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Crossing the barrier from the past to the future is a hazardous enterprise.  It is especially so in a place like this, where the essence of peace has come to mean making a future with the very people we tried, and failed, to defeat.  But if the fighting was just in the past, how can peace with the same people be just in the present?  In the past, ‘we’ were good and ‘they’ were bad.  Justice meant stopping the bad guys, or the bad state, or the good cause beating the bad cause.  Victory was the prerequisite for justice, because every other form of justice involved a sell-out and a deal with an evil enemy.  Or at least this was true enough to justify a struggle which led to the sacrifice of lives, the destruction of trust and the desolation of the economy.  In our past, our causes justified all sorts of actions, providing reasons to excuse terrible horrors.  The list is still deeply shocking; murder, torture, the collusion of the state with terror, disappearance, abduction, ‘ethnic cleansing’, robbery, extortion and routine assault and terror.  Words which in one world are the definition of violent crime became justified as sadly necessary acts.  We probably all did this - it is a rare brave person who denies that at times we too did not provide some sort of understanding for this logic of ‘necessary evil’.  As Mao knew, the fish survives only within a large supporting sea.  
What we also know, and we know it acutely in this room, is that the causes also had costs.  Costs for the injured, for the families of the bereaved, for the next generation brought up in the shadow of fear and injustice, for communities, for the institutions of law, and for bystanders who quietly took sides in the justice of this or that killing or atrocity and battened down the hatches in the hope that it would all go away (hopefully once our side won).  At best we were coarsened by it all as what passed for normal hit lower and lower levels.  At worst we were destroyed by it and filled with despair, bitterness, anger and grief.  And these in there turn became the endless reservoir of reasons why our side had no choice but to protect us against the evil which had caused this devastation in the lives of those we loved.  
Tragedy has everything to do with calamity and sadness.  And there is no doubt that we are living in a tragic time.  The tide of violence has receded far enough for us to begin to acknowledge that our causes also had terrible costs. The existence of a public victims and survivors programme is a small testimony to this.  But the tragic truth is that no acknowledgement or financial programme done in this time can ever truly compensate for the loss and devastation of the past, no matter how hard we try.  We will always be in your debt, which is why all of these conversations are so difficult.
We may also be able to glimpse the fact that the actions of the few were not the actions of independent mad men, but were carried out with the instruction of some, the encouragement of more and the tacit sympathy of many.  At the very least, those called victims and survivors were victims of acts carried out by a few which on behalf of many more.  This violence did not spring randomly from the hearts of a few, but grew from a soil that was made fertile by the experiences and fears of communities and generations. The tragic truth is that the prosecution of individuals for specific acts stirs up and tests the sympathies and actions of whole communities and political communities.  Although we protest our disinterest, opening up the past exposes the actions of the whole community to scrutiny, and too many of us have absolutely no interest in that.  We would rather ‘forget’.
What may be more tragic still however, is the slow dawning realisation that what we did fuelled what they did.   It is terribly striking in talking to people involved in the front line of conflict in Northern Ireland over the last forty years how often their involvement originates in violence or injustice done to them or their loved ones.   Getting involved was an act of justice forced on people, communities and institutions by the actions of others.   By far the majority of the people sometimes called ‘perpetrators’, including the state, believe that what they did was not violence, and certainly not crime, but a terrible necessary evil, a ‘just war’.   The appalling and tragic implication is that carnage has been generated through people who believed that their actions were a necessary aspect of justice.  Too often, ‘they’ were responding to violence committed by #us’  ‘We; responded to injustice committed by ‘them’.  And the cost was borne by all of you caught in the crossfire.  If this is true, our victims were victims not only of them but of what we did to them – of ‘us’.  The tragic truth is that the victims of violence were the victims not only of ‘them’ but of ‘us’.  If this is right, Protestants and Unionists also need to ask forgiveness of those in their community who paid the price through death and injury and the same apples to republicans and nationalists.  In acknowledging our victims, we also have to acknowledge that much of the courage of so many people in this society was squandered in a hopeless cycle of injustice and violence.  Tragically it seems a long way off.  We still prefer to memorialise the heroes and remember our dead, as if their deaths were the sole responsibility of others.
