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In February 2014, the four clergy from Botha Parish, Inishmacsaint Parish, Devenish and Boho Parish and Church 
Hill, Derrygonnelly, Springfield and Kilcoo Methodist Circuit met to explore areas where all the churches could work 
together.  Since our first meeting we have travelled a long way in developing personal and meaningful relationships 
with each other and this, we believe, has also been reflected within each of our churches and we have been heartened 
and encouraged with the support and encouragement that we have received for a number of joint activities that have 
taken place. 

We are now at the point to ask the question, where do we want to go as a group of Christian churches working 
together?  In helping us to answer this question, we asked a number of representatives from each of our churches to 
take part in a focus group.  The purpose of this focus group was to identify what the state of relationships is within our 
area.  We wanted to ask what the role of our churches should be in building better relationships and we also wanted 
to identify some of our weaknesses and how these could be addressed.

We were very impressed with the openness and honesty in which each member of the group expressed their views 
and thoughts. In particular, we were interested to listen to the views of the younger members of the group who clearly 
see the future much more differently than we do.  Their view is one where difference is embraced.  They also see a 
society which has changed from what we experienced and also feel that there is a legacy which is preventing us from 
working as good neighbours, but they also see that there is an important role for church to play in our community.  We 
also need to ask why church attendance is declining and is there anything we can do to change that?

We hope that this report causes you to reflect upon where we are at this moment in time, but more importantly asks 
the question what do you and I need to do as Christians worshiping the same Jesus and God.

We ask that you carefully consider the contents of this report.  We also want to hear your views in what the report 
has identified and how we could move forward with the suggested recommendations.  If you have any ideas or 
suggestions, then we would like to hear from you.  If there is something that gives you cause for concern, then we also 
need to hear what those concerns are in order that they can be addressed.  We would ask you to send your views and 
comments to your respective minister. The following are the contact details: -

Fr. Jimmy McPhillips T 028 6864 1207 e  jimmymcp@eircom.net
Canon David Skuce T 028 6864 1235 e davidskuce@btinternet.com
Red Sampson Ajuka T 028 6634 1672 e sampressindeed@yahoo.com

Amanda Durrell T 028 6638 7211 e amandadurrell@btinternet.com

In September we will be convening an open meeting with all the churches so that we can discuss this report and agree 
a way forward.  

On 1st July the Revd Amanda Durrell will be taking over from Gareth Hayden as the minister in charge of the Methodist 
circuit. We would like to extend a very warm welcome to Amanda and wish Gareth every success in his new ministry 
in Omagh.

We would like to thank Mr Peter Lavery and Fermanagh & Omagh District Council for facilitating the work of the focus 
group and for producing this report.

Fr. Jimmy McPhillips Canon David Skuce

Revd Sampson Ajuka Mr. Gareth Hayden

Foreword by Clergy

Fr. Jimmy McPhillips

Revd Sampson Ajuka

Canon David Skuce

Mr. Gareth Hayden
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It became clear that as the night reached a conclusion there were a small number of common themes raised.

• There was clear unanimity that the Churches were addressing an issue that concerns the whole area.   
 This is an important issue and the Churches have a clear mandate to promote this work.  

• Although there is some integration within the education sector, generally educational segregation at  
 primary and into secondary level was being repeatedly raised as a block to good cross community    
 relations and something that merits further discussion by the clergy.

• Actually making opportunities to mix/relate to one another in cross-community terms was seen to be 
 crucial to good relations. There were many examples mentioned of local initiatives which individuals 
 were proud of and which can be expanded as a way of moving forward.  Later in this report specific 
 examples will emerge both as successful previously run events but also as opportunities for a future 
 programme.

• Focusing on real life issues that affect all the community of Derrygonnelly and which have the potential 
 to bring people together in “common purpose” are recommended.  Again later in this document, 
 specific opportunities have been proposed which could form the basis of a future programme.

