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Abstract
With around half of Northern Ireland’s population attending church at least once a week and a further third attending less often, Northern Ireland remains a place where churches play an important role in the lives of individuals and society. At the same time, Northern Ireland’s civic and legislative agenda is being formed under the influence of a discourse of equality and human rights, both of which are part of the 1998 Belfast Agreement and its subsequent outworking. This paper is concerned with the intersection of these two realities, in particular exploring points both of fracture and coherence between Christian understanding and human rights.

This paper considers how Christianity adopts the notion of rights while contesting the place of rights as the most appropriate social paradigm. It focuses on a core conceptual difficulty for Christian theology, namely, the perception of self-assertion as inherent in rights. It argues that the difficulties Christians have with this perception of rights as encouraging people to think primarily of the self is, in part, due to the way Christian theology itself thinks of the self. It suggests that an examination of this theology has the potential to enable constructive critical contemporary engagement with human rights discourse by the churches in Northern Ireland. 
In December 2006, the Northern Ireland Transitional Assembly debated a motion calling for the British Government to withdraw the Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006 and ‘leave this issue to be determined by the Northern Ireland Assembly upon restoration.’
 The purpose of these regulations is to ‘prohibit discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation in the provision of goods, facilities, services, education, functions of public authorities and the disposal of property.’

The main arguments drawn upon by those who spoke for the motion were about defects in the process that had resulted in the legislation, the fact that the regulations discriminated against the rights of Christians (and people of other faiths) to freedom of religion and speech, and that the majority of the population of Northern Ireland, a place described by one MLA as the ‘Bible Belt of the UK’, did not want them. Those who spoke against the motion, and hence in support of the legislation, phrased their arguments in terms of equality, human rights, of combating homophobic attitudes and actions, and as being about inclusion and anti-discrimination. The vote was split 39 for and 39 against the motion and, therefore, was not carried.
 

While not the whole picture, this example starkly encapsulates the intersection of two realities that I'm concerned with in this paper.  One reality is of a majority Christian population in Northern Ireland where around half of the population attend church at least once a week and a further third attend less often,
 and where churches play an important role in the lives of individuals and society. Churches are said to be one of the largest provider of youth activities, are among the few organisations to be cross-generational communities, and are the largest single group within the voluntary sector. This statistical majority, however, no longer translates automatically into wider social, moral and political influence. For the other reality is that, at the same time, Northern Ireland’s civic and legislative agenda is being formed under the influence of a discourse of equality and human rights, both of which are part of the 1998 Belfast Agreement and its subsequent outworking. While the 1998 Human Rights Act that incorporated the European Convention on Human Rights into British law is independent of the Belfast Agreement, the inclusion of a strong emphasis on rights within the Agreement, including the process of considering a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, contextualises the place of rights in this society. Human rights in Northern Ireland are part of the political settlement of the Belfast Agreement that focuses on equality, inclusion, parity of esteem, and good community relations. One of the reasons that parts of unionism respond negatively to rights is because rights are seen as supporting a nationalist agenda. As one Northern Ireland cleric put it, ‘Within our Protestant psyche there is a feeling that rights for others is less rights for ourselves, that somehow others can’t have rights unless it’s at our expense.’

Christian churches do use the language and concepts of human rights, primarily by finding resonance to the language and idea of rights within their religious and theological traditions. In the aforementioned Transitional Assembly debate, Alliance Party MLA Naomi Long, in speaking against the motion and hence in support of the new anti-discrimination regulations, said:

On a personal note, it grieves me, as a Christian that those of us who profess a personal Christian faith are so often seen to be in the heel-dragging section of the population when it comes to issues of human rights and equality. We ought to be at the forefront of the movement to extend to everyone the same rights that we enjoy. We should extend protections and safeguards under the law to all people, thereby reflecting the inherent dignity, worth and value of every human being, as it is my belief that we are all created in the image of God.

In 2003, the Presbyterian Church in Ireland produced a Policy on Asylum Seekers and Refugees that is full of the language of rights: the fundamental human rights of individuals, the need to have human rights standards at the heart of development policy, seeking asylum as a guaranteed human right and not a concession, children’s rights being scrupulously applied by governments, and mindful of local residents’ rights while seeking a compassionate system of accommodation for asylum-seekers.
 The report states that ‘Theologically and ethically the churches’ concern is rooted in the biblical understanding of the dignity and worth of the human being.’
 The Methodist Church in Ireland subsequently adopted this policy as their own. In 2007, the Church of Ireland produced Guidelines for Interfaith Events and Dialogue that state ‘All our encounters with people of other faiths must be based on the Christian principles of faith, hope and love. They ought also to be based on respect for human rights, tolerance of difference and openness to new experiences and fresh learning.’
 The Catholic Archbishop Sean Brady has described it as thankful that the ‘inherently Christian principle of the equal dignity and respect which is due to every person is now accepted as a minimum standard of human rights in most Western culture and societies.’
 Further, he believes that a Bill of Rights ‘will be important in helping Northern Ireland to sustain and develop a more diverse and equal society.’

