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YOUR STORY
We would love to hear your
experience. If you have a
story, contact Caroline at:
caroline.odoherty@examiner.ie

Sean Mullan feels
Evangelism will

continue to grow.

In the first of a
two-part series,
Caroline
O’Doherty
examines the
alternative
churches in
modern Ireland

ANY time religion hits the
news in this country, it’s
almost a given that the

Catholic Church is the subject of the
story.
So tied up with national identity is

it, and so troubled has it been in
recent years, that it dominates public
debate on faith and spirituality.
But away from the headlines,

another movement has been writing
its own story. The term “alternative
Christian churches” can loosely be
used, offering as they do an alterna-
tive to the main Christian denomina-
tions of the Catholic Church,
Church of Ireland, Presbyterianism
and Methodism.
Within the grouping, some prefer

to use the term Evangelical, some
Pentecostal, others Born Again or
Charismatic.
As a rule of thumb, Evangelical

churches tend to be more conserva-
tive in their beliefs and less dramatic
in their worship style than the
Pentecostal, and Born Again groups
tend to be newer than Charismatic
although the differences can be quite
subtle.
Between them all, they have about

50,000 followers in Ireland, attached
to around 500 churches, fellowships
or congregations — again the termi-
nology varies — and their numbers
are steadily growing.
You might recognise them by their

names: Radical Life, Open Arms,
Living Hope, Liberty, Victory, Dis-
covery, Abundant Life and Kingdom
Praise are just a few examples of the
preference for choosing titles that
scream positivity.
You may also know them by their

premises: shop units, lock-ups in
industrial estates, office buildings and
rented rooms in hotels and GAA
clubs are all being used for Sunday
gatherings.
And you’ll definitely know them if

you chance upon one of their ser-
vices for the music is upbeat and
rousing; the congregation invariably
sings along, often dancing, swaying
or raising their hands in acclamation;
and the preacher, pastor or leader
— once more the terms differ — is
dressed in civilian clothes, typically
delivering a stirring sermon packed
with rhetoric and exhortation
designed to work up a reaction.
But there is still some uncertainty

about who Evangelicals are (for
convenience, just one term is used
here) and what they believe. It was
this concern that led to the forma-
tion in 2004 of the Evangelical
Alliance, an association of about 150
churches.
“There was a sense that we were

quite disconnected from wider soci-
ety,” says Alliance director, Corkman
Sean Mullan.
“There wasn’t any real general un-

derstanding of who these Evangelical,
Pentecostal, Charismatic, Born Again
people were. One of the problems is
the fact that there is no centralised
organisation and no obvious structure
so we wanted to provide some sort
of public point of contact. Out of
confusion, there was suspicion.”
He feels the suspicion is less now,

thanks in part to the influx of immi-
grants who arrived here over the past
decade, bringing their religions with
them.
“People have got used to there

being a much wider variety of reli-
gions,” he says. “Plus, I think that the
weakening of loyalty to the Catholic
Church has made people more
tolerant of alternatives.”
Evangelism in its purest form,

which requires an intentional conver-
sion or recommitment to Christianity
— being born again rather than
simply accepting the de-
fault position of being born
into it through your par-
ents’ religion — is nothing
new, having begun as a
movement in Britain in the
1700s. The movement
came to Ireland too but it
really only took off in re-
cent times with members
estimated to have increased
five-fold since 1980 and
much of the growth taking
place in the last 10 years.
Figures are estimates

because the Census is not
precise in identifying mem-
bers. Just 5,276 people declared
themselves Evangelical in the last
Census in 2006 — a 40% increase on
the 2002 Census figure — while
8,116 were counted as “Apostolic or
Pentecostal” — a 157% increase.
But almost 30,000 were identified

as “unspecified Christian” and a total
of 265,000 came under the headings
of other religions, no religion or
“not stated“. A criticism of the Cen-
sus is that it collects this data under
the description “Religious Denomi-
nation” when Evangelism is not a
denomination so it is believed many
members feel they can not give an
accurate reply.
Growth in recent years was largely

due to immigration. The Redeemed
Christian Church alone, with its
mainly Nigerian membership, has
over 100 parishes across the country
while there are also churches that are
almost exclusively Polish, Romanian,
Indian, Chinese and West African.
But indigenous Irish churches have

