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Introduction

I have three main reasons for thinking I might be able to say something useful about Ian Paisley:

1.  I was involved in what might be called 'constitutional politics' - the debate as to what the constitution of Northern Ireland might be - in the 1970s and 1980s.

2.  I was involved in the same period - the period of Paisley's campaign to 'Save Ulster from Sodomy' - with the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association.

3. My University thesis was on a particular aspect of Ulster Presbyterian history. Paisley read it and commented on it favourably, but spotted an error which had been missed by the Cambridge University School of Theology examiners. I later published a general history of Ulster Presbyterianism. 

I want in this paper to comment briefly on the first two points and at a little more length on the third.

Constitutional matters

In the 1970s and 80s I was literary secretary of the British and Irish Communist Organisation, and a regular contributor to its weekly commentary on Northern Ireland affairs - Workers' Weekly. The B&ICO - a very independent minded group of individuals, most of them from an Irish Republican background - was known at the time for arguing (against the general consensus on the Left at the time) that the Ulster Protestants constituted a distinct national community and that trying to coerce them into a United Ireland was a futile political project, of no interest to anyone concerned with the cause of Socialism. By the mid seventies we had come to the conclusion that, precisely because of the Catholic/Protestant divide, Northern Ireland was the part of the United Kingdom least suitable for devolved government. 

The majority rule devolved government established in 1920 had been a disaster. It was a fake parliament with all the trappings of real power including the excessively impressive building at Stormont, but real power remained with Westminster. On the most important questions the Stormont 'parliament' merely rubber-stamped Westminster legislation, including the Labour Party's welfare state legislation which the Unionists at Stormont, supposedly Conservatives, might have been expected to oppose. Nonetheless it still meant that a permanent Protestant Unionist majority was ruling over a permanent Catholic Nationalist minority with all the opportunities for abuse and grievance that that implied. A power sharing arrangement such as we have at present would certainly be better but the logic remains that each of the national identities has to maximise its strength in the face of the other and in these circumstances the emergence of the sort of class based, Left/Right politics which we wanted to see - and which still, in the 1970s, looked like a viable proposition - was rendered impossible.

After 1974 and the collapse of the powersharing arrangement that had been negotiated at Sunningdale, we argued that direct rule from Westminster should be reformed into a permanent system of government and that the parties able to form governments in Westminster - the Conservative and Labour Parties - should take members and contest elections in Northern Ireland. The fact that these parties refused to take members in Northern Ireland was something that was never mentioned in the mainstream press when the peculiarly vicious sectarian nature of our politics was under discussion.

In the mid to late seventies it looked as though things were going our way. Clearly Westminster could never agree to the establishment of a majority rule devolved government but equally clearly, in the wake of the UWC strike and the collapse of the Sunningdale agreement the Unionists could not agree to the establishment of a powersharing government.

Although it is a slight digression I want to say a word here about the UWC ('Ulster Workers' Council') strike because it has been much misunderstood.

It was not in fact a strike against powersharing; it was a strike against the 'Irish dimension', the involvement of the southern government in Northern Ireland affairs.

During the Sunningdale negotiations John Hume of the Catholic Nationalist SDLP had argued for what he called a 'condominion'. He saw the problem not so much as of relations between Protestants and Catholics within the United Kingdom but of two national identities - Irish and British - each of which should be allowed full political expression. The Nationalists should be able to look to Dublin as their government, the Unionists to Westminster. Dublin and Westminster would have equal sovereignty. If I remember aright the example given to show that such an arrangement might be possible was the Anglo-French condominion established in the nineteenth century over Egypt.

Although this solution was formally rejected in the Sunningdale negotiations, a 'Council of Ireland' was to be established which would give the Republic of Ireland a consultative say in certain fairly minor matters of government. In practise however, in the brief period of the functioning of the powersharing arrangement, the SDLP behaved as if Northern Ireland was under a condominion and treated the Southern government as if they regarded it as their own sovereign government. This was the direction in which Hume saw things developing.

