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Religious Affairs Correspondent William Scholes

Y OU do not have to look
hard to find division in
Northern Ireland. Or the
north, if you prefer.

It’s there in the contested Orange
Order parade in north Belfast and
the rioting which followed when it
was not allowed to pass Ardoyne.

It’s there in the row over what
will be included and excluded from
whatever is eventually built at the
site of the former prison which
some call Long Kesh but others
the Maze.

It’s there in the Union flag protest
and painted kerbs.

It was there in the footdragging
over a ‘cohesion, sharing and in-
tegration’ strategy which has mor-
phed into a ‘shared future’ plan,
even though the DUP and Sinn Fein
were the only executive parties
that seemed to know about it.

It’s there in the way segregation
and sectarianism have been care-
fully institutionalised and in the
failure to front up to the real issues
of dealing with the past, as shown
by how easily the Eames/Bradley
report was ditched.

Put another way, the perpetu-
al division highlights the need
for real reconciliation in what we
sometimes like to characterise as a
tribal conflict, between orange and
green, Protestant and Catholic.

It is worth asking if we can learn
anything from Rwanda, a country
in which an estimated one mil-
lion-plus people were murdered in
a genocide that lasted 100 days.

That horror was visited upon the
central east African nation in 1994,
just four years before the Good
Friday Agreement was signed at
Stormont.

And yet Rwanda has made far
greater strides towards reconcil-
iation between its warring Hutu
and Tutsi groups than the compar-
atively baby steps taken in North-
ern Ireland.

Why should this be so? The un-
palatable truth, according to Na-
than Amooti, a Rwandan bishop
visiting Derry this week, includes
the possibility that we may be sim-
ply too wealthy to need to truly
confront our division.

“In Rwanda we all live in the same
places,” he says.

“Our villages are mixed – there
is no separate place for Hutu, no
place for Tutsi.

“It’s not like here in Northern
Ireland. Here you can afford to be
divided because you are rich.”

Our relative wealth in the north
means ‘benign apartheid’ is a
near-inevitability.

“You need to take care about fall-
ing into benign apartheid, which

is when we fall back into passive-
ness,” warns Bishop Amooti.

“We say: ‘I’m tired of fighting
with you and you’re tired of fight-
ing with me. So why don’t you live
your life on the other side of the
fence and I’ll live my life here’.

“That is another way of saying:
‘Above all, I don’t need you. I can
do without you’.

“Reconciliation, then, is when we
decide to come back to the table of
brotherhood.”

The bishop, an Anglican, was in
Derry to speak at an event jointly
organised by the Church of Ire-
land parish of Christ Church and
the Catholic St Eugene’s Cathedral
with the title of ‘Reconciliation –
To Dream the Impossible Dream’.

There are, of course, significant
differences between the circum-
stances which led to the Rwandan
genocide and the Troubles.

The Rwandan civil war was not
about religion or different aspira-
tions for nationhood – it was es-
sentially about class and festering
social sores which spilled over
into bloodshed via colonialism.

Nor could what happened in
Northern Ireland ever be de-
scribed as genocide.

Yet it would seem hasty to dis-
miss the Rwandan example as hav-
ing nothing to say to us.

“Reconciliation is a process, it
doesn’t just happen with a big
bang,” says Bishop Amooti, who is
bishop of Cyangugu, a remote part
of Rwanda on the border with the
Democratic Republic of the Congo.

“The beginning of the process
may be in an individual’s heart,
which may eventually lead to
action.

“Reconciliation is portrayed
through actions of tolerance. Be-
ing tolerant with your neighbour,
with your friend, with your com-
munity, even with yourself.”

It was an unconventional inter-
view. Time pressures caused by
the bishop’s tight schedule meant
it was the first time I’ve conducted
parts of an interview while driving,
with the interviewee sat beside me
and a co-driver giving directions
from the back seat.

Bishop Amooti, however, took it
all in his stride as we criss-crossed
Derry and Donegal, guided by his
great friend Oliver Logue and ac-
companied by Richard Wallis from
the Christian mission organisation
Mission Possible.

Impromptu excursions included
a stop at White Oaks Rehabilitation
Centre and a meeting with Fr Neal
Carlin, who then took us along sin-
gle-track roads to an idyll called St
Anthony’s Retreat Centre – it was

near Burnfoot, and in the brilliant
sunshine it could have been Eden,
but that’s a story for another day.

The bishop hesitates to define
‘reconciliation’, saying he prefers
to see it “as an action rather than
a meaning”.

“Reconciliation is a step taken in
a positive direction of coming face
to face with your enemy. Any step,
even the smallest step, in that di-
rection is reconciliation.

“It is the change of mind of an
individual that eventually may
lead to a change of mind of a
community.

“It’s a process that may require
me to be tolerant, to hear you
speak even when I don’t like your
ideas.”

Bishop Amooti describes how in
Rwanda one million deaths are at-
tributed to the genocide “because
that’s how far we can count”.

“And to kill a million people it
may have taken three million oth-
ers,” he says.

“That shows you how deep the
division was.”

It brought the country – or what
was left of it – to its knees.

“After all that killing and death,
our towns were smelly, all our
homes were broken, our currency
was not working. We had no sol-
diers and both those who carried
out genocide and those who were
fighting against them are injured,
tired and hungry,” says the bishop.

“And after all that we still had to
build a nation.

“We had to sit down and look
at each other and say, ‘Now that
you’ve killed me, what do we do?
Do we continue killing? Do we stop
killing?’

“The one who had killed had
profited nothing from killing.

“And the one whose family had
been killed and wanted to avenge
saw there was no use in shedding
more innocent blood.”

A key factor towards recon-
ciliation was strong political
leadership.

While not without his critics, the
president, Paul Kagame, was clear
that there would be a “no revenge”
policy.

“That was the turnaround,” says
Bishop Amooti.

Since 2003, Rwanda’s constitu-

Dreaming the impossible

tion says that political parties are
“prohibited from basing them-
selves on race, ethnic group,
tribe, clan, region, sex, religion
or any other division which may
give rise to discrimination”.

There are also strict laws
against ‘genocide ideology’,
which includes genocide denial,
says Bishop Amooti.

Most people in the west have
absorbed the view that the clash
between Hutu and Tutsi was trib-
al or ethnic.

“But there is no tribal or ethni-
cal difference,” says the bishop.

“It was more of a class distinc-
tion, defined originally by the
number of cows you owned.

“A cow was the currency – you
could sell it and get money, you
could eat it, you could drink its
milk, make use of its hide and
skin.

“If you owned many cows you
would be Tutsi.

“Someone who is tilling and
working the land builds up mus-
cle, so Tutsi tended to be taller
and stronger, and Hutu tended to
be stout.

In 1994, a million people were slaughtered in
Rwanda in just 100 days, yet the country has
made great efforts towards healing.
William Scholes speaks to Rwandan Bishop
Nathan Amooti about reconciliation after
genocide, and why Northern Ireland may be
too wealthy to tackle sectarianism properly
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