While the churches appropriate the contemporary language of human rights, their world view does not start with rights. It starts with God, with self-transcendence, and with a story that makes sense of human experience. My argument in this paper is that the way part of that story has been understood and become established within Christian tradition – in terms of the narrative of the self - contributes to the difficulties that Christian theology has in engaging with human rights discourse.

As already indicated, the understanding that human beings are created in the image of God is foundational for Christian faith.
 This understanding contains two fundamental ideas that Christianity holds together in creative tension. One is that human beings live in a context of self-transcendence; as human beings we derive our existence from the divine being. The other idea is that human beings have innate value because we are made in the image of God; this worth is ascribed to us by God and is an essential part of being human. 

Hence, for Christians, the equality that human beings have with each other comes from their commonality in being creatures of the one Creator. The dignity of each human person comes from our being made in the image of God. And the inalienable rights that human beings possess without distinction, for Christians, are rooted in the understanding of God as Creator who bestows innate worth on humanity. 

But the Christian narrative of our existence does not stop with humanity’s origins. The creative tension inherent in the understanding of our being created in the image of God is about how we inhabit the fullness of human experience in the consciousness of the transcendent reality of the divine. Put simply, for Christians, the whole of life is to be lived in knowledge of God.  As God is personal and not an abstract transcendence, this knowing has profound relational implications in terms of our response to both God and other people. And the Christian story speaks of humanity’s failure to live in right relation – with God, with each other, and with the whole of creation. Known in Christian teaching as the ‘fall’, this doctrine has predominantly been expounded as human beings attempting to usurp the place of God. Humanity's core sin is pride, refusing to be humbled in the knowledge of the omniscience, omnipresence and omnipotence of the divine.  Understood this way, humanity's basic sin is a disposition that elevates the self in a way that is both repugnant and unacceptable to God and is to the detriment of human flourishing, both individual and social.  Hence, the emphasis on the giving up of the self in the Christian narrative of redemption that follows the story of fall. 

Following from creation and fall, redemption speaks of the action of God in restoring humanity to right relation – with God, with each other and with creation.  Achieved through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ – the Creator incarnated among the created – redemption is the promise and gift of God. It is gift because it is freely offered and cannot be bought, it is promise because it is not fully realised in the span of a human lifetime. Integral to (much) Christianity is the belief that human existence does not end with death but that there is eternal reality.
 This belief often has been used by the powerful to impose acquiescence of their situation on people facing poverty, injustice or oppression, thereby protecting a privileged status quo. But, when not so abused or manipulated, the idea serves as a source of hope that human endeavours to live in right relation are never wasted or meaningless but are participation in the work of redemption.

It is, in part, the conception of the sinful, prideful self which needs to be renounced that makes many Christians uncomfortable with ideologies of individualism that promote self-interest over community concern.  Many Christians perceive human rights to be one such ideology. In the words of one Northern Ireland church leader:

In the Bible what God deals with is very much a community and the strength of the community and then that filters down to the family and family unit. And the danger of human rights and these kind of things is that it isolates the individual … you isolate the individual and say the individual is more than the unit… Individuals now can have rights that can overrule the good of society as a whole …This idea of rights and ‘I have a right to this and a right to that’ can begin to impinge upon the good of society, the good of the family, the good of the church… If society as a whole moves to what I call individualism rather than the corporate good of the unit well then I think we’re in danger of fragmenting.