As part of the overall arrangement, however, in order to secure the 'Irish dimension', the Southern government had agreed to waive its claim to sovereignty over Northern Ireland. A court case was brought by the Republican TD Kevin Boland arguing that this was in violation of Articles 2 &3 of the Republic's constitution. In its defence the Southern government argued that its waiver of the claim to sovereignty was not binding on future Southern governments. Which made nonsense of it.

The initial demand of the strikers was that under these circumstances the proposed Council of Ireland should not be allowed to go ahead. It was not, under the circumstances, an unreasonable demand. Unfortunately the three governments concerned - Westminster, Dublin and Stormont - decided to treat the strike as if it was a Fascist putsch and this was what eventually mobilised virtually the entire Protestant community into enthusiastic support for it with the result that the position of the Unionists within the powersharing executive became untenable.

Our little group had as it happens written to Paddy Devlin (as the member of the government with the most credible pretensions to being a Socialist) warning him that this would be the consequence of the SDLP's behaviour. I seem to remember that his reply made reference to political groupings that could be fitted into a telephone box ...

Given the degree of opposition in the Protestant community it is impossible to say if the powersharing executive could have survived in the long term, but with a less arrogant attitude on the part of its supporters it is reasonable to believe it could have survived the UWC strike.

In the wake of the strike all the mainstream political groupings remained formally committed to the re-establishment of a devolved government. We took the view that this was of itself a major source of the instability of Northern Ireland. In particular the obvious anxiety of Westminster to divest itself of responsibility for the province could only act as an incentive to the IRA to continue its campaign. Westminster wanted out of Northern Ireland because it was a nuisance. Under those circumstances it was clearly in the interests of the Republican cause to ensure that Northern Ireland continued to be a nuisance. Previous IRA campaigns had been called off when it was clear there was no prospect of success. Now that the constitutional status of Northern Ireland was in the melting pot there was no reason for them to think they might not succeed.

In 1974 Enoch Powell joined what was now referred to as the Official Unionist Party. Although he never took on board the crucial argument on the need for the UK political parties to organise in Northern Ireland he did understand the argument against the establishment of a devolved government and he was closely allied in this respect with James Molyneaux, leader of the Unionists at Westminster who took over leadership of the party as a whole in 1979. Although still formally committed to the re-establishment of a majority rule devolved government, the party under Molyneaux made it clear that it was in fact indifferent to the matter. Its principle achievement tended in the opposite direction. As part of a price extracted for keeping James Callaghan's Labour government in power Molyneaux secured an increase in the number of MPs in Westminster, from 12 to 17. This implied recognition of the elementary fact that Westminster was indeed and would continue to be the seat of power. It was in protest against this increase in Northern Ireland's representation at Westminster that Gerry Fitt, another member of the SDLP with Socialist credentials, abstained in the crucial vote of confidence that brought down Callaghan's government (by one vote) and inaugurated the reign of Margaret Thatcher.

The Conservative Party election manifesto of 1979 promised the establishment not of a new legislature in Northern Ireland but of an upper tier of local government. It was an accident of history that at the time Stormont was 'prorogued' in 1972, Northern Ireland was in the middle of a radical re-organisation of local government. The new arrangements presupposed that Stormont would act both as a legislature and as a co-ordinating centre for the new local government bodies that were being established. The upper tier of local government promised in the Conservative manifesto would have provided all that was needed to give Northern Ireland an adequate system of administration, accepting Westminster as the legislature. It should be said that throughout Northern Ireland powersharing, even, if my memory serves me right, involving Sinn Fein, was already being practised at the purely administrative local government level and the Official Unionists, still the most substantial part of 'the Unionist family', would have had no problem with powersharing in the new administrative arrangement apparently being proposed by the Tories.