All of this imposes a heavy burden on the present and the future.  The decision to acknowledge the futility of war as a mechanism to resolve historic divisions and experience in Ireland is of course hugely important.  But a people who have lost the ability to act out their anger and resentment in violence yet cannot find a way to a new relationship will find themselves eaten up by the contradictions and injustices of peace.  
In practical terms, however, there are no easy options. Forgetting may seem superficially tempting but it is a flimsy vessel on which to pin our hopes.  And it must mean forgetting about everything not just something.  The hard part of forgetting is forgetting the ones we want to remember.  The result will not be real forgetting, but selective remembering, fuelling an ongoing battle for control over the past and deepening resentment at unacknowledged injustice or unbalanced memorialisation.  Above all, justice in the future depends on listening to the story of injustice in the past.
If the past should not be repeated and it cannot be buried, then our choice is whether to remember it as triumph or as tragedy.  I am for tragedy.  And the gateway to tragedy is the stories and experiences of the people here today and the people you love and serve.  Because it is in the face of your stories that justice must be done. 
Justice for us must be one that repairs rather than revenges.  Restoring justice does not ignore real injustices but it seeks to open a door into a shared future while addressing the hurts and injuries of the past. Even punishment, which is certainly a human necessity, requires us to punish to restore not revenge.  
The future depends on a clarity, reflected in all of our institutions, that every human person counts including those who have suffered in the past.  This is the root of equality and human rights and it is the only basis on which relationships can be called good.  
It is too easy to hate when you don’t have to know them.  Violence has driven us to present our divisions as ‘choice’ and our fears as normal.  We have too often responded to the dehumanisation of us by the dehumanisation of them.  Community relations does not mean engineering people to live in new age harmony on a false principle of mixing.  But it does mean opening doors to ensure that people living, working and playing together are not regarded as traitors but as a contribution to all of our futures.  And it means that our public institutions, investments and spaces should be consciously welcoming and open to all. With that in mind, it is essential that the future is built on a commitment to engage, share and learn which goes past symbolic acts of togetherness and extends to ensure that no act of violence or expulsion on sectarian, racial or any lines of demarcation can ever be seen as just or justified or justifiable.  
As Don Shriver, the US theologian remarked in his lecture two weeks ago ‘We need public leaders and institutions who will stretch our empathies’.  The refurbishment of public memory will involve us in addressing a testimony of human suffering which must be listened to.  There is simply no way to get past this.  When you count some deeds and refuse to count others you have made a political choice.  But to raise up the story of our neighbour as if they were our fellow humans will undoubtedly undermine the purity of our causes in the north of Ireland by creating a permanent witness to realities which we may not wish to acknowledge.  Honest patriotism will require us to face the misdeeds of our communities and to acknowledge our role in the suffering of others.  
Shakespeare spoke wisely when he observed; “What wound did ever heal but by degrees?”  But we cannot kid ourselves that the process of refurbishing public memory will be a series of so called ‘quick wins’.  Emphasising the economy and social inclusion are important in creating a new future, but they will fall at the first hurdle if they simply reproduce our enmities into the future.  
We ma, of course, continue with the current indecision, a ‘strategy’ of appearing to acknowledge suffering while seeking to limit its impact  on anyone or cause not directly involved and directing the victims to therapy and medicine without any hope of the full vindication of their loved ones.  Or we could opt for a version of truth recovery which generates a new battle over the past and an unresolved sense of injustice.   Truth will only lead us to reconciliation if it opens a way for those who did or supported the violence to humility and allows those who suffered an opportunity to show mercy.  The people gathered here today are the central and decisive element in this process, a process that will define our future for generations.  
