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The purpose of my lecture this morning is to introduce you to a new research project, Visioning 21st Century Ecumenism: Diversity, Dialogue and Reconciliation, which will be launched by the Irish School of Ecumenics in the New Year. 
We have secured a significant source of funding for this project, which will run for three years. The full details of the funding have not been announced yet, so I will have to remain suitably vague about its source and its content. Some of the detail of what is said here today may change. But with that qualification aside, I am excited to start talking about this project and to invite your initial reactions to it. 
The principal investigator for this project is Prof. Linda Hogan, the head of the school. I will be involved along with Dr Geraldine Smyth, Dr Andrew Pierce, Prof. John D’Arcy May and Dr Norbert Hintersteiner. Much of what I will say today draws from their work conceptualising this project. 

The project has its origins in our reflections on the upcoming centenary of the 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh. The modern ecumenical movement originated with this conference, which ‘rediscovered’ the imperative for Christians to increase the visibility of Christianity. Its forthcoming centenary provides an opportunity for the ecumenical movement – in Ireland and internationally – to re-evaluate critically its theological significance and impact, and to revision the ecumenical project. This involves engaging critically with failures in “receptive ecumenism”
 in the light of emerging challenges in interchurch and inter-religious encounters today and into the future. 
The research conducted for this project will provide the springboard for a major international conference here in Ireland to mark this centenary, to evaluate the working conceptualities and contributions of ecumenism in Ireland and globally, and to identify key areas in which ecumenics can contribute to conversations about issues relating to theological and cultural diversity, the influence of immigration, inter-faith dialogue and reconciliation in the context of modernity. 

Ecumenics operates with a threefold methodological approach drawing from intra-Christian theology, interreligious and comparative theology, and political and contextual analysis and praxis. Accordingly, we will collect and analyse empirical data on the churches’ understandings of ecumenical commitment and on the interrelationship with other faith communities (including Islam, Judaism, Hinduism) on the island of Ireland. The research will include web-based surveys of clergy and laypeople, as well as comparative case studies of local churches and faith communities. The survey will help to identify the existing gaps and challenges regarding ecumenical attitudes, knowledge-base, and action. The strategic tasks will be: 

1. To facilitate the appropriation of a context-sensitive ecumenics to stimulate further theological research in related theological subdisciplines (e.g., ecumenical ecclesiology, socio-religious reconciliation; contextual theology and social ethics); and

2. To equip churches and other faith communities with theological resources for a new ecumenical vision and praxis for the 21st century.

Our research is intended to provide critical, imaginative, educational and mediating capacities to promote ecumenical receptiveness; to foster mentalities of peace, solidarity and intercultural exchange; to promote shared horizons of meaning together with knowledge-based respect for differently grounded value systems; and to support humanly fulfilled life and flourishing for persons and communities within Ireland’s rapidly changing, technological environment.
That both faith communities and state actors now recognise the need for a politically-informed and theologically-aware approach to the issues of diversity, inter-religious dialogue and reconciliation suggests that this is an historic opportunity to deploy the interdisciplinary approach of Ecumenics.  In furthering inclusive public debate about religious pluralism in Ireland, this research will also focus on developing both leadership capacity and sound policy-making. Thus, invited political and religious leaders and policy-makers will, through work-shops, engage in in-depth reflection on policy options informed by tested practical wisdom and best practice in other jurisdictions.

We have four central research questions: 

· How can theological analysis of identity, religious sectarianism, fundamentalism, and ecumenism contribute constructively to ecumenical reconciliation and the economy of social values? 

· Does the Christian tradition have internal resources (textual, doctrinal, theological, etc,) to facilitate a positive, interactive engagement within and across religious traditions?
· Which models of local-level religious life ‘work’ best in dismantling ethnic and cultural stereotypes and contributing to a peaceful, vital, multicultural society? Can these models be applied in partnership with other church and civil society institutions? 

· What lessons from Ireland can be shared with scholars and practitioners elsewhere, especially in places of cultural, political and religious unrest, or in process of transition to peaceful coexistence? What can Ireland learn from scholars and practitioners in other religiously divided or plural contexts? 

These questions have arisen through engaging with and identifying knowledge gaps in existing research. The project contributes to an already extensive international body of literature by bringing distinctive Irish and international perspectives to bear on these questions.  This uniqueness arises from Ireland’s ambiguous position as a country that still grapples with embedded sectarianism and seeks forms of workable religious pluralism that is in evidence in other contexts, alongside lingering or sporadic suppression of religious minority groups.  