flourished too, attracting both native
Irish and immigrants to their doors.
“In the Irish churches there would

be a relatively healthy mix of Irish
and non-Irish and I think that has
brought a new strength to the Irish
churches,” Mullan says.
“I remember a guy from Ghana

saying to me when someone got sick,
they always prayed first whereas for
us, prayer tends to be a last resort.
“A doctor is a luxury where many

immigrants come from so when they
pray, it’s very real for them.”
Praying for healing has its critics,

particularly when espoused by the
more spurious “televangelists” found
preaching on dedicated US television
channels, and there are some church-
es in Ireland using promotional mate-
rial that suggests that faith and prayer
can replace medical advice and drugs.
“I would not have met people who

have that ideological viewpoint, but I
have heard stories,” Mullan concedes.
However he insists: “Anyone I inter-
act with in the alliance believes in a
mix of faith and practicality — in
other words, you call on God and the
doctor.”
Mullan, from Cobh, was raised a

Catholic but began exploring his
faith while in college in Scotland.
“I remember walking out of the

church one Sunday morning thinking
there has got to be more to it.”
Later, while working as a naviga-

tional officer with the P&O shipping
company, he left to do volunteer
work for a Christian charity on a
ship bringing educational materials to
South America.
That was the start of his career

change in earnest. He went on to
study theology for three years, then
got work as an assistant in Cork
Baptist Church before leaving to
head up the new Midleton Evangeli-
cal Church for the best part of 10
years, followed by nine years as pastor
of West Dublin Community Church
in Blanchardstown.
With community based churches

such as these, faith and practicality
again make for the crucial
mix.
“When a church starts

from scratch, it starts with
people putting their hands
in their pocket to pay for
the rent of a room or a
hall,” Mullan explains.
“But the willingness to

fund it comes from a very
basic spiritual and theolog-
ical truth. When someone
becomes Christian they
commit themselves to the
overall leadership of Jesus
in their lives. He is the
first authority and that

means that every other authority is in
some way kicked out.
“So the other major influences in

our lives — money, power and sex
— all these things are challenged as a
result of that. It doesn’t mean that
they don’t have any place in our lives
— Christians still have money and
they still have sex but their influence
is where it should be. It’s not an
overwhelming influence. When
money is no longer the most
important thing in life, it’s a lot
easier to be generous.”
Despite the departure of many

immigrants recently in recent times,
Mullan believes Evangelism will
continue to grow here.
“There is great freedom in Evan-

gelical faith. I’m free to question and
think for myself and yet the Bible is
there to guide me so I don’t go too
far astray. I’m free to become who
I’m meant to be. I think there is
tremendous appeal in that for a lot of
people, now more than ever.”

‘The people here were looking for something more’“IT’S tithing time.Hallelujah!” The biggest
of the three giant video

screens surrounding the stage at the
Victory Centre auditorium has been
busy flashing hints that today might
be a good day to donate.
Pay rise. Bonus. Sales and

commission. Rebates. Royalties
received. Mortgage paid off. Gifts.
Estates and inheritances. It has
covered all the possible ways a little
extra cash might have made its way
into your wallet of late.
Now it’s suggesting a good way to

get rid of the excess. “It’s tithing
time. Hallelujah!”
To anyone brought up with the

whispered passing of the collection
basket during Catholic mass, the
unabashed rallying of the wallets
by the evangelical pastors of the
Victory Christian Fellowship is a
startling contrast.
Tithing, or giving tithes,

technically and historically means
contributing a 10th of all household
income to your church but while
there are no hard and fast rules
about how much Victory’s followers
give, they don’t shy away from the
envelopes.
Blue is for cash, cheque or card

contributions to the building fund
for the hugely impressive Victory
Centre where they attend services.
White is for a standing order
mandate for the same purpose.
Yellow is for any type of donation
for any purpose in the fellowship.
Since the service began, people

have been busy balancing the
forms on their knees, squinting in
the dimmed light as they fill in their
details.
All the while, four exuberant lead

singers backed by a dozen-strong
choir and a six-piece band are
belting out a series of songs — some
soulful, some ballads, some rocking,
all praising God or seeking guidance
— under a stunning light show
worthy of a major concert venue.
The congregation responds

