
Replaying the grainy media footage of the tragedy of Bloody Sunday in Derry in 1972 in recent weeks, following the results of the Saville Inquiry, and now the news that the start of this year's marching season has been marred by violence, has flooded my mind with mem​ories of other tragedies in the province.

I grew up in the border area - "bandit coun​try", as a British politician called it. The name stuck. In fact some of the locals delighted in the term. I suppose it was bandit country. The normal rule of law did not apply.

It was a rural community that was 100 per cent Catholic and nationalist. Two miles down the road from us was a similar rural commu​nity. This was 100 per cent Protestant and Unionist, and never the twain would meet (except when killing each other).

One Sunday night two Catholics from out​side the area, returning from a football match, passed through that Protestant community. Their car was stopped at an illegal checkpoint made up of off-duty local security forces from the Protestant community. The bodies of the two football supporters were found next morning on the roadside, shot through the head.

The IRA, flying under the flag of a con​venient pseudonym, took its revenge. Each night for a week they killed an off-duty mem​ber of the security forces from that Protestant community, finally culminating with a gun-and-bomb attack on a Unionist Orange Order hall where six Protestants were killed. The sectarian carnage continued.

Some months later, six Catholics, three of them brothers, were shot dead by loyalist gunmen. The following night, in revenge, 10 Protestant workers were taken from a minibus, lined up and shot dead by the IRA.

At that time. I used to travel every day with about 10 other pupils 15 miles to St Patrick's Boys' Grammar School in Armagh city on a private school minibus. As the bus travelled through such troubled areas and the school authorities feared that we might become targets in revenge, they decided to abandon the journey. Instead, given the school took boarders, we became boarders for a few months.

I hated being a boarder. I used to call it internment without trial. Eventually freedom came via the public bus service when a new route was established linking our village and the school. As the bus contained students from other denominations (Protestants to us), it was felt we would be safer.

For most of us young Catholics, this was our first significant contact with Protestants of a similar age, and it was a recipe for "holy war". Each morning the Protestant students would be on the bus first and would scribble anti-Catholic graffiti on the seats. In the evening, we Catholics would be first on the bus and, not to be outdone in the war of words, we would scribble pro-IRA slogans alongside comments casting aspersions on the parenthood of the Revd Ian Paisley. The two groups hated each other. On we went for months, arguing and hurling verbal abuse and objects up and down the bus.

One of the girls who took the bus was a Protestant called Elizabeth. She won my respect. Her father and grandfather had been shot dead in that Orange Hall massacre. She had every right to hate us. She would have known that those who killed her loved ones came from our community and were prob​ably known to us. But in a bridge-building gesture, she began to calm the fighting, break up arguments and reached out the hand of friendship to us Catholics. She had the authority to do it.

It was a journey that many in Northern Ireland could not yet make and a journey that I don't think I could have made if I had been in her shoes. Inspired by the Gospel's call to love our enemies, Elizabeth was able to live out her Christianity and befriend her enemies. To me, she was an example of the Good Samaritan, moving outside her tribe. Her actions were prophetic and healing. She did something that in any other society would probably have been ordinary, but in Northern Ireland her actions were extraordinary, and I am still moved by Elizabeth's actions 35 years later.

What she did wasn't without cost. A few of her co-religionists would have nothing to do with her for befriending Catholics. Yet long before peace talks or peace agreements were even a gleam in Martin McGuinness' eye, an Ulster-style glasnost began to take hold on our school bus and we began to see each other as people.

Soon, we Catholic boys began to forget the religious hatred of 500 years and notice that some of these Protestant girls were very pretty. They always seemed to be blonde. And soon I began to fancy a pretty young girl called Christine, and I think she liked me too. But our only possible source of connection was the 45 minutes each way on the school bus. Our homes were only two miles apart geo​graphically, but away from that bus we lived in different worlds.

Jesus tells us that it is easy to love our family and friends but it is harder to love our enemy or perceived enemy. The story of the Good Samaritan is preceded by a question to Jesus: 'What must I do to inherit eternal life?" The answer is to love our neighbour. But the rich man asks: "Who is my neighbour?" And who is that today?

My peacemaking friend Elizabeth brought to that bus a form of healing. Children raised to inherit hatred and tribal loyalties were per​suaded to put them aside. Like the Good Samaritan, Elizabeth did ordinary things and made them remarkable. It was a form of grace.
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