Previous and Related Research 
Some sociological research on Ireland’s new religious diversity has been conducted (particularly through the Trinity Immigration Initiative (TII) with which the research team has some involvement), but the theological dimensions of this reality remain neglected. Dr Fran Porter’s research for the Centre for Contemporary Christianity (2008) has provided a useful perspective on this, but it is limited to Northern Ireland. 

In terms of ecumenism, reconciliation and inter-faith dialogue, there has been little research in Ireland, north or south. Much of the work on ecumenism is historical, e.g., Power’s From Ecumenism to Community Relations (Dublin: Columba Press, 2007) does not attempt a theological analysis, or develop theological models for religious or ecclesial participation in the public sphere in the new plural Ireland, north and south. Indeed its focus is confined to Northern Ireland. John Brewer’s wider body of work is significant here, and a major study of the churches’ role in peacebuilding is forthcoming. Ganiel’s Evangelicalism and Conflict in Northern Ireland (New York: Palgrave, 2008) considers the role of evangelical organisations in reconciliation, but is limited to evangelicalism. Less work has been done on inter-faith dialogue. Stephen Skuce’s The Faiths of Ireland remains an important and useful introduction (Dublin: Columba Press, 2006).  

So, our research will make major contributions to knowledge in five main areas:  diversity, religious pluralism, inter-faith dialogue, ecumenism and reconciliation.  It will provide a basis for developing theological models that critically speak to these issues, and for deepening understandings of how churches and faith communities are negotiating socio- political and religious change in Ireland. The research will contribute reliable information for academic researchers and policy makers. Beyond that, the empirical data will be valuable for churches, faith communities, and other civic agencies, in their attempt to find effective ways to address these five realities of contemporary Irish experience. Finally, the results of this research will be disseminated internationally, contributing to wider ecumenical and global conversations about how church, academy and society can best relate to these important issues both distinctively and interrelatedly. 

Methods of Research

Theological enquiry will be a major method of research. ISE theologians will critically examine and develop theological models of ecumenical identity in plural contexts, extrapolating from biblical and doctrinal traditions of exclusiveness-inclusiveness, justice and right relationship, and hospitality to the stranger. These will be considered further in critical co-relationship with the social scientific findings and through interaction with people from the faith communities in Ireland in order to craft substantive theological analysis and responses. Robert Schreiter’s The New Catholicity (Maryland: Orbis, 1997) and its notion of “global theological flows” – highlighting cultural convergences and differentiations within shared global discourses on human rights, ecology, feminism and inter-religious dialogue – will inform the project. This will offer a theoretical framework for innovative theorising of other global discourses, such as receptive ecumenism, peacebuilding and the healing of memories. 
As a social scientist, I am not the best-placed member of the team to speak in depth about its theological aspects. So I will focus on the aspects of the project that use social research methods: (i) a comprehensive web-based survey of clergy in churches and other faith communities in Ireland, (ii) a large-scale web-based survey of laypeople (churchgoers and those active in other faith communities in Ireland), and (iii) intensive, ethnographic case studies of models of ‘best practice’ at local level. 
Part of the motivation for this aspect of the study is the dearth of reliable information about what people of faith – both clergy and laypeople –actually think and believe about these issues. It is possible to identify public figures, faith-based organisations, and initiatives that have attempted to deal with issues such as sectarianism, reconciliation and diversity, including the Church of Ireland’s Hard Gospel Project and the Presbyterian Church’s Peacemaking Programme. But beyond the people who are actively involved in these organisations or administering these programmes, it is not clear if or how they are having an impact. For instance, when I was carrying out fieldwork amongst evangelical congregations in Northern Ireland between 2002-2004, most people I spoke with remained unaware of initiatives taking place at the denominational level. These case studies of congregations cannot claim to be representative of Northern Ireland or Ireland as whole. But they did raise questions about the links between such initiatives and the people they are meant to engage with.  
Accordingly, the first stage of social scientific investigation is the clergy survey, which is conceived as an audit of the major Christian denominations (Roman Catholic, Church of Ireland, Presbyterian, Methodist and smaller evangelical groupings), and religions (Islam, Jewish, Hindu) in Ireland. An effort also will be made to identify prominent evangelical and/or ‘non-denominational’ churches, such as the new African churches in urban areas, and include them in this audit. The new Directory of Migrant Led Churches and Chaplaincies, which will be launched in Belfast on Friday at Edgehill and in Dublin on Sunday by the All Ireland Churches Consultative Meeting on Racism, will be a helpful resource for identifying these churches. The survey will focus on clergy approaches to increased diversity and immigration, inter-faith dialogue, ecumenism and reconciliation. 