Emphasis on the individual is viewed with suspicion, I suggest, because of the theological framework that is concerned about the elevation of the self, and about the offence such elevation causes to God.  Similar objections occur with the attention to rights rather than duties or obligations.  
However, this predominant emphasis on selfish disposition has been criticised as being an incomplete account of the condition of fallen humanity.  Principally, it is seen as an understanding of sin that has come out of an experience of male social, political and ecclesial dominance rather than a female experience of social, political and ecclesial subordination.
 While not dismissing its value as one possible account of human sin, feminists have pointed out the difference between self-denial and self-negation and that the former is only a (voluntary) possibility from the stance of a positive and proper sense of self. Self-negation, which is the opposite or absence of something regarded as actual, positive, or affirmative, is as much a denial of the image of God as is pride. The core dilemma for many powerless women (and people who live in various states of human diminishment) is not, therefore, a denial of the image of God through disobedience, but through a loss of human agency.
 The corruption of humanity is seen in the self who does not inhabit the fullness of the image of God, who does not let their God-given worth envelop their humanity. It is not that self-giving ceases to be a part of Christian discipleship for those who manifest fallenness in this manner. However, it may be more apposite to understand that the struggle for just treatment or conditions may be as much a part of recovering right relation with God through self-respectful human agency as is choosing to renounce such claims.  While Christians may be generally more comfortable in working for the rights of others, the articulation of rights for the self does not have to be seen as, and is not necessarily, an act of pride or defiance but can be a witness to God-given human dignity and respect.

Involved in these different notions of the human condition are different conceptions of people and the way they relate, which then impact debates about human society, its organisation and needs. One conception is of people as atomised individuals who form a sense of themselves by separation and boundary-marking and, hence, who negotiate relationships in a spirit of competition. And one is seeing people as selves-in-relation, or persons-in-community, where connection and co-operation are a constitutive part of human identity. When competition is the model, then what serves one person must work against another (and, similarly, when translated to the human/divine dynamic, human freedom becomes incompatible with divine will). When co-operation or connection is the overarching model, then what serves one person must be in the interest of another (hence, human agency and self-determination are not of necessity antithetical to divine sovereignty). While the rights-bearing, atomised individual may be a myth – for in reality no person is self-sufficient or self-sustaining – it retains its potency to impact our lives. However, freedom and agency do not have to be understood in terms of a non-relational autonomy either for relationship among human beings or humanity’s relation to God. In one sense, human rights are about negotiating competing needs – they provide an agreed framework within which the inevitable disputes can find resolution. But they do this to ensure human respect and dignity for all in the diversity of our personal and social existence. I suggest that the theological problem in negotiating relationships, in part, comes from difficulties that Christian theology has in consciously holding self-respecting agency with healthy social relations.

Further, the concentration on the atomised individual and sin as particularly relating to individual disposition reduces attention to structural sin, that is, harmful patterns of relating that are replicated in social institutions, cultural mores, and established patterns of society. When emphasis is overwhelmingly on sin as being something committed against God, then the lived realities of being in wrong relation are obscured from view, to the detriment of those most vulnerable and powerless. The extent to which leaders and members of churches in Northern Ireland have understanding of the experiences of those whose well-being is undermined within our context will impact their attitude toward human rights in this society. It seems to me that often it is in the nature of a privileged position not to be able to appreciate the advantages of it. This is why tasting a more so-called ‘level playing field’ may feel more like discrimination than it does about losing unfair advantage. It is interesting that, in respect of the debates around the Sexual Orientation Regulations legislation, Christian groups who have previously held privileged positions in Northern Ireland in various ways are beginning to use the language of rights and claims of discrimination in support of their own positions.
 

I am not arguing that Christian theology simply needs to adopt human rights uncritically. What I am suggesting is that churches in Northern Ireland would be better able to engage with the human rights debate that exists here if proper attention was paid, not only to the internal rationale for human rights, but to their own theological mindset on the human self. Christian theology has rich resources for addressing social well-being. It’s understanding of justice, aligned in biblical narrative with mercy and love, offers much to the matter of human flourishing on both a personal and social level. So too does a Christian understanding of incarnation, whereby, in all the reality of Christ’s life and death, God assumes the standpoint of the powerless and, hence, experiences the oppression of the people. Alongside these resources, reflection on how Christian theology thinks about the self has the potential to enable constructive critical contemporary engagement with human rights discourse by the churches in Northern Ireland. 
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� The domination/subordination dynamic is illustrated in that Christian ideas about self-giving rarely disturb gender hierarchies. ‘Self-denial for men does not mean they give up their position of power over women. In fact, women’s self-denial serves to endorse male privilege.’ F. Porter (2004) It Will Not Be Taken Away From Her: A Feminist Engagement with Women’s Christian Experience, London: Darton, Longman and Todd, p. 62.
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* This paper was produced while I was working on the Centre For Contemporary Christianity in Ireland’s Faith in a Plural Society Research Project, which was made possible by a grant from the Community Relations Council under the EU Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border Counties.
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