The architect of the Conservative policy was Airey Neave who had managed Margaret Thatcher's campaign to take over leadership of the party and had, or appeared to have, considerable influence over her. The assassination of Airey Neave by the Irish National Liberation Army in 1979 is a strong argument against those who think assassination can never be an effective political weapon. The last Labour Secretary of State of Northern Ireland, Roy Mason, had made no efforts to establish a devolved legislature and this had had a demoralising effect on the IRA (hence the slogan 'Stone Mason will not break us'). But as soon as the Conservatives took power the policy of Airey Neave was abandoned and under Secretary of State Humphrey Atkins a convention was established to discuss new constitutional arrangements and, despite its utterly predictable failure, under Atkin's successor James Prior an 'assembly' was elected with all the appearance of a real Parliament but none of the power. The theory was that under a process of 'rolling devolution' it would acquire power gradually as bit by bit its members learned to behave themselves (and presumably developed the habit of enjoying the salaries and perks with which they were generously provided).

What was Ian Paisley's role in all this? Throughout the whole period he was stumping the country noisily demanding a majority rule devolved government, a demand the Westminster government obviously could not concede. In opposition to Roy Mason - clearly from a Unionist point of view the best Secretary of State Northern Ireland had through the whole period of the 'troubles' - Paisley held a poor imitation of the UWC strike and mounted a fake paramilitary 'third force' (as Steve Bruce shows in his book on Paisley, the 'real' - really vicious - paramilitaries, the UDA and the UVF, tended to despise Paisley as all talk and no action. We will come back to this). While the Official Unionists said 'No' to the Convention and boycotted it, Paisley's Democratic Unionist Party said 'Yes'. And while the SDLP - and, later, the Official Unionists - said 'No' to the Assembly, the DUP again said 'Yes'. Two occasions on which Ian Paisley said 'Yes' when according to the argument we were advancing at the time and which I still think is valid, he should have said 'No'. In terms of keeping Northern Ireland in a destabilised constitutional position suitable for the continuation of the IRA campaign, Paisley, John Hume and the Northern Ireland Office may be regarded as allies. All this of course was before Hume pulled his masterstroke with the Anglo Irish Agreement which, for reasons I won't go into here, changed everything. It eventually (though not, as it happens, immediately) blew our political project out of the water.

I could say much more about all that but want to move on to other things.

Sexual politics

The second point of my life with Ian Paisley was in relation to the 'Save Ulster from Sodomy' campaign. As you probably know, homosexual activity was decriminalised in England and Wales in 1967. The 1967 Act, however, did not extend to Northern Ireland (which had its own pseudo-Parliament) or Scotland (which had its own legal system). The Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association was established in 1975 and in the same year, Jeff Dudgeon took the British Government to the European Human Rights Court in Strasbourg, which found in his favour in 1981 that the British law was an infringement of his right to a private life. It was in this context that in 1977, Paisley launched his 'Save Ulster from Sodomy' campaign.

The only point I want to make about this is that it was actually much less nasty than it could have been. I have discussed this with Jeff Dudgeon and Sean McGouran, who was particularly active in Cara-Friend, a befriending agency that was set up to help isolated or intimidated homosexuals to meet socially with other homosexuals. I myself was at the time founder-editor of the NIGRA journal, Gay Star. I haven't checked on this recently but so far as I know they weren't personally targeted. My involvement was much less prominent but it never occurred to me that it might be dangerous or that I might be subject to serious intimidation. Despite homosexuality being illegal there were two gay discos operating openly in Belfast at the time. One was a disco that could be described as commercial though it had been set up under the auspices of NIGRA. It was called the Carpenter Club after the Socialist poet Edward Carpenter who had also been an early advocate of homosexuality as a valid form of sexual activity. The other was a weekly night in Queen's University Students Union - 'Queen's - Queens'? - Disco'.