• A particular focus on seeking out additional male involvement in the various church groups would 
 help.  It appears easier to get women involved but having men involved seems to help to engage with 
 young people.  The term used was “involving more men to grab the younger generation.”  This was a 
 theme that was raised by different groups throughout the evening. 

• The young people who attended the session participated well and could well be local role models and 
 catalysts for further engagement with the youth in the area.  

• This view was supported by the group in general who added weight to the other comments made by 
 attendees who said that “the young people are our future”

The expected outcomes of the activities suggested include the following

“We would become friends”

“What could be more worthwhile?”

Executive Summary
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The Workshop

Following a delightful meal and a short presentation, the small groups were asked to consider a series of 
points:

1. The state of community relations in the area
2. The three most positive things that contribute to good community relations in the area
3. The roles the local Churches play in building better community relations
4. The strengths of the local Churches in developing community relations and how these can be further 
 developed
5. The weaknesses of the local Churches in developing community relations and how these weaknesses 
 can be addressed
6. The specific actions the Churches should take, in collaboration or separately, to improve community 
 relations and what would be the expected outcomes of these actions

Finally, the participants were asked about their willingness as a group or as individuals to support the West 
Erne Churches’ Group in its endeavour to reach out to bring the community together.

The Feedback

The state of community relations in the area

There was a broad range of comments but most groups agreed on the following main points:
• Relationships were generally good and better than how they had been in the past
• There are issues and divisions that lie under the surface that should be addressed 
• Some areas are not perceived as “neutral” e.g. Community Hall and Orange Hall
• Although community relations are fairly good, they could be better and work was needed.  

The three most positive things that contribute to good community relations in the area

There was an eclectic response to this question which illustrates the different values put on different 
elements that contribute to good community relations.  These are shown in no particular order:

• Relationships have improved over time

• Integrated education

• Community and sports events
 Christmas lights events
 Carol singing
 Charitable Events – particularly those that are focused outside the local community
 (E.g. Soup Sunday for Nepal)
 Cookery Demonstration

• Mixed events

• In addition to the above, it seems that the sheer beauty of the area and the potential for sharing 
 the joy in the diversity of the local environment is also worth considering as a local strength. 
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The roles the local Churches play in building better community relations 

There was an overwhelming agreement that the Churches have a role to play in building better community 
relations.  This was not surprising given the nature of the recruitment of the participants for the workshop, 
and it may be a useful exercise to test this contention within the wider community rather than take it for 
granted.  Nevertheless, it is encouraging that within the participants the role of the Churches was seen to be 
core rather than a peripheral activity.

The question of how the Churches become effective within this role elicited a variety of responses.  These 
are shown below, in no particular order:

• Continue to communicate the message of the importance of community relations

• Support the education of children in the context of shared community and shared beliefs rather than 
 the differences in the faiths

• Focus beyond the churchgoing community and bring together representatives of different 
 denominations within the community

• Clergy leaders should attend services in all Churches to be role models for the community

• Need to rebuild church attendance and family life.  All worship the one God even though we have our 
 own traditions. 

• Promote education of different traditions and cultures

• Look forward and to the future rather than backward and learn from the past

• Love and pray for our neighbours

The strengths of the local Churches in developing community relations and how might 
these be further developed.

A number of key strengths were identified.  The actions arising from the suggestions to build on these 
strengths are important. 

