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   1   1

     Introduction    

    Eamon   Maher     and     Eugene   O’Brien     

   Bind us together, Lord 
 Bind us together 
 With cords that cannot be broken 
 Bind us together, Lord 
 Bind us together 
 Bind us together in Love 
 There is only one God, 
 There is only one King, 
 There is only one Body, 
 That is why we sing.  

 On a sunny 30 September 1979, in Ballybrit racecourse in Galway, over 200,000 
young people listened to two of Ireland’s most popular clerics sing the hymn ‘Bind 
Us Together’, and the performance was given rapturous applause. One of the sing-
ers was Eamon Casey, Bishop of Galway. Casey was one of the best known and 
most popular members of the hierarchy: telegenic, baby- faced, funny, a man of 
passionate convictions and a long- time critic of the government’s lack of spending 
on charity. In fact, as chair of the organisation Trócaire, he was adept at politicis-
ing this charity work and refused to meet President Ronald Reagan on his visit 
to Ireland in 1984, in protest against US policy in Central America. He was often 
on  The Late Late Show , where his skills as a raconteur were showcased, and he was 
seen as a very human cleric at a time when the priestly vocation was often still 
viewed as an austere calling. In addition, Casey was known as a bon viveur who 
enjoyed socialising and driving fast cars. He was a major force in Irish society, 
especially when it came to presenting a human face of a monolithic organisation 
such as the Catholic Church. Casey had charisma, the common touch. He had his 
fi nger on the pulse of the Ireland of the 1980s, a time of economic free fall and 
increasing dissatisfaction with both church and state. 
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 His partner on the stage in Galway was Fr Michael Cleary, a man from 
the working- class area of Ballyfermot in Dublin. He was known as the ‘sing-
ing priest’ and presented his own radio show on a station that had a very 
large following among young people, 98FM. He had a strong commitment 
to charity and to enlightening people about inner- city deprivation and was 
a tireless worker for people in ghetto areas of Dublin. Doctrinally conserva-
tive, as indeed was Casey, he voiced the stricter message of Church teaching, 
especially on matters of sexuality. In 1992, on  The Late Late Show  (he was also 
quite a regular contributor to this programme), while discussing the ‘X Case’, 
a situation involving a fourteen- year- old girl who travelled to England for an 
abortion after becoming pregnant as a result of rape, he maintained that the 
whole thing was an elaborate test case orchestrated by liberal groups and the 
media. At a time when Irish public opinion was becoming polarised between 
those who believed in ‘the right to life’ and those who were in ‘the right to 
choose’ camp, Cleary’s voice was a clear one. He stood fi rmly behind the 
Church’s doctrines. 

 So, as Ireland’s most famous and media- friendly clerics sang on the open stage 
of the racecourse in Galway, awaiting the arrival of the most charismatic and 
media- friendly pontiff  in the history of the Catholic Church, the eyes of the whole 
country were fi xed on them. Later, the Pope spoke to the 200,000 young people 
in tones that predicted confi dently that the synergy (or perhaps even collusion) 
between the Catholic Church and the Irish State would endure and strengthen: 

  I believe in youth with all my heart and all the strength of my conviction. And today 
I say: I believe in the youth of Ireland. I believe in you who stand here before me, 
in every one of you. When I look at you, I see the Ireland of the future. Tomorrow 
you will be the living force of your country, you will decide what Ireland will be. 
Tomorrow, as technicians or teachers, nurses or secretaries, farmers or tradesmen, doc-
tors or engineers, priests or religious –  tomorrow you will have the power to make 
dreams come true.     (John Paul II  2004 : 46)  

 The words of the opening hymn were proleptic of this continued union, as the 
Church and State were, and would continue to be, ‘one body’, and the binding 
blocks did not look to be in danger of being dismantled at any point in the near 
future. In the dawning of a media- saturated age, these three representatives of 
Roman Catholicism had taken control of the medium and made it their own. 
Much of Ireland only had a single TV channel, and the audience fi gures for the 
Pope’s visit were huge. The tone of all of the broadcasts was reverential and som-
bre, and the images that remain from the visit are ones of mass celebrations, a sense 
of community at worship and no real deviation from this monological message 
from a pastor to his fl ock. 

 During his visit, the Pope went to Dublin, Drogheda, Clonmacnoise, Galway 
Knock and Limerick, and, some thirty years later, in 2009, a report was issued 
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that made reference to the Limerick stage of the papal visit. Here the Pope spoke 
about the family and children, and, particularly, the importance of the latter in the 
Christian vision of the family: ‘And here, I want to say a very special word to all 
Irish parents. Marriage must include openness to the gift of children. Generous 
openness to accept children from God as the gift to their love is the mark of a 
Christian couple’ (John Paul II  2004 : 85). However, the report did not refer to 
the full content of the Pope’s speech, even though it was concerned with the 
treatment of children in Church- run institutions. Instead, it referred more gener-
ally to the special occasion that was the papal visit. In volume 2,   chapter 3  of the 
Ryan Report, the colloquial name for the fi ndings of the Commission to Inquire 
into Child Abuse, published on 20 May 2009, we fi nd reference to a more sin-
ister side of Irish Catholicism, and to the period of the Pope’s visit in particular. 
In this section, the subject is St Joseph’s Industrial School, Ferryhouse, Clonmel 
(‘Ferryhouse’), from 1885 to 1999. The part of the report that is of particular rel-
evance to us is dated 1 October 1979, and makes for harrowing reading: 

  The other boy was sent for, and Fr Stefano described how  ‘the two boys sat in my offi  ce 
and unfolded to me a most horrifi c story of what had been happening to them’.  The boys told 
Fr Stefano story after story of cruelty and abuse. The worst, as far as he was concerned, 
was the abuse of one of the boys during the Pope’s visit to Ireland in 1979. The whole 
school went to see the Pope in Limerick, except for one of the two boys who was not 
allowed to go because of his record of absconding. Br Bruno volunteered to stay back 
and supervise him. The boy told Fr Stefano that, when the rest of the boys left, ‘ this 
Brother came and raped me in my bed ’.     (Ryan  2009 : II, 2, 87; italics in original)  

 Therefore, while the Pope was speaking about the value of children in the Catholic 
world view, some forty miles away, a Rosminian brother was raping two boys who 
had been placed under his care by both the Catholic Church and the State. 

 This provides a sharp contrast to the euphoria engendered by the papal visit 
and adds an ironic touch both to the hymn, ‘Bind Us Together’ and to the words 
of the Pope to the youth of Ireland: ‘Young people of Ireland, I love you.’ Indeed, 
it also points a fi nger at the fraudulent character of the two singing clerics. In 
1992, Bishop Eamon Casey admitted that he had had an aff air with a woman, 
Annie Murphy, and that he was father to her son, Patrick. In his turn, one year 
later, after his death in 1993, it was revealed that Michael Cleary had a sexual 
relationship with his housekeeper Phyllis Hamilton for a number of years. Their 
son, Ross, lived with the couple without ever being acknowledged as Fr Cleary’s 
off spring. It was also stated that they had another child who had been given up 
for adoption. Needless to say, there were massive denials of these stories, and, 
once more on the ever- infl uential  Late Late Show , in April 1993, Annie Murphy 
was given a very hostile reception by the host, Gay Byrne, and by a number of 
Casey’s relatives who were in the audience. There was still a strong hegemonic 
attachment to Catholicism as ‘our’ religion and as a social cement that bonded 
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most Irish people together. It was less a devotional or religious affi  liation than an 
ideological and cultural identifi cation that was unthought and unthinking. There 
was a cultural and ideological symphysis between Church and State that was taken 
for granted by all. 

 These two events shook the credibility of the Church to the core, and, inter-
estingly, in both cases it was the media that broke the stories. The Dublin maga-
zine  The Phoenix  was the source of the revelations about Michael Cleary while 
the  Irish Times  reported initially on the Annie Murphy story. Thus, it was the 
cultural sphere within which the initial stages of unbinding began to take place. 
Newspapers, documentaries, television and radio reports, along with literary 
depictions, began to take issue with the received views of the Church, and the 
reverential tones of the premier television current- aff airs reporter Brian Farrell 
as he intoned a descriptive narrative of the papal visit in 1979 was gradually 
replaced by more critical voices with respect to the actions of the clergy and 
the organisation and system as a whole. Thus, for example, ‘in November 1994, 
RTÉ devoted to it a special edition of  Tuesday File , which included one of the 
earliest televised interviews with a victim of clerical sex abuse’ (Kenny  2009 : 64), 
which discussed the case of Fr Brendan Smyth, who was wanted for child abuse 
in Northern Ireland but whose extradition had been delayed in the Republic. 
A year later, in October 1995, a special edition of  Counterpoint , entitled  Suff er Little 
Children , broadcast on UTV, caused shock and consternation in the Republic 
(Kenny  2009 :  65).  1   These programmes put clerical sexual abuse in the public 
sphere, a sphere that was gradually loosening the binding connection with the 
Church. A number of clerics came before the courts as people who had repressed 
memories of abuse now found the courage to come forward. Names such as  
Fr Ivan Payne, Fr Seán Fortune and Fr Paul McGennis became part of an ongo-
ing list of proven abusers. The media focus on this issue continued the following 
year. Kenny notes that: 

  Nuns as well as priests were occasionally implicated in allegations of sexual abuse. On 
22 February 1996, RTÉ screened  Dear Daughter , a documentary by Louis Lentin that 
revealed through interviews what life had been like during the late 1950s and early 
1960s for some children at the Goldenbridge Orphanage, Dublin, run by the Sisters 
of Mercy.     (Kenny  2009 : 65)  

 This caused the Mercy order, which ran this institution, to apologise publicly, an 
unthinkable act only a few years earlier. 

 However, the beginning of the real crisis in Irish Catholicism was Mary 
Raftery’s trilogy of documentaries,  States of Fear , broadcast on 27 April, 4 and 
7 May 1999, where sexual, physical and psychological abuse across a range of 
industrial schools was analysed and brought into the open on a grand scale. In 
the wake of this programme, signifi cantly more people came forward to detail 
instances of abuse, and the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, apologised on behalf of the 
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State. The Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse was established a year later 
and delivered its report in May 2009. Much worse was to come in the exposure 
of clerical abuse scandals contained in the Ferns (2005), Ryan ( 2009 ), Murphy 
( 2009 ) and Cloyne (2011) reports, which revealed an institutional mindset that 
bears all the hallmarks of ‘groupthink’ (Kenny  2011 ; Murphy et al.  2005 ; Murphy 
 2009 ; Ryan  2009 ). These reports concretised a gradual process of secularisation, 
infl uenced heavily by access to a global media, the Internet and hundreds of tel-
evision channels. 

 On 20 July 2011, the Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, made a strong speech on the rela-
tionship between Church and State in a manner that would have been unthink-
able in the 1970s, especially as Kenny is probably an average and conservative 
Catholic in his personal life. In this speech, he went on to excoriate the Catholic 
Church and to make a telling point in terms of a separation of Church and State 
in Ireland. Kenny spoke of what he termed ‘clericalism’ and stressed how the ‘rape 
and torture of children were downplayed or “managed” to uphold instead, the 
primacy of the institution, its power, standing and “reputation” ’ (Kenny  2011 ). 
More tellingly, he went on to stress that the Church was just one organisation 
within the State and that it could no longer see itself as politically and culturally 
hegemonic. The standards that the Church saw as appropriate for its own gov-
ernance ‘cannot and will not, be applied to the workings of democracy and civil 
society in this republic’ (Kenny  2011 ). When one looks back to how the nation as 
a whole stood still in 1979 for the papal visit, there has clearly been a sea change in 
attitudes in Ireland, and it is a change not only voiced in the very heart of govern-
ment but also, even more importantly, broadcast on RTÉ. Indeed, on researching 
(or googling as it is now known) the speech on the Internet, the RTÉ website 
is the fi rst site that appears, and, indeed, it is the source of these quotations. This 
means that the country as a whole heard this speech, or at least the signifi cant sec-
tions, and it made the front page of all the papers in the Republic of Ireland the 
following day. Kenny’s articulation of a twenty- fi rst- century Ireland as a ‘Republic 
of laws, of rights and responsibilities, of proper civic order, where the delinquency 
and arrogance of a particular kind of “morality” will no longer be tolerated or 
ignored’ (Kenny  2011 ) was a moment that encapsulated the fall from grace of an 
institution which had hitherto been culturally indistinguishable from Ireland as a 
nation. It is this fall from grace of the Church as a cultural phenomenon in Irish 
society that will be the focus of this book. 

 It is clear from this brief rehearsal of events that between 1979 and 2009 a 
sea change (one could even say ‘unbinding’) occurred in the perception of the 
Catholic Church and in the relationship between Church and State. The represen-
tation of the Pope’s visit as a type of spiritual homecoming in 1979, as a bringing 
together of a pastor and his people, and of a church and its state, and the report 
in a state document, thirty years later, of an act of child abuse in a Church- run 
institution, are two very signifi cant highlights in this process. The medium and the 
message are inextricably connected, and, as Church control over the cultural sphere 
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was gradually attenuated, that sphere became more critical of the Church as insti-
tution and as system. The power of the Church was in many ways a soft power, one 
which was set out in legalistic canon law and enforced through control over health 
and education, but which maintained and replicated its power through ideology. 
Like all ideology, it was culturally mediated through education, writing, television 
and radio. As Terry Eagleton has observed, ‘an ideology exists because there are 
certain things which must not be spoken of ’ (Eagleton  1986 : 90), and in Ireland, 
during that period, this was defi nitely the case. The Church had an undue infl u-
ence over how Irish society educated its young, treated the sick and wrote its laws. 
Even the Constitution of Ireland had been shown to the hierarchy before it was 
passed in parliament to make sure that Church and State spoke with one voice on 
topics that were seen to impact on the Church’s role as moral custodian of a nation. 

 The journey from Galway to Cloyne, spanning over thirty years, was a journey 
of separation and of delegitimisation of the Church and its role in Ireland. A grad-
ual process of disintegration took place as the media, whose deferential tone to the 
Church was clear in the number of times priests and bishops were given very posi-
tive coverage on television and in the newspapers, had their own radio shows and 
were often presented and interviewed in a deferential manner. Censorship, which 
remained strong in terms of what was allowed to be read in Ireland up to the 1980s, 
was a further controlling factor in mediating the position of the Church and cre-
ating that ‘one body’ of which the aforementioned hymn speaks. Louis Althusser, 
writing about the maintenance and renewal of power, speaks of how soft power, 
or ideology, is the means by which a ruling elite maintains itself in power and also 
maintains the hierarchy of relationships that acknowledge that power apparatuses 
may teach ‘know- how’ but in forms that ensure  subjection to the ruling ideology  or 
the mastery of its ‘practice’ (Althusser  2001 : 133). Althusser’s studies of ideology at 
work are especially pertinent to this book, which looks at how culture helped to 
reinforce, and also deconstruct, Catholic hegemony in Ireland while also examin-
ing how, in many ways, the Irish unconscious can be seen to be strongly infl uenced 
by the remnants of Catholic rituals and beliefs. Althusser noted that during the 
Middle Ages in Europe, ‘the Church’ was the ‘religious ideological State apparatus’ 
and that ‘alongside the Church there was the family Ideological State Apparatus, 
which played a considerable part, incommensurable with its role in capitalist social 
formations’ (Althusser  2001 : 151). In this period of European history, the Church 
set out the laws and codes of society, and these were communicated to the next 
generations through the medium of family: it is interesting to note that in his ser-
mons on his Irish trip, the Pope mentioned the family sixteen times, an index of its 
importance to Catholic ideological practice. This is central to Althusser’s thesis: ‘In 
the pre- capitalist historical period which I have examined extremely broadly, it 
is absolutely clear that  there was one dominant Ideological State Apparatus ,  the Church , 
which concentrated within it not only religious functions, but also educational 
ones, and a large proportion of the functions of communications and “culture” ’ 
(Althusser  2001 : 151, italics in original). 
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 In Ireland of the late 1970s, this was still largely true, mainly as a result of its 
island status and its colonial history, which meant that intellectual movements such 
as the Renaissance, the Reformation and the Enlightenment were largely off set 
in an Irish context by the stifl ing rule exercised over it by the United Kingdom. 
While Europe was moving through ideological revolutions, Ireland was mired in 
colonial and political struggles, following the almost paradigmatic Third World 
colonial narrative of ethnic revivalist movements, revolution and then partition, 
followed by civil war. Through all of this strife, the power of the Church was never 
questioned, and, indeed, Church and State entered into a symbiotic relationship on 
the achievement of independence in 1922. So, while one of the key achievements 
of the French Revolution was the ‘creation of new ideological State apparatuses 
to replace the religious ideological State apparatus in its dominant role’ (Althusser 
 2001 : 152), there was no such parallel process in Ireland. Here the Church and 
State were bound together, although, as we will point out, these tight cords were 
becoming looser by 1979. When we say church and state, what we mean is the rul-
ing classes of the time, as ‘the class which is the ruling  material  force of society is at 
the same time its ruling  intellectual  force’, a point made by Marx and Engels in  The 
German Ideology  ( 1998 : 67, italics in original). In the Irish context, these intellectual 
ideas were dominated and shaped by Catholic doctrine, which resulted, quite logi-
cally, in a Catholic ethos permeating Irish intellectual and cultural life. 

 Catholic culture was Irish culture, and it is again no accident that there were 
twenty- six mentions of ‘society’ in the papal sermons of 1979, none more exem-
plary than this one: 

  Yes, Ireland, that has come overcome so many diffi  cult moments in her history, is 
being challenged in a new way today, for she is not immune from the infl uence of 
ideologies and trends which present- day civilisation and progress carry with them. 
The very capability of mass media to bring the whole world into your homes pro-
duces a new kind of confrontation with values and trends that up until now have 
been alien to Irish society. Pervading materialism imposes its dominion on man today 
in many diff erent forms and with aggressiveness that spares no one. The most sacred 
principles, which were the sure guides for the behaviour of individuals and society, 
are being hollowed- out by false pretences concerning freedom, the sacredness of life, 
the indissolubility of marriage, the true sense of human sexuality, the right attitude 
towards the material goods that progress has to off er. Many people now are tempted 
to self- indulgence and consumerism, and human identity is often defi ned by what 
one owns. Prosperity and affl  uence, even when they are only beginning to be avail-
able to larger strata of society, tend to make people assume that they have a right to 
all that prosperity can bring, and thus they can become more selfi sh in their demands.   
  (John Paul II  2004 : 6)  

 The fear of the mass media and consumer culture is a fear of the very processes 
sketched by Althusser in Continental Europe. The adequation between church 
and state is clearly under threat when capitalism and consumerist culture off ers 
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a complication of the hitherto dyadic relationship of the two traditional power 
blocs of Irish life. In the face of these threats, a later sermon by John Paul II harks 
back to a time when: 

  Ireland … displayed a remarkable interpenetration of her whole culture, speech and 
way of life by the things of God and the life of grace. Life was in a sense organised 
around religious events. The task of this generation of Irish men and women is to 
transform the more complex world of modern industrial and urban life by the same 
Gospel spirit.     (John Paul II  2004 : 83– 4)  

 The ideology of this sermon corresponds to what Roland Barthes terms ‘mythol-
ogy’. In this eulogising of a simpler time, a time where the choices were not as 
diffi  cult for a person with religious convictions, myth, as Barthes puts it, ‘acts eco-
nomically’ in that it ‘it abolishes the complexity of human acts, it gives them the 
simplicity of essences, it does away with all dialectics, with any going back beyond 
what is immediately visible, it organises a world without contradictions’ (Barthes 
 1986 :143). What these sermons show is an awareness of the power of culture 
and ideology as a means of maintaining power and hegemony, and also a fear of 
counter- cultural perspectives that would dilute and deconstruct such hegemonic 
positions by off ering alternatives. A mass media, not subject to Church control, 
could cause serious unbinding between Church and State, and this concern would 
prove to be proleptic of what would transpire in Ireland over the next thirty to 
forty years, as the ideology of the Church and State was gradually deconstructed 
by a more secular and pluralistic ideology. In these sermons, and in the visit as a 
whole, there was an attempt being made to bring Ireland back from the brink of a 
more pluralistic and secular culture and to espouse instead a more traditional one. 
Like all ideological imperatives, this one attempted to ‘establish and sustain rela-
tions of power which are systematically asymmetrical’, because ‘ideology, broadly 
speaking, is meaning in the service of power’ (Thompson  1990 :7). 

 We have stressed how the Catholic version of ‘meaning’ was the only one 
available in the Ireland of the 1970s, but this book will trace the gradual plu-
ralisation and globalisation of the transmitters of meaning in this period. From 
1955, British television channels were available in Belfast and along the east coast 
of Ireland. RTÉ, the Irish television network, was set up in 1961, and a single 
channel, very much in keeping with the broadly Catholic ethos of the coun-
try, was available from that year, with a second channel becoming available in 
1978. However, the British and commercial channels were available on the east 
coast, albeit with very poor reception until the setting up of a cable service, RTÉ 
Relays, in 1963 that provided better reception. In 1974, Waterford set up a cable 
service and, by the early 1980s, Limerick and Cork were part of this new multi- 
channel service. The importance of these channels in the dismantling of Catholic 
socio- cultural hegemony cannot be overstated, as perspectives on social and moral 
issues, which were non- Catholic, and in some cases, non- religious, became part 
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of the conversation in living rooms and in public houses, and the parameters of 
debate were gradually broadened. Thus, what had been taken as orthodox opin-
ions on homosexuality, contraception, divorce and abortion, were now called into 
question, and the process had begun of liberalising social legislation to bring 
Ireland into line with the other secular European countries in the EU. What was 
especially signifi cant was that opinions, which were contrary to Catholic doctrine, 
were not seen as aberrant or radical on BBC or ITV but were discussed as just 
another in a series of options. This defamiliarisation of non- Catholic perspectives 
had an accretive eff ect, as especially younger people often turned to the media for 
their opinions whereas heretofore they had looked to the Church. 

 Cultural, ethical and moral issues, especially those dealing with sexual moral-
ity, became the cultural battleground in these years, with the media off ering a 
more secular, European and Anglo- American perspective on dealing with these 
issues. Also, increasing mobility between countries through the Erasmus exchange 
of students and academics, allied to media representations, demonstrated that 
the Catholicism of France, Spain and Italy was very diff erent to that of Ireland, 
where Church and State were very closely allied. The availability of fi lms, books, 
discussions and newspapers that took more secular positions on issues that had 
been seen as fi rmly within the Catholic Church’s purview gradually eroded the 
hegemonic certainties and off ered alternatives. The hierarchy, habituated to obe-
dience, were neither intellectually nor ideologically equipped to engage in debate, 
and this further lessened the respect in which they were held. One could see the 
respective falls from grace of Casey and Cleary as emblematic fi gures of a more 
gradual and accretive process wherein respect for the Church was gradually but 
inexorably eroded in the cultural sphere. We are stressing the cultural nature of 
this battleground, as it was in this arena that the debates were held, and it was 
culturally, rather than through any issues of belief or ritual, that the infl uence of 
Catholicism became subject to critique. 

 It is diffi  cult to capture in a brief introduction the full dismantling of the 
once- dominant force that was Irish Catholicism. Even in 1979, which some 
wrongly view as the apogee of the Catholic Church in this country, secularism 
was on the rise, as more and more young people availed of free education and, as 
a result, managed to secure better- paid jobs that ensured their economic inde-
pendence. Attending university, while still largely the purview of the privileged 
classes, became far more accessible to the general population. It is likely that the 
startling fall in vocations to the priesthood and religious life, and the increasing 
challenge to the Church’s stances on issues pertaining to human sexuality, were 
among the main reasons that prompted the Pope to visit Ireland in 1979. Rather 
than being a triumphalist visit, it was an attempt to lessen the tide of secularism 
and to re- energise the faithful. However, in spite of the personal success enjoyed 
by Pope John Paul II during his time in Ireland, the situation of the Church did 
not improve in the 1980s and 1990s, which were characterised by divisive refer-
endums on contraception, divorce and abortion. A more educated, liberal, urban 
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population found it increasingly diffi  cult to obey submissively Catholic teaching 
when it came to what happened between consenting adults in the privacy of 
their bedroom. In this regard, the opinion expressed by the novelist Roddy Doyle 
(born in 1958) in an interview with Caramine White, is indicative of a resentment 
of the Church’s attempt to set the agenda on areas that went beyond its remit, 
in the writer’s view. When asked why there is such an absence of religion in his 
books, Doyle replied: 

  There’s no religion in me own life, for certain, I’ve no room for it at all. It’s diffi  cult 
in a country like Ireland because you do have to put your face out and tell it to go 
away –  “Fuck off .” You have to be quite blunt to allow yourself your own agnos-
tic space.     (White  2001 : 168)  

 Creating his ‘own agnostic space’ was clearly a priority for Doyle, who, as a pri-
vate citizen, fervently supported the ‘Yes’ campaign for divorce in 1996. Because 
the Church’s infl uence was all- pervasive in Irish society, the only way to free 
oneself from its shackles was, in Doyle’s forthright phrase, to tell it to ‘Fuck off ’. 
In his view, the referendum on divorce was not simply about the right to dissolve 
marriage legally; instead, it was more concerned with the Catholic Church’s 
desire to dictate what it meant to be Irish. He noted in an interview with Liam 
Fay: ‘It basically was the Catholic Church against everyone else. It was the insist-
ence that if you’re Irish, you’re white and you’re Catholic as well, and if you’re 
not both of these things then you’re not fully Irish. Ultimately, that is what it was 
all about’ (Fay  1996 : 19). This perspective off ers a stark contrast to some of the 
main canonical fi gures in Irish literature of the previous generation such as Friel, 
McGahern and Heaney, all of whom, although they had long ceased practising 
their religion, had a reverence for the rituals and ceremonies of the Catholic 
Church, which they saw in some ways as the language of their youth, as part of a 
shared cultural consciousness. It is interesting that both McGahern and Heaney 
were buried in their local parish cemeteries with all the trimmings, including 
the funeral mass and a decade of the rosary at the graveside. Brian Friel chose to 
be buried in Glenties, Co. Donegal, the setting of many of his works, but he did 
not opt for a mass. Instead, there were prayers said at his graveside by the par-
ish priest of Glenties, Fr Pat Prendergast, and then his family and others closely 
associated with the writer heard tributes from his close friends Tom Paulin and 
Thomas Kilroy. The reason for the writers choosing such traditional rituals had 
as much to do with their respect for local custom as any deeply held religious 
belief, but it is signifi cant for all that. In his memorable essay, ‘The Church and 
Its Spire’, McGahern summed up his relationship with the Catholic Church in 
the following manner: 

  I was born into Catholicism as I might have been born into Buddhism or Protestantism 
or any of the other isms or sects, and brought up as a Roman Catholic in the infancy 
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of this small state when the Church has almost total power: it was the dominating  
force of my whole upbringing, education and early working  life.     (McGahern 
 2009 : 133)  

 McGahern’s position was that, for all that the Church was by times patriarchal, 
authoritarian and responsible for promoting an unhealthy attitude to human 
sexuality, it also had these wonderful religious ceremonies that brightened up 
his otherwise humdrum life growing up in Leitrim and Roscommon. His great 
regret was that Irish Catholicism opted for the Romanesque spirit, ‘the low roof, 
the fortress, the fundamentalists’ pulpit- pounding zeal, the darkly ominous and 
fearful warnings to transgressors’ (McGahern  2009 : 145), rather than embracing 
the Gothic form, with its impressive spires that raised man’s look from the avari-
cious earth and helped him to imagine the transcendent. A member of a later 
generation of writers, Anne Enright, describes a starkly diff erent reaction to reli-
gious ceremonies than one fi nds in McGahern. Take the following extract from 
the award- winning novel,  The Gathering : 

  The drab days of Lent are over, the Legion’s mission has been triumphant, the broth-
els have been raided by the police, sprinkled with holy water, brought off  by Frank 
Duff , and closed down. A great religious procession has been held and a cross raised 
in Purdon Street by the man himself, who stood up on a kitchen table and drove in 
the nail with a surprisingly large hammer. Twenty girls had been decanted into the 
Sancta Maria hostel and dried out at either end. Everyone has been praying day and 
night, night and day, until they are fed up with it, the whole city has had it up to 
here, they have suff ered the ashes and kissed the rood and felt truly, deeply, spiritually 
 cleaned out : Easter dawns, thanks be to the Jay, and when they have eaten and laughed 
and looked at the daff odils they go up to bed to make love (it’s a long time, forty 
days) and have a big sleep and, the next morning, they all go off  to the races.     (Enright 
 2008 : 105)  

 What is noticeable in this passage is the scepticism and drudgery that are associated 
with the ceremonies of Lent. It is a period that one must get through, because as 
a Catholic it was mandatory. The great champion of the Pioneer Total Abstinence 
Association and the Legion of Mary, Frank Duff , is given honourable mention 
for nailing a cross into a kitchen ‘with a surprisingly large hammer’ –  the irony 
is not lost on the reader –  and bringing alcohol- addicted women into a hostel to 
dry out. There is no hint of an appreciation of the positive side of Catholicism in 
this passage: everything is couched in an imposed type of mechanical religiosity, 
which, once the services are over, will not have left any spiritual imprint. It strikes 
us that it is no coincidence that both Doyle and Enright are primarily novel-
ists concerned with Dublin and its environs, something that has imbued them 
with a diff erent perspective on Catholicism than that of the rural- based Friel, 
McGahern and Heaney. They are also the fi rst generation of writers to emerge 
from the shadow of these giants, and their experience of Catholicism is noticeably 
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diff erent. Whatever the position they adopt in relation to Catholicism, however, it 
is clear that they provide an invaluable gauge as to what the public reaction is to 
religion at a certain period and in a certain milieu. 

 In her defi ning study,  Irish Catholicism since 1950: The Undoing of a Culture , 
historian Louise Fuller pointed out that the 1960s encyclical  Humanae vitae  gal-
vanised public opinion in a way not previously witnessed in Ireland, something 
which she attributes to a society that was becoming more exposed to liberal val-
ues through the arrival of the television set in many homes and through increased 
access to foreign travel. She continues: 

  The questioning of Church authority has to be seen against the backdrop of a world-
wide phenomenon characterised by many people’s desire to break free of the shackles 
of authority. The gloom of the post- war era was past. Man was about to reach the 
moon. Economic affl  uence, educational opportunities, the communications revolu-
tion and increased mobility made his horizons seem limitless. It was the era of indi-
vidualism, ‘fl ower- power’, ‘free love’ and ‘hanging loose’.     (Fuller  2004 : 198)  

 Until then, the voice of authority was singular; it came from the pulpit on a Sunday, 
and papal and episcopal letters could be read in every church, which achieved an 
almost saturation eff ect in terms of the dissemination of Roman Catholic ideology. 
New voices of authority now competed with the Church, and these voices, from 
educated presenters and panellists, were all- pervasive in the corners of Irish living 
rooms. A couple of decades later, the ‘baby boomer’ generation would have come 
into its own, which spelled trouble for the continued hegemony of the Church. 
Clearly, people who during their youth had challenged the ruling elites were not, 
in middle age, going to succumb to their ongoing interference. 

 While we have spent some time looking at the eff ects of change on Irish 
society, it is also necessary to examine how secularism and the delayed advent of 
modernity to Ireland aff ected those who were priests or who were training to 
become priests. The turmoil in the national seminary in Maynooth in the period 
pre-  and post- 1979 is a useful indicator of how things were evolving. In his 1986 
novella,  The Seminary , Michael Harding gives us an insider’s view of the confu-
sion that beset many young male seminarians at this time. The eighty- year- old 
fi ctional spiritual director, Fr George Skewer, who had spent the majority of his 
life in Maynooth, notes: 

  If he met a seminarian at the gate, wearing a red shirt and denim jeans, or chatting 
intently to a young fi rst- arts girl, he looked the other way and preferred to remember 
what seminarians used to look like:  lonesome fi gures, tortured faces, untypical of 
youth; all individuality submerged under the long dress- like black cassock. In his view, 
as it was and should be in the making days of a priest.     (Harding  1986 : 36)  

 If we are to believe the report of the apostolic visitation set up in the wake of 
the Murphy Report by Pope Benedict, Fr Skewer’s view of what constitutes a 
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proper seminary training is the correct one. In 2012, one of the fi ndings of the 
visitation team was that the formal segregation of seminarians from lay students 
was to be reinstated in Maynooth. The underlying premise of this action is that 
somehow interaction with those not studying for the priesthood (particularly 
women) might prove distracting in relation to the life of prayer and refl ection 
that should characterise seminary training. However, one wonders what is to 
happen to newly ordained priests when they go to work in parishes, where the 
majority of those attending religious ceremonies will be women. Will donning 
the once more fashionable clerical garb somehow insulate them from tempta-
tion? Will their hypothetical consideration of the potential dangers posed by 
concupiscence in the seminary assist them in their future careers? In addition, 
will spending time in an all- male environment help those of a homosexual ori-
entation to live fulfi lled celibate lives? The fi nal- year student in Harding’s story, 
Peter Maguire, describes the special treatment he receives when home on holi-
days from Maynooth: 

  He assisted on the altar in his parish that Easter, and wore his black suit and collar 
everywhere. People would approach him at the church gate and shake his hand. At 
home his mother began fussing over him and telling his sisters to move from the chair 
and let him watch what he wanted on the television … And he felt good at last that 
something had come of his six years and his mother’s prayers.     (Harding  1986 : 78)  

 Peter perseveres with his vocation, although it is clear that he has at best a sceptical 
view of religion and regularly doubts his suitability for the priesthood. His friend 
Mel Kavanagh falls by the wayside, however, because of an inability to accept the 
arid spiritual example that he sees ingrained in someone like Peter. The latter 
has nothing but disdain for his fellow seminarians, seeing them as misguided and 
inept. In an uncharacteristic outburst, Kavanagh exclaims: 

  ‘Y’see, most guys in here, I believe, are maligned, and if the truth were known, have a 
lot going for them. Because they have one thing you don’t have, and it’s called faith. 
That’s your problem Peter … you have no faith … in God … or people … it makes 
no diff erence … it’s all the one. And true, I kept very quiet about it. I keep very quiet 
about a lot of things … so that bastards like you won’t be going around … pontifi cat-
ing about it.’     (Harding  1986 : 86)  

 As a former priest, Harding presents a damning critique of the type of life lived 
by many who did their training in the national seminary of Ireland in the 1970s 
and 1980s, some of whom are now relatively senior clerics. Pope John Paul II was 
visibly displeased when he visited the beautiful Gunn Chapel in Maynooth in 
1979 and was greeted with the triumphalist chant, ‘He’s got the whole world /  In 
his hands; /  he’s got the whole world.’ The Pontiff ’s reaction on television showed 
that he felt this type of welcome to his arrival was better suited to a pop concert 
than to the hallowed surrounds of the chapel. 
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 Undoubtedly, the decades we have chosen to cover in this book were sig-
nifi cant ones in the ‘undoing’ (to use Fuller’s phrase) of the dominant Catholic 
culture in Ireland. From Pope John Paul’s visit to the publication of four damn-
ing reports in relation to callous mistreatment of young people in industrial 
schools and Magdalene laundries, the reputational damage to the Church was 
huge, but it is possibly true to say that even without the revelations that came 
to light in the 1990s and 2000s, the die was cast in terms of people’s move 
away from organised religion. The title of journalist Mary Kenny’s  1997  book, 
 Goodbye to Catholic Ireland , shows an awareness that Catholicism as she knew 
it during her youth was gone, a disappearance that was no cause for rejoicing 
in her view. She refused to succumb to total pessimism, however, as she wrote 
towards the end of her study: 

  Catholicism in Ireland, as it was, is dead, but of course a spirituality remains, as indeed 
it does for all Celtic peoples: the annual pilgrimages, the visitations to holy places, 
and the funeral rites according to Mother Church remain. One seldom sees anyone 
saying the Angelus now –  the Angelus bell is still rung on national radio and televi-
sion, though its days are numbered, being widely criticised as ‘sectarian’ –  or bless-
ing themselves while passing a church, but there are snatches of Catholic Ireland in 
daily life.     (Kenny  1997 : 392– 3)  

 What Kenny is saying really is that there has been a serious decline in traditional 
Catholic culture in Ireland, a lost legacy the consequences of which we seek to 
explore in this collection. There have been a number of books that cover the 
various scandals of the past few decades and their impact on the position of the 
Catholic Church in Ireland. The purpose of  Tracing the Cultural Legacy of Irish 
Catholicism  is to employ a multidisciplinary approach in an attempt to bring to 
light how and why this process took place, and to explore the consequences it has 
had for Irish society. Vincent Twomey, Professor Emeritus of Moral Theology in 
St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, off ered some excellent explanations in  The End 
of Irish Catholicism?  about how Ireland’s fragile Catholic identity found it impos-
sible to deal with the combination of increasing secularism and the clerical abuse 
scandals because of its lack of an intellectual tradition that encouraged free and 
open debate about theological and philosophical issues, as happens in a country 
like France, for example. Twomey observes: 

  The lack of a rich tradition of systematic (self)- questioning and searching, which is 
what theological scholarship is, coupled with the way whatever little writing on the 
subject to appear in Ireland has been eff ectively ignored, may well be the price we are 
paying for the assumption that, since we were a chosen nation, we would never lose 
the faith; we did not have to think things through.     (Twomey  2003 : 40)  

 The chapters that follow are a way of ‘thinking things through’, of assessing how 
we have come to the present impasse and what approach Irish society might 

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   149781526101068_pi-225.indd   14 10/28/2016   3:45:05 PM10/28/2016   3:45:05 PM



Introduction 15

   15

adopt as it seeks to come to terms with what is eff ective a post- Catholic culture. 
Our main objective is to map how the early monolithic connection of Irishness 
and Catholicism evolved into the more pluralistic public sphere in which we now 
live. In doing this, we want to avoid the trap into which many commentators fall 
by adopting a stance that is pro-  or anti- Catholicism. In tracing the important 
cultural legacy that is Irish Catholicism, we have assembled a multidisciplinary 
group of authors who are all experts in their fi eld and who provide intriguing 
lenses through which to explore the phenomenon. 

