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‘They need to know you before they can trust you’ 
 

Relationality and Mission in Ireland During 2022-2023 
 
 
 

Pioneering in Ireland Case Study 1: Sligo Centre of Mission 
(Church Army's Research Unit, 2024) 

by Dan Ortiz 
 
 
 
 
 
This article is part of a series written for the Church Army’s Training Team for Pioneer 
Training in Ireland. The purpose of these articles is to have an accessible tool for the training 
of pioneer evangelists in contemporary Ireland, especially addressing secularisation in Irish 
communities. 
 
In this article we reflect on the work of Sligo Centre of Mission and their use of relationality 

as a basis for mission. We identify three levels where relationality is used in Sligo: the 

interpersonal, the professional and the national levels. We also discuss the theoretical 

implications of relationality within a secularising context, identifying uncoupling theory, also 

known as social differentiation, as a useful framework for understanding why relationality as 

a basis for mission is ideally suited for an Irish context. 

 
Key themes: relational theory, relationality, uncoupling 

  



2 
 

‘They need to know you before they can trust you’ 
 

Context : Sligo 
Sligo in County Connacht, Ireland, is a coastal seaport and is renowned for its rich cultural 
heritage, stunning natural landscapes, and historical significance. It boasts growing tourism, 
pharmaceutical and IT industries providing employment for the native population, and also 
attracts economic migrants from mainland Europe and elsewhere. Although this recent 
economic growth has had a positive impact in the county, Sligo continues to experience 
higher unemployment rates compared to the national average, particularly outside peak 
tourist seasons. Rural areas within the county of Sligo face greater economic challenges than 
urban centres. With this comes the inevitable movement of people from Sligo to larger urban 
centres, contributing to the growing economic disparity between urban and rural areas. 
 
According to the national Census, in 2016, the town of Sligo had a population of 19,199, and 
in 2022 a population of 20,608, a growth of 7.3%, making it the largest urban centre in the 
county. Native Irish citizens made up most of the population (85.1%), with Polish as the next 
largest minority, followed by people from countries outside the EU, with a total of 9.6% of 
non-natives living in Sligo, an increase of 9.1% from the 2016 census.1 This experience of 
immigration and migration is not unique to Sligo, and it is something experienced throughout 
the whole of Ireland, leading to what some have dubbed, the ‘New Irish’. 
 
With the growing number of people within Sligo, the religious landscape has also changed. 
According to the 2016 census, 81% of people in Sligo identified as Roman Catholic, with 
another 11% of people identified as following other religions, and 8% of people with no 
religion.2 However, by the 2022 census, the proportion of Catholics had dropped to just over 
73% (-8%), with other prevalent religions (including Church of Ireland, Islam, and Eastern 
Orthodox) making up to 15%  (+4%) of the population. The number of people with no religion 
rose to nearly 12% of the population, an increase of 4 percentage points.3 
 
This data provides a glimpse into Sligo’s contemporary reality, with the growing economic 
opportunities leading to significant shift in demographics due to economic migration and the 
growth of a non-native population. This, in turn has led to the increase of other religions, 
and the rise of those that have no religion. These have led to the decline, in numbers and 
influence, of the once dominant Catholic religion in Sligo; this is the context that Sligo 
Centre of Mission (CoM) operates under. 
 

Question: Does this context resonate with you? Is this the same reality where you are? 

 

Case Study: Sligo Centre of Mission 

In October 2021, Drumcliffe Centre of Mission was relaunched as Sligo Centre of Mission 
(CoM), transitioning from a rural setting to a more deprived urban setting. This move led to a 
sense of starting anew, with most of the people now engaged by the Centre being new to it. 
The CoM was launched as a partnership between Church Army and the Diocese of Kilmore, 
Elphin and Ardagh with Lead Evangelist Alan Williamson who has been in place since its 
inception. At the time of writing, the CoM has Hannah O’Neill as Pioneer Evangelist, and  
Keanna Salas as missionary volunteer. Even though Sligo CoM is a relatively new Centre, 
some great things are happening due to the work of the Centre. These include the following: 
 

 
1 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp7md/p7md/p7anii/ 
2 https://data.cso.ie/table/SAP2022T2T1TOWN22 
3 https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/pressreleases/2023pressreleases/pressstatementcensus2022resultsprofile5-
diversitymigrationethnicityirishtravellersreligionsligo/#:~:text=In%20Census%202022%20more%20than,)%20and%20Orthodox%20(4
34) 
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• A fresh expression of Church (Recentre Community Church) has been started and is 
making progress towards greater sustainability. People who have been previously hurt 
by church or become cynical about religion are finding renewed faith through the 
work of the Centre of Mission and through Recentre. 