• The Clergy of the different Churches are willing to meet together 1

• Well established in the local community

• A key strength is in the leadership of the Clergy Group 2 

• People still value the Churches and the Christian principles

• Ministry provides leadership to the congregations and in the community

• Support in all times of need

• Clergy get on well together

• United in belief in God, Jesus and the Trinity

How the strengths can be developed

1. Editor’s note: That this is a strength appears to suggest that in other geographical areas this may not be the case.  In which case 
the point is well made. 
2. Editor’s note: This point was made several times.  This leadership is crucial and because of the nature of the rotation within 

ministries, there is always a danger that impetus is lost or at least wanes.  The group needs to be aware of this phenomenon
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• Working together on more events such as :
 Carol Service
 Nepal Soup
 Alpha Course (Possible Junior and Senior courses)
 Visiting other Churches
 Question & Answer Sessions

• Try and walk in other people’s shoes and see things through their eyes

• Seek opportunities to mix and meet together
 Community andSports events
 Hosting events in common interest
 Fit for Life – a talk about Mental Health 

The weaknesses of the local Churches in developing community relations and how these 
weaknesses can be addressed

There are clearly some challenges ahead and the workshop participants articulated a number of weaknesses.

• Church attendance is falling.  As an example, Methodists in Derrygonnelly have reduced in 
 numbers from 60 to 38.

• Male members of the congregations neglect church attendance.  “Win the man, win the family” 3 

• People can be reluctant to change and hold on to own traditions

• Lack of knowledge and lack of opportunity to develop understanding of other cultures and traditions

• Being sensitive to the congregation 4 

• Difficulty dealing with change, fear of going into the unknown and lack of trust

• Uncertainty about the future and where the journey will take the group and the community

• Uncertainty concerning the ability of the Churches group to leap into the unknown

3. Editor’s note: This comment appears to focus on a weakness of the Churches in the context of falling in congregation numbers.  
In the context of Community Relations, the point can be interpreted by considering the potential that the male non-attenders 
could have as a catalyst for building better relationships.  This presents the Clergy with a challenge to reach out to this community 
to seek participation in building relationships rather than coming back into the congregation. 

4. Editor’s note: This is an interesting comment and it is not easy to interpret the exact meaning of the words as they were written 
on the worksheet.  One interpretation, given that the words were referring to the weaknesses of the local Churches in developing 
community relations, is that a barrier to tackling the difficult issues could be a reluctance, on the part of a member of the clergy, 
to take risks for fear of alienating a constituency of the local congregation.  

michaelskuce
Sticky Note
Insert colon :



Page 8

How the weaknesses can be addressed

A range of responses were elicited and there are clearly common themes emerging.

• Creating more opportunities for people to meet to build up trust

• Promote the value of leadership of the institutions

• More involvement with all the primary schools

• More disclosure and openness

• Need to understand the nature of the fears of “the other side”

• More understanding of each other and of other denominations’ beliefs

• Show that mixing together is not a threat

• GAA and LOL need to promote a better understanding of their institutions to wider community 5 

The specific actions the Churches should take, in collaboration or separately, to improve 
community relations

There were a number of suggestions that were raised by more than one group.  The following are laid out 
in no particular order. 

• Visit families in the area – pastoral visits are so important – set out to know people and where they are 

 coming from and build relationships with them 6 
• Arrange common interest events such as sports events, bus trips etc.
• Arrange more group meetings of common interest
 • Tennis Club
 • Bible study
 • Youth group
 • Young farmers
 • Share meals
 • Joint badminton
 • Discussions about austerity, Brexit, jobs etc.
 • Facilitate the bringing of young people together 
 • Health & well-being, mental health  
• Could we do link ups?
• Mix more freely within the community
• Become more open minded to others
• Look at the differences and the similarities between Churches
• Get to know your neighbour events
• It may be fruitful to target contact with some of the families who would be known to be 
 “living in the past” meaning that they may be somewhat entrenched in their views and beliefs. 7

 

5. Editor’s note: This appears to be focused on the community but it can be turned around to give a role to the Churches to help 
to bring this about. 
6. Editor’s note: It is not clear on the notes but it can be inferred from additional comments that the focus is on pastoral visits to 
those of the parishes that are not necessarily of one’s own congregation.
7. Editor’s note: This idea emerged from one of the groups.  The purpose of such interventions would be solely to promote 
understanding.  This should be handled with sensitivity and respect. 
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The expected outcomes of these actions

• We would become friends

• Normalisation

• Better relationships and understanding of each other

• Better knowledge of one’s own denomination
  Understanding what the Churches hold/value in contrast to each other

Personal Contribution

The last part of the workshop was devoted to exploring how the groups and individuals could contribute to further the aims of 
the whole group to build better relationships in the area.   It was encouraging that most, if not all, offered their continued support 
with many offering practical help for events and activities.