 The collection’s opening part seeks to provide a context for the book’s major 
theme. Patsy McGarry draws on the knowledge of the changed role of religion 
in Irish society that he has accumulated as religious aff airs correspondent of the 
 Irish Times  through the troubled recent decades in an attempt to illustrate how ‘the 
times are a changin’’ in terms of Catholic hegemony in Ireland. He opens with a 
comment made by the Church of Ireland Bishop of Cork, Most Reverend Paul 
Colton, who stated just after the publication of the Ryan Report that Ireland 
was undergoing ‘a national trauma’. McGarry traces the causes of this trauma and 
points out that until the Church hierarchy is prepared to acknowledge respon-
sibility for their poor handling of the abuse scandals, and the pain infl icted on 
the survivors, there will be no healing. His treatment of the various scandals 
and the role of Irish bishops –  many of whom were following clear instructions 
from Rome –  in trying to limit reputational damage to the Church, illustrate 
McGarry’s contention that things will continue to get worse for the foreseeable 
future in Ireland, because of a failure to come to grips with systemic failures 
within the organisation. Taking up from where McGarry leaves off , Louise Fuller 
claims that there can be no doubt that Irish Catholicism is in serious decline. The 
decline itself is no huge surprise: it is the extent of the implosion and the con-
sequences this has had on Irish society that require explanation. The ‘aggressive 
secularism’ that is now commonplace has led to a situation where it has become 
extremely diffi  cult to express a Catholic viewpoint in the public arena, a situation 
that is as unhealthy in its own way as the theocracy that dominated for far too 
long in Ireland. Major changes in how it communicates the Word of God will be 
necessary if the Church is to have any hope of re- engaging the minds and hearts 
of a population that is becoming theologically illiterate and indiff erent to reli-
gious observance of any type. 

 Using Charles Taylor’s  A Catholic Modernity?  as its starting point, David 
Carroll Cochran’s essay explores the evolving role of Catholicism in Ireland 
over the past half century and concludes that the disentangling of the Church 
from the dominant political and cultural institutions of society has paradoxically 
extended many of the very values Catholicism celebrates. Due to the severing 
of its close traditional connection to the State, the Church has rediscovered its 
original mission to provide a prophetic spiritual voice, especially in favour of 
the poor, and to align itself more closely with the concerns of its founder, Jesus 
Christ. Justin Carville draws on recent debates in relation to photography and 
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the everyday in order to examine the role of street photography in the cultural 
politics of religion as it was played out in the quotidian moments of social rela-
tions within Dublin’s urban and suburban spaces during the 1980s and 1990s. 
The essay argues that photography was important in giving visual expression to 
the social contradictions within the relations between religion and the transfor-
mation of Irish social life, not through the dramatic and traumatic experiences 
that defi ned the nation’s increased secularism but in the quiet, humdrum and 
sometimes monotonous routines of religious ceremonies and everyday social 
relations. 

 The opening section concludes with Vincent Twomey’s thought- provoking 
essay, which sees reasons for hope in the midst of all the problems currently 
besetting Irish Catholicism. He opines that people’s faith has withstood the 
turmoil within and without the Church and argues that there are signs of the 
kind of renewal that was recommended by some of the documents of Vatican II. 
Detecting these signs is important in revealing the newly opened- up possibilities 
(and risks) for a more humble church that seeks to fulfi l its God- given mission 
to bring joy to the world of today. The re- evangelising of Ireland will not happen 
easily: it requires placing more emphasis on the beauty of lived Christianity and, 
by extension, of everyday sanctity. 

 Part II contains essays that concentrate largely on the written word and 
its relationship with Catholicism. Eamonn Wall’s discussion of Irish- American 
Catholic experience reveals many similarities on either side of the pond, and 
some diff erences also. The Irish- American authors and commentators provide 
unique perspectives on many facets of Irish life, including the unique role played 
by the Catholic Church. Among the authors discussed are Frank McCourt, 
whose account of a poor Catholic childhood in Limerick is so memorably cap-
tured in the best- seller,  Angela’s Ashes , Colum McCann, Colm Tóibín and Mary 
Gordon –  the latter may not be well known to an Irish audience, but she has some 
intriguing insights into her Catholic upbringing and beliefs. Similarly, the theo-
logian Richard P. McBrien, journalist and writer Maureen Dezell and sociologist 
Andrew Greely combine to illustrate the impact that the Irish Church has had 
on its American equivalent. Wall maintains that looking towards Ireland from the 
USA and drawing on American notions of egalitarianism and individual freedom 
sometimes allows for a more dispassionate view of Ireland’s Catholic heritage and 
enables envisaging its future with a far greater clarity than can be achieved when 
change is all around you. 

 Eamon Maher’s contribution takes a number of priests with a public profi le 
and examines the extent to which they are prophetic voices or complicit func-
tionaries. Choosing the French priest- writer Jean Sulivan (1913– 80) as a com-
parator, Maher examines the published work of Joseph Dunn, Vincent Twomey, 
Mark Patrick Hederman and Brendan Hoban, before concluding that they all 
share the prophetic tendency of raising uncomfortable and often unpopular issues 
while remaining within the institution. He further argues that being so closely 
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aligned to the Church makes it diffi  cult, and professionally dangerous, for priests 
to criticise certain practices within the institution. However, while retaining a 
huge love of, and devotion to, the main tenets of Catholicism, these men never-
theless feel obliged to point out things that are going wrong, even when express-
ing such views can often involve them in confl ict with their superiors at home 
and in Rome. Catherine Maignant’s chapter deals with another Irish priest, Tony 
Flannery, whose writings and liberal media pronouncements led to a caution from 
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which disqualifi es him from pub-
lishing work or accepting invitations to express his views at public events without 
seeking prior permission from Rome. Maignant argues that Flannery has all the 
traits of a Christian witness, in that he is a prophet who appears to be reviled by 
certain forces within his own church for daring to express unpalatable truths. 
Notwithstanding his censure, he has continued to write and to air his sometimes 
daring opinions, all the while knowing that they could eventually lead to his 
excommunication. 

 Eugene O’Brien concludes Part II with a discussion of the implications that 
the ‘Yes’ vote in the May 2015 referendum on same- sex marriage may have for 
the social and cultural position of the Catholic Church in contemporary Ireland 
and in the future. His analysis channels the thinking of Ferdinand Tönnies, an 
early German sociologist and a contemporary of Durkheim and Weber, who 
used the German words  Gemeinschaft  and  Gesellschaft  to distinguish between two 
fundamentally diff erent structural paradigms for social relations. O’Brien sees 
marriage as a core ideological signifi er of ideological hegemony, and, using the 
fantasy fi ction of Terry Pratchett’s satire on religion entitled  Small Gods  as a lens, 
he looks at the referendum as a signifi cant turning point in the defi nition of 
marriage and, by extension, in the transformation Irish society from the organic 
community of the  Gemeinschaft  to the more postmodern and pluralist notion of 
the  Gesellschaft . 

 Part III focuses on the main challenges to Catholicism in contemporary 
Ireland. Michael Cronin opens the section by observing that the greatest threat to 
Irish society has been the dominant discourse of neo- liberalism and the Market, 
which has come to be the deity to which all must bend. The Irish Church has 
traditionally been associated with a regime of fear and punishment, which is 
somewhat paradoxical given that the founding message of Christianity is one 
of hope, of the end of fear. In Cronin’s view, a more radical move for a church 
which has been brought to its knees by a multiplicity of cultural factors would 
be to embrace empathy and a politics of hope, which might consist of no longer 
saying ‘No’ but ‘Yes’. The affi  rmation of justice for all, a more equal sharing of 
wealth, the creation of a climate where diff erence is embraced:  these are the 
life- affi  rming and Christian principles on which the future of Irish Catholicism 
should be based. 

 Patricia Casey makes the point that up until recently there was no tradi-
tion of a questioning laity, or, indeed, clergy, in the Irish Church. Centuries of 
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persecution had brought priests and laity closer, even though they were never 
viewed as equals. A coalescence of events at home and abroad in the form of 
the sexual revolution, the rise of Communism, the reforms of Vatican II, created 
a Western church where personal choice took precedence over the dictates of 
Rome. In Ireland, certain myths such as Catholic guilt, the links between celi-
bacy and paedophilia, the death of God, and the delusional nature of all religions, 
began to gain traction. The clerical abuse scandals served to reinforce hostility 
towards the Church and to add weight to the aforementioned myths, which has 
resulted in a society that is becoming increasingly impervious to the Word of 
God. Casey sees the need for Irish people to become educated about their faith 
so as to be in a position to speak to a secular audience and to fi nd space for their 
Christian faith. 

 A group that is often considered to be marginalised and discriminated within 
the Church are women. Sharon Tighe- Mooney sees the divorce, contraception 
and abortion referendums of the 1980s and 1990s as a watershed for Irish women, 
as these were issues that impacted directly on their lives. Tighe- Mooney examines 
the events of the past four decades in Irish society in the context of the weaken-
ing hegemony of the Catholic Church juxtaposed with the growing realisation 
by women, especially when the child- abuse scandals broke, that their lives had 
been framed by a celibate male- dominated institution that displayed serious dou-
ble standards in the area of human sexuality. She argues that in order to survive 
into the future, the Church will be increasingly dependent on women remaining 
active within the institution. As Irish women Catholics are demanding a central 
role in the running of a church that has shown itself allergic to change, especially 
when it comes to gender equality, Tighe- Mooney wonders what the future holds 
for both groups. 

 The collection closes with Joe Cleary’s questioning of what the future of 
the Catholic Church is now that one of the great threats to its hegemony 
during the twentieth century, communism, has fallen largely into abeyance. 
Will the Church continue to align itself with capitalism and ignore the steady 
grip of the associated neo- liberal agenda that favours secular, material values 
over religious ones? In contemporary Ireland, it often seems as though a blind 
adherence to religion has been replaced by an equally blind embrace of neo- 
liberalism. Cleary asks what psychological price the Irish will pay for their sub-
missive compliance with the fashionable ideas of the moment and explores how 
a healthy relationship with the Church might be developed in such a changed 
cultural environment. 

 From this brief discussion of the contents of the collection, we trust that the 
importance and relevance of its subject matter will be clear to all. The editors 
deliberately sought out contributors who adopt varying positions when it comes 
to Irish Catholicism, and we feel that what you are about to read provides an 
excellent exposé of the much changed face of Irish Catholicism, whose cultural 
legacy, regardless of where one stands on the subject, is beyond doubt.  
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   Note 

  1     In 1999, Eoin O’Sullivan and Mary Raff erty published a book with the very similar 
title,  Suff er the Little Children , a hugely damaging exposure of the abuse that character-
ised Ireland’s industrial schools. The title is an ironic reference to the Bible’s mention 
of the special place of children in God’s heart: ‘Suff er the little children to come unto 
me and forbid them not: for of such in the Kingdom of God.’   
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    PART I 

 Tracing change and setting 
the context   
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     1 

 ‘The times they are a changin’  : 
  Tracing the transformation of Irish 
Catholicism through the eyes of a 

journalist    

    Patsy   McGarry     

  It was towards the end of May 2009 that the Church of Ireland Bishop of Cork, 
Most Reverend Paul Colton said that Ireland was in the midst of a ‘a national 
trauma’. That followed publication of the Commission to Inquire into Child 
Abuse report. Chaired by Mr Justice Seán Ryan, it followed a decade of inves-
tigations by the Commission and contained revelations of truly shocking and 
systemic sexual, physical and emotional abuse of tens of thousands of children in 
residential institutions run by eighteen Catholic religious congregations during 
the twentieth century. To date, over 15,500 of those children (now adults) have 
been compensated by the Irish State, receiving an average €63,000 each. 

 The Ryan Commission heard evidence covering the period from 1914, but 
the bulk of its work addressed the period from the early 1930s to the early 1970s. 
Accounts of abuse by over 1,700 witnesses, given in relation to 216 institutions, 
were detailed in the report, which ran to over 2,600 pages. More than 800 priests, 
brothers, nuns and lay people were implicated. The commission’s report, popularly 
known as the Ryan Report, was published on 20 May 2009. 

 What Bishop Colton said then was true, but there was more to come. The 
Ryan Report was followed by two further statutory reports into the handling 
of clerical child sex- abuse allegations by authorities in Dublin’s Catholic arch-
diocese (published in November 2009)  and Cloyne diocese (published in July 
2011), the interdepartmental inquiry into the Magdalene laundries (published in 
February 2013), and an ongoing statutory inquiry into mother- and- baby homes 
which is expected to report in 2018. What Bishop Colton described as ‘trauma’ 
in 2009 was mid- way between four such statutory reports. The fi rst two were the 
Ferns Report of October 2005, which investigated the handling of clerical child 
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sexual- abuse allegations in that diocese and the Ryan Report of May. Many of 
the abuse revelations, which precipitated such trauma, predated the visit of Pope 
John Paul II to Ireland in 1979, and by many decades. However, some of it was 
coincident with the papal visit and continued afterwards. 

 One such abuse incident during the papal visit even occurred at Dublin’s Pro- 
Cathedral when Fr Patrick McCabe abused a boy, as emerged during the priest’s 
trial in March 2013. Moreover, the Ryan Commission’s investigation committee 
was told of another incident at a public hearing in September 2004, referred to 
in the introduction of this book, where a young boy was raped by the brother 
left in charge of him. Rosminian priest Fr Patrick Pierce, manager in 1975– 91 of 
St Joseph’s Industrial School at Ferryhouse in Co Tipperary, told the committee 
that the boy had not been allowed accompany his colleagues to the Pope’s mass as 
punishment for absconding. The brother who raped him had been a prefect at the 
school and volunteered to stay back with the boy. It was the early 1990s before 
the assault was reported to the Gardaí, and the abuser was convicted twenty years 
after the event in 1999. He was sentenced to nine years’ imprisonment, three sus-
pended (Ryan  2009 : III, 2, 87). 

 Then, of course, Pope John Paul’s warm- up act at Galway comprised the then 
Bishop of Galway Eamon Casey and well- known Dublin media priest Fr Michael 
Cleary, both of whom, as would emerge in later years, were themselves already fathers 
in 1979. What these matters reinforce is the view that Pope John Paul’s visit to Ireland 
in 1979 did not, and could not, stem those forces already at play, which would under-
mine the infl uence and authority of the Catholic Church in Ireland. Such dark cur-
rents as revealed over recent decades would visit catastrophe on his beloved Church 
in Ireland, beginning just eight years later in 1987, when the Irish Catholic bishops’ 
sole response to a warning from the USA that clerical child sexual- abuse allegation 
could be imminent was to take out insurance in their dioceses. 

 The Ryan Report, the Ferns Report and subsequent reports would, collec-
tively, be a source of great national shame at Ireland’s treatment of its children and 
vulnerable adults throughout most of the twentieth century. A  consequence of 
such reports has been a fundamental shift in Irish attitudes to the Catholic Church, 
an institution that was at the centre of them all. It was also an institution which 
had been central to the identity of millions of Irish people for generations who 
had unquestioningly revered it and its personnel. Suddenly and shockingly it had 
become a suspect outsider, so much so that even Rome itself would get in on the 
act. In his March 2010 pastoral letter to Irish Catholics, following publication of 
the Ryan and Murphy reports the previous year, Pope Benedict XVI told the Irish 
bishops that ‘some of you and your predecessors failed, at times grievously’ when 
it came to child protection. What the Irish Church allowed ‘obscured the Gospel 
to a degree that not even centuries of persecution (in the penal laws era) had suc-
ceeded in doing’ (Benedict XVI  2010 ). Pope Benedict sent seven high- powered 
teams of cardinals, archbishops and bishops to conduct apostolic visitations on 
the Irish Church and see how things could be put right. However, there was not 
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a word about Rome’s role in any of this. Not a word about then prefect of the 
Congregation for the Clergy Cardinal Castrillón Hoyos who was responsible for 
the 1997 letter to the Irish bishops dismissing their 1996 framework document 
on child protection as ‘merely a study document’ because it recommended that 
all abuse allegations against priests should be reported to the civil authorities. That 
letter, the Cloyne Report said, ‘gave comfort and support’ to those who ‘dissented 
from the stated offi  cial Irish church policy’ on child protection (Commission of 
Investigation into Catholic Diocese of Cloyne  2011 : 6). This was the same cardinal 
who infamously, in the letter dated 8 September 2001, congratulated French bishop 
Pierre Pican who received a three- month suspended sentence for not cooperating 
with French authorities in their investigations into a priest who was later sentenced 
to eighteen years in jail for repeated rape of a boy and sexual assaults on ten oth-
ers. ‘I congratulate you for not denouncing a priest to the civil administration’, 
Cardinal Castrillón Hoyos wrote in his letter to Bishop Pican, a letter which he 
insisted had been approved by Pope John Paul II (Castrillón Hoyos  2001 ). 

 In 1999, when the Irish bishops were visiting Rome, they were reminded 
by a Vatican offi  cial that they were ‘bishops fi rst, not policemen’ when it came 
to reporting clerical child sex abuse. But there was worse to come. In May 2001, 
when he was prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Cardinal 
Joseph Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict XVI) sent two letters to every Catholic 
bishop in the world, in Latin (Ratzinger  2001 ). One insisted that the contents 
of both letters be kept secret, while the other directed that all clerical child sex 
abuse allegations ‘with a semblance of truth’ be sent to the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, and it would decide whether they be dealt with at diocesan 
or Vatican level. Such letters were sent to the Irish Catholic bishops too, of course, 
and were therefore of keen interest to the Murphy Commissions in Ireland that 
investigated the handling of clerical child sexual- abuse allegations in the Dublin 
archdiocese and Cloyne diocese. 

 Rome did not even acknowledge correspondence from the commission in 
September 2006 when it was investigating the handling of clerical child sex 
abuse allegations in the Dublin archdiocese. Instead, Rome complained that the 
commission did not use proper channels. So, in February 2007, the Murphy 
Commission wrote to then Papal Nuncio to Ireland, Archbishop Giuseppe 
Lazzarotto, requesting he forward ‘all documents in his possession relevant to the 
Commission’ (Murphy  2009 : I, 37). He did not reply. In early 2009, it wrote to 
then nuncio, Archbishop Giuseppe Leanza, (in offi  ce since April 2008), enclos-
ing a draft of its report for comment. He did not reply either. The nuncia-
ture in Dublin was the conduit for clerical child abuse reports to Rome, while 
Archbishop Leanza was personally involved in talks that led to Bishop Magee 
standing aside as bishop of Cloyne in February 2009. When it was investigating 
that diocese, the Murphy Commission asked him to ‘submit to it any informa-
tion which you have about the matters under investigation’. He felt ‘unable to 
assist’ it ‘in this matter’.  1   
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 Such lack of cooperation was a source of profound annoyance where the 
Irish authorities were concerned. This was most acutely illustrated in 2011. On 
20 July, days after publication of the Cloyne Report, Taoiseach Enda Kenny 
(a practising Catholic), addressing the Dáil, said of the Church that ‘The rape 
and torture of children were downplayed or “managed” to uphold instead, the 
primacy of the institution, its power, standing and “reputation” ’ (Kenny  2011 ). 
The Vatican’s reaction to such abuse ‘was to parse and analyse it with the gimlet 
eye of a canon lawyer … This calculated, withering position being the polar 
opposite of the radicalism, humility and compassion upon which the Roman 
Church was founded.’ Kenny continued, saying that the Cloyne Report ‘exca-
vates the dysfunction, disconnection, elitism … the narcissism … that dominate 
the culture of the Vatican to this day’. It told ‘a tale of a frankly brazen disregard 
for protecting children’. Revelations in Cloyne ‘have brought the Government, 
Irish Catholics and the Vatican to an unprecedented juncture’, he said, conclud-
ing that ‘This is not Rome. This is the Republic of Ireland 2011, a republic of 
laws’ (Kenny  2011 ). 

 By any reckoning, this speech was a watershed in Catholic Ireland’s relation-
ship with Rome, and it was enunciated by an Irish Catholic prime minister. It 
was very far removed from a statement to the same chamber sixty years previously 
by Mr Kenny’s predecessor, John A Costello, then also taoiseach and leader of 
the same political party, Fine Gael. In April 1951, during debate on the ill- fated 
Mother and Child Scheme, opposed by the Catholic bishops led by Archbishop 
of Dublin John Charles McQuaid, Costello felt impelled to announce, ‘I am an 
Irishman second: I am a Catholic fi rst and I accept without qualifi cation in all 
respects the teaching of the hierarchy and the church to which I belong.’ He told 
the Dáil, ‘I, as a Catholic, obey my church authorities and will continue to do so’ 
(Keogh  1994 : 208). 

 Following that July 2011 address by Enda Kenny, things were to get even 
worse in Ireland’s relationship with Rome. In November 2011 then tánaiste and 
minister for foreign aff airs, Eamon Gilmore, announced that Ireland’s embassy to 
the Holy See was to close for fi nancial reasons. Few believed, even in the midst 
of the worst recession of modern times, that fi nancial reasons were the only ones 
leading to closure of that embassy in that year. 

 What all of these events mean today is that Irish people are beyond shock 
when it comes to scandalous behaviour by Catholic Church authorities in deny-
ing and attempting to conceal the truth. It is also a matter of national shame 
that the Irish State, through its ‘deferential and submissive attitude’ (to use Justice 
Ryan’s words) to religious congregations and the Church generally, failed in its 
primary duty to children (Ryan  2009 : IV, 451). Further, the sense of betrayal of 
an innocent people’s trust by the Church goes deep. Yet it was statutory agen-
cies of the Irish State that exposed that shame, despite the Church. Indeed, as 
we now know, those same religious congregations –  with one exception –  were 
drawn into deeply reluctant cooperation with the Ryan Commission and proved 
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recalcitrant to the end, as those of us who reported on public hearings of the com-
mission’s investigation committee can testify. In fact, one congregation persisted in 
its denial of all abuse in its institutions up to 15 May 2009, just fi ve days prior to 
publication of the Ryan Report. On that date, Br Kevin Mullan, provincial of the 
Christian Brothers in Ireland, sent a letter to the Residential Institutions’ Redress 
Board denying all such abuse following contact by the board after it had received 
an application from a former resident at the O’Brien Institute in Dublin’s Marino. 
The former resident had alleged abuse there. The institute had been run by the 
Christian Brothers. Not alone did Br Mullan deny any abuse had happened there, 
he asserted he had not been aware of any complaint of abuse from the applicant 
prior to receipt by the Christian Brothers of the letter from the Redress Board. 
The insinuation was clear: that the applicant had been tempted to make the com-
plaint by the existence of the board (McGarry  2009 ). 

 It transpired that the letter sent by Br Mullan to the Redress Board on 15 May 
was one of a type which he always sent to that board on receipt of similar letters 
from it following applications for redress received from the very many others 
who had been residents as children at institutions run by the Christian Brothers 
in Ireland. The same formula was followed by Br Mullan in all his replies to the 
board, with some adjustments to account for details specifi c to each applicant. The 
template for his letter, it is believed, was drawn up by lawyers. Even in his initial 
reaction on the publication of the Ryan Report, Br Mullan did not acknowledge 
that abuse existed in institutions run by his congregation, as seen in TV interviews 
that night. That position was softened in media appearances by his colleague Br 
Edmund Garvey over subsequent days, but it was not until 26 May 2009, six days 
after the publication of the report, that the Christian Brothers issued a state-
ment through the Murray Consultants public- relations fi rm in which they said 
they accepted ‘with shame the fi ndings of the Commission to Inquire into Child 
Abuse’ (Christian Brothers’ European Province  2009 ). 

 Where the 15 May letter of that year was concerned, a statement by the 
brothers was issued on 3 June 2009, following a report of the letter in the  Irish 
Times  that day. The statement said that such letters to the Redress Board predated 
publication of the Ryan Report (on 20 May 2009) ‘which highlighted the shock-
ing nature and extent of abuse that occurred’. It added: 

  The Brothers’ subsequent apologies refl ected their shame that as recently as fi ve days 
prior to publication of the report their responses were still shamefully inadequate 
and hurtful. Since publication of the Report of the Commission of Inquiry into 
Child Abuse, the congregation has accepted its culpability as well as recognising its 
moral obligation to former residents and to present and future generations of children.   
  (Healy  2009 )  

 To that point, it can be said, the Christian Brothers had been relying on the 
moral authority of the Catholic Church in Ireland, and of their own position 
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as a congregation in that church, to carry through their assertions that no abuse 
existed in their institutions. Despite the weight of evidence to the contrary, they 
continued to deny it had happened, expecting to be believed, simply because they 
said so. That type of deference was no longer in existence in the Ireland of the 
third millennium. 

 Their stance to May 2009 was characterised by no less a fi gure than the 
current Catholic archbishop of Dublin, Most Revd Diarmuid Martin, as one of 
unbelievable denial. There are those of us familiar with the details who would not 
be as charitable. ‘Denial’ suggests limited culpability, a psychological inability to 
accept the truth. The facts of the case, where the Christian Brothers and others 
were concerned, would indicate something much more deliberate. That would 
also appear to be the mind of Justice Seán Ryan. At the press conference to launch 
his report the judge singled out for praise just one congregation of the eighteen 
he investigated. They were the Rosminians (Institute of Charity). He did so, he 
said, because they had sought to understand and deal with the abuse that took 
place in the two institutions they had run, at Upton in Cork and Ferryhouse near 
Clonmel in Tipperary. The other congregations merely sought to explain it away, 
in his opinion. 

 The Ryan Report exposed many of the eighteen religious congregations it 
investigated as being morally bankrupt, some even brazenly so in a seeming cyni-
cal exploitation of what remaining moral authority the Catholic Church and its 
institutions retained in Ireland, as they tried to persuade people that truth was 
fi ction and that those telling the truth were liars motivated by money or a desire 
to damage the Church, or both. This was so because they said so, whatever the 
volume of evidence suggesting otherwise, much of it coming from their own 
documents. 

 The existence of the Ryan Commission, the Ferns Commission, the Murphy 
Commission (whose remit was extended to include Cloyne diocese), the com-
mittee that reported on the Magdalene laundries and, now, the Commission of 
Investigation into Mother and Baby Homes, all investigating institutions of the 
Catholic Church, are the most profound illustration of the revolution in moral 
authority that has taken place in the Irish State over recent decades. Not so very long 
ago, the very idea of any Irish State agency investigating the Catholic Church or any 
of its institutions in Ireland was beyond the strangest imagination of any among the 
great majority or many minorities of people in Ireland. That there should have been 
so many, and almost all within a decade, suggests something seismic. 

 This current phase of intense, traumatic fallout could be said to have begun 
in 1999, almost two decades after John Paul II visited Ireland. It was in May 1999 
that former taoiseach Bertie Ahern apologised on behalf of the State to former 
residents of institutions run by the eighteen congregations. On 11 May 1999, he 
said in Dáil Éireann, ‘On behalf of the State and of all the citizens of the State, the 
Government wishes to make a sincere and long overdue apology to the victims 
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of child hood abuse for our collective failure to intervene, to detect their pain, to 
come to their rescue.’ It was an extraordinary moment in Irish Church– State rela-
tions. Implicit in it was an acknowledgement that children had been abandoned 
to ‘their pain’ in Catholic Church- run institutions by a state that did not ‘come to 
their rescue’. Extraordinary language too and from another taoiseach who was a 
practising Catholic (Ahern  1999 ). 

 Following on from that apology, the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse 
was set up, as was the Residential Institutions Redress Board. The commission 
was the fi rst such body in the history of the State: a statutory body headed by a 
judge of the High Court charged with investigating how Catholic Church agen-
cies had dealt with citizens, in this case children, placed in their care. It would be 
three years later, in April 2002, before moves to set up the Ferns Inquiry were 
initiated. The Dublin investigation was set up in March 2006 and the Cloyne 
inquiry in 2009. 

 So what prompted Bertie Ahern to apologise to former residents of insti-
tutions run by religious congregations? He himself gave an explanation on 
25 March 2009 at an event to mark the tenth anniversary of the Aislinn Centre 
in Dublin. This centre helps people who have been in the institutions. One of 
its founders was Christine Buckley, who was herself in Dublin’s Goldenbridge 
orphanage as a child, which was run by the Sisters of Mercy. She was featured in 
 Dear Daughter , a television documentary broadcast in 1996, in which she gave a 
graphic account of the abuse she and other children suff ered at Goldenbridge. 
It was the fi rst such TV programme about abuse in residential institutions for 
children in Ireland. 

 Bertie Ahern recalled at the Aislinn event: 

  I suppose Christine fi rst entered my consciousness, in February 1996, the year before 
I became Taoiseach, when RTÉ broadcast the  Dear Daughter  programme on abuse in 
Goldenbridge. When we met, Christine made a big impression on me and as I got 
to know her over the years we worked closely together. She was a great source of 
knowledge and counsel to me as my Governments sought to do the right thing by 
those who had the terrible misfortune to suff er child abuse.     (Ahern  2009 )  

 He went on then to make some interesting observations: 

  The issue of child abuse in institutions in our society is a scandal of appalling 
proportions. The more we have learnt about these sickening activities in certain 
places, the greater our anger at those who perpetrated abuse and the greater our 
disappointment at those who allowed it to happen. The existence of this abuse is 
not a recent development. The greatest proportion of abuse occurred many dec-
ades ago, prior to the reforms of the 1970s. However, for a number of reasons, the 
full extent of abuse in institutions has only in more recent years become apparent.   
  (McGreevy  2009 )  
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 He speculated as to why this was the case: 

  One of the reasons for the cloak of secrecy that surrounded this abuse was the failure 
of successive Governments to face up to the extent to which organs of the State have 
responsibility for abuse. There was a reluctance to admit that as a State and as a society 
we failed many of the children of the nation by allowing them to be incarcerated in 
places where they were not cherished, but poorly treated.     (McGreevy  2009 )  

 Then he became even more interesting: 

  I know that we are fast approaching the 10th anniversary of Government’s apology 
to victims of child abuse. I can assure people here that there were plenty of people 
telling me not to do it, that there was compelling reasons –  fi nancial and legal –  why 
we should say nothing but that did not hold water for me. I had heard the victims’ 
distress, I had listened to the sincerity and logic of people like Christine and I knew 
it was the right thing to do.     (McGreevy  2009 )  

 He continued: 

  It was one of the best decisions I made as Taoiseach. It was something I felt deeply 
about and I  thank God I did it. There are many brave but vulnerable survivors of 
childhood abuse, whose young lives were shattered by terrible wrongs that were per-
petrated upon them. The reality is that much of the abuse that occurred in the past was 
directed towards children who were pupils in residential institutions that were regu-
lated and supervised by the State. An apology and a recognition of the wrong that was 
done to them in the State’s care was the very least they deserved.     (McGreevy  2009 )  

 He went on to quote from that apology he delivered in the Dáil, on 11 May 1999. 
But what he failed to say in his comments at Aislinn in March 2009 was that the 
immediate reason for his apology on behalf of the State was a three- part series 
broadcast on RTÉ television about what went on in residential institutions for 
children, the last edition of which was broadcast just hours after Mr Ahern made 
his apology in the Dáil, on 11 May 1999. 