• The Centre of Mission is successfully advocating, resourcing, and enabling evangelism, 
both in the diocese and, through the Church of Ireland Pioneer Ministry Initiative, 
further afield. 

• Amidst the difficulties and challenges of recent years, including a global pandemic, 
the partnership between Church Army and the Diocese of Kimore, Elphin and Ardagh 
has been maintained and strengthened through the direct action of the Centre of 
Mission. 

 
These achievements form an interesting springboard to help analyse what the Centre of 
Mission is doing that has made these achievements possible. The analysis took shape through 
reviewing Centre of Mission documents and Recording the Journey reports from last year and 
this year, in addition to interviewing the lead evangelist Alan Williamson. The insights below 
are the insights we found during the analysis. 

 

Key Insight: Relationality as the Basis for Mission   
Relational theory is a framework used in various disciplines - including psychology, sociology, 
and theology - to understand human behaviour, relationships, and societal structures. It 
emphasises the importance of relationships between individuals and interconnectedness in 
society in shaping individual identities, shared experiences, and shared values. When 
interviewing Alan on the importance of relational theory, he acknowledged the importance 
of having a relational approach as the basis of mission: 
 

‘Relational theory is how we communicate in Sligo… Good relationships 
are essential in Ireland; it is a cultural reality. Doesn’t matter how 

many emails or calls are made, you have to be known to make a 
difference.’ 

 
This relational aspect of Christian work is also found in the Church of England report 
Kingdom Calling, where they recognise three types of vocational ministries: ‘We should, 
then, make a distinction between social vocations, relational vocations and ministerial 
vocations in the Christian life.’4 This solidifies the understanding that relational theory, or as 
it is used, relational vocation, is a recognised aspect of missional work. Relationality5 is also 
found in missiological discourse, often referred to as relational theology, relational work, or 
covenantal theology.6 When discussing this relationality nature of ministerial work, Alan 
acknowledged that it rings true to the Irish reality and to his work as a Church Army trainer. 
In Church Army training, the training team emphasise the evangelist being a detective and 
finding what God is already doing, Alan expands: 
 

‘Biblically, this is reminiscent to Jesus sending the 72 out. Stepping out is understood in 
Ireland. This creates trust, and trust opens doors in Ireland.’ 

 

 
4 The Faith and Order Commission (2020). Kingdom Calling: The Vocation, Ministry and Discipleship of the Whole People of 

God. S.L.: Church House Publishing. p. 27. 
5 A lot more could be discussed on relational theory. One important discussion is how it is implemented; congruent terms such 
as relational work, relational approach or relational thinking could be used instead of relational theory. Rather than getting 
bogged down with having to use different terms for different emphasis, we will use relationality as an encompassing term 
comprising of theory, thinking, approach and work of a relational nature. 
6 For a contemporary introduction read, Montgomery, B., et. al. (2012). Relational Theology: A Contemporary Introduction. 
Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock. 
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As Church Army’s Training Team use three concentric circles when discussing the nature of 
mission, we will use a similar model to illustrate how 
relationality is experienced in Sligo CoM with the interpersonal 
at the centre, the professional in the middle and the national 
at the outer edge (figure 1). 
 

A. Interpersonal level 
During our interview, Alan made an interesting comment: ‘In 
Ireland, everything starts with the relational.’ Within the 
Irish experience in general and Sligo in particular, the basis of 
all ministerial work is the relationality that Alan has with the 
different people he encounters at an interpersonal level. 
During our analysis of the Sligo CoM Recording the Journey report, we found a couple of 
stories that illustrate this relationality very well: 
 
Story no. 1: During the pandemic, Alan was finding it very hard to find ‘a way in’ to a local 
community centre. But through a chance encounter, he learned that someone whose 
wedding he had previously helped with was one of the centre managers. A good relationship 
with the community centre has developed since then. There have been lots of other ‘chance 
encounters’ and an overall sense of God at work and things coming together naturally and 
organically 
 
This story allows us a glimpse of how relationality happens without being forced. These 
chance encounters are not something that can be fabricated or timed; they can however be 
expected if the time has been given for the interpersonal relationship to be developed. 
 
