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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

ABOVE: Pastor PJ Booth leads prayers at the Open Arms Community Church in a former barge-making factory in Newbridge Industrial Estate, Co Kildare. Pastor Booth and his friend, assistant pastor
Sean Duncan, set up the church after experiencing doubts about the Catholic faith in which they had been reared. They started with monthly gatherings in PJ’s house, before moving to a small shop
unit, then a hotel function room, a sports centre and the barge-making facility. BELOW: The congregation express their love of God. Pictures: Maura Hickey

TOP: Richard and Shelly Berry, Newbridge, their son Clinton, 13, dog Candy, and friend Sharon, right,
during Bible study for Open Arms Community Church members at their home. ABOVE: Prayer at the
Open Arms Community Church in Newbridge. BELOW: Children make donations.

Evangelical
congregations
are setting up
in some unlikely
venues, writes
Caroline
O’Doherty

IRONICALLY it was the songs
of praise that brought the
criticism. The congregation of

Open Arms Community Church in
Newbridge, Co Kildare, sang their
hearts out on Sundays and whenever
else there was reason to gather in
musical session.
The neighbours complained —

not without cause, as assistant pastor,
Sean Duncan, admits. “I went
around to the estate next to us
during a service and I was stunned.
The roof is metal and it amplified
everything. We were very loud.”
The roof is metal because Open

Arms is located in the unlikely
setting of a former barge-making
factory in Newbridge Industrial
Estate.
“We did what we could for the

residents. We pushed the Sunday
service back to 11.30am and
stopped using the area for music
during the week,” Sean says.
They also looked at soundproofing

the structure and were seriously
considering making the 80,000
investment necessary to keep the
peace.
But it was too late. The planning

authorities had become aware of the
situation, checked the local zoning
and discovered a church didn’t fit
with an industrial estate’s purpose.
Open Arms were refused permis-

sion to continue operating there and
an appeal to An Bord Pleanála also
failed, so they could in theory get a
knock on the door any day telling
them their time is up.
But they aren’t letting a little

uncertainty get them down. “We
would hope not to be here forever
anyway. It would be our vision to
eventually move out to a green field
site and build from scratch,” says
Sean.
“We want to aim for 3,000

members,” adds youth minister
Nathan Reilly. “That’s 10% of the
wider Newbridge community.”
They may be thinking big now,

but the origins of Open Arms lie,
like so many other Evangelical
churches, in the small, niggling
doubts of Sean and Open Arms lead
pastor, PJ Booth, about the Catholic
church they were brought up in.
“Something was stirring inside of

me but I didn’t know what it was,”
says Sean, a former Dublin Corpo-
ration worker. “Small things both-
ered me — Mass cards for instance
(a modern invention rather than a
Biblical tradition) — but I knew it
was deeper than that.”
PJ, a former fitter, was going

through the same examination of
his faith and the two friends began
attending an Evangelical church in
Dublin before deciding to strike out
on their own with monthly gather-
ings in PJ’s house.
The attendance grew and they

moved to a small shop unit, then a
hotel function room and a sports
centre before eyeing the spacious old
barge-making facility.
Despite its dubious zoning, it has

served the church well, with plenty
of space to allow it open to the
wider community who use its facili-
ties for speech and drama and gym-
nastics classes, battles of the bands,
fundraisers and social gatherings.
It’s all in line with the open arms

ethos of the church although the
word “community” is gradually
being dropped because — more
irony — they feel it sends out the
wrong message.
“We put community in our name

because we wanted to affect our
community but people think oh,
you’re a community — as in a
commune — so we’re taking it out,”
Sean explains.
The desire to be an active and

welcome part of the wider commu-
nity is a common theme among
Evangelical churches.
At the Trinity Church Network,

which has three congregations
meeting each Sunday in Dublin city
centre, the northside and west coun-
ty, the geographical community is
not so clearly defined as a provincial
town like Newbridge, but the ethos
is the same. Fergus Ryan, a former
Aer Lingus pilot who is now senior
leader at Trinity (he eschews the
term “pastor”) shows around its
headquarters with pride.
The Exchange, so-called because