 The fi rst programme in that series, titled  States of Fear  and produced by Mary 
Raftery, was broadcast on 27 April 1999. On 28 April, in the Dáil, then Labour 
party leader Ruairi Quinn suggested that the party whips meet to agree that time 
be taken in the house to allow members, on behalf of successive and previous 
governments, to off er the minimum of a word of apology and give an undertaking 
that such abuse would not happen again. Taoiseach Bertie Ahern said the matter 
could be discussed by the party whips: ‘What went on in these institutions over 
the years was inhuman and degrading. All of these children were isolated and 
without help.’ He said he hoped such abuse was not happening today: ‘We have 
never, as a society, dealt with these things’ (‘State Apology’  1999 ). This was a piv-
otal moment, but, you will note, there was no talk of an investigation into what 
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went on in those institutions as of then. That came later. Such was the cumula-
tive eff ect of the series, broadcast on 27 April, 4 May and 11 May 1999, that, 
before its fi nal broadcast, the Taoiseach had announced the intention to set up the 
Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse, as well as plans for a redress board to 
compensate survivors of the institutions. However, if Mary Raftery’s journalism 
was key in all of this, it begged a question: what of journalism in Ireland before 
then where this awful scandal was concerned? 

 The answer to that was probably best explained by Brian Quinn, editor of the 
 Evening Herald  from 1969 to 1976, in a letter to the  Irish Times , which was pub-
lished on 11 May 1999, the morning prior to the last part of  States of Fear  being 
broadcast. He wrote: 

  It was with mounting shame that I viewed Mary Raftery’s TV documentary  States 
of Fear . Journalists of the 1940s and 1950s had their suspicions about the indus-
trial schools. We knew, in particular, that a stay with the Christian Brothers was to 
be avoided, the main reason being the brothers’ reputation for excessive corporal 
punishment. 

 Even in a climate of acceptance that brothers and nuns were beyond repute, we 
should have tried harder to fi nd out the real truth. In the defence of journalists of that 
time, we would not have been believed and managements and editors would never 
have held out against a massed attack by the all- powerful Irish Catholic Church. 

 From fi rst- hand experience I  witnessed one of the worst of the Christian 
Brothers break into the offi  ce of the manager and demand that a court case that 
mentioned Artane (the largest industrial school in Dublin) should not be used. 
Before the manager could lift a phone he would push open the editorial door to tell 
us the manager had instructed that the case be dumped. He got away with this just 
one more time. 

 On the third time of demanding, the manager, who was most honourable and 
dedicated to ethics, said ‘no’, as he was not going to interfere with the editors any 
more on behalf of Artane. Those requests should have alerted journalists to start 
inquiries into what was happening in Artane. That we did not is a heavy burden. 

 There was also the matter of ignorance. That the Christian Brothers were indulg-
ing their passion for sexual abuse on their captive boys was something that I admit 
would not have occurred to me. In addition, the Irish Catholic Church was held in 
awe, particularly after the triumphalist Eucharistic Congress of 1932. 

 Mary Raftery is to be congratulated on, at last, pulling down the edifi ce of lies 
and evasion that fl ourished for so long. Journalists of that time were trapped in a 
carefully designed plot that mixed lies with offi  cial evasion and ecclesiastical ter-
ror. Nevertheless, I for one, believe that we allowed cowardice to rule. –  Yours, etc., 
Brian Quinn.     (Quinn  1999 )  

 To be fair to the paper where I work, in 1966 journalist Michael Viney wrote a 
series titled ‘The Young Off enders’ about children detained in such institutions 
that appeared in the  Irish Times . The series was referred to in the Ryan Report. 
However, as my late colleague Dick Walsh wrote in the  Irish Times  on 1 May 1999, 
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as  States of Fear  was being broadcast, the press in Ireland at the time when Michael 
Viney’s series appeared in 1966 ‘wouldn’t say boo to a goose’. He continued: 

   The Irish Independent , a respected and authoritative newspaper, was too busy with 
Lenten pastorals. The  Irish Press  sheltered a fi ne collection of sacked schoolteachers, 
spoiled priests and lapsed republicans but, with Fianna Fáil in power, steered clear 
of controversy. So did Radio Éireann and the  Cork Examiner , as they then were; and 
 The Irish Times , selling fewer than 30,000 copies a day, hardly mattered.     (Walsh  1999 )  

 That was Ireland in the 1960s. So what happened in the intervening thirty years 
plus? A minor indication comes from Mary Raftery herself. She has said that one 
of the things that inspired her to do  States of Fear  was a certain humiliation in 
RTÉ, where she was then a producer, at the embarrassing fact that TV documen-
taries outside the Republic were responsible for two of the more important events 
in the early 1990s. 

 In May 1991, ITV broadcast a  World in Action  programme by Irish journal-
ist Susan O’Keeff e on the Irish beef industry, which led to the establishment of 
the Beef Tribunal in Ireland. It investigated questionable practices therein before 
producing its report in 1994. Susan O’Keeff e had tried unsuccessfully to inter-
est various Irish media in the story before she went to the UK. More signifi -
cantly in this context, however, was the Belfast UTV  Counterpoint  programme 
 Suff er Little Children  by Chris Moore broadcast in October 1994. It dealt with the 
forty- year- long career –  in Dublin, Belfast and the USA –  of serial child abuser 
and Norbertine priest, Fr Brendan Smyth. Smyth was eventually jailed in 1997 and 
died in prison one month after his sentence began. The Norbertine order which 
Fr Smyth had joined in 1945 was aware of his crimes as early as the late 1940s 
but failed to report him to either the Gardaí in the Republic or the Royal Ulster 
Constabulary in Northern Ireland. Instead, he was moved from parish to parish 
and between dioceses whenever allegations were made against him. In some cases, 
his congregation did not inform relevant diocesan bishops that Smyth had a history 
of child sex abuse and should be kept away from children. The UTV documentary 
had a profound eff ect in the Republic. The arrest of Fr Smyth in 1994 led indi-
rectly to the collapse of the then Fianna Fáil/ Labour government in Dublin when 
it emerged that an application for the priest’s extradition to Northern Ireland had 
been delayed for eight months at the attorney general’s offi  ce in Dublin. 

 Rumours of Church– State collusion spread like wildfi re. Then Labour party 
TD Pat Rabbitte spoke in the Dáil of the State being rocked to its foundations 
by what would emerge. An unstable government fell, and an investigation found 
no grounds for conspiracy theories, just incompetence –  that profl igate father of 
rumour and conspiracy. A senior offi  cial at the attorney general’s offi  ce was retired. 

 The story of Fr Brendan Smyth and the cover- up by Church authorities of 
his crimes dented still further a wider Church leadership barely in recovery from 
the May 1992 revelations in the  Irish Times  that one of their number, Bishop of 
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Galway Eamonn Casey, had a seventeen- year- old son. He was by then working 
out his penance in the humid jungles of South America. It was in this climate that 
Mary Raftery decided to produce a programme on residential industrial schools 
in Ireland. Her immediate inspiration was some print journalism she had done 
on the fi rst Dublin criminal gang to deal in drugs. She established that at its core 
was a family of brothers, all of whom had been in the Artane industrial school as 
children. She was also sick of outside television companies doing what Irish jour-
nalists should be doing. So she set about working on  States of Fear . She followed 
that up with  Cardinal Secrets  which looked at how allegations of clerical child 
sex abuse had been handled in Dublin’s Catholic archdiocese. It was broadcast in 
October 2002 and led to the setting up of the Dublin Archdiocese Commission 
of Investigation, better known as the Murphy Commission, as its chair was 
Ms Justice Yvonne Murphy. It reported in November 2009 (Murphy  2009 ). 

 However, it was another TV programme from abroad that led to the fi rst 
investigation by the Irish State into how a Catholic diocese handled allegations 
of clerical child sexual abuse. The BBC’s  Suing the Pope , broadcast in March 2002, 
led to the resignation of then bishop of Ferns, Most Revd Brendan Comiskey, and 
prompted the setting up of the Ferns Inquiry. It reported in October 2005. There 
can be no doubt that the media has played a role in the shift of moral authority 
in Ireland from Church to State agencies. But it is by no means the whole story. 
And it was the media, this time the  Irish Times , which, again in 2002, exposed the 
damning fact that the fi rst and only reaction of Irish bishops on being warned in 
the late 1980s about the possibility of clerical child abuse emerging as an issue in 
Ireland was, as previously mentioned, to take out insurance in each diocese. 

 Yes, it was the media, again the  Irish Times  and also in 2002, that exposed 
how the former president of the Catholic Church’s main seminary in Ireland, 
St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, Monsignor Micheál Ledwith, had been discreetly 
removed by the bishops in 1994 from that post following allegations of child 
sexual abuse made against him. It emerged then too that a former senior dean 
at Maynooth, Fr Gerard McGinnity, had been removed –  eventually to a remote 
rural Armagh parish  –  when he conveyed the concerns of senior seminarians 
about Monsignor Ledwith to the bishops. Monsignor Ledwith has since been 
laicised. 

 But if such exposure was hugely signifi cant to the shift in moral authority 
from the Church in Ireland, this was not solely down to the media, however 
tempting it might be for a journalist to conclude otherwise. Irish Catholicism had 
been undergoing profound change since the 1960s. That decade represented the 
twilight of old certainties where Catholicism in Ireland was concerned. Changes, 
prompted by Vatican II, had an unnerving eff ect on a people who had rested 
for generations on the seemingly solid rock of unchangeable Catholic teach-
ing in a world seemingly at sea. Younger people then, like my own father, were 
thrown by what began to emerge. He was a traditional Catholic, not given to 
great piety, but he attended mass every Sunday and clearly respected the clergy. 
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In 1961, the Vatican announced that St Philomena was being removed from the 
Calendar of Saints. He was traumatised. His mother, who died when he was in his 
teens, had been devoted to St Philomena. Through a slow lingering death, and in 
great pain with stomach cancer, her only consolation was St Philomena. She had 
St Philomena scapulars, which she had left my father, her youngest son, when she 
died. And now he was being told, as he saw it, that St Philomena never existed. He 
stopped going to mass, a shocking thing to do in a rural West of Ireland parish in 
the 1960s and in an Ireland where, ten years later, in the early 1970s, 91 per cent 
of Catholics attended weekly mass. He never resumed the practice on a regular 
basis before his death in 1999. 

 Meanwhile, the mass was no longer in Latin, and the priest now faced the 
people. The comfortable gloom of old in churches was replaced with brash, bright 
colours. All was soon changed, changed utterly. Then in 1967 free education was 
introduced in Ireland, up to and including third- level. It produced a questioning 
generation which was dissatisfi ed with old answers. This generation of young 
Catholics had been fed on the debates of Vatican II and what followed. They were 
awestruck by the revolt against Pope Paul VI’s  Humanae vitae  encyclical of 1968, 
not that they disagreed with those who opposed the Pope’s reiteration of the 
Church’s traditional teaching banning artifi cial means of contraception so much 
as that Irish Catholics would publicly oppose the Pope at all. The sky didn’t fall 
after this revolt, and reason seemed to be on the side of those who disagreed with 
the Pope. 

 This was the generation that would soon lead the so- called moral civil wars of 
the 1980s, 1990s and beyond in Ireland, favouring freely available contraception, 
decriminalisation of homosexuality, availability of divorce, same- sex marriage and 
availability of abortion services. Where contraception was concerned, the fi rst sig-
nifi cant breakthrough, despite Catholic Church resistance, was the ‘Irish solution 
to an Irish problem’ legislation introduced by then Minister for Health Charles 
Haughey in 1979, when he had a Bill passed that allowed for artifi cial means of 
contraception to be available on prescription to married couples. The relevant 
Act was passed in July 1979, two months before Pope John Paul II visited Ireland. 
That this Catholic Church hegemony was shown to be broken such a short time 
before the papal visit is hugely signifi cant in that it illustrates a beginning to a ris-
ing tide of irrevocable change in relations between Church and society in Ireland 
which would not be slowed by those charming three days in September 1979 
when Pope St John Paul graced the country’s shores. In reality, that visit was but 
an interlude. 

 This Haughey measure, however, was frustrated for a time because some 
Catholic pharmacists had a crisis of conscience and refused to stock the con-
traceptives, establishing a pattern of conscientious objection that would follow 
every liberalising measure in Ireland as elsewhere. It was 1985 before contracep-
tives were made freely available by law in the Republic. In 1993, homosexual-
ity was decriminalised. Through the 1980s and 1990s, there were three abortion 
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referendums and two divorce referendums, each very bitterly opposed by the 
Catholic Church. In a 1995 referendum, it was agreed by a slim majority that 
divorce should be available in the Republic. In 2013, the Protection of Life dur-
ing Pregnancy Act allowed for abortion in strictly controlled circumstances where 
the mother’s life was at risk, including through suicide. Again this was vigorously 
opposed by the Catholic Church, with some bishops taking to the streets in pro-
test, a fi rst in Ireland. 

 The Church also strongly opposed the referendum of May 2015 that extended 
the right to marry to gay people. The vote of over 62 per cent in favour of same- 
sex marriage despite such opposition was another illustration of the waning infl u-
ence of the Catholic Church in Ireland. 

 In all of this process of change, a powerful, articulate element among that 
generation pushing the liberal agenda have been outspoken determined women 
who became the driving force for much change that took place as a result of 
those moral civil wars in the 1970s, 1980s, 1990s and since. There can be little 
doubt that this has been infl uenced by the diminished roles allowed women in the 
Catholic Church, at all levels. 

 Among the ranks of such women have been former presidents of Ireland, 
Mary Robinson and Mary McAleese. In the 1970s, both had been involved with 
the Campaign for Homosexual Law Reform at Trinity College where they had 
been, successively, Reid Professor of Law. As a senator in the 1970s and 1980s, 
Mary Robinson campaigned on a wide range of women’s issues, including the 
right of women to sit on juries. She opposed the then requirement that all women, 
upon marriage, resign from the civil service, and campaigned for the right to the 
legal availability of contraception. 

 One of the most forceful and commanding campaigners for same- sex mar-
riage in Ireland during the lead- up to the May 2015 referendum was Mary 
McAleese. Since her term as president of Ireland ended in November 2011, she 
has been publicly and fi ercely critical of the Catholic Church’s attitude to gay 
people, and to women in general. 

 It is also signifi cant that among those journalists in Ireland who did most 
work in exposing clerical child sex abuse, women have been very prominent. 
We have already spoken of Mary Raftery.  Suing the Pope  in 2002 was the work 
of BBC journalist Sarah Macdonald, and it was based on the book  A Message 
from Heaven  by Alison O’Connor, which was published in 2000 (O’Connor, 
 2000 ). It was among the fi rst to detail clerical child sexual abuse in an Irish 
Catholic diocese. 

 Ireland’s moral civil wars of recent decades have been bitter and full of attri-
tion, as is the character of civil war. They still go on, if with less intensity. Another 
abortion referendum looms which may resurrect those old intensities. The Labour 
party made it part of its manifesto for the 2016 election in Ireland that, if re- elected 
to government, it will hold a referendum to remove the 8th Amendment to the 
Constitution that respects the equal right to life of pregnant mother and child. This 
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was inserted into the Constitution following the fi rst abortion referendum in 1983. 
Then there is education, where, at primary level, the Catholic Church controls 93 
per cent of schools. It was expected that education could be its bloodiest battlefi eld 
of all between Church and liberalising forces, but that now seems less likely. Despite 
the emergence of a New Ireland where the Catholic Church seems to many to be 
on the margins, there is little real demand for change in the management of schools. 
Where most parents are concerned, whether Catholic or not, the apparent view is 
‘the system ain’t broke, why fi x it?’ In addition, the Catholic Church has shown that 
it is willing to divest itself of schools to accommodate a more diverse mix. 

 But one outcome of these moral civil wars is no longer in question, and that 
is the revolution that has taken place in moral authority in Ireland. It no longer 
rests with the bishops nor is it likely to again following on what we now know of 
their past exercise of that authority when they blatantly placed their reputation, 
and that of the Church, before the welfare of children. We can only hope those 
agencies of state with which that authority now rests will use it more responsibly, 
and with a greater compassion and wisdom than was so in the past. At least in 
this changed circumstance the people of Ireland now have the power to hold the 
holders of that authority to account. 

 In the long journey to this point, 1979 and the visit of Pope John Paul II was 
of little signifi cance. Indeed, the most signifi cant year in the journey to today was 
twenty- one years earlier. In 1958, the First Programme for Economic Expansion 
was published by the Irish government, leading to the State’s fi rst real period of 
prosperity in the 1960s which allowed it to introduce free education at second 
and third levels later in that decade. And 1958 was the year Pope John XXIII was 
elected pope, he who established the Second Vatican Council that set the Catholic 
Church in Ireland, as elsewhere, on a new path. The times, they have certainly 
changed, and they will, in all likelihood, continue to do so as far as the Catholic 
Church in Ireland is concerned.  

   Note 

  1      Irish Times , 28 July 2011, p. 7.   
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 Revisiting the faith of our fathers … 
and reimagining its relevance in the 

context of twenty- fi rst- century Ireland    

    Louise   Fuller     

  Much has been written in recent years about the declining infl uence of the 
Catholic Church in Ireland. Clearly this is a fact not in question. There is no 
shortage of data in relation to religious practice and the decline in vocations; 
political decisions are no longer infl uenced by Catholic Church teaching as is 
evidenced in legislation and constitutional change since the 1970s. The evidence 
speaks for itself; there is no need to rehearse it in detail. While the most recent 
census recorded 84 per cent of the population as Catholic (Census of Population 
of Ireland, 2011), surveys have shown that this does not mean that Catholics 
adhere to Church teaching in relation to how they live their private lives, in par-
ticular with regard to principles of sexual morality, which are central to Church 
teaching. What is remarkable is that all of these fundamental changes happened 
in such a short period of time in a country that was as traditionally Catholic as 
Ireland. This has resulted in endless speculation as to how, and why, this has hap-
pened so dramatically, whether it could have been avoided and the consequences 
it has had for Irish society as a whole. These are the areas which this chapter 
attempts to address. 

 The timespan covered by this book has obvious resonance for Irish people. 
Pope John Paul II visited Ireland in September 1979, and Galway was the venue 
for the youth mass. The Masters of Ceremony for the event were the Bishop of 
Galway Eamon Casey and Fr Michael Cleary  –  two of the most high- profi le 
clerics in Ireland at that time. Revelations in the early 1990s that they both led 
secret private lives not in keeping with their clerical callings caused convulsions 
in Irish society. This was followed seemingly relentlessly with revelations in rela-
tion to clergy and religious and the sexual abuse of children in parishes and in 
religious- run institutions over the years. This led to several State- commissioned 
investigations and reports, one of which was the report on the diocese of Cloyne, 
published in 2011. Its fi ndings were damning, and the Bishop of Cloyne, John 
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Magee, who had been secretary to Pope Paul VI, Pope John Paul I and John Paul 
II, resigned as a result. In 1979, all had seemed well in Irish Catholicism, and 
the enthusiasm surrounding the Pope’s visit would have conveyed that to any 
outside observer. A  comprehensive survey of values and attitudes in the mid- 
1970s recorded that 91 per cent of Irish Catholics attended mass weekly (Catholic 
Communications Institute of Ireland  1975 :  71). But cracks were beginning to 
appear as early as the 1950s and certainly in the 1960s. However, the period 
addressed here, 1979 to 2011, a matter of thirty- odd years and one generation 
later, saw radical change in every way: in values, attitudes and, not least, in Sunday 
mass attendance, which now stands at about 35 to 37 per cent of Irish Catholics, 
depending on what survey material one consults. In addition, this is an overall 
percentage. In some parishes in Dublin, the attendance is at 5 per cent and lower 
(Martin  2014 ). The title of this book and the timespan covered might suggest that 
the answers to the tectonic changes lie in the scandals that have been uncovered, 
and, while undoubtedly they have profoundly undermined the authority and 
credibility of the Church, this is by no means the whole story. The full answers to 
questions about the collapse of Irish Catholicism are far more complex, lie further 
back in time and sometimes go beyond the Irish context. 

 Philosophical, scientifi c, technological and economic changes brewing over 
the past few centuries and coming to fruition in the twentieth century ultimately 
played the most signifi cant role leading to the secularisation we have seen in 
recent decades in Ireland. The change simply came later to Ireland. The ques-
tion that confounds both clerical and lay Church members is, given that Irish 
Catholics’ strong allegiance to the faith over the centuries, the copper- fastening 
of this allegiance by social legislation in the post- Independence era and the loyalty 
of Irish Catholics to religious practice and Catholic moral teaching, not so much 
why it happened but rather why it came about so rapidly. Were there indica-
tions of change to come, or were Irish Catholics, bishops, priests and lay people 
taken by surprise? What was the response of the Church to secularising trends? 
What preparations were put in place to preserve what was of value in Catholic 
Christianity? Given the profound changes in society in the mid twentieth century, 
how did the Church as an institution respond and try to integrate the positive 
attributes of a more secular culture while at the same time, given its enormous 
infl uence, ward off  the more negative aspects of that culture? Why did a way of 
life so ingrained practically disappear? Was it in some way fl awed from the outset? 

 The enormous power and infl uence of the Church in the 1950s is refl ected in 
the following statement issued by the bishops at the close of their Plenary Council 
held in Maynooth from 7– 15 August 1956, in which they observed: 

  It is our privilege to serve a community whose love of God, loyalty to His Church 
and devotion to its head, the Vicar of Christ, are worthy of the highest praise. High 
standards of morality and of fi delity to religious duties, cordial relations between 
clergy and laity, sanctity of family life –  these traditional features of Irish Catholicism 
are as manifest now as they have ever been.     (National Synod  1956 : 555)  
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 Irish Catholic family life was largely as described in the bishops’ summary. 
There is no shortage of supportive fi rst- hand evidence from those who grew 
up in this all- pervasive Catholic atmosphere. Journalist T.  P. O’Mahony’s 
account of his upbringing would doubtless resonate with Catholics through-
out the country: 

  I had come through the grim, grey decade of the 1950s, and witnessed the end, in 
1958, of the long pontifi cate of Pius XII. I was the product of a working class Catholic 
home on the northside of Cork city. I had grown up in a household where ‘the faith’ 
was a daily reality. A picture of the Sacred Heart had pride of place in our living room, 
and every evening we knelt, under the watchful eye of our grandmother, to recite 
the family Rosary. Weekly confession and Holy Communion were par for the course. 
Lent was a time of strict fasting and daily Mass, and the clergy were treated with awe-
some respect.     (O’Mahony  2008 : 23)  

 Notwithstanding the bishops’ satisfaction with this state of aff airs, there were, 
even in the 1950s, already challenges to this traditional Catholic way of life, as 
I have outlined elsewhere (Fuller  2002 ), and bishops’ pastoral letters of that time 
were replete with apprehensions and warnings about dangers to faith and morals 
( 2002 : 38– 51). They had a sense that this happy state of aff airs in terms of their 
hegemonic religious position was beginning to be vulnerable. As a consequence, 
their pastoral approach was negative in its thrust; they were extremely dogmatic, 
consumed with fears that Irish Catholics would fall prey to secular trends devel-
oping in Continental Europe since the turn of the century. Consequently, they 
were at pains to preserve and protect the status quo. This provides a clue to the 
demise of Irish- style Catholicism. Essentially, it could only survive in the safe hot-
house type atmosphere that epitomised Ireland at that time. The bishops worried 
about those who emigrated to England, and about threats to their faith, and pos-
sible loss of faith, when they were no longer in their own safe protected environ-
ment. But that safe environment even at home could no longer insulate or protect 
because, as the bishops went on to point out in their 1956 statement, ‘through the 
development of modern means of communication our people at home as well 
as abroad are today in more direct and frequent contact with infl uences hostile 
to the faith than they have been in former times’ (National Synod  1956 : 556). 
Change was even then seeping through, and the media was to be the harbingers 
of that change, but the paternalistic approach adopted by the Church was not the 
answer. In the 1960s, the changes accelerated and thereafter became a tidal wave 
for which Irish Catholicism was not in any way prepared. 

 Catholicism in traditionally Catholic countries in mainland Europe had been 
in decline since the turn of the nineteenth century. In the post- war period, political, 
social and philosophical developments led to a questioning of traditional Catholic 
theology and a sense that it was not responsive to the kind of challenges posed by 
a rapidly changing world. In many more secularised countries, reforms in liturgi-
cal practice and new initiatives in church architecture were undertaken to address 
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these changes. For the most part, the Irish Church saw little necessity to engage 
with such initiatives because Irish Catholics were very loyal to their religious prac-
tice. Theology was legalistic, and rules and regulations were the order of the day. 
In his memoir, published two years after retiring as Cardinal Primate of Ireland, 
Cahal Daly acknowledged the faults of the past, notably ‘the excessive clerical-
ism, the caution, the fussiness about rubrics, rules and petty regulations’ and what 
he termed ‘the complacencies of the early and middle twentieth century’ (Daly 
 1998 : 521). Born in 1916, his career as priest, bishop and cardinal spanned the cen-
tury, and he was witness to seismic change in Irish Catholicism. Because Catholic 
moral teaching was upheld by law and in the Constitution, this cultivated a coer-
cive moral climate rather than a morality based on conscience, conviction and free 
choice. Legal prohibitions and a rigid censorship regime prevented Irish Catholics 
from engaging in activities which were against the teaching of their church and 
from engaging with ideas that would undermine their faith and threaten allegiance 
to Church teaching. Such was the preoccupation with protecting people that the 
message became skewed. The approach certainly led to conformity by many, which 
lasted most of the twentieth century, but it did not provide the spiritual suste-
nance required to fend off  the more secular climate that came to prevail from the 
1960s. In addition to that, the authoritarianism and legalism ultimately gave rise to 
resentment and downright hostility, particularly from the 1990s forward, when the 
Church’s position was severely compromised, because many of its representatives 
were shown not to have practised what they preached. 

 In the earlier part of the twentieth century in Ireland, there was little resist-
ance to the status quo apart from intellectuals and writers. Because Catholicism 
was so interwoven with Irish culture, some of the most eloquent refl ections and 
critiques, both positive and negative, of Catholic religious experience have come 
from writers. Capturing the spirit of Irish Catholicism as he experienced it, John 
McGahern identifi ed very succinctly the fundamental reasons why it ultimately 
fell apart: 

  Childishness was nurtured and encouraged to last a whole life long. Foolish pedantry 
took the place of thought and feeling … Faith and obedience were demanded … As 
well as the substitution of empty observances for refl ection, thought or judgement, 
there was an obsession with morality, especially sexual, which resulted in an almost 
complete exclusion of the spiritual.     (McGahern  2009 : 146)  

 In the context of such a climate, he rightly points out, that ‘when change hap-
pened it was certain to be rapid’ (McGahern  2009 : 147). Similar critical obser-
vations in relation to the quality of Irish Catholicism were made by some clergy 
as early as the 1950s. In 1951, Professor J. G. McGarry of St Patrick’s College, 
Maynooth, one of the founding members of  The Furrow , pointed to the prevail-
ing spiritual climate, which lacked a ‘sound foundation and substance’ and saw a 
‘general need for a spiritual life founded more securely on doctrine’ (McGarry 
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 1951 :  189). In 1959, Fr John C.  Kelly SJ, writing in  Doctrine and Life , was 
critical of what he referred to a ‘peasant religion’ (Kelly  1959 : 120). However, 
the defi cit in Irish Catholicism was not realised at that time by mainstream 
clergy and bishops, who, generally speaking, had a very exalted picture of Irish 
Catholic culture and were very grateful that their fl ock were not going down 
the wayward track of their less fortunate fellow churchmen in mainland Europe. 
Cardinal Daly, who studied in France in the early 1950s, recalled the ‘smugness 
and superiority’ that marked his early reactions to the problems of the French 
Church in the post- war era (Daly  1998 : 115). He and many Irish clergy at the 
time saw Ireland as a model Catholic country: churches and seminaries were 
full, and doubts and questioning were little in evidence, but this situation would 
not last. 

 Time had run out for this model of Catholicism –  and this was recognised 
by Pope John XXIII. He had been Nuncio in France from 1944 to 1953 and 
witnessed the eff orts of theologians there who were trying to rework traditional 
Catholic theology to make it more responsive to cultural change. Pope Pius XII 
condemned the new directions in theology in his encyclical  Humani generis  in 
1950. Theological debate and questioning were not features of the Irish Church –  
theologians essentially followed the line set by Rome. As Daly pointed out, this 
was a time in Ireland when things were expected ‘to remain more or less the same 
and which did not anticipate radical change in society or in the Church’ (Daly 
 1998 : 111). 

 But when John XXIII, shortly after his election as pope, indicated that he 
was going to convene an ecumenical council of the Church, he was thinking 
along diff erent lines. Irrespective of what was happening in Ireland, the world was 
changing, and Catholicism had to respond to these changes. The Second Vatican 
Council document,  The Church in the Modern World , recognised the major cultural 
upheavals that were taking place:  ‘Today, the human race is passing through a 
new stage of its history. Profound and rapid changes are spreading by degrees 
around the whole world …. Hence we can … speak of a true social and cul-
tural transformation, one which has repercussions on man’s religious life as well’ 
(Abbott  1966 : 202). Essentially, the council documents provided the Church with 
a rationale and a blueprint for change. While the substance of the ancient doctrine 
of the deposit of faith could not change, the way in which it was presented could 
change in order to make it responsive to modern life. This meant a fundamental 
ground shift in Catholic thinking, which was to have momentous implications 
for Catholics throughout the world, and even more so in Ireland, where religious 
matters were seen as set in stone and not open to debate. Church teaching was 
defi ned, handed down by bishops in a manner that did not invite debate. However, 
the social and cultural changes ushered in by the 1960s meant that this approach 
was no longer viable. While the universal Church in Council refl ected on its 
position in the modern world and proposed changes to make it more responsive 
to change, the Irish Church found itself in the extraordinary position of being 
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somewhat frozen in time. This was typifi ed for many by Archbishop McQuaid’s 
admittedly extreme position (Fuller  2002 : 112). Nevertheless, the bishops for the 
most part accepted the changes instigated by the Council, but not with a lot of 
enthusiasm, given the healthy condition of Irish Catholicism as they perceived 
it. By the time the Council was over, the process of change could no longer be 
halted. Many developments –  political, economic, educational and cultural –  were 
all catalysts of change, but undoubtedly the most important was the opening of 
an Irish television station in 1962. By 1966, over half the homes in Ireland had a 
television set (Central Statistics Offi  ce  2000 : 58). Television provided a forum for 
discussion of all manner of views, whether the Church approved or otherwise; it 
was democratic, egalitarian and pushed back the frontiers of what was acceptable 
to debate incrementally over time. The Second Vatican Council fi nished in 1965. 
The Church still wielded enormous power, but it was being challenged gradually. 
The referring to Bishop Michael Browne of Galway as a moron, by a participant 
on  The Late Late Show  on RTÉ television in 1966 was indicative of the changing 
times (Byrne  1972 : 86– 91). 

 In the 1960s, religious practice was practically universal, as was adherence to 
Catholic teaching, although there is some evidence that birth control was begin-
ning to be an issue. That said, the 1960s ushered in a very diff erent era, where 
the emphasis was on autonomy and freedom –  freedom of expression, freedom 
of thought, freedom of worship. The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World recognised that ‘the Church has always had the duty of scrutinis-
ing the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the gospel’ and 
pointed to the necessity to ‘recognise and understand the world in which we 
live, its expectations, its longings, and its often dramatic characteristics’ (Abbott 
 1966 : 201– 2). 

 The Church in Ireland had, to a great extent, been very successful in hold-
ing back the tide –  unlike on mainland Europe –  but from the 1960s this was no 
longer possible. Now the universal Church was reviewing its position to bring 
about  aggiornamento , or updating. As the 1960s progressed, it was quite clear that 
the Council had been timely. But there were many signs by the late 1960s that, 
revolutionary as the Council had been, the pace of change was so rapid that it 
outstripped the capacity of the Church to keep up, as evidenced by defections 
from the priesthood and religious life and the decline in vocations that began in 
the late 1960s. 

 But the most important sign of all, both from a lay and clerical point of view, 
was the reaction to the promulgation by Pope Paul VI of the encyclical on birth 
control,  Humanae vitae , in 1968. Pope Paul’s delay in promulgating the encyclical 
and his decision to go against the majority opinion of the commission originally 
set up by Pope John XXIII caused a crisis of confi dence for the papacy which 
has had lasting eff ects on Catholicism worldwide. It was a major turning point 
for the Church and the papacy and a sign that the spirit of the council had been 
imbibed by both laity and clergy. The days of accepting anything on the basis of a 
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decree by any authority fi gure were over. This was compounded by the fact that 
Church personnel no longer spoke with one uniform voice. Many theologians 
roundly condemned the encyclical. An Irish moral theologian, Fr James Good, 
who described the encyclical as ‘a major tragedy’, was banned from preaching 
and from teaching in University College Cork by his local bishop. Bishop Lucey 
of Cork, like McQuaid of Dublin and Browne of Galway, was another iconic 
fi gure in Irish Catholicism of the time. While there may have been disagreements 
in the past, they tended not to be voiced publicly. From the 1960s on, the com-
munications media ensured that contested issues and disagreements were in the 
public domain. Essentially this placed responsibility on people to follow their 
conscience –  make up their minds according to their own lights –  something Irish 
Catholics were not accustomed to doing. 

 Even so, the high level of religious practice continued in the 1970s and into 
the 1980s. The really dramatic decline did not occur until the 1990s, which is why 
many attribute it to scandals that emerged from the early 1990s. Essentially, what 
was happening, though, was that practice was holding fi rm but Irish Catholics 
were following their conscience and making up their own minds about Catholic 
teaching –  in particular teaching in relation to sexual morality, which was the area 
that Church authorities emphasised more than any other. From the 1960s, tradi-
tional views were increasingly questioned. Appeals to authority and dogma were 
decidedly passé. The Council had faced up to the spirit of the times, and many 
Catholics –  priests, nuns and lay people –  felt liberated. But there were also those 
who felt confused and marginalised in the new dispensation. They had grown 
up with a devotional Catholicism, where one did not question, where nothing 
changed and where a legalistic theology with hard and fast rules applied, and there 
were no grey areas between right and wrong. Suddenly many priests and religious 
sisters were discarding their clerical clothes in favour of lay styles of dress, and oth-
ers were abandoning seminary and convent altogether. Whereas the emphasis in 
the past was very decidedly on sacrifi ce and self- denial for the glory of the king-
dom of God, now the emphasis fell on self- fulfi lment. The emphasis on fear, Hell 
and sinful humanity shifted perceptibly to that of love and the essential goodness 
of human nature, whereas rules seemingly set in stone such as Lenten fasting 
could be set aside. Peter Hebblethwaite, an English Jesuit, who himself left the 
priesthood at that time, wrote a book entitled  The Runaway Church  (1975) –  and 
that was certainly how it appeared to many Catholics. The encyclical  Humanae 
vitae  was seen as Pope Paul VI attempting to ‘rein in’ the Church in 1968. But the 
spirit of the encyclical was out of keeping with the  Zeitgeist , and this, combined 
with the mood of Vatican II and the optimism generated by the reforms of the 
Council, made this an impossible task. 

