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One Small Step

Earl Storey was ordained as a Church of Ireland clergyman in 1982.  He now runs Topstorey Communications.
I finally realized there was a choice – keep shouting at the TV or do something. After months of thinking it all through I knew it was decision time.
I have been driven by two passions. One, a desire to see renewal in local churches. The other, a belief that in a divided community spiritual renewal without reconciliation doesn’t make any sense. Yet, I have always been fascinated by politics. To the endless frustration of my wife Pat I could listen to the news ten times a day, switch on Talkback and still want to read the papers. However, there was one thing stopping me getting involved – I was a Church of Ireland clergyman.
It wasn’t the Church of Ireland that stopped me joining a political party. Nowhere does it say that clergy are forbidden to join one. This was a matter of personal conscience. I have always hated the mix of religion and politics in Northern Ireland. As a Rector I never wanted anyone to think that when they came to my parish that they were coming to a unionist or nationalist church. I believed, and still do, that Christians should get involved in politics but church needs to be party politically neutral. That is why I never joined any party or voiced a political opinion.
It was looking at the extremes of leadership that were being offered to the community that prompted me to action. I decided that shouting at the TV was never going to change anything. Maybe the best thing I could do for reconciliation was to join a political party … and get involved.
I decided the only way I could join a party was to resign from being a Rector and get a job doing something else … anything else! Circumstances pushed things on. Pat got a job offer in Londonderry – seventy miles from where we lived. I took the plunge and handed in my resignation as Rector of Glenavy Parish – a place where we had been extremely happy – and started looking for a new job.
Shortly after moving to Londonderry in 2004, and after getting another job, I turned up at the local branch of a political party with my £20 pounds and asked to join. It was important to me that I earned my living doing something else. It meant I was offering my time and energy and wasn’t asking for anything in return.
From acting as Press Officer for a local party association in 2005 I found myself standing for the Council and Westminster elections in Foyle. Nights of door knocking, sending out Press Releases and standing outside polling stations didn’t get me elected. Yet it was an experience I will never forget or regret.  
Time has moved on. A new job as Director of the Church of Ireland Hard Gospel Project brought me back into church work for three years. This meant a decision to step out of any party affiliation and remain party politically neutral. I now run my own Communications and Management Consultancy business.
What did I learn from that brief involvement in politics? It is something I have always known – that there is a type of politics in Northern Ireland that ultimately uses its own people. It has looked to them for power by appealing to their darker instincts and fears.  I realized that there is a way to get votes – to play to the fears of your own people. I decided I would never want anyone’s vote so much that I would do that. It was a decision taken as much for my own self-respect as out of respect for any voter.
Getting involved with politics brought me into contact with some hugely dedicated people on every side of the community. People who were prepared to work for a party out of a desire to do something good for their community. There is a lot of goodness and quiet heroism out there that is mostly unrecognized.
My small step was to stop shouting at the TV and to get involved. It was not because one type of politics or another was my greatest passion. It came from a belief that reconciliation is the only hope for Northern Ireland and that it can happen if we do something about it. This particular small step was small compared with the pain that so many have had to suffer because of the divisions in our community. But it is better to do something rather than to complain and do nothing.
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