for almost a century it was a labour
exchange, is a landmark 171-year-
old building close to the Customs
House in Dublin.
So far Trinity has spent 8 mil-

lion buying and restoring the prop-
erty, including its extensive first
floor ballroom which is now used
for church services but is also for
hire for functions.
Fergus doesn’t worry that people

might make barbed references to the
episode where Jesus drove the
traders from the temple. “It does
bring in some income but not a lot
and that’s not the main reason we
hire it out.
“It’s a magnificent room — the

biggest classical room in Dublin —
and it’s full of the city’s history so it
should be part of the ongoing life of
the city.”
Trinity extends its reach beyond

its 500 members in other ways too.

The church works with Christian
charities, Jobcare, Trasna and ACET
(Aids Care, Education and Training),
providing training, support and
rehabilitation to the long-term
unemployed, ex-prisoners and other
marginalised groups, many of whom
have worked on the physical restora-
tion of the church.
Trinity’s work certainly has its

admirers. “We had a couple walk in
one day and give us 30,000. Just
like that. I do lie awake some nights
over the scale of what we’ve taken
on but people are extremely gener-
ous.
“We have an interesting social and

cultural situation at the moment.
People are questioning their church
affiliation but the obvious secularisa-
tion does not suit them. They have
a feeling that there is a spiritual
thing out there. Atheism is not
succeeding in capturing the popular
mind.”
Fergus says Trinity is careful in

they way it goes about capturing
people’s attention and stresses partic-
ipants in the various charitable pro-
grammes are not viewed as prospec-
tive church members — unless they
want to be. “Some do develop an
interest but conversion is not our
motive. Churches have no duty to
impose values on those who do not
share them.”
That point is one Sean Duncan

can appreciate for personal reasons.
He was in the middle of a marriage
break-up when he got interested
in Evangelicalism and his involve-
ment became a further source of
tension within the family which is
still not fully resolved.
“People don’t always understand

what it’s about. They worry about
sects and they’re afraid you might
try and indoctrinate them or some-
thing.”
At Open Arms he has occasionally

come across a new member who has
invented a reason for nipping out of
the house for a couple of hours on
Sunday mornings.
“Obviously it’s not ideal if some-

one is sneaking into the church
without telling their partner. It’s
something the couple have to work
through honestly and we’ll try to
help with that.”
Welcoming mum and dad into the

church is only part of the job.
Nathan O’Reilly’s role is making
sure children feel at home there too.
The 23-year-old business studies

graduate, himself brought up in an
Evangelical household, heads up the
children’s ministry at Open Arms
and runs the youth programme on
Sunday afternoons which attracts
up to 60 teens, mostly sons and
daughters of members but also their
friends.
“Some go to church in the morn-

ing, some don’t. Some are Christian,
some aren’t. We have a cafe before-
hand and some music, then play
football and basketball, and then
have a youth service and a talk
about things they’re facing in life.
“Young people have a lot of issues

around identity, peer pressure and
trying to fit in. We try to take a
practical as well as a spiritual ap-
proach. We are a church and we do
believe that God is with them and
we share that but it’s not pushed on
them. It’s not about having power
over them.
“Power and the abuse of it and

the conflict it causes — that’s
what’s damaged religion. What was
originally based on a community of
people living life according to the
Bible became a power struggle.
We’re trying to restore the true
sense of community.”