 Essentially, the model of Catholicism in Ireland –  with its emphasis on mass, 
confession, communion, devotions, obedience –  put in place in the historical- 
political conditions of the nineteenth century, was no longer suitable to the times. 
The Church, because of its vested interest in controlling education, was central to 
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the struggle for self- rule in the late nineteenth century. The nationalist cause and 
Catholicism coalesced, which resulted in the Church having enormous power 
in the newly independent state. It was a model of church that depended on 
compulsion, fear of transgression and conformity to rules and regulations seen 
as immutable. While it seemed to serve the Church well, looking back, it is very 
clear that it has not been to the advantage of Catholicism in Ireland. The fact that 
Catholicism was so all- pervasive, and that education was primarily the responsi-
bility of religious, and that the law of the land upheld Catholic morality, to some 
extent relieved Church personnel of the task of teaching and preaching the Good 
News of the Gospel. A private devotional- type religion of obligations was culti-
vated along with a rules- dominated morality under pain of sin. This resulted in 
a compliant laity, who were undoubtedly loyal practitioners of the faith, but of 
a faith which, in many cases, was not securely founded and therefore could not 
withstand the winds of change when they came. For the generation that came of 
age in the 1960s and 1970s, religious education in school was primarily apolo-
getical –  expounding the truths of the faith –  a legacy from the Council of Trent. 
This approach to knowledge and education was not solely of the Irish Church’s 
making; this was Roman policy since the Council of Trent, a policy that empha-
sised defence of the truths of the faith at all costs. In due course, the Syllabus of 
Errors was drawn up, and the Index of Forbidden Books. The Church was fearful 
of what were considered to be dangerous ideas, and censorship was a way to block 
access to them. 

 Pope Pius XII gave many addresses through the 1950s on the dangers inher-
ent in the fi lm industry, and in Ireland the bishops were constantly preoccupied 
with the dangers of fi lms, plays and ‘evil literature’. Books by Irish writers such as 
Walter Macken, Kate O’Brien, John McGahern, Edna O’Brien, John Broderick, 
to mention but a few, were banned under state legislation. Writers in their diff er-
ent ways explore the human condition in all of its complexity, which of neces-
sity involves exploring themes with which the Church may not be comfortable, 
primarily to do with sex, relationships, struggles of conscience, good and evil. In 
the 1950s, Fr Peter Connolly, Professor of English in Maynooth, was critical of a 
‘juvenile standard of censorship’ that aimed to protect people, pointing out that 
only the ‘morally naïve’ were not ‘aware that there are controversial areas in moral 
theology’. Comments by Connolly in relation to a 1954 fi lm,  Le Defroqué , give a 
sense of the climate of the time. It portrayed the ‘fall and resurrection of a priest’, 
which depicted ‘human sin and weakness’. He reckoned that cinema managers 
would probably be ‘chary’ of it –  and he himself felt that it probably could not be 
shown to a general audience on the basis that not everybody would be equipped 
‘to face a priest as [a]  tragic hero’ (Connolly  1956 : 111). The Church, with its 
paternalistic approach, tried to shield its followers from the facts of life, and success 
in this regard depended obviously on people’s level of education and the cultural 
climate of the country they lived in, something that was set to change radically 
in the 1960s. 
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 The role of any church in whatever context is to interpret human life in all 
of its contradictions, to show why it is meaningful in spite of pain, suff ering and 
evil and to make a case for an ultimate destiny beyond that of the present world. 
Brian Friel’s play  Philadelphia, Here I Come! , published in 1965, was a touchstone 
for the more challenging times ahead for the Church when the main character Gar 
angrily confronted the Canon: ‘you could translate all this loneliness, this groping, 
this dreadful bloody buff oonery into Christian terms that will make life bearable 
for us all. And yet you don’t say a word. Why, Canon? Isn’t this your job? –  to trans-
late? Why don’t you speak, then?’ (Friel  1965 : 96). The muting of the critical intel-
lectual voice in Ireland was short- sighted and ultimately unhealthy and damaging. 
As long ago as 1947, Seán Ó Faoláin refl ected bitterly that, in Ireland, ‘one group 
is held at arm’s length, the writers or intellectuals’. He continued, ‘the priest and 
the writer ought to be fi ghting side by side, if for nothing else than the rebuttal of 
the vulgarity that is pouring daily into the vacuum left in the popular mind by the 
dying out of the old traditional life’ (Ó Faoláin  1980 : 118– 19). It was a prophetic 
opinion to voice at that time. Almost seventy years later, when ‘the old traditional 
life’ is no more, the Church now fi nds itself in an age when not only do many 
contest the idea of a God and the idea of an ultimate human destiny beyond this 
life but also, paradoxically, there is a new emphasis on spirituality, as witnessed by 
the plethora of books published on both of these themes. So the ground has shifted 
totally. What is certain is that Catholicism as we knew it is now an anachronism. 
There are currently many interpreters of the signs of the times, and the Church 
has to make its own case in the marketplace of ideas. While in the past the Church 
presented itself as having all the answers to the mystery of life, it is clear in the 
postmodern era that we are living in an age of uncertainty and that most people 
are groping their way towards some limited forms of understanding. People are 
reinterpreting their lives, and metanarratives are highly suspect in this atmosphere. 
For many, the notion of transcendence is unproblematic; for some, it is tenuous; 
and for more it is unsustainable. The task of the pastor in this cultural climate is 
to help people to recognise the immanence of God in the world, while equally 
confronting honestly the fact that faith ultimately means living with uncertainty, 
mystery and doubt. Many commentators over the years have pointed to the rich 
resources which could have been tapped in Irish writing to explore complex issues. 

 While religious practice has declined very signifi cantly in Ireland, this has 
to be measured relative to the somewhat infl ated and perhaps unrealistic fi gures 
recorded in the 1970s. These were based on a model of Catholicism which was 
no longer fi t for purpose and what is most remarkable is that it limped on for as 
long as it did. It no longer provided the kind of spiritual sustenance needed in a 
vastly changed cultural context, nor did it provide adequate answers to the com-
plex moral dilemmas that many Catholics were grappling with. The Church in 
Ireland still operated on the basis of laying down the law and expecting Catholics 
to conform. It persisted with this approach until the contraception issue in the 
1970s forced a change of style, but it did not change willingly. There were many 
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prelates who persisted with the old- style authoritarian approach. While the older 
generation had accepted the authoritarianism of the Church, this was no longer 
acceptable to those coming of age from the 1960s onwards. The fact that the 
Church did not read the ‘signs of the times’ has weakened its authority and posi-
tion, and the real resentment bubbled to the surface from the nineties when the 
scandals were seen as the Church not practising what it had preached all along, 
and preached in a very dogmatic way. A backlash was inevitable. From the 1960s 
on, people’s opportunities, whether it be for educational/ economic development 
and/ or how to spend their leisure time, were greatly expanded, which meant that 
they began to have higher expectations and to question more in relation to all 
aspects of their lives, including their experience of religion. 

 While religious practice has declined significantly, sociologists point to 
the fact that Catholics in Ireland are still seen as relatively loyal to their faith 
in comparison with other countries, and they have attributed this to cultural 
factors which, over the centuries crystallised into the symbiotic relationship 
between Catholicism and nationalism, which became the defining character-
istic at the foundation of the Irish state. However, this loyalty of Catholics 
to their faith has been commented upon by observers in other cultures also. 
In 1994, Andrew Greely, commenting on American Catholicism, wrote: ‘For 
the last thirty years the hierarchy and the clergy have done just about every-
thing they could to drive the laity out of the Church and have not succeeded’ 
(Greely  1994 :  497). He argues that, ‘Catholics remain Catholic because of 
the Catholic religious sensibility, a congeries of metaphors that explain 
what human life means, with deep and powerful appeal to the total person’ 
(Greely  1994 : 495– 6). He argues that the dictum ‘once a Catholic always a 
Catholic’ is based on the fact that ‘the religious images of Catholicism are 
acquired early in life and are tenacious. You may break with the institution, 
you may reject the propositions, but you cannot escape the images’ (Greely 
 1994 :  498). This has been borne out by many Catholics, be they ordinary 
Catholics who have fallen away from practice and writers like McGahern for 
whom belief had ‘long gone’, although he missed the rituals. This is clearly 
illustrated also in the case of Seamus Heaney, whose poetry is suffused with 
religious imagery. In his poem, ‘Out of This World’, dedicated to the memory 
of Czesław Miłosz, he writes of the paradox which lies at the heart of his 
own loss of faith: 

  There was never a scene 
 When I had it out with myself or with another. 
 The loss occurred off - stage. And yet I cannot 
 Disavow words like ‘thanksgiving’ or ‘host’ 
 Or ‘communion bread’. They have an undying 
 Tremor and draw, like well water far down. 

 (Heaney  2006 : 47)  
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 The power of imagery is also echoed in the writing of Eamon Duff y, Church his-
torian, who grew up in Ireland in the 1950s. In his book,  Faith of Our Fathers , he 
writes: ‘… Catholicism was also mystery: the competent mutter and movement 
of the priest at the altar, the words of power half- understood, the sense of being 
in touch, literally in touch, with holy things, with Holiness itself (Duff y  2004 : 15). 

 But as early as the 1970s, when mass attendance was at 91 per cent, some 
more aware clerical commentators were concerned that the disconnect 
between liturgy –  the language of religion –  and life was becoming so wide 
that it was almost impossible to bridge. Fr P.  J. Brophy, looking back on his 
youth, pointed out that in those days ‘pulpit and people talked the same lan-
guage’; it was a time when ‘there were very few rival spectacles’ and devo-
tions like Benediction satisfi ed people’s ‘modest longing for pageantry of some 
kind’ (Brophy  1974 : 215). Fr Eamon Bredin in 1979 observed that the new 
liturgy seemed to ‘have left the inner core of people’s lives untouched’ (Bredin 
 1979 : 45). The diffi  culty was that people were now ‘searching for something in 
the liturgy’, whereas in the past they had been content to be silent observers 
(Bredin  1979 : 53). In the following decade, there was a resurgence of Marian 
devotion throughout the country. Fr Gabriel Daly OSA saw it as a replica of 
the ‘old style evening devotions’, but he viewed the phenomenon as a failure of 
pastors and teachers in presenting the Good News, ‘when people have to turn 
to moving statues in order to satisfy their spiritual needs’ (Daly  1985 : 6). The 
important point highlighted here is spiritual need and while a nostalgic return 
to the past was the path for some, for the vast majority under forty, this had 
little resonance and would have less and less as time went by. That sense of the 
sacred when religion permeated culture –  as conveyed by Heaney, McGahern 
and Duff y –  would have to be redrawn to respond to the consciousness of a 
new generation in a more secular culture. For the most part, the Irish Church 
failed to fully appreciate, let alone respond to, this challenge. As one looks back, 
the Church authorities in the 1970s were preoccupied with issues of control 
in education and with the contraception issue and in the eighties and nineties 
with the abortion and divorce issues. 

 A writer who picked up the mood of the times was John O’Donohue. Writing 
as a priest in 1995, he captured the failures of the past and the dilemma that this 
led to for the Church in 1990s Ireland: 

  A religious system which immunises itself against critical questioning becomes either 
dangerous or irrelevant. In a more uniform culture where it can dominate, it can 
be oppressive … In a postmodern and pluralistic culture such a system becomes 
irrelevant and increasingly isolated. Once it has lost the authority of domination, it 
is dependent on the inner authority of its own truth. If immunised against refl ec-
tion and critique, it is reduced to cliché and posture. These evoke the nostalgia of 
a vanished world, but lack all substance to engage the actual world of the present.   
  (O’Donohue  1995 : 137)  
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 In what many now describe as a post- Catholic Ireland, characterised by ques-
tioning, doubt and unbelief, the Church can no longer impose its version of 
the truth. This is of course what it sees as its God- given mission, but it must 
be realised by ‘proposing’ its values and world view –  a word that Pope Francis 
repeatedly uses to describe his desired teaching style. Religion has to do with 
values and belief in a transcendent reality beyond this life. Whereas in the past 
these went hand in hand, in postmodern society this is no longer necessarily 
the case. For many who no longer believe in an afterlife, the notion of salva-
tion, so central to Church teaching, may be an anachronistic concept. Equally 
perhaps –  this is not a very high percentage in Ireland –  doubt is much more 
prevalent than in the past. In a fundamentally changed cultural context, free 
of traditional pressures to conform, the onus today is on Irish Catholics to 
make a fair evaluation of their cultural legacy while not only acknowledging 
the undoubted weaknesses of the past but also weighing up its considerable 
strengths and overall potential to give meaning, or otherwise, to their lives. 
This is a radical challenge that the Irish Church and Irish Catholics have hardly 
begun to face. 

 At a time when ready- made answers are no longer trusted, this challenge 
requires most of all a thoughtful and imaginative approach. In a recent article, 
Eugene O’Brien has, to my mind, caught the mood. ‘Given that there is now con-
testation, as opposed to unqualifi ed acceptance, with regards to the pre- existence 
of an afterlife or spirit world’, he suggests: 

  the more cryptic and sporadic insights of poetry may be the discourse best- equipped 
to deal with this, because it is the discourse where thinking can go beyond its normal 
boundary … Poetised thinking allows for a diff erent perspective on the immanent so 
that glimpses of the transcendent can be captured.     (O’Brien  2014 : 132)  

 In an Ireland which has gone in a matter of sixty years from poverty and 
economic stagnation to the materialism of the Celtic Tiger and recently to 
economic meltdown, in addition to a collapse of confi dence in all major insti-
tutions of the State as well as the Church, and which is noted internationally 
for its artists and writers, perhaps it is time for the Church to look to the art-
ist to retrieve the religious imagination, because he or she, more than most, 
is in tune with the  Zeitgeist . Poets such as Seamus Heaney, and recently John 
F. Deane and Pádraig J. Daly, provide an opportunity to refl ect on questions 
of belief, doubt, meaning, pain, loss, good, evil and the numinous. Deane has 
written ‘that a good religious poem is the fi nal argument against nothingness’ 
and feels that ‘in our time the corrosion of the religious imagination is there-
fore the more depressing’ (Deane  2006 : 12). He points out that in our ‘secular 
society so much at odds with deep human and universal rights and yearnings, 
it is the Christian artist who stands non- conformist rebel, challenge to such 
secularism’ (Deane  2006 : 9). 
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 Pádraig J. Daly, himself a ministering priest, has captured very eloquently the 
bleak situation for religious and the Catholic Church in Ireland today in his poem 
‘Holding Away the Dark’: 

  Have mercy on us, O Lord, 
 Who have lived beyond our time of usefulness 
 And totter round the empty edifi ces of our glory, 
 Looking towards our end. 

 (Daly  2015 : 77)  

 The mood is grim, and, undoubtedly, the Church is fi ghting a rearguard battle in 
Ireland, but in the matter of religious allegiance, absolute conclusions can never be 
drawn. The religious instinct is deeply ingrained in human nature. Sociologists have 
pointed to the resilience of the Catholic cultural legacy in Ireland, and there are many 
signs of this. The 2013 European Social Survey data for Ireland shows that larger 
numbers of Catholics record that they are religious as opposed to not very religious. 
On a scale of zero to ten, 70 per cent place themselves on the upward side of the 
scale (O’Mahony  2013 ). This is in spite of the very public failures of the institutional 
Church over the past few decades. Irish Catholics have historically demonstrated 
the ability to act independently of the institution when they see fi t. Equally, in spite 
of what many have seen as a scandalous betrayal of ideals by the Church authorities 
in recent decades, there is much evidence that Catholics at parish level remain loyal 
to their local clergy. At a time when many might apply the term ‘post- Catholic’ to 
Irish society, the Church and its clergy can take some comfort from the fact that, in 
the event of any tragedy occurring throughout the country, the local clergyman is 
still called upon by the media to comment, an obvious recognition of his role at the 
centre of community life in Ireland. The clergyman will always have a role to play 
at the cutting edge of life, precisely because many people will still call on clergy of 
whatever denomination, in Friel’s words, to ‘translate’. Daly captures the anguish that 
all humans feel at some stage when ‘infants wail, mothers weep, fathers bury sons’ and 
‘those without hope look to us for hope, who have no hope’ (Daly  2015 : 78). But 
this is not the kind of raw honesty, empathy, humility, doubt that one associated with 
clergy in the past, when commands came from on high and the idea was conveyed 
that the Church had all the answers. This epitomises the kind of authenticity that 
Church personnel must communicate if they are to rebuild on what remains of the 
cultural legacy and re- engage the twenty- fi rst- century mind and heart.  

   Works cited 

    Abbott ,  Walter M.   (ed.) ( 1966 )   The Church in the Modern World  , in  The Documents of Vatican 
II , Dublin and  London:   Geoff rey Chapman .  

    Amárach   ( 2012 )  Contemporary Catholic Perspectives , available at  www.associationofcathol-
icpriests.ie/2012/04/contemporary-catholic-perspectives  (accessed 10 December 
2015).  

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   509781526101068_pi-225.indd   50 10/28/2016   3:45:06 PM10/28/2016   3:45:06 PM



Revisiting the faith of our fathers 51

   51

    Bredin ,  Eamon   ( 1979 ) ‘ The Liturgy: Problems and Prospects ’,  The Furrow ,  30:  1 ,  45 –  53 .  
    Brophy ,  P. J.   ( 1974 ) ‘ Whatever Happened to Our Liturgical Dreams? ’,  The Furrow ,  25 : 4 , 

 213 –  18 .  
    Byrne ,  Gay   ( 1972 )  To Whom It Concerns ,  Dublin :  Gill & Macmillan .  
   Catholic Communications Institute of Ireland  ( 1975 )   Survey of Religious Practice, 

Attitudes and Beliefs in the Republic of Ireland 1973–4, Report no. 1 on Religious Practice  , 
Dublin: Catholic Communications Institute of Ireland, available at  www.catholicbish-
ops.ie/2010/11/05/feature-40-years-of -social-research  (accessed 10 December 2015).  

   Central Statistics Offi  ce  ( 2000 )  That Was Then, This Is Now: Change in Ireland, 1949–1999 , 
 Central Statistics Offi  ce :  Dublin .  

  Commission of Investigation into Catholic Diocese of Cloyne ( 2011 )  Report by Commission 
of Investigation into the Handling by Church and State Authorities of Allegations and Suspicions 
of Child Sexual Abuse Against Clerics of the Catholic Diocese of Cloyne , Dublin: Government 
Publications.  

    Connolly ,  Peter   ( 1956 ) ‘ Films ’,  The Furrow ,  7 : 2 ,  108 –  11 .  
    Daly ,  Cahal B.   ( 1998 )  Steps on My Pilgrim Journey: Memories and Refl ections ,  Dublin :  Veritas 

Publications .  
    Daly ,  Gabriel   ( 1985 ) ‘ Message of the Statues: The Theologian’s View ’,  Sunday Independent , 

22 September, p.  6 .  
    Daly ,  Pádraig J.   ( 2015 ) ‘ Holding Away the Dark ’, in  God in Winter ,  Dublin :  Dedalus .  
    Deane ,  John F.   ( 2006 )  In Dogged Loyalty:  The Religion of Poetry, the Poetry of Religion , 

 Dublin :  Columba .  
    Duff y ,  Eamon   ( 2004 )  Faith of Our Fathers: Refl ections on Catholic Tradition ,  London :  Continuum .  
    Friel ,  Brian   ( 1965 )  Philadelphia, Here I Come!   London :  Faber and Faber .  
    Fuller ,  Louise   ( 2002 )  Irish Catholicism since 1950: The Undoing of a Culture ,  Dublin :  Gill & 

Macmillan .  
    Greely ,  Andrew   ( 1994 ) ‘ Why Do Catholics Stay in the Church? ’  The Furrow ,  45 : 9 ,  495 –  502 .  
    Heaney ,  Seamus   ( 2006 )  District and Circle ,  London :  Faber and Faber .  
   Ipsos MRBI  ( 2012 )  Changing Ireland: Irish Attitudes and Values Survey , results published in 

the  Irish Times , 26 November, p. 10.  
    Kelly ,  John C.   ( 1959 ) ‘ Solid Virtue in Ireland ’,  Doctrine and Life ,  9 : 5 ,  116 –  23 .  
    Martin ,  Diarmaid   ( 2014 ) Speaking notes of address to the priests and members of the 

Parish Pastoral Council of the North City Centre deanery, ‘Fostering Faith in the 
City Centre’, at Holy Cross College, Clonliff e, 27 February, available at  www.
Catholicbishops.ie/2014/02/27/speaking-notes-archbishop-diarmuid-martin-holy-
cross-college-clonliff e  (accessed 31 October 2015).  

    McGahern ,  John   ( 2009 ) ‘ The Church and Its Spire ’, in   Stanley van   der Ziel   (ed.),  Love of 
the World: Essays ,  London :  Faber and Faber , pp. 133–48.  

    McGarry ,  J. G.   ( 1951 )  Review of  Doctrine and Life  , 1:1, in  The Furrow ,  2 : 3 ,  189 .  
   National Synod  ( 1956 )  Statement ,  The Furrow , 7:9, 555–6.  
    O’Brien ,  Eugene   ( 2014 ) ‘ “ An Art That Knows Its Mind”: Prayer, Poetry and Post-Catholic 

Identity in Seamus Heaney’s “Squarings” ’ , in   Eamon   Maher   and   Catherine   Maignant   
(eds.),  Études Irlandaises ,  39 : 2 , 127–43.  

    O’Donohue ,  John   ( 1995 ) ‘ The Irish Church: Beyond the Bleak Landscape ’,  The Furrow , 
 46 : 3 ,  135 –  43 .  

    Ó Faoláin ,  Seán   ( 1980 )  The Irish ,  London :  Penguin Books .  
    O’Mahony ,  Eoin   (ed.) ( 2013 )  Religion and Belief among Catholics in Ireland: A Short Review 

of Recent European Social Survey Data , Council for Research and Development of 
the Irish Bishops’ Conference, available at  www.catholicbishops.ie/wp-cont ent/
uploads/2013/10/Religion-and-belief-among-Catholics-in-Ireland-round-5-ESS.
pdf  (accessed 10 December 2015).  

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   519781526101068_pi-225.indd   51 10/28/2016   3:45:06 PM10/28/2016   3:45:06 PM

Eugenes
Cross-Out

Eugenes
Sticky Note
Change to O'Faolain, Sean

Eugenes
Sticky Note
Insert new reference here: Census of Population of Ireland, 2011 

Eugenes
Sticky Note
Space after 'Greely,' and before 'Andrew'



Louise Fuller52

  52

    O’Mahony ,  T. P.   ( 2008 )  Has God Logged Off ? The Quest for Meaning in the 21st Century , 
 Dublin :  Columba .  

    Paul   VI ( 1968 )   Humanae Vitae  , available at  www.papalencyclicals.net/Paul06/p6humana.
htm  (accessed 10 December 2015).  

    Pius   XII ( 1950 )  Humani generis , available at  www.papalencylicals.net/Pius12/P12HUMAN.
HTM  (accessed 10 December 2015).     

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   529781526101068_pi-225.indd   52 10/28/2016   3:45:06 PM10/28/2016   3:45:06 PM

Eugenes
Sticky Note
Capital 'G' for 'generis'



   53

    3 

 Dethroning Irish Catholicism  : 
  Church, State and modernity 

in contemporary Ireland    

    David Carroll   Cochran     

  In his essay  A Catholic Modernity? , the Canadian Catholic philosopher Charles 
Taylor refl ects on how modern secularism’s process of ‘dethroning’ Catholicism, 
of gradually disentangling the Church from the dominant institutions of societies 
where it long held political and social power, has paradoxically extended many of 
Catholicism’s core commitments and liberated it to fi nd a new and creative voice 
within modernity. 

 Taylor is reacting to a general pattern unfolding over centuries, but the 
Republic of Ireland represents an intriguingly compressed version of it in action. 
Taylor’s theoretical framework off ers a lens through which to examine dramatic 
changes in the public role of Catholicism over the country’s relatively short his-
tory, as well as how a diff erent vision of its place in Irish life can emerge in the 
wake of these changes. This vision is a compelling one, but one that also faces 
important challenges. 

  Taylor, Catholicism, and modernity 

 The background to Taylor’s  A Catholic Modernity?  is the notion of ‘Christendom’, 
which he defi nes as ‘a civilisation where the structures, institutions, and culture 
were all supposed to refl ect the Christian nature of the society’ (Taylor  1999 : 17). 
In its purest form, this was the confessional state, long the norm across Europe, in 
which throne and altar were united so that the law privileged a particular Christian 
Church and enforced its moral teachings. Over several centuries, however, sec-
ularism weakened this arrangement and eventually ‘dethroned’ Christendom, 
a process that often involved violence, especially in Catholic countries such as 
France (Taylor  1999 : 18). 
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 Some Catholics lament the fall of Christendom with the attendant loss of the 
Church’s power and prestige. Taylor is not among them. He argues that modernity 
has brought signifi cant gains for humanity, ones that were ‘unlikely to come about 
without some breach with established religion’ (Taylor  1999 : 29). Indeed, on his 
account, modernity has brought an extension of gospel principles not possible 
within the old structure of Christendom: 

  The notion is that modern culture, in breaking with the structures and beliefs of 
Christendom, also carried certain facets of Christian life further than they ever were 
taken or could have been taken within Christendom. In relation to the earlier forms 
of Christian culture, we have to face the humbling realisation that the breakout was a 
necessary condition of the development.     (Taylor  1999 : 16)  

 These benefi ts include the idea of ‘universal human rights’ that affi  rm the equal 
moral status of all persons regardless of their particular communities or circum-
stances, as well as a modern humanitarian impulse based on the ‘affi  rmation of ordi-
nary life’ that seeks to alleviate suff ering and uphold the dignity of everyday persons 
around the world (Taylor  1999 : 16, 25). In Taylor’s view, ‘we live in an extraordinary 
moral culture, measured against the norm of human history, in which suff ering and 
death, through famine, fl ood, earthquake, pestilence, or war, can awaken worldwide 
movements of sympathy and practical solidarity’ ( 1999 : 25). These moral achieve-
ments have deep Christian roots, but they needed secularisation’s dethroning of 
Christendom to become more fully realised and universalised. Taylor argues that ‘we 
have to agree that it was this process that made possible what we now recognise as 
a great advance in the practical penetration of the gospel in human life’, something 
that is ‘a humbling experience, but also a liberating one’ ( 1999 : 18). 

 For Taylor, the dethroning is ‘liberating’ because the Church is no longer 
locked into a distorting alliance with political authority. Christendom’s problem 
was always ‘the attempt to marry the faith with a form of culture and a mode of 
society’, because this always ‘involves coercion’ and the ‘pressure of conformity’. 
History shows that ‘where the sacred was bound up with and supported the politi-
cal order’ it became corrupted (Taylor  1999 : 17). By setting aside alliances with 
political power, believers are free to live their faith more authentically. Taylor writes: 

  This kind of freedom, so much the fruit of the gospel, we have only when nobody 
(that is, no particular outlook) is running the show. So a vote of thanks to Voltaire and 
others for (not necessarily wittingly) showing us this and for allowing us to live the 
gospel in a purer way, free of that continual and often bloody forcing of conscience 
which was the sin and blight of all those ‘Christian’ centuries. The gospel was always 
meant to stand out, unencumbered by arms.     ( 1999 : 18)  

 For Taylor, what is liberating is ‘the freedom to come to God on one’s own or, oth-
erwise put, moved only by the Holy Spirit, whose barely audible voice will often 
be heard better when the loudspeakers of armed authority are silent’ ( 1999 : 19). 
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 Taylor also suggests an additional liberating dimension of Christendom’s fall. 
This is the possibility of a less restrictive and hierarchical Catholicism. The moral 
language of modernity can undermine Catholic clericalism and move the Church 
away from the kind of narrowness that attempts to enforce a sameness that is 
‘bought at the price of suppressing something of the diversity in the humanity 
that God created’ (Taylor  1999 : 22, 14). Liberation is also a form of new openness 
within the Church itself. 

 If Taylor’s essay argues that there is much good in the modernity secular-
ism has brought, good that Catholicism should welcome, including its own loss 
of political power, it also warns that a modernity increasingly closed off  to the 
transcendent has its own ‘dangers’, ones that create an ongoing need for Catholics 
and other believers to address (Taylor  1999 : 19). He contends that modernism’s 
universal humanitarian concern places high moral demands on people, ones that 
are diffi  cult to sustain. It can easily corrode into a shallow, selfi sh philanthropy that 
says more about the helper than the helped. He writes, ‘A solidarity ultimately 
driven by the giver’s own sense of moral superiority is a whimsical and fi ckle 
thing’ (Taylor  1999 : 31). This can tip into resentment towards those helped, see-
ing them as objects of pity and even contempt, contrasting their fl aws with the 
goodness and self- reliance of their benefactors. Taylor sees this process behind ‘the 
present hardening of feeling against the impoverished and disfavoured in Western 
democracies’ ( 1999 : 31). Indeed, he points to an anti- humanist strain in moder-
nity’s ‘affi  rmation of ordinary life’, one he traces to thinkers such as Nietzsche. 
Here, affi  rming one’s own life and fulfi lment means throwing off  constraints such 
as compassion, mercy or solidarity with others. This becomes a wilfulness and 
sense of individual power that ‘chafes at the benevolence, the universalism, the 
harmony, the order’ of a just society (Taylor  1999 : 27). Religious traditions that 
emphasise transcendence, radical self- gift and humility can help mitigate these 
dangers. Taylor emphasises in particular the antidote of ‘a love or compassion that 
is unconditional’ at the heart of Christianity ( 1999 : 35). 

 The rise of trends such as expressive individualism and consumerism in mod-
ern secular societies to fi ll a void left by the loss of transcendence is a theme Taylor 
pursues more fully in his later  A Secular Age . One of modernity’s discontents is ‘the 
spectre of meaninglessness’ (Taylor  2007 : 717). What Taylor calls the ‘buff ered self ’, 
one closed to enchantment and transcendent signifi cance, experiences a sense of 
‘loss’ or ‘fl atness’ or ‘malaise’ ( 2007 :  Chapter 8 ). This provides an opening for reli-
gious traditions to play a vital and continuing role in such societies. A search for 
meaning and authenticity can bring some people back to traditional religious 
traditions such as Catholicism, though now in a pluralist context in which it is just 
one option among many rather than in a way that restores Christendom (Taylor 
 2007 : Chapter 14). This is a reduced but more creative role for religion in societies 
that are becoming ‘post- secular’; ones where ‘the hegemony of the master narr-
ative of secularisation will be more and more challenged’ by the continuing pull 
of the transcendent (Taylor  2007 : 534). 
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 Taylor, then, neither completely rejects nor completely embraces modernity. 
Instead, he argues that Catholics should ‘fi nd our voice within the achievements 
of modernity’ in order to embrace what is good but, at the same time, propheti-
cally respond and off er alternatives to what is not ( 1999 : 36). Secularisation has 
done the Church a service by dethroning it from political power, but it also cre-
ates the opportunity for the Church to take on a new character with a new role 
in the wake of this dethroning.  

  Enthroning Irish Catholicism 

 Given Ireland’s history of British rule, the rise of the Catholic Church to polit-
ical and social power was relatively recent, happening while Christendom’s 
dethroning was already well under way elsewhere. With the British State’s 
long favouring of Protestantism, culminating in the notorious Penal Laws, 
Catholics faced discrimination and marginalisation into the nineteenth cen-
tury. Rather than quashing Catholicism, however, this only made it a vehicle 
for political resistance (Finnegan  2013 ). While the Church did view some rev-
olutionary and violent strands of Irish nationalism with suspicion, Catholicism 
also emerged as a critical ‘oppositional force’ to British rule (Fuller  2006 : 70). 
As Peadar Kirby points out, unlike countries such as France where the Church 
was tied to the old order, in Ireland it was tied to the emerging one through 
its participation in a ‘project of anti- colonial cultural nationalism’ (Kirby 
 2008 : 28– 9). 

 Closely related to its nationalist role was the rise of the Church’s institutional 
presence in the century before Irish Independence. Emerging out of Catholic 
emancipation and the trauma of famine, the Church gained signifi cant infl u-
ence over the everyday lives of the Irish people by the latter half of the nine-
teenth century through newly built churches, plentiful and disciplined clergy, 
rigorous devotional practices and social welfare eff orts (Larkin  1984 , part 2; Inglis 
 1998 , part 2). Perhaps most signifi cantly, it helped undermine the British State’s 
plans for a national system of religiously mixed, non- denominational primary 
schools. Instead, such schools were eventually co- opted and run on denomina-
tional lines, with local Catholic clergy acting as patrons for the vast majority of 
them and Catholic religious orders running most secondary schools (Coolahan 
 2003 ; Kieran  2008 ). 

 This emergence of Catholicism as a powerful political and social presence 
positioned it, in the words of Louise Fuller, to ‘wield extraordinary infl uence 
in the new State’ that emerged after the break with Britain (Fuller  2006 : 70– 1). 
Indeed, for Fuller, post- Independence Ireland was marked by an alliance between 
Church and State that benefi tted both, helping to heal the wounds of civil war and 
also to validate the new political order (Fuller  2002 :  Chapter 1 ). Jean- Christophe 
Penet echoes this analysis, arguing that the new state ‘took Catholicism as its 
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main ideology’, an arrangement in which the Church received political infl uence 
while the young state gained legitimacy by drawing on Catholic ideals, rituals 
and nationwide celebrations such as the 1929 Catholic emancipation centenary 
and the 1932 International Eucharistic Congress (Fuller  2013 : 308; McDonagh 
 2003 : 44; Penet  2008 : 72– 3). 

 The State, for example, was happy to let the Church continue its prominent 
role in education, health care and social welfare, both seeing this role as proper 
and not especially interested in the cost and complexity of taking it on itself 
(Barrington  2003 ; Coolahan  2003 ; Kiernan  2008 ). It also adopted legislation and 
a new constitution in 1937 that recognised the ‘special position’ of the Church in 
Irish life and codifi ed in law Catholic values on matters such as divorce, contra-
ception, the role of women in the home and workplace, censorship and alcohol 
sales on certain Holy Days (Carroll  2015 ; Dillon  2014 ; Fuller  2013 ; McDonagh 
 2003 ; Whyte  1971 :  Chapters 1 –   2 ). As J. H. Whyte puts it, in his landmark study, 
‘from its early days, the government proved willing to use the power of the State 
to protect Catholic moral values’ ( 1971 : 36). 