Another purpose will be to ascertain the demographic make up of congregations. This will provide raw numerical data on the extent to which ethnic minorities are represented in congregations. It also will attempt to gauge the number of congregations composed only or primarily of ethnic minorities. Further, the survey will include questions regarding the extent that clergy have incorporated ways of including people from different ethnic or racial backgrounds in the life of the congregation. 

The survey itself will be hosted on the website, www.ecumenics.ie, and clergy will visit the site and complete the survey on-line. We plan to reach clergy through either email or postal addresses provided by denominational headquarters or, in the case of smaller, independent congregations or faith communities, through the new directory of migrant led churches, telephone directories, or our on-the-ground contacts. If there are clergy without email or internet access, we will provide them with a postal survey. 

Clergy will be the gateway for helping us to conduct the web-based layperson survey. Many congregations have email databases of their members. We will request that clergy forward a link to our web-based survey to all those on their email lists, post the link in their bulletins or newsletters, and/or post the link on their websites. This survey will ask an open-ended question about what people think are the most important issues facing their faith community today, as well as questions about ethnic diversity, immigration, inter-faith dialogue, reconciliation and ecumenism. Although a web-based survey may have some bias in terms of class, income or age, it is the most efficient and cost effective way of reaching as many people of faith in Ireland as we possibly can. I am not certain what sort of response rate this survey will generate. It may be the case that it will be used not to make claims about representative attitudes amongst laypeople, but to identify a variety of trends and perspectives. 
Our surveys will be groundbreaking in providing data about Ireland’s faith communities. They will supplement data on immigration and religious affiliation gathered in the Irish Census (these statistics are not broken down at a parish or congregational level), as well as data currently being gathered through Trinity’s Immigration Initiative. In addition, the Centre for Contemporary Christianity in Ireland (Belfast) and the Evangelical Alliance in the Republic of Ireland (Dublin) have conducted smaller, regional studies of diversity in the churches. None of these studies, however, are of the scale and detail envisioned in our project.  

The surveys will provide a springboard for the ethnographic case studies, which constitute the next stage of the investigation. These also will provide essential primary data. They will capture the micro-level, sociological processes that are taking place as people negotiate diversity in everyday life. The ethnographic studies complement and enhance the large scale surveys, providing information that takes people beyond the numbers and to developing models of ‘best practice.’ We envision conducting eight case studies of congregations and faith communities over the three years. 
The ethnographic case studies will be informed by the theoretical frameworks developed by Michael Emerson et al.
 in their research on multiracial congregations in the USA. It is anticipated that relationships between the ethnic minority and majority segments in the congregations selected for ethnographic research will roughly follow the patterns described by the American researchers
 in their studies of multiracial congregations: integrated congregations (in which people from all races in the congregation are active in leadership and lay activities), assimilated congregations (in which one racial group assumes most of the leadership responsibilities), monocultural congregations (i.e. a primarily Irish Catholic parish or an African Pentecostal congregation), and what might be called “parallel parishes,” when an Irish congregation grants the use of their facilities to ethnic minority Christians, who hold worship services at different times and have very little interaction with the Irish Christians. Congregations will be selected with a view to securing examples of these (and perhaps other) different models of relationships; and based on the willingness of clergy to participate. There also will be an attempt to balance the congregational studies geographically (urban/rural) and denominationally, with two of the congregations coming from each of the four provinces. 
Visioning 21st Century Ecumenism

We hope in this project to fruitfully bring together social scientific data on the churches and faith communities in Ireland, with theological enquiry and reflection. Now, I would like to invite those of you here today to provide any feedback on the particulars of the project as I have outlined them here, or your own thoughts on the issues of theological and cultural diversity, the influence of immigration, inter-faith dialogue, ecumenism and reconciliation. 

� Receptive ecumenism is the idea that that the primary ecumenical responsibility is to ask not ‘What do the other traditions first need to learn from us?’ but ‘What do we need to learn from them?’�


� Emerson and Woo, 2006, People of the Dream (Princeton University Press), Christerson et al, 2005, Against all Odds (New York University Press).


� DeYoung et al, 2003. United by Faith (Oxford University Press). 
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