‘These are
the people we
do life with’
SHELLY BERRY greets the arrivals at her house
with bright smiles, appeals to sit down, apologies
for cramming a dozen chairs around a table made
for eight and more apologies for the playful Jack
Russell excitedly inspecting the maze of legs
newly gathered in her kitchen.
There are children watching TV, offerings of

packets of chocolate biscuits and snacks piling up
on the worktop, introductions being made and
banter being exchanged. It could be any social
gathering of family or friends — if it wasn’t for the
Bibles laid out on the table.
This is a normal Wednesday evening in the Berry

household in Newbridge where Shelly and her
husband, Richard, host a weekly home group for
anything between nine and 20 members of Open
Arms Church. The couple are from South Africa
and the church has played a huge part in making
them feel at home. “We’ve been here nine years
and we just love this,” says Shelly. “This is my
family. These are the people that we do life with.”
Home groups, sometimes called cell groups,

are an important feature of Evangelical churches,
providing a forum for discussion of the Bible
and related topics as well as an instant support
network for new members.
Sean Duncan, assistant pastor, is sitting in on

this evening’s discussion. “When the church gets
bigger, it’s harder to make relationships. Places like
this are our first line of pastoral care.”
The meeting begins with a discussion on the

subject of servanthood, a theme raised during the
previous Sunday’s service.
But before long the conversation veers on to

the meaning of worship and the importance of full
participation in the very musical Sunday service.
What if you can’t sing, it seems logical to ask?

“Make a joyful noise,” Gillian Miller, a cheerful
Scot, quotes from the Bible.
Brenda Lawlor, a dry-humoured Dub who has

beaten a lifetime of drug abuse with the help of a
Christian charity recovery programme, stressing
the importance of being present at services in
spirit as well as in body. “Just ‘cos you sit in the
garage, doesn’t make you a car,” she decrees
firmly, to laughter from the others.
Their joviality is interrupted by a text message

informing them of the death of a member’s partner
and there are prayers for the bereaved woman and
her children. There are also prayers for an appre-
ciative Gillian, 36, whose future in Ireland has
become uncertain following the announcement
Pfizer are to close parts of the Newbridge plant.
“Without God in my life I would not be able to

cope with this. I have given up my family, my job
and my church to be here. But I’m at peace with it.
Whatever is going to happen, it’s fine.”
Not all her workmates are quite so accepting but

Gillian says they are curious more than dismissive
of her own take on the situation.
“I have interesting conversations with people in

work about the church and why they feel very let
down by their own church. It’s good to have those
conversations, particularly among scientists.”
Brenda’s story is very different. “I was an addict

for 20 years — heroin, coke, methadone, the lot,”
the 40-year-old mother of four explains. “Then
someone said Jesus will show me the way.”
That someone was an outreach worker with Teen

Challenge Ireland, an Evangelical Christian charity
that originated in New York and now runs a resi-
dential treatment centre in Kildare and an outreach
bus that makes night-time visits to areas of Dublin
city where addicts are known to congregate.
Having graduated from the treatment pro-

gramme, Brenda is now working on rebuilding
her life with the help of her newfound faith.
“When I came to the church first I thought they

were all mad — with the singing and waving their
arms and all. But I realised God has brought me
here, he has a plan and a job for me.”
Richard also stresses the sense of community

the church provides. Coming from South Africa ,
it helped Shelly and he to put down roots.
“I can not stress enough how important the

church was for us. My colleagues in the company
used to invite me to go out with them in the
evenings and I was intimidated by the idea that
drinking eight to 10 pints of Guinness was a
normal night out. The church gives me a social
and spiritual outlet.”

Paul and Nuala O’Higgins:
Abandoned their vows 33 years ago
and ran off to be married.

Catholic priest and the nun who married and became teachers
THEY aren’t the most likely of

missionaries — a Catholic
priest and nun who abandoned

their vows and ran off together to be
married.
But 33 years after they left Ireland

for the socially and meteorologically
more agreeable climate of Florida,
evangelists Paul and Nuala O’Hig-
gins have this year completed their
biggest ever speaking tour of the
homeland, addressing 80 churches
and home groups over a two and a
half month visit.
The couple make up the Recon-

ciliation Outreach ministry, running
it from their adopted home of
Stuart, Florida, a seaside town of
marinas and sailfish anglers on the
east coast of the Sunshine State.
Ambassadors for Christ is how

they describe themselves and
‘prophetic teaching’ is their
vocation. It has taken them to 30
countries around the globe, many
repeatedly. They followed up their