 The close relationship between Church and State would last for decades. In 
1948, a new government, following its fi rst cabinet meeting, sent a telegram to 
Pope Pius XII giving him ‘the assurance of our fi lial loyalty and our devotion to 
your August Person, as well as our fi rm resolve to be guided in all our work by 
the teaching of Christ, and to strive for the attainment of a social order in Ireland 
based on Christian principles’ (Keogh  2007 :  103). Even as late as the 1960s, 
Taoiseach Seán Lemass bowed to pressure from Dublin’s Archbishop McQuaid 
not to extend the National Library onto the grounds of the Protestant Trinity 
College (McDonagh  2003 : 47). Perhaps the most famous Church– State example 
of this kind came in 1951, when Noël Browne, Minister for Health, resigned in 
the wake of opposition by the Church hierarchy to a proposed health- care reform 
known as the Mother and Child Scheme. A chastened Browne declared, ‘I as a 
Catholic accept unequivocally and unreservedly the views of the hierarchy on 
this matter’, and Archbishop D’Alton of Armagh stated that ‘we have a right to 
expect that our social legislation will not be in confl ict with Catholic principles’ 
(Fuller  2006 : 75– 6). 

 This Church– State alliance was rooted in a shared vision of Irish excep-
tionalism as a distinctively pure Catholic nation holding out against corruption 
from abroad, a vision that helps explain the country’s policy of both eco-
nomic and cultural isolation during its fi rst four decades (Dillon  2014 : 189; 
Fuller  2013 :  208). Mary Kenny points out that Irish life in the early 1920s 
was marked by intense anxiety about moral decay caused by jazz, dance halls, 
crime fi ction, new women’s fashions and similar foreign infl uences so that 
‘when the new Irish Free State was born in 1923, a desire to start afresh, 
to build this pure and unsullied society was born with it’ (Kenny  2000 : 123; 
see also Whyte  1971 :   Chapter  2 ). This same impulse was behind the 1937 
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Constitution’s fusion of Church, State and Nation, a document that its author, 
Eamon de Valera, called ‘the spiritual and cultural embodiment of the Irish 
people’ (Hederman  2010 : 61). As late as 1952, a writer in the  Irish Rosary  stated, 
‘Perhaps the Republic of Ireland, as it is constituted today, is the only integral 
Catholic State in the world; a Catholic culture as it existed in the Middle Ages’ 
(Fuller  2006 : 72). 

 The close relationship between Church and State in this period can, how-
ever, be overstated. The Church was never formally established or endowed; 
there was no offi  cial concordat; and the State did not incorporate canon law. 
Bishops did not seek power over ordinary legislation or government opera-
tions, and even on larger state matters, the Church hierarchy did not always 
get its way (Whyte  1971 :  Chapters 1 –   2 ,  12 ). For instance, not long after Noël 
Browne’s resignation, a new government headed by de Valera passed a health- 
care reform similar to the Mother and Child Scheme over the hierarchy’s 
objections with little problem (Barrington  2003 ; Bartlett  2002 ). Furthermore, 
the kinds of morals legislation enacted in the early years of the Republic 
were often supported by Protestant churches as well, and such laws were not 
unusual in other countries (Hannon  2003 :  126– 7; Kenny  2000 :  Chapter  6 ; 
McDonagh  2003 ). 

 With these caveats in mind, however, it is clear that the Church exercised 
a great deal of infl uence on the shape and direction of Irish politics. While 
not formally an established church, the reality was what Enda McDonagh 
calls ‘informal establishment’, one that still amounted to a powerful instance 
of ‘Christendom’ (McDonagh  2003 : 58). Even without a hand in day- to- day 
decision- making, the Church was able to shape the political context in which 
decisions unfolded. Its power lay in setting the political agenda and signalling 
that certain lines should not be crossed: ‘The power of the Church in the politi-
cal fi eld survived more on the threat of censure rather than its actual imple-
mentation’ (Inglis  1998 : 75). The Church did not have to intervene directly in 
politics very often since its values were ones shared by institutions and actors 
across Ireland. In Whyte’s words, ‘Churchmen and statesmen were moulded by 
the same culture, educated at the same schools, quite often related to each other’ 
( 1971 : 366). 

 The Church’s political power, then, was an extension of its social, cultural and 
economic power. In Tom Inglis’s infl uential formulation, the Church exercised 
a ‘moral monopoly’ in Irish life ( 1998 ). Being seen as a good Catholic was cru-
cial to one’s position in society. Extraordinarily high mass attendance, widespread 
devotional practices, regular confession, control over education and health care 
and frequent home visits by clergy sustained an especially controlling form of 
Catholicism in Ireland, one that dominated the ordinary lives of its people like 
no other institution. In a 1964 survey, 90 per cent of respondents agreed with the 
statement ‘The Church is the greatest force for good in Ireland today’ (Kenny 
 2000 : 216).  
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  Dethroning Irish Catholicism 

 If the rise of Taylor’s ‘Christendom’ came late to Ireland, so too has its fall. This has 
created what Michele Dillon calls a process of ‘compressed secularism’ as Ireland 
has experienced rapid social change ( 2015a ). Indeed, those who have witnessed 
Irish Catholicism’s declining political and social power at fi rst hand have often 
been struck by its relative speed. Brendan Hoban writes that ‘part of our dif-
fi culty in Ireland is that centuries of change were telescoped into a few decades’ 
( 2012 : 15). In addition, for former Taoiseach Garret FitzGerald, ‘Ireland had for 
so long been sheltered by the conservative infl uence of the Roman Catholic 
Church from changes that had occurred elsewhere, over a long period’, mak-
ing the Church a ‘kind of dam’, but when these changes did come, they were 
‘squeezed into a single quarter of a century’ and produced a ‘storm fl ood’ once 
the dam failed ( 2003 : 105, 120). 

 The dynamics that have knocked the Church from its formally dominant posi-
tion in Ireland had their roots in the 1960s and 1970s, but the process accelerated 
in the decades after Pope John Paul II’s landmark trip to Ireland in 1979 (Fuller 
 2002 ,  2006 ; McGarry  2006 ). Beginning in the early 1960s, the State’s economic 
policy of openness to the rest of the world, eventually leading to membership of 
the European Union, undermined the earlier ideal of Catholic rural frugality as it 
brought rising prosperity, urbanisation, foreign travel and educational attainment. 
Similarly, a new cultural openness followed the arrival of television in the early 
1960s and the rise of the media as a rival to the Church for the hearts and minds 
of Irish people. Inglis writes, ‘It was the media, and in particular television, which 
brought an end to the long nineteenth century of Irish Catholicism’ ( 1998 : 93). 
These changes were linked to shifts in social attitudes and practices around gen-
der and sexuality that were increasingly at odds with Church teaching and that 
were especially important in breaking the traditional alliance between married 
women and Catholic clergy, while mass attendance and other visible markers of 
Catholic devotion became less important in securing one’s social position in Irish 
life (Inglis  1998 :  Chapter 9 ). 

 A series of bruising legislative, judicial and constitutional battles has marked 
this dethroning process (Fuller  2002 ,  2006 ). Referendum victories reaffi  rming 
prohibitions on abortion and divorce in the early to mid 1980s represented what 
Dillon calls ‘a high point before the emerging end of the Church’s cultural hegem-
ony in Ireland’ ( 2014 : 198). Indeed, these victories actually signalled the break-
down of the Church– State consensus on a range of issues since the law was now 
considered open to debate and change, leading to the irony of religion’s seeming 
more central to Irish politics just as the country was becoming more secular; reli-
gious norms once widely accepted now faced serious political challenges (Penet 
 2008 : 85– 6; Twomey  2003 : 128). While abortion restrictions have only seen some 
loosening and may represent an exceptional case (see Dillon  2015b ), successful 
eff orts to legalise contraception, divorce, homosexuality and, most recently, in 
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2015, same- sex marriage all point to the unravelling of the Church– State alliance 
on moral regulations forged in the early years of the country. Indeed, even before 
the same- sex marriage vote, Diarmuid Martin, the Archbishop of Dublin, wrote 
in 2011: 

  The place of the Church in the current political discussion in Ireland is increasingly 
marginal. I would say that none of the political parties even thought of seeking the 
views of the Church around their policies for the current General Election. If any-
thing they would seem to prefer not to be seen in any way to be associated with the 
Church.     (Martin  2011 )  

 The average political leader now feels ‘much freer to oppose the hierarchy openly 
and to propose laws that they know will certainly please the electorate and dis-
please the bishops’ (Penet  2008 :  81). The Irish State is now a long way from 
telegrams to the Pope pledging fi delity. Of course, overshadowing all of this 
are the abuse scandals. While the Church’s loss of political and social power was 
already under way, their emergence soon became central to the process. While 
Catholicism in other countries has seen similar scandals, the impact in Ireland has 
been especially dramatic in two ways. First, as Lawrence Taylor points out, given 
how central ‘clerical authority and antisexuality’ were to Irish Catholicism, abuse 
revelations were perfectly targeted to highlight its hypocrisy ( 2007 : 156). Second, 
since much of the abuse took place in educational and social- welfare institu-
tions outsourced to the Church by the State, and also in view of the tendency of 
local offi  cials to quietly refer abuse allegations to Church leaders for hushing up, 
these revelations have cast the alliance between Church and State as a particularly 
destructive one. 

 The drip- drip nature of the scandals, detailed in agonising report after ago-
nising report, only magnifi es their impact. Dillon writes, ‘the grim details in any 
one of the reports would have been suffi  cient to stimulate dismay and anger 
among a loyal faithful. But the succession of reports and the systematic pat-
terns of similar malfeasance documented in each case, cascaded into everyday 
Irish consciousness’ ( 2014 : 205). The sense of betrayal and anger directed at the 
institutionalised Church and its power in Irish life has been signifi cant: ‘It was 
as though everything the Catholic establishment stood for had turned out to be 
wrong, and everything it had opposed turned out to be right’ (Kenny  2000 : 322). 
The majority of survey respondents now report having ‘no’ or ‘not very much’ 
confi dence in the Catholic Church (Oldmixon and Calfano  2015 : 69). The State 
has not escaped censure either, which perhaps explains why its leaders have both 
apologised for its role in the abuse scandals and channelled public anger at its 
former ally, most famously in 2011, with Taoiseach Enda Kenny’s unprecedented 
public condemnation of ‘the dysfunction, disconnection, elitism … the narcis-
sism that dominate the culture of the Vatican to this day’ (Kenny  2011 ; Keogh 
 2007 : 143).  
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  Taylor’s Catholic modernity in Ireland 

 Clearly, then, it has been a rough few decades for Irish Catholicism. American 
Catholics facing problems in their own church often comfort themselves with 
comparisons to their Irish counterparts: ‘we’ve got it bad, but at least we’re not 
the Irish Church!’ This is a common way to read the situation from within the 
Church, lamenting its decline, its empty pews, its falling vocations, its marginalisa-
tion, its loss of public legitimacy. Nevertheless, reading the situation through the 
lens of Taylor’s Catholic modernity framework uncovers a diff erent interpretation, 
one that sees the painful process of dethroning Irish Catholicism as ultimately 
necessary and positive, not only for Ireland but also for the Irish Church itself. It 
is possible to see in the work of many who observe Irish Catholicism an emerging 
vision of a dethroned church renewing itself, atoning for past sins and fi nding a 
new and vital role in modern Irish life. 

 This vision begins with the fl aws of enthroned Catholicism as it emerged in 
the years following Irish Independence. While the Church did much good –  edu-
cating children, caring for the sick, marking life’s stages through sacraments, forging 
communal bonds, linking people to the transcendent –  its close relationship with 
the State was, as Linda Hogan writes, ‘detrimental to both’ ( 2003 : 111). Political 
power was corrupting. For Mark Patrick Hederman, the fusion of Church and 
State created ‘something of a police state’ with an ‘authoritarian’ character, one 
that tried to enforce a distorted version of human life that was ‘so narrow and so 
pure that it left out a large number of our population and a vast proportion of our 
humanity’ ( 2010 : 11, 54). This style of Catholicism –  severe, puritanical, marked 
by hierarchical power and clericalism, enforcing its dictates through fear and coer-
cion –  actually represents a negation of the mercy, humanity and affi  rmation of 
incarnation, beauty and deep mystery found elsewhere in the Catholic tradition, 
a contrast that often struck Irish novelists and poets from the period (Hederman 
 2010 : 109; Maher  2015 : 6– 8). A rule- based form of Catholic practice based on 
social pressure and habit amounted to a ‘childish’ faith rather than one rooted in 
real conviction and spiritual maturity, a problem a survey commissioned by the 
Irish bishops themselves in 1974 confi rmed (Fuller  2006 : 81; Kirby  2008 : 30). 

 Given its fl aws, Irish Catholicism’s fall from political and social power repre-
sents progress towards a more open and humane society, which in Taylor’s for-
mulation amounts to a paradoxical extension of gospel values made possible by 
that very fall. It also liberates the Church itself. Free from an entanglement with 
state power and its coercive practices –  from Taylor’s ‘forcing of conscience’ –  the 
Church can become more authentic to its mission. Mary Kenny argues that Irish 
Catholicism is stronger when not part of the State since ‘it does better when it 
is not a monopoly, but holds the hearts of the people’ ( 2000 : 335). Dethroning 
turns the Church’s focus away from those in power and towards those the gospel 
itself prioritises. Kirby writes that, ‘being less embedded in the power structures 
of Irish society, the Church is being freed to stand with those on the margins of 
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that society…to show the face of Christ more clearly’ ( 2008 : 41). Echoing Taylor’s 
praise for modernity’s ‘affi  rmation of ordinary life’, some observers see the poten-
tial of a chastened Irish Church to shift its concern from power and infl uence to 
pastoral care for the ‘everyday life’ of persons (Maignant  2008 : 103). Commenting 
on how the vote to legalise same- sex marriage means ‘Constantinian Christianity 
as a model for church- state relations is at an end’, Oliver Raff erty writes that 
‘Irish Catholicism can perhaps emerge as a more caring, less overtly dogmatic and 
oppressive feature of the Irish landscape … more concentrated on ministering to 
peoples’ actual needs than on wielding power in Irish society’ (Raff erty  2015 ). 

 Even Catholic institutions such as hospitals and schools can benefi t from 
stepping back from their formerly cosy relationship with the State. Archbishop 
Martin himself argues that such a relationship has often come at the expense of 
distinctiveness in the Church’s social- welfare eff orts, that these have ‘lost some-
thing of the Christian concept of gratuitousness’ and unique ‘witness to Jesus’. 
On his account, domination of the education sector has also become bad for the 
Church and is ‘no longer tenable today’. The Catholic ethos of many schools has 
become watered down, and too much religious education is just going through 
the motions, meaning Ireland’s ‘young people are among the most catechised in 
Europe but among the least evangelised’ (Martin  2010 ). A more open and plu-
ralistic education system can liberate Church- run schools to be more authenti-
cally and distinctively Catholic, even if this means a reduction in their number, 
which some Church leaders may fi nd painful (Martin  2010  and  2011 ; see also 
Coolahan  2003 ). 

 These reactions to Irish Catholicism’s dethroning suggest that, as in Taylor’s 
framework, modernity’s impact on the Church’s political and social power might 
be refl ected in the Church’s internal structures and practices as well. This is why 
many are hopeful that a church humbled by the loss of its dominant position in 
Ireland will be liberated to reform itself. For Hoban, the time has come for the 
‘arrogance’ and ‘oppressiveness’ of ‘the ecclesiastical aristocracy with its pomps 
and pretentions’ to end ( 2012 :  17). The hope here is that a former culture of 
clericalism, secrecy and centralisation will give way towards more lay involve-
ment, transparency, collaboration, dialogue and ecumenism. A dethroned church 
can be a more open, humble and pastorally engaged one, one more consistent 
with the example of Pope Francis (Littleton  2015 ; Maher  2015 ; O’Hanlon  2013 ; 
Whelan  2013 ). 

 Not surprisingly, the abuse scandals loom large in all of this; for many, it 
was the very character of enthroned Catholicism that enabled patterns of abuse. 
Those abused were victimised by ‘a collusion of the Irish State with the monar-
chical Catholic clerical system –  wedded as the latter was to authoritarianism, 
clericalism and secrecy’ (O’Conaill  2010 : 75). The Church used its claim to teach 
transcendent truth without second- guessing from those under it, as well as its 
political infl uence, to cover up and duck accountability for abuse in its institu-
tions (O’Brien  2010 ). In Taoiseach Kenny’s condemnation of the Church’s failings 

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   629781526101068_pi-225.indd   62 10/28/2016   3:45:06 PM10/28/2016   3:45:06 PM



Dethroning Irish Catholicism 63

   63

revealed by abuse revelations, he labels them as ‘the polar opposite of the radical-
ism, humility and compassion upon which the Roman Church was founded’ 
( 2011 ). An authentically Gospel- inspired response to the abuse crisis, then, 
required a dethroning of Irish Catholicism. While victims had to suff er in silence 
for years, it wasn’t ‘until, decades later, a diff erent and more humane kind of Irish 
society discovered a capacity to open itself up to the truth about the terrible part 
of its past’ (FitzGerald  2003 : 143). This allowed both the State and the Church to 
move towards apology, atonement and compensation (Maignant  2014 : 75– 5). For 
Sean O’Conaill, to the extent that the ‘catastrophe’ of the abuse scandals helped 
to strip away the Church’s power and prestige, it can help ‘liberate and reshape 
all that is best in Catholicism’ by lending urgency to the need for church reform 
(O’Conaill  2010 : 74). In this view, true atonement for abuse under enthroned 
Catholicism requires not only healing and restorative justice for the victims but 
also deep changes in the Church’s culture and the way it wields authority (see, for 
example, many of the essays in Claff ey et al.  2013 ). 

 However, if modernity has been good for Ireland and Irish Catholicism by 
dethroning the Church, Taylor’s framework is also sensitive to modernity’s ‘dan-
gers’ and Catholicism’s capacity to respond. For Taylor, the Church does not dis-
appear but, freed from alliances with political and social power, takes on a new 
character. The Irish Church is well positioned to do this since, for all the changes 
it has faced, it does retain an often- overlooked vibrancy. While there has been a 
collapse of faith in the institutional Church and its hierarchy, many local nuns, 
priests, brothers and lay ministers continue to fi nd fulfi lment in doing important 
work that is appreciated by those they serve. Most Irish still identify as Catholic; 
religious practice is still relatively high in comparison with other European coun-
tries; and there remains an attachment to many Catholic rituals: baptisms, fi rst 
communions, weddings, funerals, pilgrimages, even novenas and other traditional 
devotions (Dillon  2015a ; Flanagan  2015 ; Hoban  2012 :  Chapters 3  and  11 ; Kenny 
 2000 : Chapter 15; Maher  2015 ;). Therefore, while Catholicism in Ireland is, or is 
on its way to being, what Archbishop Martin calls ‘a minority culture’, it still has 
the potential to act as one of Pope Benedict XVI’s ‘creative minorities’ in larger 
secular cultures (Coll  2013 : 368; Martin  2011 ). Indeed, echoing Taylor, Dillon 
argues that the compressed period of change Ireland has undergone means the 
country has in some ways fast- forwarded to become a ‘post- secular society’, one 
where religion is no longer hegemonic but ‘still matters and has public relevance’ 
( 2015a : 57). In this context, the Church has the potential to act as the prophetic 
witness in the face of modernity’s discontents that Taylor has in mind. 

 Taylor’s fi rst major concern is the erosion of solidarity, precisely what many 
observers claim should be a priority for a chastened Irish Catholicism. A church 
freed from social and political power can off er a more radical critique of growing 
inequality, materialism and market power in Irish life (Kenny  2000 : Chapter 15; 
Kirby  2008 ; McDonagh  2003 : 60– 3). With the rise of the Celtic Tiger and its 
collapse amidst the global fi nancial crisis beginning in 2008, Dillon argues that 
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by becoming a more vocal witness against social- welfare cuts, anti- immigrant 
policies, economic insecurity and declining ‘communal solidarity’ in the face of 
‘competitive individualism’, the Church ‘can articulate views that are counter- 
hegemonic to the dominant material and power interests in society’ ( 2014 : 204, 
207– 8;  2015a : 58). In this way, the Church goes from being an enthroned political 
power to being a dethroned critic of those who now wield political power at the 
expense of the common good. 

 Taylor’s other major concern is the loss of transcendent meaning, which also 
resonates with observers, seeing what Kirby labels ‘a profound spiritual vacuum’ in 
modern Irish life (Kirby  2008 : 41). There is a sense that drug and alcohol abuse, 
suicide, narcissism, loneliness and emotional emptiness signal a lost sense of the 
sacred, of deeper meaning, of ways to think about profound questions of life and 
death (Cronin  2013 ; Dillon  2014 ; Kenny  2000 : Chapters 14– 15; Maher  2015 ). 
This points to a deep spiritual hunger that still exists in Irish society, one the 
Church can minister to, not by returning to its enthroned style but by working 
within the dynamic pluralism of modern Ireland to fi nd new ways, or creatively 
reinventing old ones to serve the spiritual needs of ordinary people (Flanagan 
 2015 ). As Inglis writes, ‘We live in a disenchanted world, but it could easily be 
re- enchanted’ ( 1998 : 244).  

  Challenges and questions 

 There is then a vision of a dethroned Irish Catholicism emerging along the lines 
suggested by Taylor’s Catholic modernity framework. This vision is compelling, 
recognising the rot within the seemingly robust enthroned Church of the past, 
seeing the benefi ts of dethroning to both the Church and the country at large and 
pointing with hope towards a new and more authentic presence for the Church 
in Irish life. It is a vision, however, that still faces some broad challenges that 
prompt important questions. 

 The fi rst is fi nding eff ective ways to implement this vision when similar eff orts 
have been under way for some time. As Fuller details, the kind of shifts in tone and 
emphasis it has in mind actually date back almost half a century. She writes of the 
Church following the reforms of the Second Vatican Council: 

  Catholicism changed from being dogmatic to being more dialogical. It was less con-
cerned with the imposition of rules and regulations than it was with what should be 
the spirit of Catholicism. Its tone became one of a pilgrim church seeking the truth, 
rather than an institution which had a monopoly on it, to the exclusion of all similar 
institutions.     (Fuller  2002 : 229)  

 Similarly, Irish Catholicism has been emphasising social and economic jus-
tice issues such as unemployment, poverty, inequality, militarism and envi-
ronmental protection since the 1970s, often accompanied by de- emphasising 
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sexual- morality issues, at least in comparison to previous decades (Fuller 
 2002 : Chapter 15; Kenny  2000 :  Chapters 10  and  12 ; Keogh  2007 : 114– 16; Lane 
 2003 : 218– 21). When Ireland voted to legalise same- sex marriage, one younger 
adult commented that when she went to school in the 1990s and 2000s, her 
religious education was not a list of ‘should not’s’ and never included any con-
demnations of homosexuality but instead focused on peace and justice prin-
ciples (O’Rourke  2015 ). Indeed, a critique of modernity’s discontents such as 
materialism, individualism and meaninglessness was a core ideological commit-
ment of enthroned Catholicism itself (Fuller  2006 : 75,  2013 : 317). Therefore, 
some elements of the emerging vision of a dethroned Irish Catholicism detailed 
above are actually not new. How, then, can such a vision best show that these 
elements remain important to the future of the Irish Church? Perhaps the rapid 
changes in Irish life and the new position the Church fi nds itself in as a result 
will give them a renewed urgency. 

 A second challenge centres on the question of when the law and public policy 
should refl ect Catholic values. A big part of the critique of enthroned Catholicism 
in Ireland was its using the law and public policy to enforce Catholic norms on 
sexual behaviour, gender roles in the family and workplace, censorship and so 
on. Such a political alliance between Church and State was oppressive and cor-
rupting, which is why a church losing its political infl uence was welcomed in the 
vision outlined above. Nevertheless, the same vision also urges the Church to be a 
prophetic voice for social and economic justice by appealing to principles such as 
solidarity, the common good and the preferential option for the poor. Sometimes 
this means individual Catholics and the Church’s own institutions acting with 
compassion and charity apart from the State, but many observers also suggest 
that it includes ‘advocating policy positions’ and working to ‘put forward alterna-
tive policy proposals to those which are currently being applied’ since addressing 
systematic injustice requires political responses (Healy and Reynolds  2003 : 195; 
Roddy et al.  2003 : 206). While the issues may have changed, this is still an attempt 
to exercise political infl uence so that state policy more closely refl ects Catholic 
principles. What, then, is the proper role of a dethroned Irish Church as a political 
advocate? How much political infl uence should it seek, on what issues, and what 
justifi es such infl uence given the critique of its abuse in the past? It is probably 
now timely for the Church to address contested issues in a manner that includes 
all the voices within its sphere as part of a pluralistic public dialogue with its focus 
on consensus and the common good rather than its hierarchy being sole arbiter 
on all the burning issues that confront it. 

 Finally, a third challenge is the continuing need to address the relation-
ship between the State and Church institutions. The critique of enthroned 
Catholicism argues that the relationship was too close, with the State essen-
tially ceding control of functions such as education, health care and other 
social- welfare areas to the Church. Dethroning has weakened this relation-
ship, but the process is still under way. As we have seen, the Church still plays a 
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huge role in an education system that remains largely ‘faith- based’ but ‘state- 
funded’ (Kiernan  2008 : 51). While not as large, its role in health- care deliv-
ery and other social- welfare services is still significant as well (Barrington 
 2003 ). What is the future of Catholic schools, hospitals and other institu-
tions? How much state support, if any, should they receive for their work? 
Should they have the right to maintain their distinctive ‘Catholic ethos’ by, 
for example, giving preference to Catholic students or refusing to employ 
those in same- sex marriages (Coolahan  2003 ; Humphreys  2015a ,  2015b ; 
Kiernan  2008 )? This chapter’s vision of Irish Catholicism unseated from 
political and social dominance still sees a role for it in public life, attending 
to the pastoral needs of ordinary people and serving as a prophetic witness 
against Taylor’s ‘dangers’ of modernity. To do this, it requires an institutional 
presence in civil society –  not just schools and hospitals but parishes, retreat 
centres, homeless shelters, voluntary organisations and so on. Such a pres-
ence always brings such institutions into contact with the State through a 
web of regulatory, tax and subsidy policies. Just as Catholicism at its height 
of political influence did not mean the compete takeover of the State by 
the Church, the loss of that influence will not mean the end of all contact 
between the two. Dethroning Catholicism, then, will not eliminate difficult 
questions of Church and State in Ireland but will instead shift them to the 
new ground created by modernity, ground that Taylor helps to map and 
that many in a humbled Irish Church are already navigating with a sense of  
liberation, renewal and hope.   
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 Refracted visions  :   Street photography, 
humanism and the loss of innocence    

    Justin   Carville     

  In 1999, the Belfast- based design historian David Brett published a short pithy 
book on the infl uence of what Max Weber described as ‘Protestant asceticism’ on 
architectural design and material culture in post- Reformation Europe and North 
America (Brett,  1999 ; Weber  2002 : 112– 22). In the preface to the expanded sec-
ond edition, Brett acknowledged that the original book was written in the con-
text of the Troubles and his interest in the possibility of a scientifi c enquiry into 
the ‘historical reality of a putative “Protestant culture” ’ (Brett  2004 : 8). As he put 
it in the opening pages, ‘the basic argument is simple. It is, in its barest form, that 
the propagation of imagery in any society is directly related to the dissemination 
of authority. Consequently, attempts to restrict imagery relate to changes in the 
extent, location and exercise of power’ (Brett  2004 , 13). For Brett, the materiali-
sation of the authority of Protestant theology in the material and visual culture 
of a society, what he termed a ‘Protestant aesthetic’, was visible not only in the 
characteristics of the built environment, architecture and pictorial traditions but 
also in the destruction, removal and absences of imagery from everyday social life 
( 2004 : 9). Although Brett’s historical and geographical area of focus was on post- 
Reformation European and North American material culture, a similar argument 
can be put forward regarding the relationship between Catholicism and Ireland’s 
visual culture from the nineteenth through to the twenty- fi rst century. Numerous 
scholars have observed that despite the strong infl uence of Catholicism on Irish 
society, relatively little visual art or architecture has been shaped by its theological 
concepts to the same extent as in other predominantly Catholic societies (Turpin 
 2002 : 252– 66). 

 Although Gesa E.  Thiessen has explored the theological infl uence of 
Catholicism on modern Irish painting ( 1999 ), and even if artists have contributed 
to the pictorialisation of Catholic faith and devotion through painting, sculp-
ture and stained- glass window design to adorn churches, Catholicism has not 
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embellished Irish visual culture to an extent whereby it can be said to have shaped 
grandiose public visual statements. Its sphere of infl uence has largely been con-
centrated in everyday civic cultural forms of visual experience. The placement 
and orientation of church architecture in city suburbs, rural towns and villages 
may have ‘proclaimed the importance of Catholicism in the life of rural Ireland, 
its centrality in the village, and the authority of its priests’ (Bourke  1999 : 7), but 
it has been with the visual spectacle of religious events and processions such as 
the 1932 Eucharistic Congress, and popular visual culture, that its aesthetic aff ects 
have been most infl uential (Boyd  2007 ). 

 This is not to say that Catholicism has not infl uenced Irish pictorial tradi-
tions; rather, its authority has not materialised as a visible presence that can be 
easily identifi ed through its having a distinct aesthetic codifi cation within Irish 
visual culture. This is due in part to the predominance of a literary culture in Irish 
society whose presence has cast a shadow over its visual culture. As Lelia Doolan 
has observed, Irish society is ‘not as literate visually as we are verbally’ ( 1984 : 116), 
and Marie de Paor has contended that ‘Native Irish culture survived in words and 
traditional music’ ( 1993 : 120). In fact, the perceived ‘absence of a visual tradition 
in Ireland, equal in stature to its powerful literary counterpart’, as Luke Gibbons 
once described it ( 1986 : 10), has been central to debates on the identifi cation of 
culturally diff erentiated practices of seeing and representation that may charac-
terise a distinct Irish visual culture (Carville  2007 ,  2011 ; Dalsimer and Kreilkamp 
 1993 ; McBride  1984 ; McCole  2007 ). 

 However, there are two other interrelated reasons why the Catholic Church 
has not infl uenced Irish visual culture as much as may be expected, which have 
a bearing on the approach I wish to take to the relations of Catholicism and the 
visual explored in this essay. The fi rst is that following the foundation of the State, 
instead of aesthetic embellishment and ostentatious visual statements, the spiritu-
ality and faith of a distinctly Catholic Irish society was perceived to be expressed 
through the ‘social habits’ and routines of community life (Fanning  2014 : 48). 
Grand aesthetic statements in architecture and art were not required as Catholic 
faith was embedded in what Pierre Bourdieu identifi ed as ‘habitus’, a system of 
‘durable, transposable dispositions’ unconsciously played out and replicated in eve-
ryday life (Bourdieu  1990a : 53, 56). 

 The second is that modern forms of visual culture were looked upon with sus-
picion. To borrow a phrase from W. J. T. Mitchell’s application of Jacques Derrida 
to the emergence of visual studies, visual culture was a ‘dangerous supplement’ 
to traditional cultural forms (Mitchell  2005 : 340– 1). Visual images were open to 
unregulated and unsanctioned readings and interpretations as well as being a vehi-
cle for satire and the site of social critique and cultural dissent. In this essay, I want 
to explore these interrelated aspects of the relationship between Catholicism and 
visual culture through documentary humanism and street photography. Beginning 
with two examples of documentary humanism and street photography from the 
1950s and the late nineteenth century, the essay then explores how David Farrell’s 
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street photographs from the mid- 1990s and the fi rst decade of the twenty- fi rst 
century capture the decline of the Church in the routines and fl ow of everyday 
life that frequently gave expression to Irish society’s Catholic spirituality and faith. 

  Documentary humanism and the picturing of faith 

 On 24 January 1955, the New York Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) launched 
its most ambitious photographic exhibition,  The Family of Man  (Steichen  1955 ). 
Conceived by the then director of the museum’s Department of Photography, 
Edward Steichen, the exhibition was comprised of some 503 photographs from 
sixty- eight diff erent countries. Its positive global message of Western human-
ism was matched by the breadth of its international contributors. The exhibi-
tion included the work of 273 photographers, the majority of whom were of 
American or Western European descent, including the Dublin- based photojour-
nalist Charles C. Fennell, whose photographs were published in  Life  magazine 
during the 1950s.  Life ’s archives contributed signifi cantly to the content and for-
mal structure of  The Family of Man  exhibition, with the magazine’s modernist 
layout of photographs across the printed page being replicated in the innovative 
display of images, many of which were suspended from the ceiling or arranged 
in three- dimensional confi gurations (Szarkowski  1994 : 13). Described as being 
designed ‘as an architectural as much as a pictorial experience’ by Steichen’s suc-
cessor as director of the Department of Photography at MoMA, John Szarkowski, 
between 1955 and 1962 the exhibition was toured in a number of diff erent ver-
sions across thirty- eight countries by the United States Information Agency. The 
globally toured exhibition was visited by an estimated 9 million viewers, and the 
exhibition catalogue remained in continuous print having sold nearly 4 million cop-
ies since its initial publication in 1955 (Sandeen  1995 : 95; Szarkowski  1994 : 13). 
The enduring cultural infl uence of  The Family of Man  in the popular conscious-
ness of photographic culture is such that since 1996, the last remaining version of 
the exhibition has been on permanent display at Clervaux Castle in Luxembourg 
and in 2003 the exhibition in its entirety was inscribed in the UNESCO Memory 
of the World register. 

 Yet, despite being fêted in its current incarnation,  The Family of Man  exhibi-
tion has remained a touchstone for criticism of the hijacking of documentary 
humanism in the interests of ‘American cold war liberalism’ (Sekula  1981 : 19). 
Steichen’s curation of the exhibition’s vast array of photographs drawn from the 
personal collections of photographers and the picture archives of popular pic-
torial publications such as  Look  and  Life  magazines, wrestled individual photo-
graphs from their cultural and historical contexts in the service of the exhibition’s 
idealistic universal themes of love, marriage, childbirth, family, work, religious 
faith and death, leading one contemporary critic to comment that the exhibition 
was ‘essentially a picture story to support a concept … an editorial achievement 
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rather than an exhibition of photography in the usual sense’ (Deschin, quoted in 
Szarkowski  1994 : 14 and Warner Marien  2010 : 314). 

 Clustered around quotations from the Bible, the Hindu scripture  Bhagavadg ī t ā  , 
Navajo Indian sayings, verse and the fi nal words of Molly Bloom’s monologue 
that concludes James Joyce’s  Ulysses  (a passage that opened the section on love), 
the photographs were uniformly mobilised by Steichen to illustrate  The Family 
of Man ’s one big idea: that the human condition is one, that all human life lives 
out its existence and actions in a unifi ed pattern of behaviour. It was this direc-
tion of the viewer’s attention by the exhibition’s arrangement of photographs to 
the ‘ambiguous myth of the human “community” ’, as Roland Barthes described 
it ( 1993 : 100), which has led to such trenchant criticism of  The Family of Man  in 
the intervening years since its fi rst iteration at MoMA in 1955 (see, for example, 
Berlier  1999 ; Phillips  1982 ; Sekula  1981 ; Solomon- Godeau  2004 ). Although there 
has been some recent critical revisionism of  The Family of Man  exhibition which 
has identifi ed with its liberal approach to ameliorate divisions in post- Second 
World War Europe and the tensions of the Cold War (Stimson  2006 ; Turner  2012 ), 
the exhibition has not been able to escape the type of cultural critique that sees 
in its use of documentary humanism a deliberate attempt to mask historically 
grounded diff erences of race and class by ‘treating the existing class- divided world 
as if it were a family’ (Berger  1991 : 60– 1). As Susan Sontag succinctly put it, the 
exhibition’s use of humanist documentary photography was directed towards an 
audience who wished to ‘be consoled and distracted by a sentimental humanism’ 
( 1979 : 32– 3). 

