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One Small Step

One Less Brick in the Wall 
John Peacock is community relations manager at Youthlink, an inter-church youth service organisation. He writes:
I grew up in Ballymena. Overall Ballymena was a safe, if sectarian, place to grow up in during the Troubles and my earliest memories of the Northern Ireland conflict was watching events unfurl on the TV. Although I had Catholic family friends somehow there was always a sense that Catholics were different from us.  A simplistic notion that we were ‘right’ and they were ‘wrong’ was reinforced in the local band, at local football and even in church. According to those around me, the answer to the ‘Troubles’ was for the police and army to ‘root out the troublemakers’ from the ghettoes in Belfast and L’derry. Moving to Jordanstown to study during the period of the Hunger Strikes heightened that sense of tension and division.
Having been involved in setting up a YMCA in Ballymena during my college days, I volunteered for the YMCA in the United States over the summer period and that experience gave me the opportunity to rethink my views of Northern Ireland from the outside. I have encouraged many young people since, to take that same small step and move outside their comfort zone and reflect on their identity and culture back here at home. 
When I came back to N.I. I was offered a job working for the YMCA in Newcastle. I came into contact with young people from all sorts of backgrounds and traditions in those early days of cross-community work using outdoor education.  It also provided me with an insight into the pain caused by the violence to all sides of the community whether that was the shooting of a young employee by paramilitaries or the harassment being experienced through the security forces by some young nationalist employees.
Having gone back to study theology, I worked as an associate minister with young people and families at Newtownbreda Presbyterian Church. Working in the mixed area of the Ormeau Road, re-enforced my view that reconciliation is at the heart of the Christian message and churches have a place in challenging prejudice, division and stereotyping and encouraging inclusion and the celebration of diversity.
At YouthLink NI, where I currently work, we focus on bringing youth leaders and young people together from diverse church and community backgrounds, to build relationships and help them understand their own identity and that of others. Whether it is taking a group of young Catholics from West Belfast to Windsor Park or a group of young Protestants from East Belfast to Croke Park, we hope discussing these small steps contributes to a better understanding of difference and that there is ‘one less brick’ in the traditional barriers between us.
The 9th November this year sees the 20th Anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall, yet in Northern Ireland we’re still putting interface barriers up.  Even though it is great to be able to bring my children up in relative peace and in the shared atmosphere of integrated education, we’re still living in a deeply divided society.

At YouthLink, I’m currently involved with Tony MacAulay in the ‘Up Against the Wall’ project. We are working with a group of faith-based and community-based youth practitioners who work in interface areas to explore the symbolic significance of the fall of the Berlin Wall and how we might do something symbolic about the ‘peace walls’ here in Belfast.

Over the coming six months we hope to encourage young people to get involved in a number of small steps from silent discos to selling bricks, from sharing stories to shooting baskets, which will culminate in a significant symbolic gesture on the anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall which says ‘we want our walls to be history too’.
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The One Small Step Campaign is being run in association with the Community Relations Council. If you have a story to tell contact  rmullan@nicrc.org.uk or tel 028 9022 7500.