Irish tour with trips to Finland
and Chile and will be making their
annual pilgrimage to Israel this
month.
“We spend more time away than

we do at home,” says Paul, 62.
“We’ve got very good at packing.”
The first time they packed

their bags as a couple was in very

different circumstances. Paul, from
Limerick, had been Fr Paul, a
teacher of theology at Mary
Immaculate teacher training college
in his home city who ran into
trouble with his bishop, Jeremiah
Newman.
“I began to teach the Bible and

the immediate experience with Jesus
and the Holy Spirit,” explains Paul.
“The bishop said you’re not

teaching the traditional doctrines.
I said I can’t go back to teaching
doctrine. He fired me from my
position in the college.”
“I always say praise the Lord for

the bishop,” Nuala interjects cheer-
fully. Nuala, who was a nun with
the Sisters of St Joseph of Cluny,
met Paul while he was in the semi-
nary in Maynooth and she was there
doing a social studies course.
She was attracted to him personal-

ly as well as to his beliefs and over
time the two drew closer to each
other as they each moved further

away from the religious orders they
served.
They arrived in the United States

in 1977 with no clear plan as to
what they were going to do.
“We were very innocent,” Nuala

says. “We went to immigration with
our visitors’ visa and we told the
official we needed to stay long-term,
that we were here to preach the
Gospel. He said how are you going
to live? We said by faith.”
They were more innocent times

all round. The official processed
their documents and 33 years later,
the US remains their home.
They picked up work teaching,

running Bible classes and assisting at
local churches and gradually their
efforts evolved into Reconciliation
Outreach which, they say, is still run
on faith alone.
“We are not paid by any organisa-

tion,” Nuala says. “People donate
money but for 30 years we’ve never
asked for it. The Lord, through

wonderful people, has kept us going.
But we also go places where people
are too poor to give us anything.”
When they first started travelling

abroad, Ireland was a tough assign-
ment. Confusion over whether their
position meant they were anti-
Catholic, or pro-Protestant, meant
they had reservations to overcome.
“We’re neither. We see ourselves

in a post-Catholic/Protestant place
or even a pre-Catholic/Protestant
place,” Paul says.
“We have great sympathy and

compassion with the Catholic
Church. But it’s become so clut-
tered. It’s rather like if you have a
fence and a hedge and the hedge
grows so thick you can’t see the
fence any more. It’s in there some-
where but you can’t see it.”
Attitudes are changing, he says,

and that may be due in part to the
difficulties the Catholic Church has
faced in the last few years.
“We find the Catholic clergy are

much less suspicious of us than
before. They no longer see it as
competition.”
Nuala agrees. “The Catholic

hierarchy would be suspicious of us
but generally we have had greater
freedom this year in Ireland.
“Maybe some of the dyed-in-

the-wool loyalty was shattered and
people had ears to hear us.
“I think that is because of the

trouble the Catholic Church is in.
There definitely was greater recep-
tivity this year. I’ll give you an
example. We were in a farmhouse
in south Wicklow with 40 people
crammed into the kitchen. People
were very, very hungry.”
Links with US-based evangelicals

are common among Irish churches
keen to learn from a country which
boasts an estimated 50 million fol-
lowers, although most say they keep
in touch to exchange visits and
guest speakers and that the ties are
not financial.

Some US churches have also
sent out what they call “planters”
to establish congregations here and
they’ve had varying degrees of
success.
The sheer scale of the movement

in the US makes generalisation
unwise but it does tend to be
more politicised than its Irish
counterpart.
In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,

sympathies tend to lie with the
Israeli side.
Paul and Nuala O’Higgins travel

to Israel annually, leading 10-day
bible study tours that concentrate
on the main historical sites of the
region although they say they have
also visited communities affected by
the conflict.
Their stance is not political, they

insist, but is dictated by the Bible
which tells them that God himself
decreed the Jewish people must have
their own homeland.
“Whoever blesses them shall be

blessed; whoever curses them shall
be cursed,” Paul quotes.
“We stay out of politics altogeth-

er,” says Nuala.
“We are not from the right or left.