enthusiastically, rising from their
seats, swaying with outstretched
arms and open palms and singing
along, breaking from the lyrics now
and again to voice their own spoken
prayers or affirmations. “Yes, Lord.”
“Thank you, Jesus.” The sentiments
are spontaneous and heartfelt.
Those filling in the forms finish

up and join in. Young, old, African,
eastern European, Asian, Irish, a
Pussycat Doll wannabe in tight
leggings.
After half an hour, the music and

song subsides and Sheila Hade, one
half of the pastor-couple who
founded and run Victory, appears,
immaculately attired in the style of
an American first lady.
She stands before a podium and

reads out a prayer request. It’s for a
member of the church who fell in
the bathroom this morning and is in
hospital with neck and back injuries.
She leads the congregation in

prayer for the unfortunate woman.
“We command healing into every

bone, every muscle, every tissue,
every ligament, every sinew ...,”
while the crowd responds with
murmurs of “please Jesus”, “praise
Jesus”.
Pastor Sheila then reads from a

handful of ‘praise reports’ where
followers have written of ailments
and troubles they have had cured by
prayer. As she speaks, around a
dozen assistants line up along the
stage and members of the congrega-
tion queue in front of them to
receive healing through the laying
on of hands or the touch of heads.
As the queues finish, the tall, lean,

impeccably suited pastor Brendan
Hade appears, looking fresher than
his 69 years, and announces it’s time
to take up the tithes and offerings.
He gives a talk based on a letter of

St Paul to the Corinthians in which
he praises the generosity of the
Christians in Macedonia who gave
to God not only what they could
afford, but far more.
“The heart regulates the hand,”

pastor Brendan tells the congrega-
tion. “It’s God’s nature to give and
we have the nature of God within
us,” he says.
He goes on to urge prayers for

the Government. “The Government
came out with some legislation that
enables the churches to claim back a
percentage of the taxes on the tithes
and offerings,” he says, referring to
the facility whereby approved chari-
ties can claim relief on donations
over 250 made by PAYE taxpayers.
“That’s a great blessing. That’s

why we need to keep praying for
the Government,” he continues, as
assistants scan the congregation for
outstretched hands as they offer the
official CHY2 forms donors must
complete for the tax claim to be
processed.
Assistant pastor Gerry Byrne takes

the stage next, announcing details
of an upcoming jazz night and
dinner in the centre, encouraging
everyone to bring their friends,
workmates and family “for a gentle
introduction to the body of Christ”.
He also invites newcomers to the

hospitality suite once the service is
finished and adds that anyone with a
question about the CHY2 forms
should come see him afterwards.
Pastor Sheila is back briefly, with

a report from the previous Saturday’s
ladies’ breakfast meeting in Kilken-
ny. Her announcement that six
souls were saved at the meeting is
met by applause.
Her husband returns then and the

proceedings take on a more sombre
air. He delivers a sermon that

requires a good knowledge of the
Bible, quoting liberally from the
writings of Paul and John to the
Ephesians, Romans and Hebrews
among others.
Despite the scholastic introduc-

tion, he speaks of the need to
make God’s word more accessible.
Not TV evangelist accessible — he
makes clear he has little time for
them — but in a way that has
practical application for newcomers.
“We have become a bit selfish,” he

says, telling the congregation they
should satisfy their need for in-depth
Bible analysis — the meat, he calls it
— at their weekly home Bible study
groups and concentrate on the more
accessible material — the milk —
on Sundays. “That’s why we have
no unbelievers and unsaved people
here.”
He sounds a little despondent,

though he will later laugh off the
suggestion, insisting he was just
trying to concentrate minds on the
task of spreading the word instead of
always preaching to the converted.
He doesn’t appear to have much

reason for despondency. True, not
all 1,040 seats in the auditorium are
full but around 650 are and there are
many Catholic priests who would
be thrilled with such an attendance.
“On an average Sunday morning

we get about 700 adults,” he
confirms the following week.
“Plus about 300 children down-

stairs and maybe 60 teenagers.”
Downstairs there is an extensive

network of crèches and junior
classrooms painted, vibrantly
decorated and elaborately kitted out
with the very best in play areas, care
rooms and instruction facilities.
A separate kidzone operates for