The Carpenter Club was in the centre of town behind the security barriers (we are talking about Belfast at the height of 'the troubles'). It was in a dark alleyway which ended in the security barrier. Anyone walking down that alleyway could only be going to the Carpenter Club. Again I haven't checked this but I don't know of anyone being attacked or of a picket being held at the club. A picket in those circumstances could have been very intimidating. The Queen's Disco was picketed. After a night's dancing we would come out all flushed and excited to be confronted by a group of Democratic Unionist Party students holding placards with slogans that one could, if one so wished, have found offensive. But they were perfectly well behaved, polite and even friendly. One could, and some of us did, converse with them. Most probably all of them were Free Presbyterians and the Free Presbyterian Church had, contrary to its reputation, an ethos of politeness, respectability, elementary decency. The line on homosexuality was like the line on Roman Catholicism that you detest the sin but you love the sinner. It was true that line might sometimes be blurred but broadly speaking I think it was held. I remember also a TV interview with Paisley in which he said that he wanted to maintain the law on homosexuality because he thought society as a whole should bear witness that this was not a respectable lifestyle. However, he was not calling for the law to be enforced with any rigour. Once the law was changed, so far as I know he accepted the situation, while of course continuing to preach against what he continued to regard as sin.

In his interesting book on Paisley, the sociologist Steve Bruce discusses the DUP's attitude to the relations between what might be called God's law and the civil law. He argues that the DUP took the 'democratic' part of its label seriously. Since its membership and particularly its active membership were nearly all fundamentalist Protestants it would argue for God's law - for example on the question of Sunday opening. But if they were defeated in the democratic process they would accept defeat, even quite graciously. In other words, they weren't arguing for a 'theocracy' that would impose God's law on people who didn't want it. They asserted what God's law was and they tried to live by it themselves and to persuade other people to live by it, but they accepted that the civil law was different, that it was and could only be decided by the will of the people. The great criticism directed against the Republic of Ireland was, after all, that it was, or Paisley believed it to be, a Church dominated theocracy.

Church matters

And this brings me to what I consider to be the main subject of this talk - Paisley's religious orientation and in particular the character of his Free Presbyterian Church.

I mentioned earlier that I had published a general history of Ulster Presbyterianism. I had wanted to call it 'Peculiarities of Ulster Presbyterianism' because my main intention was to outline what was distinctive about the development in Ulster, that is, to put it into the context of developments in the rest of the British Isles, chiefly Scotland, England and the rather different development that occurred in the South of Ireland. You will notice that I haven't mentioned Wales. I did read about the history of Calvinistic Methodism in Wales but whereas there were clear links between Ulster and, most obviously Scotland but also England, there seemed to be no direct connection with Wales. An obvious explanation for this was the difference in language.

Had I had my way I would also have finished the book with the great religious 'revival' that took place in 1859. What I wanted to do was to write about a period in which the Presbyterians in the North of Ireland constituted what could almost be described as a distinct political society in its own right. The Presbyterian tradition in general aspired to be an 'established' church, that is to say, the Church of the whole nation recognised as such by the civil government and in some respects - matters of faith and morals - sovereign over the civil government. The Church of Scotland was, indeed still is, like the Church of England, an established church. The Presbyterian 'Synod of Ulster' could not claim that status but they nonetheless behaved like a national church in relation to their own members. The principle duty of a Presbyterian was discipline - membership of the church, regular attendance, participation in the sacraments. Until the early nineteenth century the church exercised a juridicial oversight (not recognised by the civil government) in matters of morality. It was this participation in a collective discipline that gave the believer an assurance that he or she was one of God's people and therefore liable to be saved. In this respect the Church resembled - it could be said to have continued the tradition of - the Roman Catholic Church.

Like the Scottish Presbyterian Church, the Ulster Presbyterians were prone to splits and schisms but in general that emphasis on the discipline of a worshipping society with a theoretical right to sovereignty over the whole society was maintained by the dissidents.

