no real voice. 
 
Unfortunately too, the churches got caught up in this polarised identification. 
 
Loyalist bands marched to their local churches and the full rites and ceremonies 
were given to Republican terrorists who were killed committing murder. 
It took a long time – 30 years – for peace to break out with the Good Friday 
Agreement, and not before 3,500 had been killed and many more lives ruined. 
 
But, in spite of the noise they made and the media attention they got from the 
terrible things they did, the extremists were, in fact, a minority, and did not represent 
the majority of good, decent, law-abiding and peace-loving people on both sides of 
the political and religious divide. 
 
But sadly, because the middle ground of moderation had no clearly recognised and 
effective leadership, no strong united voice giving an alternative narrative. 
 
So-called “Peace Walls” and invisible, but clearly defined, geographical boundaries 
kept the communities segregated.  It was what the extremists needed, and it gave 
them the fuel for their campaigns of hate and violence. 
 
We gather this morning with the events of last Monday night in Manchester still fresh 
and raw.  It was a terrible terror atrocity and our hearts and prayers go out to all who 
have lost loved ones and whose lives – and bodies – have been shattered. 
 
In the light of such horror there is always the temptation to retreat into our own racial 
and religious camps. 
But that would be to give in to extremism and to give them another victory. 
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Some of you may recall a talk given in the Parish hall some 18 months ago by Zia 
Chaudry, a Muslim barrister in Liverpool.  His talk was entitled “Understanding 
Islam” and he was at pains to stress that texts from the Koran, like from our own 
Bible, must not be taken out of context. 
 
Like Christian extremists, some Muslims, he said, take isolated texts from their holy 
book to justify their fundamentalist agendas.  But, he went on to say, the Koran 
explicitly forbids the attacking and killing of women and children as well as those not 
involved in violence – the very kind of people targeted by the suicide bomber in 
Manchester. 
 
In Northern Ireland, religious denominations became synonymous with extremism 
and the middle ground got squeezed out and was never heard. 
 
And that is the danger when acts of violence and murder are carried out in the name 
of religion.   
 
But as was reported last week, friends of Salman Abedi alerted the security services 
of their fears that he was being radicalised.  Members of the mosque he attended 
also did the same.  They acted as responsible citizens against extremism. 
 
 
Amidst all the heart-rending pictures and accounts of last Monday and since that 
have flooded our TV screens, one that was particularly touching was that of a 
Muslim man accompanying an elderly Jewish woman to come and pray together in 
Manchester’s Albert Square. 
 
It was a special moment of inter-religious and inter-racial solidarity.  The two had 
travelled from Blackburn where they were members of the Blackburn Interfaith 
Forum.  They remarked, “We’re in this together and we’ll get through this together.  
We don’t know what to say, no words can actually express what we’re going 
through.”  But their action spoke louder than any words. 
 
That vigil in Albert Square brought together representatives of Manchester’s Muslim, 
Christian, Jewish and Sikh communities in a show of defiance and unity. As Zia 
Chaudry said in his talk, “There is a need for good neighbourliness and interfaith 
dialogue.” 
 
And in today’s Gospel Jesus prays for unity, not only unity among his disciples as 
today’s passage records, but he then goes on to pray for the world, as he says in 
verse 22, “that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them as 
you have loved me, so that they may be one as we are one.” 
 
In the Lord’s Prayer we pray ‘forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who 
trespass against us’. 
Words that may be a step too far for many in the aftermath of Manchester. 
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But what is not a step too far is for us to recognise that we need to be a strong 
middle ground. In the face of continuing anxiety our task remains clear - to bring the 
reconciling and calming love of Christ to bear, in solidarity with our friends of all 
faiths and of none. 
 
The sad thing in N. Ireland was that too few stretched out the hand of friendship and 
solidarity across the religious divide.    
 
In his poem ”The Second Coming”, W.B. Yeats wrote these lines:- 

 “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world….. 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 

Are full of passionate intensity.” 
 

We, who are in the centre, must not lose our convictions to build a better community 
and country where all are respected and valued.  There is a time and a need when 
moderates must “be full of passionate intensity.” 
 
In this world there will always be evil and evilly motivated atrocities.  But the cross 
and resurrection of Jesus are all about overcoming, and not being overcome, by the 
dark forces that assail our lives and land, but rather showing that the ways of God 
are goodness, peace and unity. 
That old Jewish lady, Renee Black, said, “We’re all the same people.  We bleed like 
everyone else.” 
 
We condemn evil and extremism where it rears its head, but let us also concentrate 
on what unites rather what divides those in the middle. 
 
In this season of the Ascension, as we await the promised gift of the Spirit, our hope 
and confidence remain unshaken. 
 
In this context, with all this on our hearts, we continue to pray, as hundreds of 
thousands are praying across the world, "Thy Kingdom Come". 
 
 
Let us join in The Universal Prayer of Peace as a sign of our solidarity with all those 
affected: 
 
Lead us from death to Life, from falsehood to Truth. 
Lead us from despair to Hope, from fear to Trust. 
Lead us from hate to Love, from war to Peace.  
Let Peace fill our heart, our world, our universe. 
Peace, Salaam, Shalom, Amen. 