 Ireland was only depicted in three of the  Family of Man ’s 503 photographs, and 
Fennell’s photograph was included in the small ‘inhumanities’ section, ironically 
leaving the text of Joyce’s Molly Bloom monologue as probably the most promi-
nent Irish contribution to  The Family of Man  exhibition (the passage is repro-
duced at the beginning of the exhibition catalogue). However, Catholic Ireland 
featured in this sphere of documentary humanism that has been the subject of so 
much critical discourse on photography at exactly the same time that  The Family 
of Man  was to ensure the public’s awareness of the capacity of this seemingly trans-
parent style of photography to envision the world. In the same year, and within 
a few short weeks of  Life  magazine’s extensive coverage of the exhibition’s open-
ing, American photographer Dorothea Lange’s photo- essay  Irish Country Life  was 
published using the same modernist layout of the picture story replicated within 
the space of the modern art museum (Lange  1955 ). 

 Infl uenced by the Harvard anthropologist Conrad Arensberg’s  1937  book  The 
Irish Countryman , which observed how Catholicism was beginning to suppress the 
infl uence of older folk culture such as fairy lore on everyday social life (Arensberg 
 1937 : 184– 5), Lange travelled to Ennis in Co. Clare to produce what the editors 
described as a ‘sympathetic look’ at the ‘culture of a bygone day’ (Lange  1955 : 1). 
Arensberg had noted how ‘religious zeal’ and ‘fairy belief ’ frequently became 
intermeshed in everyday life without too much confl ict but made the caveat that 
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‘the Irish countryman is a very devout man. His life is ordered in his adherence to 
his religion. Much of his habit of mind and his view of the world responds to his 
Faith. He is a devout and practicing Catholic’ (Arensberg  1937 : 185). 

 The photo- essay, which was prepared by  Life ’s editors, who sent journalists to 
Ennis with copies of photographs after rejecting Lange’s proposal to publish the 
photographs without any captions or editorial commentary, included a double- 
page spread emphasising Catholicism’s infl uence on the routines of social life. 
With the sub- headline, ‘the quiet life rich in faith and a bit of fun’ (see  Fig. 4.1 ), 
the photographs depicted church- goers purposefully strolling to Sunday mass 
combined with an image of the congregation spilling out of an overcrowded 
St Mary’s church. Linked by a tightly framed photograph of a child grasping a 
grandparent’s hand, the accompanying editorial proclaimed, ‘hands linked almost 
in symbol of the close family relationship of the country Irish … [ sic ] … At their 
elders’ side in church, at games, in work and at the market the boys are shaped to 
Irish ways’, and underneath the photograph of the overcrowded church the cap-
tion stated that the congregation was ‘full of the faith that is forever a mark of the 
Irish’ (Lange  1955 : 142– 3).    

 Figure 4.1      Dorothea Lange, Irish country people,  Life , 7 March 1955. ‘Untitled (People)’, 
circa 1954 (A67.137.54031.7);  Sunday, Western Ireland , 1954 (A67.137.54066.2); ‘Untitled 
(Fairs and Markets), circa 1954 (A67.137.54194.11);  Church , 1932 (A67.137.54227.9) 
© The Dorothea Lange Collection, the Oakland Museum of California, City of Oakland. 
Gift of Paul S. Taylor.  
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 The combination of Lange’s humanist photographic gaze at rural Irish life, 
combined with  Life ’s editorialised discourse of religious faith and familial rela-
tions, coalesced to draw the viewer’s attention to the routine social structures 
that give expression to how enmeshed religious devotion is within everyday Irish 
life. The appeal of the photographs and the editorial discourse that pulls the sep-
arate photographs together as a cohesive pictorial narrative is grounded in its 
capacity to universalise and mask the historical specifi city of the subjects that are 
depicted. Much like Arensberg’s  The Irish Countryman , which, as Adrian Peace 
has observed, pronounced of its object of study, ‘their time is not Our time, and 
Their Space is not Our Space’ (Peace  1989 : 94), Lange’s photo- essay depicts Irish 
society as spatially and temporally dislocated from the viewer it seeks to address 
(Carville  2009 : 213). However, the discourse of documentary humanism during 
this period was always overtly directed towards the overemphasising of univer-
salism and global appeal of shared, communal human characteristics. Thus, any 
cultural diff erences are veiled through a humanistic discourse of visual appear-
ances that naturalise and harmonise what Bourdieu identifi es as the ‘group or 
class  habitus ’ ( 1990a : 56), so that historical context and specifi city are elided as an 
obstacle to the viewer’s empathetic identifi cation with the subject. Lange’s photo- 
essay might then be read as a transparent refl ection of the social structures that 
embody the close affi  liation between Catholicism and the routines of familial and 
community life to the extent that it may not even be seen as a  representation  at all. 
This codifi cation of humanist documentary photography’s objectivity, its function 
in providing a window onto the world, combined with what Allan Sekula has 
described as the ‘universal language myth’ of capitalist photographic communica-
tion ( 1981 : 21), presented the viewer with an idealised image of Catholic Ireland 
that very much corresponds with how Catholic sociology envisioned faith in 
Ireland as being ‘sustained by social habits’ that remained under constant threat 
from urban modernity (Fanning  2014 : 49). 

 In a close analysis of the role of Catholic sociology in the envisaging of the 
State from the 1930s to the 1970s, Bryan Fanning has observed that although 
Ireland has never been a theocratic state, the relationship between the two allowed 
for the Church to function as an ‘ecclesiastical dictatorship’ that paralleled the 
political democracy of the fl edgling state (Fanning  2014 :  51). In the 1950s, as 
Catholicism came under pressure due to social change, Fanning identifi es how 
sociologists such as the Revd Jeremiah Newman, concerned about the decline 
of the infl uence of Catholic morality on Irish society, advocated legislative meas-
ures to defend Irish society against growing secularism. As he observes, Newman 
believed ‘that spiritual life and individual faith were sustained by social habits 
that could be damaged by removal from a society within which religious norms 
prevailed. Urban life and the impersonal social structures of modernity made 
community intangible and faith diffi  cult’ (Fanning  2014 : 49). Lange’s photo- essay, 
with its attention focused on rural Ireland and the timeless condition of familial 
and communal relations oriented around the church, off ered a comforting image 
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of Catholic Ireland that corresponded with this envisioning of the routine expres-
sion of Catholic faith. 

 The infl uence of Catholicism on the social structures of rural Ireland may 
have been a clear signifi er of diff erence between  Life ’s urban, cosmopolitan read-
ers and the Irish subjects represented in the photo- essay. However, Lange’s visual 
articulation of rural Irish life through the lowbrow aesthetic of documentary 
humanism (Bourdieu  1990b :  80), cemented in the public imagination by the 
 Family of Man  exhibition, combined with the editorial rhetoric of the harmony 
between religious faith and familial relations, contributed to the normalisation 
of the image of Ireland as a Catholic nation. As Brian Fallon has observed of 
this period, ‘nothing impressed, repelled or simply puzzled intelligent visitors to 
the country so much as the atmosphere of religion which seemed all- pervading’ 
(Fallon  1999 : 183), but as a way of seeing the world, the humanistic codifi cation 
of Lange’s photographs depicted this pervasive characteristic that bound commu-
nities together as a positively benign feature of Irish society.  

  Street photography and social critique 

 The representation of Irish Catholicism in Lange’s humanist documentary pho-
tographs presented the viewer not only with an opportunity to see how faith was 
enmeshed in the social fabric of familial and communal relations but also to feel 
it. Cold War documentary humanism was, after all, a ‘way of feeling the world 
directly’ as well as knowing it (Sekula  1981 : 21). In this context, it is important to 
see this particular example of the global representation of Irish religiosity through 
the prism of documentary humanism as historically situated. Documentary 
humanism is not an ontological or semiotic categorisation of photography but 
rather a historical one. What Barthes identifi ed as the codifi cation of the ‘myth of 
photographic ‘naturalness’: the scene  is there , captured mechanically, not humanly’ 
( 1977 : 44), distracts attention away from the ideological imperative and historical 
context of documentary humanism through which Lange’s photographs gener-
ated much of their meaning. 

 As with Sontag’s criticism of the use of documentary humanism in  The Family 
of Man  exhibition, photography allowed the viewer ‘to be consoled and distracted 
by a sentimental humanism’ (Sontag  1979 : 33), the photographs unapologetically 
illustrating a universal  feeling  of faith and community fi ltered through Catholic 
social life rather than conveying the inequities and social realities of life in 1950s 
Ireland. In many respects, the benign image of Catholic Ireland depicted through 
Lange’s humanist approach to photographing Irish society, is a betrayal of the 
earlier documentary forms that sought to draw attention to the inequities and 
social contradictions evident in capitalist social life. It is not that the humanist 
documentary of the 1950s was any more or less  real  than earlier or later uses of 
documentary photography; rather, in its naturalising of the types of patterns of 
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social life such as those depicted in Lange’s photographs of Catholic devotion, it 
usurped its own ability for social critique in favour of the sentimentalisation of 
everyday life in post- Second World War Europe (Hamilton  1997 ). 

 Some fi ve decades earlier than the dominant visual regime of the sentimental 
documentary humanism of the 1950s, the barrister and anti- clerical social com-
mentator Michael J. F. McCarthy utilised photography in the spirit of explor-
ing social contradictions of Catholicism’s infl uence on everyday life in his 1902 
publication  Priests and People in Ireland  ( 1902 ). McCarthy was not a photogra-
pher himself but had used photographs by others in several previous publications 
such as  Five Years in Ireland, 1895– 1900  (McCarthy  1900 ), to give visual expres-
sion to what he saw as the precipitous reconstruction of Irish social life by the 
rise in infl uence of the Catholic Church which he identifi ed as an organisation 
that ‘outnumbers the services of the imperial and local governments combined’ 
(McCarthy  1902 : xii– xiii). 

 In an accompanying author’s note to the photo- montage frontispiece of a large 
Catholic church looming over a small rural village ( Fig. 4.2 ), McCarthy states: 

  while it is, of course, an ideal picture intended to emphasise a contrast which strikes 
every student of life in Roman Catholic Ireland, still it is only ideal in part. The 
church is a real church, expensive and ostentatious it is true, but not exceptionally so 
for Ireland; the village is real one, not many miles away from the church, and is not, by 
any means, an exceptionally wretched village.     (McCarthy  1902 : xi)     

 McCarthy’s brief note on the frontispiece demonstrates a critical awareness of 
the tensions between the  real  (indexical) and  constructed  (pictorial) conditions of 
photographic communication which he utilised to foreground the social contra-
dictions of Catholicism’s eff ects on secular aspects of Irish society. Using street 
photographs taken by Arthur T. Ellis, McCarthy populated the pages of  Priests and 
People in Ireland  with photographic images of everyday social life accompanied 
by short passages from his own scathing commentary on what he identifi ed as 
Ireland’s distinctive version of Catholicism’s pervasive infl uence on all spheres of 
Irish society. He termed this version of Catholicism ‘Priestcraft’: ‘the interference 
and domination of the priest in the social and secular concerns of the people by 
virtue of his profession’ (McCarthy  1902 : 7). 

 Accompanying two street photographs of one of Dublin’s poverty- stricken 
districts ( Fig. 4.3 ), a text reads, ‘the priests avoid the poor as if they were infected’ 
and ‘The inhabitants of this poor street are not often honoured by a visit from 
priest or nun … [ sic ] Nor would a poor parishioner, when in trouble, dare to accost 
his parish priest’ (McCarthy  1902 : 336– 7). Accompanying a set of photographs of 
poor street children, another passage comments: ‘The opening of a new oratory in 
honour of the divine child, Jesus of Prague will not serve these poor children’ and 
‘What would Jesus think of the condition of the poor Roman Catholic children of 
Dublin if He were to reappear on earth to- day?’ (McCarthy  1902 : 376– 7).    

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   779781526101068_pi-225.indd   77 10/28/2016   3:45:08 PM10/28/2016   3:45:08 PM



Justin Carville78

  78

  Figure 4.2       Frontispiece from Michael J. F. McCarthy,  Priests and People in Ireland , 1902.  

 In his portrayal of religion in Ireland, McCarthy combined text and image 
in a very diff erent confi guration to that utilised by the documentary humanism 
of  The Family of Man  and  Life  magazine’s portrayal of religious faith in Ireland 
through Lange’s photographs. Instead of drawing on a combination of lowbrow 
aesthetics and discursive construction of photographic naturalism to portray the 
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image as a transparent refl ection of everyday life, a window onto the world as it 
were, McCarthy’s use of photograph and text contributes to a refl exive awareness 
of how photographic meaning is constructed. It is apparent from his commentary 
on the frontispiece that McCarthy was aware of photography’s capacity to convey 
an ideological message, and his use of photography throughout the book serves to 
foreground the social contradictions of the infl uence of Catholic priests on Irish 
society that could not be rendered visible through the pretence of the photograph 
as a transparent refl ection of everyday life. The types of contradictions that he 

  Figure 4.3       Arthur T. Ellis,  Dublin Poor, Priests and People in Ireland , 1902.  
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observed in his survey of Catholicism’s growing reach into the secular dimensions 
of Irish society were visibly imperceptible and impossible to encapsulate within 
the limitations of a single photograph. Thus, McCarthy had to create a friction 
between the indexicality of photographic realism and the subjective rhetoric of 
the text to envision the social realities of Catholicism in the everyday routines and 
lives of the Catholic poor. 

 A more recent example of street photography, which pursues this relation-
ship between Catholicism and everyday life to draw out the contradictions of 
religion and secular society as a form of social critique are a series of largely 
unpublished and un- exhibited photographs by David Farrell. However, Farrell’s 
visual articulations of the erosion of the bonds between the Catholic Church 
and everyday social life are not evident through the friction of photograph and 
text but by wrestling its visible presence from the ebb and fl ow of everyday life. 
A number of these photographs have been exhibited at the Royal Hibernian 
Gallery in the exhibition  Before, During, After … Almost  as part of a commis-
sioned response to 1916 and its cultural legacy, and are drawn from Farrell’s 
personal archive of over twenty- fi ve years of street photography. The confi gu-
ration of the photographs as a collective body of work is intentionally drawn 
from disparate phases of Farrell’s work as a photographer, with photographs 
from several projects dealing with the post- confl ict search for the disappeared, 
 Innocent Landscapes  (Farrell,  2000 ), the decline of Catholicism and the aftermath 
of the Celtic Tiger (Carville  2014 ).  1   

 Farrell has also been deliberately ambiguous in the captioning of the pho-
tographs, the absence of locations and dates a strategy to liberate the photo-
graph from the burden of documentary certainty, with the title, ‘sometime in 
the early nineties’, frequently the only caption attached to photographs. Unlike 
the documentary humanism of the 1950s that anchored photographic mean-
ing through captioning and discursive editorial commentary, the ambiguity 
of Farrell’s photographs leaves them open to alternative interpretations and 
understandings beyond the didactic depiction of what is within the picto-
rial space of the photograph. This ambiguity allows the photographs’ potential 
for social critique to emerge as their lack of historical specifi city requires the 
viewer to complete the work of interpretation, leaving space for individual 
perspectives, prejudices and histories to fi ll the void between the ill- defi ned 
temporal moment of the photograph’s taking and the contemporaneous 
moment of looking. 

 The chronological scope of Farrell’s photographs covers an Irish society on 
the cusp of the emergence of the Celtic Tiger through to its spectacular collapse, 
a period identifi ed as witnessing the ‘moral authority’ of the Catholic Church 
becoming increasingly ‘eclipsed by materialism and consumerism’, in addition to 
successive scandals on the moral and criminal conduct of the clergy (Keohane 
and Kuhling  2005 : 1). If the collision between the Catholic Church and sec-
ular society during this period was structured by new forms of ‘refl exive’ or 
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‘accelerated’ modernisation (Keohane and Kuhling  2005 : 5), the inevitable shock 
of the impact is not immediately visible in Farrell’s photographs. The critical 
eff ect of Farrell’s assemblage of discrete photographic moments wrestled from 
the fl ow of everyday social life lies not in their contemporaneous immediacy but 
in their delayed exposure of a social world on the precipice of dissolving into an 
uncertain future. 

 In the photograph  Priest’s Graveyard, All Souls Day, Inchicore, Dublin, Some Time 
in the Early Nineties  for example ( Fig.  4.4 ), the robed fi gures strolling among 
the numbered Celtic- cross headstones in quiet contemplation now appear in the 
hindsight and retrospection of the intervening period’s questioning of the Church 
to be themselves lost souls wandering aimlessly in separate directions, an allegory 
of the fate of late twentieth- century Irish Catholicism. The impact of this image 
is not only in the moment of its taking, the instantaneous realisation on the part 
of the photographer that this particular time and place was in itself signifi cant. 
Rather, it is also in the latency of the photograph and its capacity to reveal slowly 
what may not have been immediately perceptible to the eye that provides its 
potency as a form of social critique.    

 In his essay on the French poet Charles Baudelaire, Walter Benjamin observes 
that ‘of the countless movements of switching, inserting, pressing, and the like, 
the “snapping” of the photographer has had the greatest consequences. A touch 
of the fi nger now suffi  ced to fi x an event for an unlimited period of time. The 

  Figure 4.4       David Farrell,  Priest’s Graveyard, All Souls Day, Inchicore, Dublin, Sometime in the 
Early Nineties . © David Farrell, reproduced with permission.  
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camera gave the moment a posthumous shock, as it were’ (Benjamin  1992 : 171). 
Benjamin’s understanding of the ‘posthumous shock’ of the camera was a recogni-
tion of its capacity to retain the past moment as a fragment whose return in the 
present has the potential to awaken historical consciousness of that past moment 
as being on the precipice of disappearing. 

 As a latter- day or late twentieth- century  fl âneur , Farrell’s photographs of this 
period constitute a highly concentrated series of fragments of social change in 
which the routines of Catholic expressions of faith in everyday life are wrestled 
from the ongoing passage of time and suspended within the frame of the photo-
graph. This suspended moment conceals, but only temporarily, the ‘posthumous 
shock’ of the disappearance of the normative appearance of Catholicism in the 
shaping of the everyday routines of Irish social life. 

 The most striking examples of this are a series of photographs of public 
expressions of Catholic devotion and religious protest that rupture the visual 
appearance of the seamless immersion of Catholicism in the routines of Irish 
social life such as envisioned in the humanist documentary photography of 
Lange. If documentary humanism produced a consoling visual appearance of 
Irish Catholicism for a national and global viewer who wished to be moved by 
the extent to which religious devotion was embodied in the outward appearance 
of community life, Farrell’s photographs of expressions of faith and devotion 
provide a more troubling perspective of the place of Catholic religiosity in late 
twentieth- century Ireland. 

 In the photograph  Good Friday, Ballymun, Some Time in the Early Nineties  for 
example ( Fig. 4.5 ), a male fi gure carries a crucifi x made out of mass- produced 
hardwood timber and cast- iron bolts against the backdrop of the high- rise con-
crete structures of the Ballymun housing estate. There is an obvious irony in this 
image, as Ballymun was the fi rst modern urban housing development undertaken 
by the State, which coincided with the fi ftieth anniversary of the Easter Rising 
and the naming of tower blocks after the signatories of the 1916 Proclamation 
(Kincaid  2006 :  117– 19). Constructed using mass- produced prefabrication of 
concrete to accelerate the completion of the project, Ballymun was intended as 
a symbolic marker of national modernisation and the shift from a rural towards 
an urban society; precisely the type of social engineering that Fanning identifi es 
as of concern to Catholic sociologists who feared urban modernity’s secularising 
eff ect on the routines, habits of expressions of faith and religious norms of eve-
ryday Irish life (Fanning  2014 : 49). Despite the intention to establish Ballymun 
as a symbol of mid- twentieth- century Irish modernity, however, it has ultimately 
come to be symbolic of the failure not only of the application of brutalist archi-
tectural style to social housing but also of the fl edgling state to adequately support 
the formation of communities through their own pursuit of radical social change.    

 Farrell’s photograph conveys the alienating eff ects of the rational spatial con-
fi gurement of the built environment of the housing estate through the skewed 
organisation of the pictorial space of the photograph. The rectilinear structure of 
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the tower blocks that obscure the horizon line and crucifi x are pictorially out of 
kilter, and the camera’s framing of the scene truncates the body of the fi gure car-
rying the crucifi x and the crucifi x itself to amplify the oppressive atmosphere of 
the built environment. With the rectilinear lines of the tower block and crucifi x 
pulling in opposite directions, the skewed formal qualities of the photograph thus 
function to portray the scene of Catholic devotion as disjointed and out of place. 

 If Lange’s documentary humanist photography succeeded in the portrayal of 
Catholic religiosity being in harmony with the routines of everyday life, Farrell’s 
evidences a dissonance between the rituals of Catholicism and its place within late 
twentieth- century urban space. This sense of discord between public expressions 
of Catholic devotion and the observable quotidian moments on the city’s streets 
and suburban housing estates is evident throughout Farrell’s ambiguous photo-
graphs of everyday social life from the 1990s, with photographs such as  Outdoor 
Confession, Blessing of the Graves Ceremony, Dublin Sometime in the Early Nineties  
and  Dublin, Sometime in the Early Nineties  ( Figs. 4.6  and  4.7 ) giving visual expres-
sion to the social contradictions within the relations between religion and the 
transformation of Irish social life. However, Farrell identifi es the disconnection 
between the Church and Irish society not through the dramatic and traumatic 
experiences that defi ned the nation’s increased secularisation but in the quiet, 
humdrum and sometimes monotonous routines of everyday social relations of 
religious ceremonies and acts of faith. This portrayal of an Irish society that is 

  Figure 4.5       David Farrell,  Good Friday, Ballymun, Some Time in the Early Nineties . © David 
Farrell, reproduced with permission.  
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  Figure 4.7       David Farrell,  Dublin, Sometime in the Early Nineties . © David Farrell, repro-
duced with permission.  

  Figure  4.6       David Farrell,  Outdoor Confession, Blessing of the Graves Ceremony, Dublin 
Sometime in the Early Nineties.  © David Farrell, reproduced with permission.  
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slowly changing, turning by degrees towards the consumerist culture and secu-
larisation that caused so much anxiety to Catholic sociologists who foresaw how 
urban modernity would erode the social habits that made Catholicism such a vis-
ible presence in everyday life, is a particularly evocative depiction of social change 
precisely because of its gradual, posthumous revelation of the erosion of the bonds 
between the Church and late twentieth- century Irish society.        

  Conclusion 

 In his outline of the theory of habitus, Bourdieu uses the term ‘bodily hexis’ to 
describe how the subjectivity of the individual combines with the cultural sphere 
of social life in which they participate in the embodiment of habitus: ‘bodily hexis 
is political mythology realised,  em- bodied , turned into a permanent disposition, a 
durable way of standing, speaking, walking, and thereby of feeing and thinking’ 
(Bourdieu  1990a : 69– 70; italics in original). The concept of bodily hexis not only 
demonstrates the signifi cance of the body to Bourdieu’s theory of habitus but 
also, more signifi cantly in the context of this essay, it reinforces that the gestures, 
postures, deportment and movements of the body such as those associated with 
the routines of expressions of Catholic faith are not objective mimetic representa-
tions of learned cultural practices but, rather, enactments of the past. As he states 
of the diff erence between conscious repetition of routine actions and the uncon-
scious disposition of the body in social spheres of interaction, the body ‘does 
not represent what it performs, it does not memorise the past, it  enacts  the past, 
bringing it back to life. What is “learned by body” is not something that one has, 
like knowledge that can be brandished, but something one is’ (Bourdieu  1990a : 
73; italics in original). 

 It is this sense of the body as inseparable from the routines of expressions of 
Catholic faith and devotion in everyday life that much of the Church’s author-
ity in Irish society throughout the twentieth century was derived. As noted at 
the start of this essay, grand visual statements were not required by the Catholic 
Church in Ireland as the authority and legitimacy of Catholicism in the collective 
consciousness of the nation was embedded within the thoughts and bodily actions 
of the people, in their disposition and feelings towards each other and the physi-
cal environment in which they interacted with one another. The mid- century 
humanist documentary photography of Lange transparently refl ected this vision 
of Catholicism as woven into the corporeal and social fabric of Irish everyday life. 
To borrow from Bourdieu’s concept of ‘bodily hexis’, Catholicism is portrayed as 
not something one has, but something one is. 

 The use of street photography by McCarthy at the dawn of the twentieth cen-
tury in  Priests and People in Ireland , and Farrell’s street photographs at the century’s 
end, suggest, however, that this sympathetic view of Catholicism as woven into 
the fabric of everyday social life was deeply contrived. If the photographic form of 
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humanist documentary evidenced an empathetic gaze on the pattern of faith and 
devotion embedded within the group or class habitus, Farrell’s photographs off er 
a more cynical gaze of the place of Catholicism within late twentieth- century 
social change. While McCarthy’s use of photography is clearly contemptuous of 
the infl uence of Catholicism in secular life, Farrell’s vision is a more subtle articu-
lation of this relationship. Their force as a form of social critique lies in their ability 
to quietly puncture the popular image of the role of Catholicism in the progres-
sive movement to ameliorate the anxieties of social change through the everyday 
visible signs of the erosion of the bonds between religion and secular life.   

   Note 

  1     This refers to the confl ict in Northern Ireland where a number of people were killed 
by the Provisional IRA and their bodies were buried in unmarked graves. These peo-
ple, some of whose bodies have not yet been found, have been given the collective 
name of ‘the disappeared’.   
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 Contemporary Irish Catholicism  : 
  A time of hope!    

    Vincent   Twomey     

  So- called traditional Irish Catholicism is largely the product of historical and 
cultural processes in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as I have tried to 
point out in  The End of Irish Catholicism?  (Twomey  2003 ). It had many weak-
nesses. However, it also had many strengths. New religious orders, such as the 
Irish Christian Brothers, the Presentation and Mercy Sisters, were founded in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by remarkable men and women such 
as Blessed Edmund Rice, the Venerable Nano Nagle and Catherine McAuley. 
They were augmented by the newly founded Continental congregations, male 
and female, that came into Ireland in droves. They were devoted to education, 
health care and concern for the poor. Equally astonishing was the rich devotional 
life that marked former generations at home and abroad in Britain, USA, Australia 
and New Zealand, not to mention the missionaries who went to every part of the 
world. Clerics were prominent in almost every level of civic society. With mass 
attendance of around 90 per cent, huge numbers of vocations, the educational, 
health- care and social- care systems being run by the Church (fi nancially and 
administratively this was much to the advantage of the State), the Irish Catholic 
Church was a political force to be reckoned with –  and politicians knew this, and, 
with some notable exceptions, respected it. Their own Catholic faith deepened 
that respect, even when more evident political motivations were present. At a 
time when, as a nation, we had no real political representation, the Irish Catholic 
Church created a sense of identity and dignity both collective and personal. To 
be Irish was to be Catholic, and this was even more true for people living abroad 
than at home. 

 Today, this Catholic identity is largely (and understandably) repudiated, not 
least because of the horrendous abuse of children, revealed initially by the media 
and then, with added authority, by the various reports of the government com-
missions set up to investigate the scandals. Traditional Irish Catholicism, for all its 
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former achievements, which were considerable, had, by the middle of the twentieth  
century, clear intrinsic weaknesses, such as the absence of a critical philosophi-
cal/ theological spirit: it also had a very dark side as well. Reacting in shock to 
the publication of the Ryan Report into abuse in state industrial schools run by 
religious, I wrote the following lines in the  Irish Catholic : 

  The Report […] describes a reign of terror, where evil had become endemic. […] 
Traditional Irish Catholicism exuded a sense of superiority, an arrogance that now 
beggars belief; we considered ourselves superior to all others. No one could teach us 
anything. In addition, we had a society steeped in petty snobbery, so that priesthood 
and religious life easily became a status symbol, while those at the bottom of the pile 
(the indigent poor, the parentless, farm labourers, petty thieves, etc.) were seen by 
Church, State and Society as non- persons –  just numbers. Clerics and religious were 
all- powerful. They were above suspicion –  and they knew it. They could act without 
fear of retribution. Human weaknesses of the fl esh –  including machismo and sadism 
rooted in a frustrated sexuality due to repressive Puritanism and no real vocation or 
spiritual training –  were often combined with spiritual arrogance and narrow- mind-
edness. […] The result was the perversion of Our Lord’s injunction:  ‘Suff er little 
children to come unto me’ (Mk 10:13).     (Twomey  2009 )  

 The Ryan Report was so shocking because it revealed what most people living 
in the 1950s and 1960s suspected was happening but had done nothing about. 
There were critics, such as Frank Duff , founder of the Legion of Mary, who pro-
tested. In 1946, after visiting some of the industrial schools in Ireland, Fr Edward 
Flanagan, founder of Boys Town, Omaha, Nebraska, gave a public lecture in 
Cork. He condemned these institutions as ‘a scandal, un- Christlike, and wrong’. 
He accused his audience, in eff ect, of collaboration in the evil done. Ireland’s 
penal institutions, he said, were ‘a disgrace to the nation’.  1   During a debate in 
the Dáil, the Minister for Justice at the time, Gerald Boland TD, dismissed these 
criticisms as ‘so exaggerated that I did not think people would attach any impor-
tance to them’.  2   After this authoritative judgement, silence prevailed –  including, 
it seems, that of the journalists of the day. The most damning silence was that of 
the Church. 

 Fr Flanagan, on his return to America, said, ‘What you need over there is to 
have someone shake you loose from your smugness and satisfaction and set an 
example by punishing those who are guilty of cruelty, ignorance and neglect of 
their duties in high places … I wonder what God’s judgment will be with refer-
ence to those who hold the deposit of the faith and who fail in their God- given 
stewardship of little children’. The media must be given credit for loosing us all 
from our smugness. And we also have some inkling of what God’s judgment has 
been … and yet that is only part of the story. 

 The Church’s major strength in the past was the ability of so many faith-
ful, nurtured by devotions such as the Rosary and the Stations of the Cross, to 
endure the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune (including those infl icted on 
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them by clerics and religious), which can only be faced if one has learned to live 
with the acceptance of suff ering and live rooted in a source that transcends the 
human sphere. Their faith provided them with a spirituality that was life- giving, 
that enabled people to live with an upright conscience and that was the ultimate 
source of that general sense of security that prevailed in Ireland up to the 1960s, 
despite economic hardship. Hope accepts the reality of the cross in our lives. But it 
knows at the same time that tribulation is not the last word. This awareness of the 
transcendent, the inner joy and confi dence about future victory enable people to 
endure the worst. This was summed up in the phrase used in adversity: no matter 
what happens, ‘Ah sure, God is good.’ That spirituality, for example, provided the 
grit needed by impoverished Irish to thrive in the harsh conditions of forced emi-
gration. It is the source of true hope and, paradoxically, inoculates people against 
fatalism by giving them the inner strength to overcome immediate diffi  culties. By 
way of contrast, the impression I get today is a growing inability of many contem-
poraries to accept and cope with the reality of suff ering, as a result of which so 
many seek the escapist outlets we are all too familiar with: drugs, excessive drink, 
suicide. Already we see the shadow of euthanasia about to darken the country in 
the shape of the call for assisted suicide. 

 Economic and social changes in Ireland since the 1960s have been both radi-
cal and extensive. The transformation from a depressed economy to one of the 
most vibrant in the world was spectacular. It was accompanied by a renewed 
sense of our own identity as a people, one that is no longer linked to religion. 
Even though the economic bubble burst in 2008, there are signs of recovery, 
an achievement that has astonished many. Prosperity, no matter how welcome, 
inevitably gives rise to consumerism with its attendant spiritual impoverishment. 

 Our new self- confi dence as a nation is in stark contrast with the increasing 
phenomenon of alienation, lack of trust in public institutions of Church and 
State, growing insecurity (especially on the part of the aged living alone) in the 
face of increasing robberies and violence and the various forms of escapism and 
breakdown of civilised behaviour that are creating a black hole in society. The 
dimming of conscience is the prelude to the police state. Security is one of the 
growth industries as people try to protect themselves from external threats and 
attacks. And yet the paradox is that, according to various European Value Surveys, 
we seem to be the happiest people in Europe, which is hard to square with 
what seems to be the slow- motion collapse of the social fabric –  unless it tells us 
something about a factor that is rarely credited with much infl uence in public 
nowadays, namely the still more or less vibrant faith and spirituality of so many 
ordinary Irish people who make up the highest percentage of regular Sunday 
mass- goers in Western Europe. 

 The so- called ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland tainted the reputation of both 
Irish nationalism and Irish Catholicism, which were once so closely identifi ed. 
The Good Friday Agreement and its aftermath in Northern Ireland coincided 
with the spectacular achievements of our sporting heroes at home and abroad. 
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The result has been a new- found recovery of Irish nationalism. The tricolour is 
again worn with pride. To foster a new sense of identity, this time secular (glori-
fying the State), the Irish Army is now touring schools to instruct the children 
on respect for the fl ag, evidently copying the American model. The state visits of 
the Queen of England to Ireland and of the President of Ireland to the UK also 
helped redefi ne our identity. The peacekeeping achievements of our army and 
police in various parts of the world, the spectacular success of highly educated 
Irish men and women in all fi elds of endeavour abroad (especially in the EU) and 
the remarkable worldwide aid work of such NGOs as Goal, Concern and Trócaire 
have all contributed to a renewed pride of place and people. 

 Signifi cantly, the religious dimension of these Catholic aid agencies has faded 
into the background as they become in eff ect secular NGOs, despite their appeal 
to Catholics for funds, such as Trócaire’s Lenten appeals, which are themselves 
spiritually dubious (as in using the liturgy for ideological purposes). This is all part 
of the secular Irish state coming of age. How did this come about? The recent 
scandals alone cannot explain it. It seems to this writer that the cause may be 
cultural in nature. 

