Belfast Telegraph 9 February 2009

Taking A First Step

Trevor Ringland, Chair of the One Small Step Campaign, introduces a new weekly series of personal stories from ordinary people who have tried to break down the barriers of division in  Northern Ireland.’ 

The One Small Step Campaign is being run in association with the Community Relations Council

 

‘Remember the Titans’, a film based on a true story around an American football team in a school that was forced to mix in the United States of America carried the words ‘Attitude reflects leadership’. It told how the players moved from a position where they worked against each other to one where they managed to work together and how the team then benefited.

I would encourage everyone in Northern Ireland to watch it.

Leadership in the past here has failed to promote inclusive concepts of Christianity and of Britishness and Irishness. This resulted in a culture of sectarianism and racism that fed our conflict. The challenge for us all now is to change the way we do relationships to ensure that we do not ever repeat our past again. This is the best tribute we can pay to those who suffered.
At the same time we have to reflect on the fact that much has been achieved, especially over the last ten years.  We have created an opportunity for peace with many steps being taken to begin to undo the damage from our past. While much work remains to be done we should also look positively on where we are now compared to where we had been.
As to who won? The reality is we all lost. At the same time those who did win through are the very many peacemakers who pointed to a different way and they have prevailed. So, we are where we are and now it is incumbent on all of us, to try to look forward and work for the next 10 to 20 years to build a shared community.
Our Shared Vision has to be one where we define ourselves by the diverse influences that have shaped who we are.  A ‘two state solution’ inside Northern Ireland is not an option.   It is an imperative that we challenge ourselves and show the necessary leadership so that we change the way we do things and free up the future for our children.

We need to focus on our shared Christianity to consign our sectarianism to the past and develop inclusive concepts of Britishness and Irishness which accommodate this island’s two main traditions, so reducing the deep racism that has caused so much division, hurt and tragedy.

The strategy has to be one where we encourage small steps to be taken by everyone, recognising we all have a responsibility to try and break down a barrier or build a relationship and as a result moving ourselves out of our trenches and into a space that is genuinely shared.
It is also about challenging those leaders who continue to press divisive buttons merely to promote themselves. While in the past politics was the pursuit of power it needs to be redefined so politics becomes the pursuit of power to be used responsibly for the benefit of all the people who live here.

Over the coming weeks you will read of examples of people who have found different ways to maintain and build that sense of shared community that is so vital to building a successful society. These individual steps have not been taken in isolation and we must remember also those who showed such strong leadership in the past, often in the face of great adversity, and without which we would have had considerably greater conflict and loss of life.  

The implementation will be carried out by each of us examining our own circumstances and deciding how best we can take those small steps that will make such a difference. What will be a big step for some will be a small step for others and vice versa but the key thing is to do something.
We have many walls to bring down, both visible and invisible.  It is about bringing out the true character of the people here. What better example than the time of the tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 2004 when at St Anne’s Cathedral the Dean of Belfast’s charity box, inside the two weeks after the disaster, £1.25 million was donated by the people of Belfast.
The future is there for all of us to grab and shape. But we must be sure we are dealing positively with the issues that led to our conflict, otherwise we are repeating the mistakes of the past.
I would like to say the solution is complicated but to be honest it is not.  Friendship works! For our own and or our children’s sake let’s give it a try.  