older children aged 5 to 12 while
teenagers have their own theatre

with audio-visual facilities to rival
those in the main auditorium.
The 6,000sq metre complex,

located in the mainly residential area
straddling Firhouse and Tallaght in
suburban Dublin, also has a Star-
bucks coffee dock, an all-purpose
socialising area that becomes a
restaurant on Sundays, a recording
studio and a bookshop on a land-
scaped seven acre site that despite its
size fails to accommodate all the cars
requiring parking spaces.
Run by a staff of 10 and scores of

volunteers, it’s a long way from the
sitting room of the Hades’ family
home in nearby Rathfarnham where
Brendan and Sheila hosted their first
gathering 21 years ago.
“There was something missing

in my life and I went searching,”
Brendan, who was reared a Catholic,

explains. “I had my own business
electrical contracting and materially
we were okay but at the same time
there was something missing.
“I’m not saying material things

are not important, but they don’t
fulfil a spiritual role in your life. I
went to a number of peace move-
ments, I looked at eastern philoso-
phies and then I was invited to a
meeting of the Full Gospel Business
Men’s Fellowship.”
The fellowship brings businessmen

together to share their experiences
of God through personal testi-
monies. Brendan immediately felt at
home and began reading the Bible
for the first time.
Sheila was meanwhile looking on

as a curious observer. She shared
her husband’s sense of dissatisfaction
with Catholicism but wasn’t

convinced about the alternative he
was exploring.
Until she got healed, that was.

“She had problems with her back
but she came along to a meeting
and she never had trouble again,”
Brendan says.
Healing is a big part of Victory’s

work. “Back problems are our
speciality,” he says. He isn’t at all
irked by the suggestion that a
placebo effect may be in action due
to the comfort that comes from a
large group of people all praying
for the sufferer and giving animated
accounts of their own recovery.
“It’s not in our nature to keep

quiet about healing. Jesus healed the
lepers but only one came back to
thank him. It’s important that you
come back and give testimony.
“Sure there are times it doesn’t

work. We get people who get
healings and we get people who
don’t. We don’t know all the
answers but we never give up hope.”
Brendan and Sheila began Bible

studies, using videotaped lessons
sent weekly from classes in the US,
and after two years began to serious-
ly organise Victory.
As they attracted more people,

they started holding several meetings
every Sunday in rented rooms before
buying a property in Westland Row
in Dublin city centre which became
their church.
Around the same time, Hade

invested in a property in south
Dublin which he opened as accom-
modation for asylum seekers who
began arriving into the country in
large numbers in the late 1990s.
When immigration laws tightened

up and the numbers arriving
dwindled, he applied for planning
permission to convert the premises
into apartments. He had also bought

the site where the Victory Centre
now stands and the plan at the back
of his mind was to use the proceeds
of the sale of Westland Row and the
apartment development to get the
new complex — the first purpose-
built evangelical church in the
country — off the ground.
The property crash, however,

means the apartment plan has been
put on hold, Westland Row remains
unsold and the 12 million spent
on the Victory Centre makes for a
considerable mortgage.
So was it a mistake to try to mix

property speculation with religion?
Too big a leap of faith, perhaps?
Hade remains unflappable.
“I’d say it was a step of faith, not a

leap,” he says.
“We built up an asset base. We

had buildings and we used them.
God expects us to use whatever gifts
he has given us.”
Without the historic wealth of an

institution such as the Catholic
Church to draw on, the strategy has
left a huge financial burden on the
congregation but Hade says their
generosity has never been found
wanting.
“Do I think, what happens if they

stop giving? No, I don’t. We don’t
believe they will. This is their
church. They put it here.”
He doesn’t believe there is too

much emphasis on donating in the

Sunday service. “We encourage
people by saying it would not
happen if it wasn’t for their giving
but we don’t put pressure on them
and we don’t police them. Tradi-
tionally you give to the Catholic
Church after you die but here
people give to us while they are
alive.”
He practices what he preaches by

giving his own time free of charge,
saying success in the electrical
contracting business — still run by
several of his five children — enables
him to decline a salary.
Besides, if people didn’t like being

