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Mixed Marriage conference for Malone

TheNorthern Ireland Mixed MarriageAssociation (NIMMA) hostsits 34" annual conference
at St John’s Church of Ireland, Osborne Park, Malone, on Saturday 21% March.

Thetheme of the conferenceisinter-church spirituality and guest speaker Fr. Tom Layden, who
headsthe Society of Jesuscommunity in Belfast, will speak onthe shared spirituaity inmixed
marriage.

NIMMA chairman Ken Dunn describesthetiming and content of the 2009 event as
“particularly relevant tothistimeof year”.

Hesaid: “Wewill havejust celebrated St Patrick’sDay and the saint’scentral roleinthe shared
spirituality of al Christiansonthisidand, soit appropriatethat Fr Tom'stalk will focusonthe
sharing of therootsof our faith and their importancein mixed relationships’.

Theconference, whichisbeing hedin & John'sfor thefirst time, featuresthemain morning
lectureand group discussions, but children from the Bright Lightsdancing school will entertain
guestswith adisplay of Irish and Ulster Scotsdanceinthe afternoon.

The conferenceissupported by the Good Relations Unit of Belfast City Council and startsat
10.30am.
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Notesto editors:

1) Attached issomebackground material.

2) ChildrenfromtheBright Lightsdancing schoal, in full costume, will be
availablefor photographsfrom 1.45pm until 2.15pm on Saturday 21% Mar ch.
NIMM A memberswill beavailablefor inter views/photographsthroughout the
day.



A love for diversity

Background to the NIMMA conference
by Chairman Ken Dunn

TheNorthern Ireland “ Troubles’ had aready claimed their 1,000 victim when theNorthern
Ireland Mixed MarriageAssociation wasformedin 1974,

The country wasin despair and hopefor thefuturein short supply whenasmall band of men and
women, al of them either in or hoping to bein mixed marriages, madetimeto get together to share
friendship and offer support to others. Ordinary peoplein extraordinary timesstarting ajourney of
many milestones.

Intheintervening years, there have been significant successesfor NIMMA during yearswhen
bombs sounder louder than wedding bells, aswell asin the post-conflict period after 1998.
Undoubtedly, NIMMA lobbying dramatic changesto many of therestrictionsthat hampered these
marriages, asrequirementswere dropped and promisesremoved, and, although the areas of
“shared” Eucharist and Baptism remain contentious, thework to change rulesand minds continues
apace.

NIMMA's primefunction hasbeento provide pastoral carefor itsmembersand toimpact onthe
religiousand community understanding of intermarriage. It hasawaysrecognised that the need to
changeattitudesin thissociety and within thereligiouscommunitiesof our country will alow itto
weave anetwork of relationshipsthat can provide avoice and support for full integration.

Itisnot s mply about changing the mindsof clergy and family membersregarding mixed
relationships, it isabout changing society asawholeto enablethose who wish to marry to meet
withlessand lessresistance astheyearsgo on. Unfortunately, Northern Ireland remainsrifewith
sectarianismand NIMMA knowsonly too well that thereis till along way to go beforeareal
sense of normaity can beachieved.

Socia housing isproving acrucial areainwhich the association ishel ping to tackle sectarianism
head-on. There have alwaysbeen areaswhere, because of economic conditions, both communities
have been ableto livein harmony, but these have been few and far between. NIMMA isworking
tremendoudy hard with the Northern Ireland Housi ng Executiveto ensurethat itsvisionary planfor
shared neighbourhoods, inspired by the residentsthemsal vesand supported fully by the housing
authorities, can makethat aredlity for peoplein the social housing sector.

NIMMA remainsunique among thefamily of inter-church organisations. It seeksto address
community and segregation issuesthat smply do not exist in other countriesand, whilethere
appearsto beagenera perception with Northern Ireland society that the mixed marriageissue has
been resolved, day-to-day experiencetellsusthat it hasnot.

Thenightmare storiesthat cameto NIMMA at the height of the Troubleshave certainly subsided, it
iseasier to get married that it oncewas, but thereistill thereality that some clergy and parishes
areopposed to mixed marriages. Itisclear that not everything has been resolved.
Segregationisingtutionalisedinavariety of areasand NIMMA'swork isstill needed and relevant
to addressit. Ten yearsafter the Good Friday Agreement, thereisatendency on the part of many
whowould revitalisethe Northern Ireland economy to believe that multi-million pound, shared,
shopping mallscan somehow foster integration better than organisationslikeNIMMA. Itisashort-
s ghted solution that owesnothing tovision.

NIMMA has been described as* acourageous, tenacious, prophetic and capable organisation”,
but wemust never lose sight of our original visionfor theassociation.



Our foundersidentified the needs of thosewho wished to enter into mixed marriagesto get
the advice, encouragement and support they needed. Asmany of thesetrailblazing couples
havelived out their mixed married livesintheyearssince 1974, they have bornewitnesstoa
divisonthat hasbeen bridgedinaloving, yet differentiated way. Therearemorebridgesto
build and moretrailsto blaze, but long may we be blessed with that lovefor diversity.
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