• Many individuals stated that they would be an advocate for events planned as assigned by the promoters and offered to be 
 available and willing to help and continue to support these meetings

• General support to be a good neighbour and to pray for success

• There were many who offered their willingness to focus on what unites the community as opposed to what separates it.  
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Recommendations

It is clear that there is work to be done and that the Clergy do not stand alone.  In order to capitalise on the 
goodwill and momentum created by the workshop and by the success of previous events the West Erne 
Churches Group should

1. Plan a calendar of events in line with the ideas generated by the workshop participants.  The aim of 
 such activities should be to create space where all members of the community can feel feel to engage 
 and participate on issues that are of interest and concern.

2. Agree a format for cross community activities. 8 

3. Formal and informal communication structures should be in place to keep the Churches Group 
 together. It appears that there are good formal structures with planned meetings having agenda and 
 having appropriate minutes, but thought should be given to informal communication. 9 

4. Establish a sub-group from the participants (including young people if possible) to help 
 with the planning.

5. A key issue, almost separate from running the activities referred to above, is to address the apparent 
 reluctance of members of the community to visit the Orange Hall, GAA club or in fact, “other churches”.   
 The West Erne Churches Group should consider this as a separate project almost because it is a 
 significant issue and probably a long term one.   This project should not stand in the way of running the 
 programme of events and the work emerging from this report. 

6. On the same theme as above and in response to variously expressed concerns about “issues below the 
 surface” and recognising and addressing the real and apparent fears, it seems appropriate to plan 
 separate events that attempt to allay fears and tease out below-the-surface issues.  

Finally, by way of a suggestion, rather than a firm recommendation, it may prove to be a useful exercise if a 
chronicle or diary was kept of the programme of work.  Such a document may prove to be a good model for 
other communities and to serve as a reminder of how far the community has come since “the dark days”.  
It might also be interesting to see how such a journal would look, if it was documented from the separate 
perspectives of the different members of the groups.

8.  Editor’s Note: It is important that each member of the West Erne Churches Group has a formal agreement on such work to 
ensure that sensitivities are respected.  
9.  Editor’s Note: WhatsApp is a handy phone application for groups to keep in touch.  It is beneficial in this context because 
communication is open and transparent to all group members only.   
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Workshop Participants

FIRST NAME SURNAME CHURCH

Johnny  Cameron  Botha Parish

Donal  Cox Botha Parish

Gerald  Greene Botha Parish

Tommy Jones Botha Parish

Stephen Leonard Botha Parish

Jimmy  McPhillips Botha Parish

Myrtle  Abercrombie  Church Hill, Derrygonnelly, Springfield & Kilcoo Methodist Circuit

Marina  Hassard  Church Hill, Derrygonnelly, Springfield & Kilcoo Methodist Circuit

Gareth  Hayden  Church Hill, Derrygonnelly, Springfield & Kilcoo Methodist Circuit

Anna   Corrigan DDCP

Catherine  McIvor DDCP (Invited but unable to attend)

Michael  Skuce DDCP

Sampson  Ajuka Devenish & Boho Parish

Pearl   Bell  Devenish & Boho Parish

Innes   Redmond  Devenish & Boho Parish (Invited but unable to attend)

Harry   Anderson  Inishmacsaint Parish

Jayne   Ferguson  Inishmacsaint Parish

David   Skuce  Inishmacsaint Parish

The meeting was facilitated by Peter Lavery and Martin McAnallen.