My argument was that this began to break up in the early nineteenth century and that although what happened in 1859 looked like and called itself a 'revival' of religion it was actually a sign that the old order was definitively broken. It was no longer membership of the Church that assured a safe passage through life to Eternity but a subjective experience of having been 'saved'. And the old church and its sacraments was not necessary to that subjective experience. 1859 was followed by the rapid spread of the 'Gospel Hall', either organised through, for example, the 'brethren' ('Plymouth Brethren') or on a more spontaneous, one might say private enterprise, basis. As one example among many hundreds, Ian Paisley's father, James Kyle Paisley seems to have started preaching informally almost as soon as he was converted at a YMCA meeting perhaps as a teenager. It was on the basis of an already established extra-denominational preaching career that he was called to become Baptist pastor in Armagh. But soon after moving to another Baptist church in Ballymena he left it and, to quote Bruce:

'With a few of his flock, Kyle Paisley started services in a disused carpet warehouse. He then `trusted in the Lord to provide' and acquired a building site by the railway lines. A plain single-storey building-the Waveney Road Tabernacle-was erected, and the small congregation set out in its Covenant its firm opposition to `the anti-super-naturalism of modernism, and the deceptions of fanaticism, and the formality of a dead and defunct orthodoxy'. In a 'day of apostasy, declension and compromise, the remnant would maintain a faithful witness to the belief that the Bible was `the whole Word of God ... verbally inspired by God the Holy Ghost ... the final authority on all matters of Doctrine, Faith, Practice.'

My publisher did not want me to stop in 1859. He wanted me to bring the story up to the present day and in particular to make mention of Ian Paisley which, of course, would help to sell the book. I'm afraid that the last chapter of my book is weak as regards a distinctly theological or church-organisational history. I simply used it as a vehicle to advance the political argument I have outlined at the beginning of the present talk.

If I had engaged in a proper religious history covering this more 'revivalist' period I might well have had to pay more attention to the Welsh experience. One could very - very - broadly outline two strands in the tradition that identifies with the name of John Calvin. In the one, which we might broadly call the 'reformed' tradition, the emphasis is still on the Church and on its disciplines (the Church of Scotland was reformed on the basis of John Knox's First Book of Discipline and then of Andrew Melville's Second Book of Discipline). The second strand lays the emphasis on the subjective experience of the individual believer. A classical expression of this might be John Bunyan's book, Grace Abounding, which tells autobiographically something like the story that is told allegorically in the Pilgrim's Progress.

The emphasis on subjective experience, and particularly on the experience of being 'born again' - a moment in which one knows one is saved, that Jesus has taken one's sins on Himself - is a particularly Anglo-American development. But in the context of the British Isles it was particularly strong in Wales.

When I was studying the Ulster Presbyterian tradition I was struck by the fact that in the eighteenth century and early nineteenth century there was very little in the way of devotional literature, religious poetry or hymn writing. Indeed I can't offhand think of anything. The same could not be said of Wales, yet both traditions claim to be 'Calvinist'. Also, Wales saw a whole series of revivals - no need to put the word in inverted commas here - moments of religious enthusiasm spreading like a contagion from one person to another and then from one community to another. If I had the time I could read you accounts which I find very moving. But there is very little of this in Ulster prior to 1859. 

It happens that Paisley had his first training for the ministry in Wales - in what was then the Barry Bible College. It's now the Wales Evangelical School of Theology. He spent a year there, but his main training was the three years he spent in the Reformed Presbyterian Theological Hall in Belfast. This is of great interest to me. I knew he had studied there but I didn't know he had been with them for three years. I spent quite a lot of time in their library working through the literature of certain nineteenth century disputes when I was writing my University thesis. They are the continuation of what in Scotland are known as the Covenanters, the Cameronians or the 'hill folk' - the Presbyterians who refused to accept the settlement that followed the 'Glorious Revolution' of 1689-90. This was when the Roman Catholic King James II was replaced with the Dutch Protestant William III, William of Orange. It is the victory celebrated by the 'Orangemen' and it established the Church of Scotland as a Presbyterian Church - that is to say a Church without Bishops, or 'prelates'.