 Though the majority are Catholic by birth, the general trend among our 
contemporaries is that of being assimilated into the dominant Anglo- Saxon world 
of Britain, America and Australia, thanks largely to our spoken language: English. 
The ethos that characterises Irish public discourse is largely determined by the 
mores and values of the Anglo- Saxon modern world, which is secular and liberal 
in outlook. The younger generation in particular, who in eff ect set the cultural 
agenda, are at home in the fast, upwardly mobile, world of business and pro-
fessional life. They are articulate, charming and, even within the sphere of the 
fl ourishing world of art and sport, are forging a new identity at home and, more 
spectacularly, abroad. In Ireland, they tend to be found mostly in the larger urban 
areas, but their values have also penetrated rural Ireland, where they are even more 
eff ective because of the felt need of rural youth to be ‘with it’. 

 What happened to the once- dominant cultural and social force that was Irish 
Catholicism? In a word, its inherent weaknesses were laid bare in the wake of 
the Second Vatican Council. The trouble is that the Irish Church was unprepared 
for the council –  and its reception by the Church in Ireland was, at best, patchy. 
Although the changes introduced by the Council were all obediently imple-
mented, the confi dence of the Irish clergy in what they had once accepted so 
uncritically as being the unchanging truth was undermined. The confused state 
of Catholic theology after the council –  and this was not unique to Ireland –  
exacerbated the situation. Everything was questioned, and few clergy felt up to 
the task of even understanding the questions, not to mention giving convinc-
ing answers to them. Various referendums on moral issues (abortion, divorce and 
more recently the redefi nition of marriage) revealed a clergy that seemed to be 
uncertain of its stance and so incapable of fi rm leadership or persuasive arguments. 
Religious education went into a tailspin –  and is still spiralling downwards. 
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 The once- Catholic teacher- training colleges –  still under the patronage of the 
local bishops –  have been radically secularised for some time. The results of all of 
this was summed up in an article in the  Irish Times  (10 November 2015): ‘Religious 
education: “I don’t know anybody who teaches the RE requirement” ’ –  a state-
ment by a primary school teacher, who requested to remain anonymous. This is 
probably an exaggeration, but it is not without some plausibility, not least consid-
ering the atrocious RE programme for primary schools, Alive- O. The National 
Council for Curriculum and Assessment has begun ‘to develop a national cur-
riculum for Education about Religions and Beliefs (ERB) and ethics’ (National 
Council for Curriculum and Assessment 2015). Even though Professor John 
Coolahan, chair of the Forum on Patronage and Pluralism, which proposed the 
idea, claims that all children will benefi t from it, formation in the child’s Catholic 
faith will in time be replaced by information about world religions and (presuma-
bly) secular ethics. Already, RE in secondary schools off ers at best an introduction 
to world religions –  without the pupils knowing anything substantial about their 
own faith. In a word, Irish schoolchildren will be systematically introduced to a 
superfi cial taste of all religions. The net result can only be religious indiff erence 
at best, total scepticism at worst. Commenting on ERB, Kevin Myers wrote, ‘The 
march towards a secular Ireland of unprincipled values and value- free principles 
proceeds’ ( 2015 ). The Church cannot blame the State for this. We created a cat-
echetical vacuum that the State is fi lling. John Coolahan claims that the ERB and 
ethics programme ‘was intended not least for children who received no religious 
education at all and as preparation for living in a modern democracy’ (McGarry 
 2015 ). The intention is noble. The need for religious education and ethics is real. 
However, the means being proposed are at best questionable since democracy is 
based not on secular ethics but on a well- formed personal conscience, rooted in 
moral courage that responds to the moral demands of our God- given nature as 
created beings. 

 A humanist or secular ethics, which seems to be what is being proposed, may 
off er some help for a while, thanks to the Judaeo- Christian values it has inherited, 
but it is also open to being used by various ideologies and bogus ‘rights’. In addi-
tion, without a grounding in faith, a secular ethics is destined to end in subjectiv-
ism (‘I do what I feel is right because I feel it’). The end result will be, to quote 
Kevin Myers: ‘The bland will lead the blind in our cultural suicide’ ( 2015 ). It is 
part of that process of the radical secularisation of Europe that, in the long run, 
can only lead to Europe’s self- destruction –  and the possible realisation of Michel 
Houllebecq’s dire predictions in his most recent novel,  Submission  (2015), that 
France (followed by the rest of secular Europe) will in time meekly submit to the 
only vibrant religious force in Europe: Islam. People cannot live for long without 
some form of religion. 

 Faith is caught and taught in the family, augmented by the school, and nour-
ished by active participation in the Christian sacraments and regular attendance 
at mass and other religious exercises (such as pilgrimages). The council’s liturgical 
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reforms, however necessary in themselves, were carried out in a way that impov-
erished the celebration of the mass, the very core of Irish Catholic spirituality, and 
practically wiped out traditional devotions, once the lifeblood of Irish Catholic 
life. In more recent years, the scandals caused fi rst by a bishop being found to 
have fathered a son, followed by multiple revelations of abuse of the most horrifi c 
nature by clerics and religious and the covering up of all this at the highest levels, 
did untold, long- term damage. 

 And yet again, it never fails to astonish me that so many Irish Catholics have 
actually remained faithful to the ‘faith of our fathers’. Despite the fact that its 
liturgical celebrations are devoid, with notable exceptions, of either inspiration or 
beauty, the Irish Church, as mentioned already, still has the highest percentage of 
mass- goers in Western Europe. The greatest strength of the Irish Church is thus 
the faith of those laity and clerics who have remained faithful, despite everything. 
Another strength is the extraordinary charitable instinct, the sheer humanity of 
most people, coupled with smooth effi  ciency. Their concern to alleviate hunger 
and distress throughout the world makes such agencies as Trócaire, Concern and 
Goal among the most active in the universal church and beyond. These NGOs 
are in the tradition of the extraordinary, if unsung, missionary endeavour of the 
past century. There is no area of distress in the world where you will not fi nd Irish 
men and women, religious and lay, deeply involved in relief eff orts from Outer 
Mongolia to South Sudan. 

 Is the Catholic Church in Ireland viable today? The institutional Church is 
eternally viable, in so far as it is sacramental by nature. And it is important to 
recall this, since it is too easy to reduce the Church to a merely human institution 
dependent on human eff ort. The Church as the primordial sacrament, as taught 
by Vatican II, also works  ex opero operato , that is to say, by the grace of God. This 
means that the weakness of the clergy cannot prevent God working out his plan 
of salvation in the hearts of the faithful. 

 The same does not apply to the human substructure (dioceses, parishes, reli-
gious orders) built on the sacramental order of bishop, priest, deacon and faithful. 
Much attention of late has of necessity been given to formulating an adequate 
legal and pastoral response to sexual abuse cases, with the result that Ireland now 
has possibly the most stringent guidelines in the world –  and the mechanisms to 
achieve their eff ectiveness. Ireland has also suff ered from one of the weaknesses of 
the new prominence given to episcopal conferences worldwide, namely the ten-
dency of individual bishops to hide behind the anonymity of the conference, thus 
failing to act autonomously as bishops and so failing to give leadership. Among 
other things, the desire not to rock the boat, not to lose popularity, has made the 
Church here, as elsewhere, rudderless. 

 Hopefully, this is about to change, thanks to the appointment of a whole 
raft of younger priests as bishops to dioceses other than their own. It will take 
time for them to get to know their new dioceses, to build up the morale of 
their clerics and lay co- workers and to conceive courageous pastoral initiatives. 

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   949781526101068_pi-225.indd   94 10/28/2016   3:45:14 PM10/28/2016   3:45:14 PM



Contemporary Irish Catholicism 95

   95

Their task is unenviable. The recent referendum redefi ning marriage revealed 
rather dramatically the actual state of Irish Catholicism. One positive aspect 
of the ‘No’ campaign was the fact that individual bishops actually wrote pas-
toral letters in their own person to their own diocese in the fi nal weeks of 
the campaign. (The anonymous statements by the Episcopal Conference had 
been ignored.) The individual pastoral letters were too little, too late. People 
had made up their mind, not least thanks to the fi ve- year long, hugely funded, 
sophisticated publicity campaign on the ‘Yes’ side. It is signifi cant that some 
60 per cent of mass- goers in Dublin and 50 per cent in the rest of Ireland 
voted ‘Yes’. 

 And yet, the potential of the Irish Church for renewal is enormous. Only 
lately has the Church began to tap into it. For almost three decades, I have had 
the privilege of teaching seminarians and young Catholic laymen and women of 
ability, genuine idealism and sincere commitment to their faith. The Irish Church 
has as yet little idea of how to use that talent, or indeed the talent and experience 
of older generations of laity and clergy and of how to channel and direct it to fi nd 
ways and means of renewing the Christian life in the cities and in the countryside. 
In every area of life –  literature, the arts, music, business, technology and politics –  
we have produced world leaders. The one exception is religion. And the reason 
is simple: we have lost our primary focus, the holiness (or true happiness) of all. 

 As in any area of life –  medicine, agriculture, science and technology, eco-
nomics –  research is the source of new ideas. In Church terms, this means theo-
logical and philosophical research. Yet, although we had a number of impressive 
individual theologians of international repute, there is no serious tradition of 
theological research in Ireland, nor are there any centres of specialised scholar-
ship, and what theology there is fi nds little resonance within the broader Church 
membership. Theology was (and still is) largely limited to training seminarians and 
catechists. Until this situation changes, the Irish Church will not be able to tap 
into its own potential. 

 The recent closure of All Hallows College (founded by the Vincentians in 
1842 to provide diocesan priests for the missions) and the Jesuit Milltown Institute 
of Theology and Philosophy (whose faculty of theology has an unbroken history 
going back to 1889) marks the end of an era. Both had produced theologians of 
international standing. Their closure is a huge loss, not least in terms of foster-
ing a keen theological edge among its students. The past fi fty years saw the clo-
sure, one after the other, of all the diocesan seminaries: Carlow, Kilkenny, Thurles, 
Waterford, Wexford and Clonliff e (Dublin), which, since 1782, trained thousands 
of priests for service at home and abroad in the English- speaking world. In addi-
tion, the missionary seminaries training an equal number of priests specifi cally 
for the ‘foreign missions’ in Asia, Africa and Latin America closed their doors 
in the same period, not to mention the colleges run by the numerous religious 
orders (Franciscans, Vincentians, Redemptorists, Passionists, etc.) who went down 
the same route. The Dominicans are the exception in that they have reopened 
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their  Studium Generale  in Dublin. The only full faculty of theology (with research 
resources) left standing is that of St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, the national 
seminary. That is not a healthy situation. 

 Creative theology is not simply a scholarly discipline. It must be rooted in a 
living faith. Theology is faith- seeking understanding. And here the prospects are 
more encouraging. For years, prayer groups have sprung up in many parishes. 
Other signs of Church renewal, and they are many, include the many pastoral ini-
tiatives being undertaken by some dioceses, and by parish priests in cooperation 
with lay co- workers, some of whom are trained in theology. At present, a new 
movement has begun in various dioceses to provide a theological introduction 
to the Catechism of the Catholic Church at parish level, which means that adults 
are at last getting some systematic instruction in the truths of revelation. Other 
signs of hope for the future include the many young people who are beginning 
to encounter Christ through such movements as Youth 2000, the Legion of Mary, 
Focolare, Communion and Liberation, Neocatechumenal Way, the Fraternity of 
St Genesius. One must not overlook the potential of the Catholic Grandparents 
Association for the renewal of the Church in Ireland. It was the Russian grand-
parents (the  babushkas ) who kept alive the fl ame of faith in the long dark winter 
of the Soviet Union. 

 When the faith is again awakened in the younger generation, who are at pre-
sent like sheep without a shepherd, then Irish theology will perhaps be reborn. 
But there is also a need for scholarly institutes that can provide the technical 
know- how to enable theology to fi nd its true expression. A start has been made by 
the Priory Institute, Tallaght, run by the Irish Dominicans, and Maryvale Institute, 
Birmingham, which off er long- distant courses in theology; though their numbers 
are down somewhat, they are attracting an impressive number of students. 

 The recent withdrawal of state funds from Accord, the Catholic pre- marriage 
preparation provider, is to be welcomed. To the best of my knowledge, those 
courses were practically devoid of Catholic teaching on faith, morals or spiritual-
ity; they had become purely horizontal in their orientation. Accord would seem 
to be no longer fi t for mission. The 2015 Synod of Bishops on the Family stressed 
that more attention should be given to authentic Christian preparation for mar-
riage. In England, an impressive programme for serious pre- marriage courses and 
post- marriage accompaniment has been devised by experienced married couples, 
often grandparents, who have lived their marriage in harmony with the Catholic 
vision and who themselves give the courses. 

 The withdrawal of funds from Accord is to be welcomed for another rea-
son. It might signal the beginning of what Pope Benedict XVI in Freiburg im 
Breisgau (25 September 2011) called the  Entweltlichung der Kirche , a decisive end 
to the Church’s cosy relationship with (indeed, dependence on) the State, in other 
words, the practical disestablishment of the Church. The eff ect of the State’s initia-
tive concerning Accord on the Church should be to learn to exist and minister 
as far as possible independently of state support, relying on its own spiritual and 
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material resources. Since the majority of citizens are Catholic, and the State has 
obligations to provide certain services for all citizens (82 per cent Catholic!), such 
as education and health care, this can never be a total independence. Cooperation 
will be required, but without our losing that which is distinctively Catholic and 
Christian. For some years, there has been an intensive debate about the patronage 
of primary schools, the majority of which are under Catholic patronage. 

 If the report on the teaching of RE in primary schools mentioned above 
refl ects the actual situation, then that alone should be suffi  cient reason for the 
Church as a whole to do what Archbishop Diarmuid Martin of Dublin has long 
advocated: namely to divest itself of as many schools as possible (presumably to 
whatever bodies the parents should form to educate their children). The Church’s 
objective should be to support those schools that refl ect a Catholic vision, namely 
schools that put Jesus Christ at the centre and where principals and schoolteachers 
witness to Christ in their lives; for those who cannot attend real Catholic schools, 
faith formation outside the school system (at home and in the parish) needs to 
be promoted. Divesting itself of nominally Catholic schools could be the occa-
sion for constructive negotiations with the State for a new relationship between 
Church and State that should fi nd its expression in a concordat between Ireland 
and the Holy See. 

 Divesting itself of schools that are Catholic only in name is only the fi rst step. 
Other steps towards a real disestablishment should include the end of the role of 
clerics as solemnisers of marriages –  not only because of the present legal redefi ni-
tion of marriage but also as an end to last vestige of the established status of the 
Church (which we inherited from the Anglicans). Likewise, the faithful should be 
discouraged from contributing to the national church- gate collections for politi-
cal parties. Similarly, there should be no special seats for the president or members 
of government at any church functions, such as episcopal ordinations. The list goes 
on. The purpose of this  Entweltlichung  is not for the Church to withdraw to the 
private sphere –  that would be sectarian and would go against the mission of the 
Church –  but rather to renew itself so that it can be more active in transforming 
political life through committed laity, who are inspired by their faith. 

 The mission of the lay faithful, as the Council taught, is primarily in their 
daily lives and in their chosen professions, including politics and economics. Václav 
Havel (1984) warned politicians not to leave their conscience in the bathroom 
when they are called to make decisions aff ecting the common good –  and, we 
may add, the deepest human issues of life and death, of marriage and the family, of 
justice and peace. Catholics should take a lead here but are conspicuous by their 
absence  qua  Catholics among politicians. On the other hand, the Catholicism of 
Irish politicians (in particular in rural constituencies) seems largely to manifest 
itself primarily by attendance at funerals and by organising national church- door 
collections (despite adopting policies that contradict Church teaching). Even 
politicians are beginning to acknowledge that the party whip is far too stifl ing. 
It curbs real debate, the stuff  of democracy. 
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 Moral courage is notable by its absence, especially the courage to speak the 
truth when it is unpopular, to go against the party line on matters of genuine 
principle (rather than for political expediency). The result is a cynical attitude 
to politicians and lack of involvement in politics by the general populace. The 
recent defi ance of the party whip by some TDs and senators in the Bill allowing 
for abortion and the policy of an alliance of some independent TDs and senators, 
which has resolved not to have a party whip, might betoken a change of attitude 
in the long term. For that to happen, it seems to me, broad agreement among 
all parties about what fundamental social issues should be given a free vote, even 
when proposed by the government of the day, without seeing a possible rejection 
as the equivalent of a no- confi dence motion. Such issues should possibly include 
all constitutional amendments, since eff ectively the legislators are in such cases no 
diff erent, constitutionally, from other citizens. 

 Corruption is a moral issue. No ethical guidelines or judicial tribunals will 
help eradicate it, though they may alert public consciousness for a while. In the 
long run, they will only make its practitioners more devious and more diffi  cult to 
detect. All the wisdom traditions of humanity agree that the cultivation of virtue, 
otherwise referred to as personal integrity, is the only solution to corruption, 
wherever it is found. Trust is restored only if people are perceived to be trustwor-
thy. Trustworthiness is based on personal integrity or virtue. The acquisition of 
virtue presupposes many things –  not least a stable family life and the witness of 
upright parents and teachers, who provide the optimal conditions within which 
virtue can normally fl ourish, since virtue is primarily caught, not taught. Healthy 
families, in turn, need healthy local environments, where a genuine sense of com-
munity, including a sense of common identity, is experienced, and where people 
acquire a sense of their own dignity and irreplaceable role in life. Not only bad 
planning dictated by the avarice of property developers but also the absence of 
any genuine local political communities responsible for their own destinies must 
surely have also contributed to a sense of rootlessness and alienation –  and so of 
broken homes and violence –  that is on the increase. 

 It is rarely acknowledged that the separation of religion and politics, Church 
and State, is rooted in the New Testament, and forms the foundation of Catholic 
social teaching. Nevertheless, a secular state cannot be understood as an option 
for atheism. As Dostoevsky said, if God does not exist, then anything is possible 
in society. This was demonstrated dramatically in the twentieth century when 
expressly atheist states like Nazi Germany, Marxist Russia and Communist China 
wreaked havoc on their own citizens. Atheism is, in the long run, not an option 
for a healthy state or a healthy democracy –  not even the Irish version, which is 
to act in public life as though God does not exist and, in the name of pluralism, to 
favour a vocal minority who call themselves secularist or even atheist. 

 As the German Supreme Court Justice Böckenförde once pointed out, the 
modern or pluralist democratic state lives off  resources which it cannot provide 
of itself. These are the religious and moral resources of a people. Chief Rabbi 
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Jonathan Sacks made a similar comment in recent years, as indeed de Tocqueville 
confi rmed in his observations on the signifi cant role played by mostly Protestant 
communities in American democracy. In Ireland, it is the Catholic Church, which 
has traditionally supplied the greater part of those resources. In the past, there 
were good reasons for politicians to distance themselves from the Church –  like 
the undue infl uence of the Catholic hierarchy on politicians in the years after 
Independence and, more recently, the fear of being seen to be ‘ruled from Rome’. 
But the time has come to take a more mature look at the way the Church and 
State need each other, each not only respecting the due autonomy of the other 
but also recognising the need for the other. The trouble is, as a colleague once 
pointed out to me, that while most modern Irish people know they need the 
State, they are not so convinced they need any church, especially not the Church 
they have come to know over the past fi fty years. The challenge facing the Church 
is precisely that: to convince people of its  bona fi des  by responding to their deepest 
spiritual longings and intellectual searching. 

 But above all, the State needs a vibrant church, humbly self- confi dent in the 
truth that is entrusted to it, the truth that alone can set us free –  and gives us 
hope to face the future with confi dence. There are some signs of a renewal of 
that vibrancy. To begin with, I would point to the new generation of students, 
both lay and clerical, who are swimming against the tide and opting for the study 
of theology. Then there are the thousands of other young Catholics who have 
discovered the excitement of the adventure of faith and are beginning to form 
diff erent movements. We have today a small but growing cohort of articulate 
Catholics in all walks of life, ready and able to enter into public debate –  and they 
are increasingly gaining public respect. Up and down the country, older people 
are hungry for theological and intellectual nourishment, and some are turning to 
read theology late in life. The growing presence of immigrants, Catholics from 
other countries and cultures, is an enrichment, making the Church less parochial, 
more universal or Catholic. Already immigrant families are beginning to supply 
vocations. Finally, the majority of older people, clerical, religious and lay, are the 
main source of hope. They have remained faithful despite the recent turmoil and 
scandals. Their suff ering and their endurance will in the future bear much fruit. 

 And yet, we have still to heed Pope Benedict XVI’s call to repentance in his 
Letter of the Catholics of Ireland, which, on the whole, was received with some 
resentment. He pointed out that the Church needs to be purifi ed through pen-
ance. That was a call to be humble, which is not easy to hear and is even harder to 
implement. The fi rst step in the process of penance is a humble recognition of past 
misdeeds, and a frank examination of the ethos that nurtured them, as revealed, 
above all, in the Ryan Report on the industrial schools and reformatories. The 
phenomenon of the industrial schools/ reformatories refl ected most dramatically 
the negative aspects of the prevailing Catholic ethos at the time which, for good 
reason, is rejected today by so many of our contemporaries. Nevertheless, we also 
need to make long- term public amendment for past misdeeds, perhaps in the 
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form of a stipulated day of communal public penance (fasting and abstinence) 
during Lent each year. With regard to the industrial schools, reformatories and 
Magdalene laundries, a public museum (perhaps at a location such as Artane, 
where one of the most notorious industrial schools was located), documenting 
what actually went on would ensure that the future generations would not forget 
the victims. The most apt response would be the foundation of a contemplative 
community dedicated to making reparation in perpetuity for the sins of former 
generations of priests and religious –  like the Carmelite convents set up just out-
side Dachau concentration camp. 

 Catholics must also contribute to forging a New Ireland. There is an urgent 
need for the benefi t of both Church and State, for independent Catholic acad-
emies in the main cities along the line of those found in Germany –  minus their 
massive buildings and bureaucracy –  which would promote ongoing dialogue 
with politicians, civil society and the arts about every aspect of our life together, 
past and present. Neither Catholic theology nor philosophy pretends to have 
answers to the practical problems –  that is precisely the remit of politicians –  but 
theologians and philosophers do have access to a tradition of wisdom to help 
foster ongoing systematic refl ection on the human questions that often underlie 
these practical problems. Catholic academies, it is to be hoped, could inspire the 
vision that Ireland needs, and that alone can help us solve what at present seem 
to be the insoluble problems of a society that, despite its new- found prosper-
ity (or because of it), seems to be imploding spiritually and morally before our 
eyes today. 

 In the absence of such wide- ranging debate, Irish society will be at the mercy 
of well- intentioned attempts by centralised government to engage in social engi-
neering, often following politically correct agendas advocated by various vocal 
minorities or lobbies that enjoy the active support of a sympathetic media. There 
appear to be few serious diff erences between the political parties, and so there is 
little serious, reasoned political debate. Academies might provide the occasion for 
that debate –  and they should be Catholic in the most all- embracing way, i.e. not 
exclusive to the Catholic Church. 

 Hope is at the core of the Good News, the Gospel (‘So your faith and love 
are based on what you hope for’, Col 1:5). Hope is not optimism, which, like its 
contrary pessimism, is either an emotional state or a personality trait. Neither is 
usually justifi ed by a sober appreciation of real life in all its ambiguity, fragility and 
transitory nature. Unfortunately, we in Ireland tend to oscillate between optimism 
and pessimism when we try to estimate the state of the nation. Hope is based on 
truth (the recognition of the world as it is), coupled with the God- given capacity 
to endure and be triumphant over all present ills, personal or social; it is marked 
by a deep joy and a capacity to smile in the midst of trials. 

 But, fi rst of all, Catholics at every level must seek to catch the imagination 
of modern Ireland. At present, that imagination is dominated by images making 
fun of the Church, as in the TV series  Father Ted , or, more widespread, images 
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of the dark side of traditional Irish Catholicism, now being used subliminally 
in the present campaign to repeal the Eighth Amendment protecting the life of 
the unborn. The Irish Church once invested heavily in the world of the media, 
in the shape of the Catholic Communications Centre, Booterstown and Kairos 
Communications. Such investment is needed today more than ever to proclaim 
the Good News in contemporary Ireland. In the sphere of the media, there are 
also some hopeful signs, such as the ecumenical Spirit Radio (88.9 FM), Radio 
Maria Ireland (DAB licence) and Kildare and Leighlin’s iCatholic (social- media 
outlet). 

 We also need to discover anew what it means to be Christian and so to 
recover a sense of gratitude about being Catholic in a way that fi nds expres-
sion in works of art, literature, music, drama and fi lm. The Church needs also to 
celebrate the great achievements of the past and fi nd inspiration in them. The 
failure of the Irish Church to promote the beatifi cation of Irish men and women 
of heroic sanctity –  like the Venerable Catherine McAuley, Nano Nagle, Mother 
Mary Martin or the Columban missionary martyrs in China and Korea –  beto-
kens an alarming disinterest in holiness, the Church’s  raison d’être . Moreover, we 
must rediscover the importance of public Church festivals (the old pattern days), 
pilgrimages on foot to local shrines and celebrations both liturgical and social 
in the heart of the local community, the diocese and the nation. Joy needs to be 
experienced communally, and this can only be when we have a reason to cel-
ebrate, to affi  rm the goodness of life and to give thanks to God for his great works 
in the lives of his people. 

 Above all, we need to engage in the huge task of re- evangelising the nation, 
starting with the cities. The Irish Church has been primarily rural- based; the cit-
ies as cities received little pastoral attention in the past. The cities, especially the 
university cities, are where the future of the nation is forged. The Early Church 
directed its missionary attention to the cities:  Antioch, Alexandria, Rome, 
Corinth. Though we may be reluctant to admit it, secularised Ireland has become 
mission territory, and its main mission territory is to be found in the city. Europe 
provides many models of such re- evangelisation, such as the Court of the Gentiles 
in various cities, the Communities of Jerusalem in Paris, Strasbourg, Brussels, etc., 
and the manifold activities of the Academy of Evangelisation founded by a lay 
Catholic movement in Vienna. In this context, the Loyola Institute (a recently 
established department of Catholic theology in Trinity College, Dublin) is a sign 
of hope. According to its mission statement, it aims to ‘to refl ect academically 
on Christian faith, social justice and contemporary culture in the context of the 
Catholic tradition and our central concern is the creative intersection of theology, 
Church and society’. 

 Taking his cue from Dostoevsky, Alexander Solzhenitsyn affi  rmed in his 
Nobel Prize Lecture that, when truth and goodness are smothered in society, 
then beauty will save the world. For the Church, that means above all that the 
liturgy, especially the Sunday mass, must become a taste of Heaven on earth, of 
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the transcendent in our midst, an experience of the ‘other world’ that enables us 
to take up our humdrum daily tasks and absorb the setbacks of this world with 
renewed interior energy. 

 The re- evangelising of Ireland also calls for the beauty of lived Christianity: 
everyday sanctity. Only in the personal encounter with Jesus Christ can hope 
enter into our world. The eff ective collapse of traditional Irish Catholicism has 
laid bare the ground for the renewal of the Church in Ireland, and with that 
renewal, the inner transformation of society. 

 It is a time of hope.  

   Notes 

  1      The Irish Times , 16 October 2003, available at  http://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/
letters/compensation-scheme-for-abuse-1.384227  (accessed 22 September 2016).  

  2      The Irish Times , 16 October 2003, available at  http://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/
letters/compensation-scheme-for-abuse-1.384227  (accessed 22 September 2016).   
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    PART II 

 Going against the tide   
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 The poetry of accumulation  : 
  Irish- American fables of resistance    

    Eamonn   Wall     

  Writing on Eiléan Ni Chuilleanáin’s poetry, Andrew J.  Auge, in a devastating 
piece of reportage, describes the recent change that has taken place in the repu-
tation and role of Irish Catholic Church:  ‘by the turn of the millennium, the 
once imposing edifi ce of Irish Catholicism appeared increasingly derelict’ (Auge 
 2013 : 145). Given all we have learned from reports into how the Church has 
dealt with abuses committed by its clergy and cover- ups initiated by its hierarchy, 
it seems quite fi tting that a once proud edifi ce and standard- bearer would appear 
increasingly derelict. No longer is Sunday mass the centrepiece of the Irish week; 
instead, many Catholics fl ock to shopping centres and malls. In elegantly lined 
and nicely marbled halls, shop assistants pass credit- card receipts to consumers 
while in old cathedrals and cold churches priests look forlornly across the pews 
and know how easy nowadays it is to count the number of worshipers who 
will receive communion. Auge, like many Irish- American writers and scholars 
in recent decades, provides timely and nuanced explorations into the role and 
infl uence that the Catholic Church has played, and continues to play, in Irish life. 
Looking towards Ireland from the USA, Irish- American Catholic intellectuals, 
guided by their own traditional upbringings and by American notions of egali-
tarianism and individual freedom, help us see the past and imagine the future of 
Irish Catholicism more clearly. 

 Because of the Church’s horrifi c acts and reluctance to admit wrongdoing, 
its insistence on moving priests from parish to parish to hide abuses, its refusal to 
listen to distraught parents, its arrogant disregard for the law, many Irish Catholics 
have turned their backs on the institution so that the Church has now become 
a ceremonial rather than a vital entity in Irish life. Nevertheless, the Catholic 
Church is still possessed of elegant rituals and structures, and these continue to 
give formal shape to baptisms, weddings and funerals –  many of the key events 
in people’s lives. Even if the Church has lost its place in the hearts of many Irish 
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people, it has retained through its elaborate ceremonies much of its symbolic 
power. Perhaps more than symbols, these solemn rites continue to serve as the 
meeting places of body and soul, reality and imagination, our lives on earth and 
in the great beyond. Even at a moment in history when the Church has lost its 
appeal, its cultural legacy retains much that is potent and important even to its 
sharpest critics. 

 In a wonderful essay, ‘Getting Here from There:  A  Writer’s Refl ections 
on a Religious Past’, Mary Gordon, whose fi rst novel  Final Payments  infu-
riated traditional American Catholics when it appeared in 1978, refl ects on 
the many- sided role that her Catholic upbringing played in her formation as 
woman and writer: 

  Those names come very easily to my mind –  names learned in childhood, memorised 
in childhood. They form one of those lists, those catalogues that made the blood race 
with the buildup. So many catalogues there were in the church I grew up in, so many 
lists: seven capital sins, three theological virtues and four moral ones, seven sacraments, 
seven gifts of the Holy Ghost. A kind of poetry of accumulation, gaining power like 
an avalanche from its own momentum.     (Gordon  1991 : 160– 1)  

 In addition to faith and integration into a community, the Church provided sys-
tems and a phenomenology that gave substance to Gordon’s world, ‘a poetry of 
accumulation’ that would serve as a starting and testing point for her life as an 
adult. Two important aspects of her cultural upbringing that Gordon highlights 
are the global and the local, and their interplay: 

  so to be a Catholic, or even to have been one, is to feel a certain access to a world 
wider than the vision allowed by the lens of one’s own birth. You grew up believing 
that the parish is the world, and that anyone in the world could be a member of the 
parish. But of course, the parish was a fi ercely limited terrain:  the perfect size and 
conformation for the study of the future novelist.     (Gordon  1991 : 163– 4)  

 Part of the Church’s cultural legacy, locally and globally, is a doctrine of inclu-
siveness, although this has been tempered, as Gordon is quick to point out, by 
exclusion as a consequence of social class and gender, among other factors. The 
rooting of the Church in the small unit of the parish, and vice versa, indicates 
the degree to which the Church has remained true to Irish and Irish- American 
attachments to, and feelings for townland, village, town and city neighbour-
hood. In this scenario, the relationship between Church and worshipper is 
organic. Also, as Gordon believes, the Church’s international aspect provides its 
faithful with contact to a wider world. At some level, the ideal version of the 
Church is a local and global one rather than a national one. It would hardly be 
an exaggeration to claim that part of the Church’s legacy is the invention of 
community itself. 
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 Ultimately, Gordon fi nds for herself everything that is attractive and honour-
able in the Church to be deposited in individuals and groups and these direct us 
to the deepest legacy of Catholicism: people who profess to be Catholics: 

  I’m in a queer position: the Church of my childhood, which was so important for 
my formation as an artist, is now gone. As Gertrude Stein said of Oakland, ‘There is 
no there there’. But there  is  something there, something that formed me and that 
touches me still: the example of the nuns killed in El Salvador, of liberation theologi-
ans standing up to the Pope, of the nuns –  the ‘Vatican 24’ –  who signed the statement 
asserting that it was possible for Catholics to have diff erent positions on abortion 
and still be Catholics. These sisters, many of them in their sixties and seventies, faced 
the loss of everything –  their sisterhood, their community, their lives, and things we 
wouldn’t think of, like their medical insurance. They had no Social Security; they had 
no pension plans; they faced literally being thrown out on the street. They are extraor-
dinary women.     (Gordon  1991 : 175)  

 There are at least two important elements in this discussion. First, that the 
Church through its theology and individual and collective action by its believ-
ers, has long preached the importance of resistance to injustice. As Gordon 
points out, this injunction continues to be taken seriously by Catholics even 
when it entails resistance to the Church itself. Liam Ryan, an Irish priest and 
sociologist, noted that the hierarchy should pay close attention to such resist-
ance from women, remarking that ‘male geriatric dictatorship may well have 
been what fi nally toppled Communism in Eastern Europe’ (O’Toole  1998 : 73). 

 A second element is the role that women have played and continue to play 
in the Church and their embrace of the faith. Women serving as nuns, Mary 
Gordon and others have pointed out, have played the roles of carers, teachers, 
doctors and nurses, and they have often been fearless leaders. Gordon reminds 
us that a church that welcomes everyone does not treat everyone with equality. 
Implicit in her argument is the positive legacy of nuns that should be widely 
imitated so that the Church can retain something of its soul. As a woman, and 
an author, and an individual from an Irish- American background, Gordon has 
been quick to speak out, and her voice is an infl uential one. She writes that 
‘the Catholic Church in America is the Irish Church. And the Irish Church 
is a church that is obsessed and committed to the idea of keeping silence’ and 
that while the Irish will love to talk to you they ‘don’t like to tell you anything’ 
(Gordon  1991 : 174). Today, many brave people who suff ered terrible abuse have 
spoken out and bravely resisted silence. John McGahern took a similar route in 
1965 when he published  The Dark  and was driven from his job as a teacher for 
being so honest. However, to speak out belongs, at least in part, to Catholicism’s 
cultural legacy. 