Story no. 2: During the pandemic, Alan and the Centre of Mission helped the local Mothers’ 
Union get involved in knitting crème-egg egg cosies to give away at Easter. This was a lot of 
fun for all involved, and the Mothers’ Union members really appreciated having the chance 
to contribute to something practical at time when they were unable to meet. When Alan 
went to speak at a Mothers’ Union meeting, they told him: ‘This gave us something outward 
looking to do when we couldn’t get out there’ and the relationship with the group is 
continuing to develop. 
 
This second story gives us an example of how an interpersonal relationship is developed, 
starting with the CoM getting involved with the Mothers’ Union during lockdown. This led to 
furthering the relationship by inviting Alan to speak at their meeting. If the first step had not 
happened, the latter would also not have happened. The relationship between CoM and the 
Mothers’ Union is still developing as per the story, but once again it is an organic 
development. 
 
It is important to recognise that this level of interpersonal approach comes naturally to some 
people, whilst others might struggle. In our interview with Alan, when asked about this he 
said: ‘It’s natural [to me] because I was brought up in Ireland, but it is something I’ve had to 
work on.’ Alan, as part of his Continuous Professional Development, has received coaching 
and leadership training, which he has found very helpful as the skills are transferable to his 
work as a Lead Evangelist; after all, coaching is highly relational. 
 

Question: Is relationality something you use in your setting? How? 
 

B. Professional level 
The above section looked at the interpersonal relationships built with people. This section 
looks at the relationality between agencies that the Sligo CoM works with. As our interview 
with Alan made it clear, in Sligo it starts with the relational but expands into the 
professional level. From the Recording the Journey report of October 2023 we read the 
following entry: ‘Much of the Centre of Mission’s social impact work involves supporting and 



5 
 

partnering with other local agencies (e.g. Family Life Centre and local food bank) rather 
than running standalone Centre of Mission activities.’  
  
There is also significant impact with other Christian agencies. In the same report, we read 
the following: ‘[We are] encouraged by new and developing relationships with other 
Christian agencies operating in Sligo. These include Youth for Christ, 24-7 Prayer, OM 
(Operation Mobilisation), a group of charismatic Catholics’, and ‘Over the Easter weekend, 
the Centre of Mission helped to bring lots of different churches together through a 24-7 
prayer space on the streets.’ 
 
These examples are evidence that the Centre of Mission in Sligo maintains a highly relational 
approach to their work. Noteworthy is the relationship built with Catholic agencies, which is 
something truly special within the Irish context. It is important to note that the report stated 
these new relationships have developed naturally and were not forced. 
 
When discussing relationality at a professional level with Alan, he pointed out that it 
happens naturally: ‘If I speak to someone, they will speak to others and others will contact 
me, saying “we should meet up”. One thing leads to another.’ Relationality in this context is 
experienced by the CoM as being a ‘node’ in a network of people and agencies. A node is a 
point of interconnection that acts as a conductor of information between people and groups. 
According to Alan, in Ireland, ‘the evangelist is like a superconductor; far more information 
and networking is transferred than not’. This is in direct contrast to experiences in other 
contexts where different mission agencies sometimes see each other as competitors, not 
collaborators.  
 

Question: Can you think of examples of relationality used in a professional context? 
 

C. National level  
The previous section and this section are almost indivisible as the professional level bleeds 
into the national level for the work the CoM is involved in. However, it is important enough 
to differentiate the two because of the strategic nature of a national level role. For 
example, at a more strategic national level, Alan is on the Church of Ireland’s Pioneer 
Ministry Working group which is doing a huge amount of work behind the scenes to allow 
more opportunities, permission for, and investment in pioneer ministry across Ireland. This 
would not have happened if the personal level and professional level of relationality had not 
been established first. As Alan pointed out: 
 

‘The Church of Ireland is a small denomination in Ireland, but it is 
highly networked. The synod is three times the size of the CofE synod; 
almost every shaker and doer in Ireland goes to the synod. Networking 

is professional relations, but they still use basic personal 
relationships.’ 