Why did the Covenanters reject it? They maintained that in the 1640s the peoples of Scotland and England had entered into a 'Solemn League and Covenant' binding before God which required them, among other things, to 'endeavour the extirpation of Popery, Prelacy (that is, church government by Archbishops, Bishops, their Chancellors, and Commissionaries, Deans, Deans and Chapters, Archdeacons, and all other ecclesiastical officers depending on that hierarchy) ... that the Lord may be one, and his name one, in the three kingdoms' (the three kingdoms of course including Ireland which however is not mentioned among the elements that had subscribed to it). Although from the time of the Williamite settlement Popery was indeed being suppressed and persecuted, a prelatic church - the Anglican Church - had been established in England, Wales and Ireland. The Revolution was, then, in their eyes, 'a turning aside like a deceitful bow' (Psalm 78, v.57 - the Covenanters' skill with Biblical phrases is exploited with great aplomb by Walter Scott, in particular in his novel Old Mortality). They would not recognise the government as legitimate. I think I am right in saying that when the pseudo-parliament at Stormont was imposed on the people of Northern Ireland, civil servants were required to sign an oath of allegiance to the Queen, but a special exemption was given to the Reformed Presbyterians.

In the light of the very crude distinction I have drawn between an emphasis on correct church discipline on the one hand and an emphasis on subjective experience on the other, the Reformed Presbyterians were very much on the side of discipline. They don't sing humanly contrived hymns, only the inspired words of scripture, especially of course the Psalms, unaccompanied by any musical instrument. The emphasis is on the sermon, a lengthy, sober exposition of scripture. As myself an Orthodox Christian under the discipline of the Moscow patriarchate, even though this is very much a 'prelatic' church, I find them the most attractive of non-Orthodox Christian denominations.

The appeal of Paisley's Free Presbyterian Church was that it provided a refuge from the mainstream Presbyterian Church which, many people thought, was no longer preaching the doctrines of traditional Calvinism (a tension between 'liberal' and 'conservative' tendencies that is a continuous part of the history of all the Calvinist churches). That, however, does not explain very much since there already were other bodies offering apparently the same service. There were the Reformed Presbyterians for a start but perhaps their refusal to recognise the government and opposition to the Glorious Revolution was a little off putting. Certainly no Orangeman could be a Reformed Presbyterian. Despite the time he spent with them there is no suggestion that Paisley was ever tempted to join their ministry.

Then there is the Irish Evangelical Church, now the Evangelical Presbyterian Church (Ireland). They had separated from the main body in the 1920s after a long period of protesting against deviations in doctrine. They have a very impressive bookshop in the centre of Belfast, very useful to me when I was doing my research. Although as a denomination they only exist in Ireland they are well connected with the Free Church of Scotland (the 'Wee Frees') and with the evangelical Calvinist tendency in England and Wales associated with the great name of Martin Lloyd Jones, who was a friend and colleague of W.J.Grier one of the leading figures in the Irish church, who was present, as it happens, at Ian Paisley's ordination. They may have more of a 'born again' character than the Reformed Presbyterians but there is still a strong emphasis on correct doctrine and sober discipline. 

Both these connections were well established by the 1950s when Paisley began his independent career. What did he have to offer that was different?

If I were to try to sum up Paisley in one word, that word would be 'jollity'. If we look at formal photographs of evangelical and Calvinist preachers from whatever period they usually have very serious, even sometimes quite grim, expressions on their faces, with at best, sometimes, the barest shadow of a smile. In this company the jovial expression usually found on Paisley's face, even in the formal photograph that adorns his website ('The European Institute of Protestant Studies' at http://www.ianpaisley.org) is almost shocking as if in a series of Orthodox icons we might suddenly encounter a broadly grinning Saint. Paisley has been given the nickname 'Dr No'. I have noted a particular - in my view lamentable - example of his saying 'Yes' (to Humphrey Atkins' 'constitutional convention' then to James Prior's 'rolling devolution'). If I were to give him a nickname I would call him 'Dr Feelgood'. His particular talent - and this is what brought his religious vocation and his political vocation together - was to enable his people to feel good about themselves.