We are from the kingdom of Heav-
en. We are not saying we agree with
everything the Israeli politicians or
army does but we are standing with
God’s people. The Islamic nations
have an agenda to wipe Israel off the
face of the Earth.”
The O’Higginses were in Ireland

during the international furore over
the killing of nine Turkish activists
taking part in an aid flotilla to the
blockaded Palestinian territory of
Gaza and they were dismayed by
what they considered to be the
anti-Israeli reaction in Ireland.
“I heard some people say thou-

sands of children are dying in Gaza
because of the blockade. That’s not
true. We have been on the borders
of Gaza where the bombs have been
fired on Israeli homes.

“That’s the true story. The Irish
people like to take up causes.
There is a tremendous amount of
misunderstanding,” Nuala says.
“The atmosphere is like the 1930s

when there was silence in Europe in
the face of danger to the Jewish
people. It’s the same now,” Paul
adds, although he believes this time,
they will not be abandoned to their
fate.
“The Bible says Jesus will come

again when the chosen people re-
turn to Israel and all the nations rise
up against them. There are signs of
that happening,” he says.
“We’re not political,” Nuala stress-

es again. “We don’t do politics —
we do prayer. The Lord will sort it
all out.”

Mike Garde: ‘Lack of hierarchy
could be a problem.’

‘Check
it out
before
joining’

WHILE many Evangelicals
celebrate the autonomy they
enjoy as independent
churches it could work
against them if they have a
grievance to raise.

Mike Garde, an expert on
new religious movements and
cults, says the lack of
hierarchy or oversight by a
governing body could make
it difficult to have complaints
dealt with.

Garde heads up Dialogue
Ireland, an independent trust
founded by the main
Christian Churches to
monitor alternative religious
organisations.

He does not often receive
complaints about Evangelical
churches but says people
interested in becoming
involved should do their
homework first.

“I would say the same
thing I would say about any
group — check things out
first. Ask what are
governance structures and if
you have a complaint, where
do you bring it to.

“Evaluate how the group
meets your needs and what it
expects from you. If you feel
you are coming under
pressure, that’s a good sign
not to get involved with a
group.

“An organisation that gives
you space generally means it
takes its responsibilities to
members seriously. One that
puts you under undue
pressure is one that is
meeting its needs as a group
rather than your needs.”

Garde believes
Evangelicalism is probably
the fastest growing religious
movement in Ireland but
without a formal entry into it
— such as mandatory
baptism — there are few
records to pinpoint numbers.

“Evangelicalism is growing
because it is creating an
alternative both for
Protestants and Catholics
without moving too far from
their core beliefs.

“With the Catholic Church
in particular, the sex abuse
scandals are having a
corrosive effect and many
Irish people are looking for
alternatives.

“Evangelicalism can be
very attractive to younger
people because there’s a lot
of life in the churches and a
lot of activities for them and
emphasis on them.

“About the only thing we
see in the Catholic Church
for young people is youth
days of prayer with the Pope
while in the parishes, there is
nothing to do other than
joining the choir.

“All the eggs are put into
the school basket with the
presumption that if you give
children a Catholic
education, they’ll stay in the
church but that doesn’t
sustain them when they
grow up.”

Garde says he knows of
people who have left
Evangelical churches because
they felt too much emphasis
was placed on “prosperity
theology” or the “health and
wealth Gospel” whereby
prayer, devotion and the
paying of tithes is said to be
rewarded with material riches
and good health.

“There is a notion that the
blessed are not poor.
Evangelicals are not really
addressing that issue of
poverty and they don’t
generally believe in the
Catholic idea of a vow of
poverty. Some people have
been uncomfortable with
that.”