“encouraged”, they wouldn’t come
back and clearly the Victory
congregation is finding something
that appeals to them for while the
majority are immigrants from Africa,
Asia and eastern Europe, about 30%
are Irish who have left the main
denominational churches, primarily
the Catholic Church.
Hade doesn’t believe, however,

that the Catholic Church’s shame
over the child abuse scandals has
been a major reason for people
switching allegiances.
“The people coming here were

disillusioned even before the prob-
lems in the Catholic Church. They
were looking for something more.
“At one time the denominational

churches were alive and vibrant. At
one time it was cutting edge to have
stained glass windows and an organ.
“But then the times changed and

the church didn’t. We use music and
light and interaction to engage
people while the Catholic Church
is still expecting people to sit down
and be quiet.”
Some who switch do find the

contrast too much. “I did once
come out after a service and find a
note on my windscreen saying: Stop
preaching the Hollywood gospel,”
he admits with a smile. He doesn’t
know if the note writer came back.
“Some people come and go,” he

says. “It’s not for everyone. We don’t
have a formal membership. We don’t
keep a register, just an open door.”

THE BELIEFS
——————————————
All instruction comes from
the Bible so any doctrines
and practices that developed
subsequently, such as the
Catholic Church’s teachings
on transubstantiation (the
changing of bread and water
into the body and blood of
Jesus), mandatory celibacy
and the sacraments, are either
not followed or not given the
same status as in Catholicism.
Adult baptism by immersion
in water is very important in
some churches and barely
features in others but in both
cases it is seen as a symbolic
act rather than a true
sacrament. Baptism in the
Holy Spirit, where the believer
has a personal experience
with the Holy Spirit and
speaks in tongues, is a feature
of some churches. Stances on
divorce, contraception,
abortion and homosexuality
are more liberal than in the
Catholic Church although
some churches are more
conservative than others.

THE EMPHASIS
——————————————
The personal relationship
with God is central and
believers must be “born
again”, making a conscious
decision to invite Jesus into
their lives. There are no
priests or saints to act as
intermediaries and informal
praying is encouraged with
the words and sentiments
coming spontaneously from
the individual rather than a
scripted prayer. Positivity is
emphasised, with personal
confession, directly to God,
encouraged. Penance is not
exercised and “Catholic guilt”
is considered a negative
force, particularly when it
comes to wealth and success.

THE STRUCTURE
——————————————
Many churches are
independent standalone
operations while others are
part of an organised network
operating under the same
name but there is no
international headquarters
like the Vatican, no overall
head like the Pope, no
governing body and no
mandatory curriculum of
study for pastors. Most
pastors undertake Bible study
courses and are employed
directly by church members
who collectively pay the
salary. Most churches have
home groups or cells who
gather for weekly meetings
and Bible discussions in each
others’ homes.

THE PHYSICAL CHURCHES
——————————————
The more established
churches generally have their
own premises while newer
churches usually rent rooms
for weekly services. In both
cases the interiors are
modestly decorated and kept
free of religious iconography
such as statues and paintings.

THE SERVICES
——————————————
Sunday is the main day of
worship but there is no formal
structure although most
services include a sermon
and prayers for members
or specific intentions. Music
and song are important in all
services with many churches
also encouraging swaying,
dancing and clapping.
Services often last well
over an hour.

THE ROLE OF WOMEN
——————————————
Some churches don’t allow
women hold senior positions
— similar to the Catholic
Church’s ban on women
priests — but most churches
are open to having male or
female pastors. In reality,
however, the majority of
pastors are men.

THE PLACE OF
YOUNG PEOPLE
——————————————
Most churches place a very
strong emphasis on involving
children and teenagers,
appointing dedicated
children’s ministers and
providing special instruction,
services and social activities
for their younger members.

We visit a church’s home group. We also examine the role played by US churches, who send ‘planters’ here, while an expert on sects outlines his concern at how some churches operate

RIGHT: Pastor Brendan Hade preaches at the Victory Centre, Firhouse Road, in Dublin, saying: ‘It’s God’s nature
to give and we have the nature of God within us.’ ABOVE: Four lead singers backed by a dozen-strong choir and
a six-piece band belt out a series of songs — some soulful, some ballads, some rocking, all praising God or
seeking guidance — under a stunning light show. BELOW: The impressive Victory Centre. Pictures: Billy Higgins

The congregation get into the swing of things at the Victory Centre in
Dublin. Their generosity has never been found wanting, says Pastor Hade.