Who were these people? Paisley's main following, especially in the early days, was rural. Steve Bruce, drawing from the 1981 census returns, describes his support as follows:

'Compared to Irish Presbyterians, Free Presbyterians were relatively scarce at the top of the occupational scale. Fewer of them were professionals such as doctors and teacher (1.5 per cent compared with 4.5 per cent for Irish Presbyterians) and they were under-represented among professionally qualified engineers (2.0 per cent as compared with 4.4 per cent for Irish Presbyterians). Among those described as managers, Irish Presbyterians were much more likely to run big operations than were Free Presbyterians. Although similar proportions worked in manufacturing or assembling, Free Presbyterians were concentrated in more types of processing work connected with agriculture than with urban hi-tech engineering. Free Presbyterians were more likely than Irish Presbyterians to be self-employed but the self-employed Irish Presbyterians were more likely to employ other people. This suggests that more Free Presbyterians were businessmen in what the Victorians called `a small way'. The differences in social class and occupation are mirrored in differences in educational qualifications. According to the 1981 census 90.8 per cent of Irish Presbyterians had no post-school qualifications; the figure for Free Presbyterians was 97.5.'

He never had much support from the industrial working class. As I have already remarked, the working class elements that went into the paramilitary organisations, the UDA and the UVF, tended to despise him politically as someone who made a lot of noise but was not willing to do anything. His role in the UWC strike of 1974 was marginal. Nor did the urban working class and the paramilitaries show any great interest in the religious side of his activities. Whatever one might think of Paisley's political antics or of the DUP as a political party, however, the work of building a Church proceeded apace and, so far as I can see from the outside, was a success, quickly outstripping its Reformed Presbyterian and Evangelical Presbyterian rivals. Like the Reformed Presbyterians and Evangelical Presbyterians, it successfully appealed to what was left of the old sense of the Church as a principle of social organisation, a discipline, an ark of safety. Like them, but especially perhaps like the Evangelical Presbyterians, it evoked the need for a subjective feeling of having been saved, an 'assurance of salvation', of having been 'born again'. But to a greater extent than the Reformed Presbyterians or Evangelical Presbyterians, it brought in elements of a 'revivalist' enthusiasm, an atmosphere suitable for stimulating feelings of having been born again, something the more sober Evangelicals of the school of Martyn Lloyd Jones would tend to regard with suspicion. It had many rivals in that field too, notably the American-style mega-church of Pastor James McConnell, various Pentecostalist groups and a 'modernising' trend within the Brethren. But they lacked the sense of continuity with the Presbyterian Calvinist tradition.

What exactly is the appeal of Calvinism? To an outsider the idea that the whole of humanity is damned apart from a remnant predestined by God to salvation does not look very attractive. But the people who turned to Ian Paisley were not receiving this as a new idea. It was their tradition, it was what defined them as a people. And it turns life, even an externally uninteresting life, into a great adventure. Life is conducted in the context of Eternity, an Eternity of suffering or an Eternity of joy. In such a view of the world everything, even the most frivolous of thoughts or acts, matters. If you've had a taste of that then going to Church and hearing nothing but the ministers' personal opinions on this and that becomes immensely frustrating. You want to hear sound doctrine. And if you have had the experience of being 'born again' you want to have that certainty - the assurance that you are on the right side, that you are saved for all Eternity - constantly confirmed.

Judging from the success of the Free Presbyterian Church one has the impression that Paisley and his ministers fulfilled this function well. A people who were quite marginal in the scheme of things, who were being pushed aside by 'progress' but who nonetheless had a sense of the worth of their own tradition, went to the Free Presbyterian Church and were enabled to feel that they counted for something in the world. I would suggest that Paisley's role in politics was similar. Calvinism is a substantial religious idea. I can't judge if Paisley or his ministers expressed it well. The only political idea he seems to have had in his head for the most successful period of his political career was restoration of a majority rule devolved government in Northern Ireland - an idea I consider to have been malevolent and impractical. But people went to his rallies to hear him speak and they felt good. In circumstances in which everything was conspiring to demoralise them, that may not have been a useless thing to do.
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