 
Upon reflection, Alan identified a possible cause for this need of relationality: ‘It comes from 
our divisive past… there is a desire to preserve unity in Ireland where possible’, which is a 
significant factor in a deeper understanding of why there is a need for relationality in 
Ireland. This will be explored below. 
 

Question: Do you agree with the need for relationality as an strategic tool? 
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Theoretical Implications: Uncoupling    
As mentioned above, in Ireland everything starts with relational, and traditionally this has 
dictated much of the social cohesion. This is evident not just in the different churches 
people attend, but in the schools, Protestant and Catholic, that children attend. This has 
created a highly networked culture. In rural communities it was even more evident, where 
the parish church, Gaelic sports, schools and shops created a sense of community, gelling 
together, and a strong sense of belonging. However, as noted above, migration due to work 
and schooling has diminished this sense, especially in the rural communities. In addition to 
this, there is a more diverse community of non-native Irish people. These factors have 
contributed to the diminishing of social cohesion and in turn to the decline of religious 
participation, which prompted for the first time in generations Catholic dioceses to group 
together. According to Alan, this is ‘a massive change!’ There is a term used to describe this 
phenomenon in the social sciences: social differentiation. In this short section we will 
discuss what the possible outcomes of social differentiation are and how relationality 
addresses these outcomes successfully. 
 
Social differentiation is often referred to as being vis-à-vis secularisation. Its most common 
definition is social division resulting primarily from the division of labour in modern nations,7 
but this tells us nothing about why it affects communities. In contrast, David Lyon uses a 
different and more adequate term referring to the process of social differentiation, and that 
is uncoupling. In Lyon’s work, uncoupling refers to the process where traditional connections 
between social institutions (i.e. government and the Church), and individual identities 
(personal and social) become disconnected in modernity. This term has more explicatory 
power and it is a better description of the state of modern Ireland, especially in Sligo. The 
gist is that the individual is uncoupled from the meaning that came with traditional 
communities when they leave that community, or when these communities disintegrate due 
to economic migration and immigration. This leads in turn to an uncoupling of the individual 
from the religious belief of their parents and grandparents. This uncoupling can, and often 
leads to an unsettled identity, of the individual but also of the community. When Alan was 
asked if this rings true to him, he said it most certainly did. 
 
When assessing the effects of this loss of meaning, Peter Berger and others discovered that 
modernisation leads to an uncoupling of consciousness, resulting in feelings of disorientation 
and homelessness in the individual, or as they called it, The Homeless Mind,8 as they struggle 
to find a stable sense of identity and meaning. This is where relationality can and does speak 
to the outcomes of secularisation; it brings forth the relational aspect lost in the process of 
modernity. From the examples of the different levels of relationality mentioned above, we 
can see how Sligo CoM has bridged the gap between people, institutions and denominations 
by using relationality as a tool that provides the space and time for connections to be made, 
acting as we have seen as a node between people and institutions. Relationality, as used by 
Sligo CoM, speaks directly to the outcomes of secularisation, rather than trying to tackle the 
sources of it; this is a more adequate missional strategy. 
 

Question: Does this analysis speak to your own circumstances? 
 

  

 
7 Schimank, U. (2002). Differentiation: Social, International Encyclopaedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences. Edited by N.J. 
Smelser and P.B. Baltes. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/B0080430767018647 (Accessed: 20 
November 2024).  
8 Berger, P.L., Berger, B. and Kellner, H. (1974). The Homeless Mind. New York: Vintage. 
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Conclusion 

This article has looked at relationality in mission in the context of Sligo, County Connacht, in 

Ireland. We looked at how the CoM in Sligo utilises relationality to address their work in the 

personal, professional and national level. This has given us plenty of examples on how 

relationality is used in the context of Ireland.  

We have also looked at how important relationality is to the current reality of Ireland, 

especially because it directly addresses the effects of secularisation in Ireland in general. 

It is important to note that relationality, although intrinsic to Irish culture, is also a skill that 

can be learnt and developed. With this in mind, we will finish by asking a set of questions 

that follows from this article. As you discuss them, have the following quote in mind that 

summarises relationality in Ireland: ‘They need to know you before they can trust you.’ 

 

Questions for Further Reflection 
 

• What do you think of relationality in your ministerial work? 

• Can you give examples of how you used relationality? 

• Does the process of uncoupling sound familiar to you? Can you think of examples of it 

for your context? 

• What would stop you from having a relational approach to mission/pioneer work? 
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