 In Ireland, Catholic religious practices incorporate belief systems derived 
from two traditions –  the pre- Christian and the Christian –  so to dismiss them 
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would be to invent a specious reality. Also, in both the USA and Ireland, the drift 
of worshippers away from the Church predates the reporting of abuse and had 
been a consequence of the Church’s resistance to modernisation and the voices of 
its fl ock, as Maureen Dezell has noted of the USA: 

  The impression from the outside is that a splendid and sanguine American Catholic 
Church started hemorrhaging in the 1960s and had yet to stanch its bleeding. 
Attendance at Mass has fallen off  dramatically among practicing Catholics, includ-
ing some nuns who are dissatisfi ed enough with the pastorate that they conduct 
their own Eucharistic services. Catholics live together before marriage and received 
the Eucharist  –  a mortal sin compounded by a sacrilege, according to Baltimore 
Catechism standards. Nine of ten reject the Church’s position on artifi cial birth con-
trol; Catholics’ attitudes on abortion are indistinguishable from those of Protestants. 
A majority disagree with Vatican teachers on divorce, clerical celibacy, the ordination 
of women, homosexuality, and the role of the laity –  and 80 percent of those see no 
confl ict ignoring Church teaching and being good Catholics.     (Dezell  2001 : 163– 75)  

 Interviewed by Dezell, Monsignor Kelley of Sacred Heart Parish in Roslindale, 
Mass., put it another way:  ‘men got back from the war, they went to college’, 
and ‘by the sixties and seventies, priests and nuns who’d once had a free hand 
were now preaching to people who were as educated as they were if not more 
so’ (Dezell  2001 :  175). In  The Irish Americans:  The Rise to Money and Power ,  
Fr Andrew M. Greeley provides a cultural history of Irish America that is engag-
ing and irreverent. On one level, he surmises that Irish Catholicism, as it has 
developed in both Ireland and the USA, lost much of its energy by separating 
itself from its Celtic past and agreeing to be subservient to Rome. Greeley points 
out that women once enjoyed a greater degree of sexual freedom in the early 
Church and that practices that are not allowed by the Church nowadays, such as 
the ability of clergy to be married, were available in earlier times. Slyly, Greeley 
reminds us that the cultural legacy is a long one and the further back one goes 
the more complex it becomes. Nowadays, we have been trained to think of the 
Church as being a post- Cardinal Cullen phenomenon whereas, in fact, a much 
diff erent, and a looser, church existed for centuries before the nineteenth century. 
Greeley, too, pins his faith in the parish and notes that Fr Theodore M. Hesburgh, 
a former president of the University of Notre Dame, a man whom he much 
admired, was ‘still a parish priest who also happen[ed] accidentally to be a univer-
sity president’ (Greeley  1981 : 161). Like Gordon, Greeley places much hope in 
the lower clergy, in the brilliant but modest priest, in the ordinary Catholic, rather 
than in the hierarchy. It is among these classes where the Church’s true legacy is 
more likely to be found. 

 Recent events make it necessary to examine Catholicism and its legacy criti-
cally and to revisit the work of Greeley and other authors who are able to under-
stand the Church, its true history and the various social and historical movements 
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with which it has interacted. One of the great contemporary American Catholic 
theologians was the Revd Richard McBrien, who passed away in 2015 and who 
advocated throughout his career for deep critical examinations of the Church. He 
spoke for ‘the ordination of women as priests, the repeal of obligatory celibacy 
and the acceptance of birth control [and defi ed] the papal doctrine of infallibil-
ity’ (Roberts  2015 : 17). At the same time, McBrien, while pushing for change 
within the Church, remained steadfast and orthodox in his faith, ‘there is only one 
Christian faith, but there have been literally thousands of beliefs held and trans-
mitted at one time or another’ –  some have endured, while others ‘have receded 
beyond the range of vision or even of collective memory’ (Roberts  2015 : 17). It 
must seem that this is the moment for the Irish Catholic Church to reinvent itself 
in a more egalitarian shape that responds to its own particular history in Ireland. 

 Many of Maureen Dezell’s conclusions are in agreement with what Greeley 
and McBrien have found. Nevertheless, the American Catholic Church continues 
to thrive, as Timothy O’Meara, retired provost at the University of Notre Dame 
reminds her: ‘there is no place on earth that Catholicism is more alive than on 
Catholic university campuses’, with students enjoying mandatory classes in theol-
ogy and involving themselves in ‘Catholic social action’ (Dezell  2001 : 165). In the 
USA, where major Catholic universities enjoy a large degree of independence 
from their overseers, a kind of reinvention and détente is in place that allows 
young people to remain part of, and be welcome in, the Church while, at the 
same time, going their own way on social issues. Given how Irish universities have 
evolved, such opportunities are less available to Irish Catholics, so renewal is more 
diffi  cult to achieve. For adults beyond universities and out in the world, Dezell 
provides an example of how the twenty- fi rst- century Church might look. She 
focuses on Old St Pat’s in Chicago: 

  It is laity- centered, geared to young adults –  who have a tendency to drift away from 
organised religion –  and linked to Chicago’s business, social action, and Irish com-
munities. The church calendar lists regular meetings of a variety of groups  –  one 
for ‘devotion to Our Lady’, one off ering divorce support, a Jewish- Catholic couples 
group, and a Bible study meeting, along with choir practice, community outreach, 
and liturgy meetings. Coming up the following month were a Valentine’s Day Mass, 
a civic forum on art as an expression of the sacred, a reading group meeting ( Portrait 
of the Artist as a Young Man ), and a Celtic St Patrick’s Day Mass followed by an Irish 
breakfast, a Mass featuring Irish musicians, and Siamsa na Gael: a celebration of the 
Celtic Arts at Chicago Symphony Center.     (Dezell  2001 : 186)  

 Though some of these events might seem like novelties, all are of substance and in 
keeping with, and made possible by, Catholicism’s cultural legacy –  a legacy built 
on faith, inclusiveness, forgiveness, the word as it is read, spoken and sung, discus-
sion and community. At Old St Pat’s in Chicago, the parish is built on the various 
interests that parishioners share rather than on narrow clerical dictates. 
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 Last year, in a question- and- answer session after a reading of hers I attended 
in Iowa City, Marilynne Robinson said that she thought there was no better 
explanation available for the reality of our world and humankind than what 
is found in sacred Christian literature. Her remark reminds us that while we 
might dispense with the Catholic hierarchy, it would be rash to erase the tradi-
tion. Irish religious faith, as I have mentioned, is connected to place, to  dinnse-
anchas , in the same manner as Native American faith is. In the Lakota tradition, 
the original people emerged from Wind Cave in South Dakota, and came into 
the world thereby establishing this wonderful connection between earth and 
person. In Ireland, too, land is sacred and has helped shape who we are and 
what we believe in. To a degree, we Irish take our faith from the land, a land/ 
faith that is encoded in Catholicism. The land, the whole space of Ireland, is 
sacred in itself and also sanctifi ed by the Catholic Church and by other faiths 
and beliefs, as Paula Meehan eloquently gives voice to in her interrogation of 
Marianism: 

  Or the grace of a midsummer wedding 
 when the earth herself calls out for coupling 
 and I would break loose of my stone robes, 
 pure blue, pure white, as if they had robbed 
 a child’s sky for their color. My being 
 cries out to be incarnate, incarnate, 
 maculate and tousled in a honeyed bed. 

 (Meehan  1991 : 41)  

 Culture is complex and develops in ways that make it diffi  cult to disman-
tle. Whereas, as Auge correctly points out, ‘the once imposing edifi ce of Irish 
Catholicism appear[s]  increasingly derelict’, much life is to be found beyond the 
great stone buildings (Auge  2013 : 145), and many of the clergy inside such build-
ings are men and women of great honour. In language and thought, sign and 
dream, love and hate, man and woman, boy and girl, the Catholic legacy lingers 
to enrich and complicate life. 

 In  Irish Catholicism since 1950: The Undoing of a Culture , Louise Fuller defi nes 
the role and infl uence played by the Church in Irish life: 

  One of the most outstanding features of Irish Catholic culture in the post- independ-
ence era was the extent to which the state, by the actions, words and public appear-
ances of its representatives, legitimated the Catholic ethos. An alliance was formed 
between the Catholic Church authorities and the Free State government during the 
Civil War years, and W. T. Cosgrave during his tenure of offi  ce looked to the Church 
to augment the authority of the government. The alliance was a mutually reinforc-
ing one. This bishops were prepared to throw their weight behind the new state and 
endorse its political legitimacy, which was being contested by the anti- Treaty repub-
licans, and the rulers of the new state were not disposed to question the authority of 
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the Church in matters having to do with education, health or sexual morality, tradi-
tionally seen by the Church as its area of competence.     (Fuller  2002 : 3)  

 The support of the hierarchy lent an additional layer of legitimacy to the new 
regime, and, in return, the Church was allowed to infl uence legislation and action. 
Though a great deal of the semiotics of this relationship was lost on me as child 
growing up in the 1950s and 1960s in Co. Wexford, one aspect of the relation-
ship between Church and State was crystal clear –  that the primary power resided 
in the Church. It was a familiar sight in Enniscorthy whenever Bishop Donal 
Herlihy appeared in public, to witness our public fi gures kowtowing to him. As a 
child, I remember how easy and approachable our public fi gures were, how even 
a boy might accost Mr Seán Browne TD or Mr Andy Doyle, a local councillor 
and business leader, and demand a word or two. In contrast, Bishop Herlihy was 
regally unapproachable. Our public fi gures were of our world; the bishop was from 
another planet. In the Ferns report, Bishop Herlihy came in for fi erce criticism: 

  the report’s harshest judgments were against Donal Herlihy, the former bishop of 
Ferns, who has since died, and his successor, Brendan Comiskey, who resigned in 
2002 after the BBC broadcast a documentary about Mr O’Gorman. The Ferns report 
also touched on the Vatican’s demand for secrecy in sexual abuse cases –  on pain of 
excommunication  –  and revealed how Bishops Herlihy and Comiskey repeatedly 
placed priests whom they knew to be paedophiles in positions that made it easy for 
them to abuse children.     (Lavery  2005 )  

 Looking back, my sense is that our bishop resided outside of our world. In our 
rural town, loyalties were to each other and to our own priests, about whom there 
was no end of discussion and speculation. The regal entrance of the bishop of 
Ferns for confi rmations and other high liturgical occasions in St Aidan’s Cathedral 
seemed disassociated from our lives of faith, aberration rather than affi  rmation. 
The old people I knew and loved referred to the cathedral as ‘the chapel’ so that it 
seemed less grand and more of us. It was not diffi  cult for the hierarchy to abandon 
us because of the degree of separation they had established between their domain 
and ours. In hindsight, we depended on our bishop’s oversight, his remoteness 
from the day- to- day should have allowed him to understand and quickly root out 
evil; however, he thought it more important to protect the image of the Church 
than to do what was right. 

 Richard P. McBrien begins his  Caesar’s Coin: Religion and Politics in America  
with an excerpt from Lincoln’s ‘Gettysburg’s Address’ rather than a church homily 
or quote from the Bible: 

  ‘Fourscore and seven years ago’, President Abraham Lincoln began, ‘our fathers 
brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to 
the proposition that all men are created equal’. This book is a book about the American 
Proposition as it applies to the issue of religion and politics.     (McBrien  1987 : vii)  
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 An American theologian beginning a history of the relationship between reli-
gion and politics with a quotation from a political speech that emphasises lib-
erty and equality makes complete sense in the American context where such 
tenets as freedom of speech, equality and the separation of church and state are 
the cornerstones of law and thought. Though God was and remains integral to 
American thought, no such ‘mutually reinforcing’ relationship that Fuller fi nds 
in Ireland has existed in the USA between church and state, notwithstanding the 
fact that America’s founding fathers were descended from the Pilgrim Fathers 
(Fuller  2002 : 3). In America, as McBrien points out, religions are connected to 
public life ‘by what has come to be known as public and/ or civil religion, by 
their common commitment to “civic republicanism” and to that “public vir-
tue” which seeks to promote the political and social involvement of all citizens’ 
(McBrien  1987 : ix). 

 In Ireland, both the Church and the State, by ceding authority to the Church, 
placed the reputation of the Church above the welfare of Ireland’s citizens. My 
sense is that the weakness here lies with the civil authorities who had been 
elected to provide oversight over the country and its people but who abdicated 
this responsibility. All organisations, great and small, civil and religious, require 
oversight. In America, it is, or should be, the ‘public good, the real welfare of the 
great body of the people’, James Madison insisted, which is the fi nal measure of 
any form of government and to which ‘the voice of every good citizen’ must be 
reconciled (cited by McBrien  1987 , ix). McBrien reminds us that the blending 
of ideals and ideologies from Church and State can be a positive one so long as 
some separation is maintained. In Ireland, therefore, we can say that the cultural 
legacy need not be erased from state matters but that it instead should be at play 
in a dynamic that McBrien labels as ‘civic republicanism’ ( 1987 : ix). Writing in 
1967, another Irish- American priest, Fr James Kavanagh, notes that ‘Catholicism 
as a monolithic structure is disappearing. Once a man who diff ered with the 
party line stole quietly away … He refuses to accept irrelevant sermons, a sterile 
liturgy, a passé and speculative theology’ (Kavanagh  1967 : xi). Though the Cloyne 
and other reports have driven worshippers away from the Church, the need for 
reinvention predates these reports. 

 Frank McCourt provides an often quoted and provocative declaration at the 
beginning of  Angela’s Ashes , his best- selling memoir of his family’s life in Ireland 
and America: ‘When I look back on my childhood I wonder how I survived at 
all. It was, of course, a miserable childhood: the happy childhood is hardly worth 
your while. Worse than the ordinary miserable childhood is the miserable Irish 
childhood and worse yet is the miserable Irish Catholic childhood’ (McCourt 
 1996 : 11). Published in 1996, at a time when many shocking revelations about 
the role of the Catholic Church in child abuse were being revealed, McCourt’s 
statement caught something of the  Zeitgeist , albeit in an exaggerated tone. Given 
all that we have learned in recent decades, it is tempting to discard everything 
associated with Irish Catholicism, to throw out the baby with the bathwater as it 

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   1129781526101068_pi-225.indd   112 10/28/2016   3:45:14 PM10/28/2016   3:45:14 PM



The poetry of accumulation 113

   113

were. Given McCourt’s outburst, it is no surprise that the Catholic hierarchy in 
Ireland believed that ‘the returned emigrants, on the other hand, also posed a chal-
lenge to traditional values and ways of thinking’ (Fuller  2002 : 43). The power of 
the returned emigrant to undermine traditional sexual practices is given eloquent 
voice in John McGahern’s  Amongst Women  in the character of Nell Morahan, 
a young woman who is home on vacation from America. However, abuse and 
misery, though they are predominant images and realities of the present, do not 
negate all of the Catholic light. Part of the journey that McCourt chronicles is the 
throwing off  of Catholicism in favour of freedom and hedonism, an eff ort that is 
facilitated by leaving Ireland for America and described with great comic eff ect 
near the close of  Angela’s Ashes : 

  She take my hand and leads me into a bedroom, puts down her glass, locks the door, 
pushes me down on the bed. She’s fumbling at my fl y. Damn buttons. Don’t you have 
zippers in Ireland? She pulls out my excitement climbs up on me slides up and own 
and down Jesus I’m in heaven and there’s a knock on the door the priest Frank are 
you in there Frieda putting her fi ngers to her lips and her eyes rolling to heaven Frank 
are you in there Father would you ever take a good running jump for yourself an oh 
God oh Thomas do you see what’s happening to me at long last and I don’t give a 
fi ddler’s fart if the Pope himself knocked on this door and the College of Cardinals 
gathered gawking at the windows.     (McCourt  1996 : 361)  

 For McCourt, the various miseries underlining an Irish Catholic upbringing are 
prerequisites for the independent artistic life. 

 We should understand though that McCourt does not throw off  his 
upbringing completely; rather, like the relationship that Blake forges between 
innocence and experience in his work, McCourt’s contrasting states –  Ireland/ 
America and Catholicism/ hedonism –  serve as two sides of a single coin rather 
than wildly separate opposites. In fact, this excerpt from  Angela’s Ashes  pays 
homage to tradition in its pastiche imitation of the dramatic monologue that 
Joyce employs in the ‘Penelope’ episode that concludes  Ulysses . Ironically, the 
priest participates in McCourt’s sexual encounter, though from a safe distance, 
the door dividing him from Frank and Frieda acting as a kind of Atlantic sepa-
rating America from Ireland. Until recently, the Irish hierarchy’s obsession with 
sexual matters gave the impression that were always standing guard outside 
people’s bedrooms, like the hapless priest in  Angela’s Ashes , who is not even 
given a name by McCourt. In the end, it was sex, in part, that brought down 
the Church. Irish men and women liked sex so much that they eventually felt 
confi dent enough to disregard the Church’s wishes while the hierarchy some-
how persuaded itself that sexual abuse of children was neither a serious nor a 
criminal matter. 

 Though an increasingly maligned and marginalised fi gure in Ireland, the Irish 
Catholic priest has received favourable coverage in two recent acclaimed novels by 
Irish writers: Colm Tóibín’s  Brooklyn  (2009) and Colum McCann’s  Let the Great 
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World Spin  (2009). Interestingly enough, the two clerical fi gures in these novels 
are ministering outside of Ireland –  in Brooklyn and the Bronx, respectively. Both 
resist the image of the stereotypical Irish priest that McCourt favours while at the 
same time conforming to another image of the helpful and useful Irish clergy-
man doing service overseas. Though their missions are outside of Ireland, both  
Fr Flood in  Brooklyn  and John Corrigan in  Let the Great World Spin  are involved in 
a long- standing process of the Irish Catholic Church intervening overseas for the 
improvement of the lives of individuals living in far- fl ung places. Both Flood and 
Corrigan off er assistance without proselytisation. In addition to making it possible 
for Eilis Lacey to emigrate to America, his primary role in the plot of  Brooklyn , 
Fr Flood encourages Eilis in her pursuit of a third- level education that would 
been impossible for her to have access to in Ireland, and in his dealings with 
her is generally supportive and non- judgemental. He presides over his Brooklyn 
parish genially and paternally and is more interested in engaging with his parish-
ioners and seeking to help them get what they need rather than in meddling in 
their private lives. From America, Fr Flood has learned a degree of tolerance and 
accommodation that is necessary to prosper and be useful in a quickly changing 
society, where Church and State exist in dialogue and not some form of seamless 
communion. In the ‘Baby Boom’ years following the Second World War, a time of 
upward mobility, educational opportunities resulting from the GI Bill, increased 
wealth and a lively and diverse culture, the American Catholic Church had a fi ght 
on its hands to retain the loyalty of its fl ock. To remain relevant, it could not adopt 
the heavy- handed tactics of its Irish counterpart that promulgated a Catholic cul-
ture infected with what the Revd Liam Ryan, a prominent sociologist, called the 
‘four deadly sins of Irish Catholicism: an obsession with sexual morality, clerical 
authoritarianism, anti- intellectualism or at best non- intellectualism, and the crea-
tion of a ghetto mentality’ (O’Toole  1998 : 75). 

 Ciaran Corrigan notes of his older brother John in  Let the Great World Spin  
that ‘he was at the origin of things and I now had a meaning for my brother –  he 
was a crack of light under the door, and yet that door was shut to him’ (McCann 
 2009 : 67). Corrigan is, as Eóin Flannery has pointed out, a rogue priest who is 
ministering outside of the traditional Church, a man raised on a blend of libera-
tion and traditional theology: 

  But the insertion of an Irish character, John Corrigan, as one of the protagonists, 
arguably the central personality, permits the introduction of religious faith into the 
narrative. Corrigan’s religious vocation, rooted in Catholicism, but gradually receding  
from its institutional forms, is key to the enactment of redemption in the story …  
The lived context of Corrigan’s vocation is prostitution and drug addiction; he eff ec-
tively dwells among a group of black prostitutes in the South Bronx. His dedica-
tion to these harassed women is absolute and is tested by repeated physical assaults 
by pimps, as well as the proximity of the prostitutes’ semi- clad, sexualised bodies.   
  (Flannery  2011 : 216– 19)  
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 In addition to working with a group of prostitutes, Corrigan also takes groups 
of senior citizens on day trips. Corrigan falls in love with Adelita in the novel, 
eventually after much soul- searching agreeing to consummate their relation-
ship. One notices that little divides Corrigan’s private and public lives both of 
which are defi ned by patience, kindness and deep generosity. He serves as link 
between the priest of the ancient Irish Catholic Church, who was often mar-
ried and comfortable living among and serving under women, and a priest of 
the future guided by a mixture of traditional liturgy and the writings of Gustavo 
Gutiérrez and Ernesto Cardinal, two father- fi gures of liberation theology who 
not only resisted oppression by dictators in Central and South America by word 
and deed but who also pushed back against the Vatican’s reprimands of their 
ways of thinking and leading. One should note, too, that an Irish cleric, albeit 
a most unconventional one, is at the centre of a great American novel, and a 
major force in healing after 9/ 11, and after his own martyrdom in a wreck 
on the East Side Highway. One senses in Corrigan a Christ- like resonance, a 
power and an infl uence that endures long after his death. McCann has noted 
that he ‘wanted for a long time to write about faith and belonging, especially in 
a radical Catholic context. I wanted a man who would look at the world in all 
its fi lth and poverty and yet still believe that, one day, the meek might actually 
want it’ (McCann  2009 : 365). Corrigan also links Ireland and America, with the 
latter being the diverse place, as in  Angela’s Ashes  and  Brooklyn , where independ-
ent and mature experience is possible. Given the climate in Ireland in recent 
decades and the collapse of the infl uence and integrity of the Church, it would 
have seemed impossible to Tóibín and McCann, I would guess, to have imag-
ined similar lives for Fr Flood and John Corrigan in Ireland. America, though 
clerical abuse and cover- ups occurred there with great frequency, off ered both 
authors elements of diversity and reinvention that would have been impossible 
in Ireland. Both novels shine bright and positive lights on the cultural legacy of 
Irish Catholicism. 

 It is my sense of things that the cultural legacy of Irish Catholicism, and its 
American counterpart, will be tied to, and inseparable from, the abuses of young 
people committed by clergy, and subsequent cover- ups by its hierarchy, for a long 
time to come. In his controversial analysis of the role that ordinary Germans 
played in the Holocaust, Daniel Jonah Goldhagen notes that ‘the Holocaust 
defi nes not only the history of Jews during the middle of the twentieth century 
but also the history of Germans’ ( 1996 : 8). Without trying to lessen the impact of 
the Holocaust by comparing it to a reality that is quite unlike it, one can apply 
the frame of Goldhagen’s thesis to events that occurred in Ireland. Even though, 
as I have pointed out, many aspects of the cultural legacy of Catholicism are posi-
tive and enduring, the abiding reality is one of abuse and horror. Our celebration 
should be muted. What is most important is that the innocent victims of the 
Church remain in the forefront of our thoughts.  
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 Prophetic voices or complicit 
functionaries?  :   Irish priests and 

the unravelling of a culture    

    Eamon   Maher     

  Priests in Ireland have suff ered extreme reputational and existential damage in 
the wake of the clerical abuse scandals and the ever- increasing process of secu-
larisation within Irish society. Ever since two of the most high- profi le clerics of 
recent times, Bishop Eamon Casey and Fr Michael Cleary, were discovered to 
have fathered children with Annie Murphy and Phyllis Hamilton respectively, the 
formerly enviable position of Irish priests has gradually been transformed into 
a nightmare scenario which has resulted in their being often loath to appear in 
public wearing the Roman collar and where it is increasingly diffi  cult for them to 
pronounce on issues of a moral nature with any degree of authority. 

 In France, secularism and a loss of faith in religious institutions took root far 
earlier, with the French Revolution initiating a total dismantling of the Church’s 
prominent role in society, ultimately resulting in the offi  cial separation of church 
and state in 1905. Ever since that time, there has been an interdiction on the 
display of any religious symbols in state- subsidised schools, and religion is increas-
ingly relegated to a largely private aff air for those who still wish to practise it. 
Priests in France have therefore been dealing a lot longer with a secular state 
apparatus than their Irish counterparts and have developed various strategies for 
ministering to an ever- decreasing number of people attending mass and the sacra-
ments. This chapter will analyse the extent to which some French and Irish priests 
have attempted to grapple in their writings with a changed religious landscape, 
and it will ask the question, ‘Are they prophetic witnesses to gospel values or mere 
mouthpieces for the Catholic Church?’ 

 The chapter will deal with just one French priest, Jean Sulivan, whose insights 
into what was happening in his native Brittany and beyond have more than a 
little relevance for the Irish context. His memoir,  Anticipate Every Goodbye , and 
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spiritual journal,  Morning Light , speak to the changed role of the priest in French 
society. On the Irish side, we will consider Joseph Dunn’s  No Lions in the Hierarchy , 
Vincent Twomey’s  The End of Irish Catholicism? , Mark Patrick Hederman’s  Kissing 
the Dark  and  Underground Cathedrals  and Brendan Hoban’s  Change or Decay: Irish 
Catholicism in Crisis  and  Who Will Break Bread for Us?  Unlike Sulivan, the Irish 
priests did/ do not write fi ction, but in many ways Sulivan’s novels were very close 
refl ections of his personal experience and contain many characters that are barely 
fi ctionalised. 

 The chapter will argue, therefore, that when one is closely aligned to an insti-
tution like the Catholic Church, as priests inevitably are, it is diffi  cult to become 
part of its dismantling. In other words, it is painful and professionally dangerous 
for a priest to point out fault lines and champion causes that could be viewed as 
unacceptable, or even heretical, by other priests and members of the hierarchy. 
A priest’s training instils in him a respect for authority and for his superiors, which 
may explain the absence of too much open revolt among the Irish clergy in recent 
times. Silence should not be read as compliance, however. One of the priest- 
authors whom we will discuss, Brendan Hoban, is not afraid to speak out about 
the dilemma of people like himself who go against the tide: ‘Saying the awkward 
word meant exclusion from the clerical club: the resentment of my colleagues; 
the unwanted attention of bishops, my own and others who sought to pressure 
them; the confusion of my parishioners; sometimes even the hurt of my family 
and friends’ (Hoban  2005 : 10). 

 Given that he was writing during the 1960s and 1970s, in a France that was 
still at a fair remove from what could be referred to as the post- Catholic Irish 
society of the twenty- fi rst century, it has always struck me just how succinctly the 
priest- writer Jean Sulivan (1913– 80) predicted the imminent crisis that would 
take hold of the Catholic Church decades before it fully manifested itself in the 
Western world. The only child of a Breton couple who were modest farmers, 
Joseph Lemarchand (Sulivan’s real name) lost his father in the trenches of the First 
World War and then suff ered the heartbreak of his mother’s remarriage (born out 
of economic necessity), which her young son viewed as a betrayal. 

 Notwithstanding, there can be no doubt that the simple, pious faith of his 
mother played a major role in Sulivan’s decision to go to junior seminary and to 
continue with his studies up until ordination in 1938. His fi rst appointment was 
to the Catholic lycée Saint- Vincent in the Breton capital, Rennes, where Sulivan 
became a well- known fi gure as a result of the key role he played in setting up 
successful initiatives such as a cinéclub (La Chambre noire), a local newspaper 
( Dialogues- Ouest ) and an important cultural centre (La Renaissance spirituelle). 
His involvement in these cultural activities probably fuelled his appreciation of 
the artistic and literary milieus, and his initial foray into writing was a series 
of articles published in  Dialogues- Ouest  under various pseudonyms. However, 
his fi rst novel was not published until 1958, when he was forty- fi ve years of 
age, but from that point until his death in 1980, he would publish ten novels, 
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two short- story collections, several book- length essays and an important spiritual 
journal,  Morning Light , the vast majority of which appeared under the prestigious 
Gallimard imprint. 

 A priest- writer is not as free to express himself as he might like to be. He has 
a responsibility not to be a source of scandal to the Church, and he must also be 
careful not to fall foul of his ecclesiastical superiors. Sulivan was very fortunate 
in having a supporter in Cardinal Roques, who took the exceptional step of 
allowing this priest devote himself full- time to literature during the 1960s. One 
wonders if the benevolent prelate ever regretted this decision, as Sulivan was not 
one to toe the party line and on numerous occasions criticised what he viewed 
as abuses within the Church. He was particularly dubious about ostentation and 
excessive formality, as can be seen in this declaration from  Morning Light : 

  Pompous words seem to go along with offi  cial dress, with ornaments and decorations, 
even when those who wear them in ceremonies are themselves poor. It is impossible 
not to grasp the contradiction between the speech of Jesus and the ecclesiastical phra-
seology, mitres, capes –  the whole show. That’s not a judgement, but an observation. 
It’s jarring.     (Sulivan  1988 : 10)  

 Some of the Irish priests whom we will discuss later show a similar scepticism 
with regard to how the Church has wandered a long way from the simple exam-
ple provided by its founder, Jesus Christ, because of its preoccupation with power 
and prestige. Later on in his spiritual journal, Sulivan has this to say: 

  When the Church’s prestige diminishes, when freedom shatters various forms of 
hypocrisy, when priests who for centuries have been under pressures that forced a 
large number to choose between a dishonest vocation and social disgrace are able to 
make their own decisions a little more freely, when churches begin to recognise that 
they can no longer use their political weight to infl uence moral decisions, there are 
clear signs of a Christian renaissance which, obviously, has nothing to do with social 
structures.     (Sulivan  1988 : 149)  

 When one considers that these words were written in 1976, it becomes apparent 
just how prophetic a fi gure Sulivan was. Many within the Church, and certainly 
at the upper echelons of the institution, might well counter his arguments by say-
ing that such a massive organisation makes a certain form of centralised govern-
ment inevitable, even desirable. They might also underline how doctrine has to be 
clearly stated and that people who are anxious to remain members of the Church 
should adhere to its governing principles. Similarly, they could argue that ecclesi-
astical robes and elaborate ceremonies are designed to honour God and to make 
people aware of his grandeur: in other words, they have a symbolic and spiritual 
value in and of themselves. If the Church were to allow its members to make up 
their own minds about moral issues, then what would result would be relativism 
and a lack of rigour in terms of what constitute the main tenets of Catholicism. 
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While such assertions are certainly valid and need to be voiced, they do not 
hide the glaring disparity that appears occasionally between the actual words and 
example of Christ and what the institutional Church has done with them. In his 
memoir,  Anticipate Every Goodbye , Sulivan wondered at the extent to which the 
Church of his native Brittany sought to deprive people of their individuality: 

  The priests at this time tended to preach about laws and obligations. In this way they 
had succeeded in transforming Christianity into something approaching a natural 
religion. In their eyes the rural order in which the Church still played a dominant 
role was an expression of the divine will. They had forgotten about freedom, without 
which there is no real faith.     (Sulivan  2000 : 52)  

 It seems opportune at this stage to leave Sulivan aside for a moment to concen-
trate on the Irish priests’ testimony and the degree to which they may echo some 
of the French writer’s concerns, especially with regard to the importance of free-
dom of conscience and freedom of choice. 

 Joseph Dunn’s collection of essays  No Lions in the Hierarchy  made a con-
siderable impact when it was fi rst published in 1994. A  priest in the Dublin 
archdiocese, Dunn had a successful career as a producer of the highly infl uential 
religious television programme  Radharc , which in the period from 1962 to 1997 
was responsible for recording over 400 documentaries fi lmed in seventy- fi ve 
countries, and which covered a vast array of topics that were viewed as being 
pertinent to the Church of the twentieth century. Sometimes the independ-
ent approach adopted by the programme producers caused trouble with cer-
tain members of the Irish hierarchy, but in general its work was applauded and 
welcomed for giving voice to a broad range of opinion within the Church.  1   
For example, there were items on patriarchy in the Church, women’s ordina-
tion, liberation theology in South America and the poverty of life in missionary 
Africa. Matters of domestic concern were not neglected either, with documen-
taries dealing with fair days, seminary education, Matt Talbot (a former alcoholic 
who worked tirelessly for the Pioneer Total Abstinence Association in Dublin), 
British justice in Ireland, Irish holidays and such like. His career in broadcasting 
undoubtedly imbued in Dunn an awareness that the Church was a distinctly 
diff erent entity depending on where one lived in the world. He also appreciated 
the extent to which the advent of television led to a signifi cant change in how 
people perceived the Church and society in Ireland. Dunn regarded himself as 
being in the fortunate position of being able to express things plainly because of 
the nature of his work: 

  I am probably freer than most priests to look at diff erent sides of a problem –  as well 
as to express my own views for whatever they are worth. Because while I am a priest 
in good standing, I am neither a professional theologian nor a practising parish priest. 
Nor indeed a writer who has to please editors or publishers to earn a living.     (Dunn 
 1994 : 10)  
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 Unlike Dunn, a number of the other Irish priests dealt with in this chapter 
encounter diffi  culties in relation to speaking out about certain failings within the 
Church. 

 There are, in fact, several Irish priests who have paid a heavy price for their 
criticisms of redline issues such as celibacy, women priests, homosexuality and 
access to artifi cial contraception. Those who have been censured or silenced in 
recent times include the Passionist priest and journalist Brian D’Arcy; the Marist 
theologian Seán Fagan, a columnist with the Redemptorist publication  Reality ; 
Tony Flannery (the subject of Catherine Maignant’s chapter in this book); and the 
outspoken Augustinian Iggy O’Donovan. Critics from the inside, it would appear, 
are quickly brought to heel. Contrary to expectation, the election of Pope Francis 
has not led to a reinstatement of these men, who must continue to endure the 
cold shoulder from a church they served with love and by which they are now 
being sanctioned. Joseph Dunn did not think that disagreements with the captain 
and offi  cers of his ship (namely the Pope and his entourage) justifi ed his abandon-
ing it: ‘So if I am sometimes critical of the captain and crew, it’s my ship as well, 
and I’m sticking with it’ (Dunn  1994 : 11). 

 In his description of the formation he received in the seminary, Dunn found 
what was at best an unhealthy attitude to sex: marriage was more often referred 
to as ‘a remedy for concupiscence’, echoing St Paul’s view that it was ‘better to 
marry than to burn’ (Dunn  1994 : 20). Such a theology presented marriage as a 
far less noble calling than the celibate priesthood, which to all intents and pur-
poses was viewed as the supreme vocation of human beings. Dunn admits that he 
had the same sexual drive as any normal male, and yet he managed to respect his 
vow of celibacy. However, he acknowledges that it is a huge sacrifi ce to make. In 
discussing the politics of episcopal appointments, Dunn argues that suitability and 
popularity among priests were qualities that were often viewed in a negative light 
by Rome and its representatives (apostolic nuncios) in various countries around 
the world when it came to appointing bishops, especially during the papacy of 
John Paul II. His chapter on the latter is scathing in its criticism of a man whom 
many regard as a saviour, as the one who rescued the Church from the excesses of 
Vatican II. Dunn sums up his reaction in these words: ‘as a Catholic priest I hate 
to say it, but […] pretty well everything I have seen and everybody I have met in 
the course of my work have led me towards a negative judgement on the pon-
tifi cate of John Paul II’ (Dunn  1994 : 71). He resented the Pontiff ’s harsh stance 
on liberation theology, contraception and the silencing of certain well- known 
theologians, most notably Leonardo Boff , Hans Küng and Bernard Haring. 

 On the issue of contraception, Dunn is at a loss to comprehend the diff erence 
in principle ‘between wearing a condom and confi ning intercourse to infertile 
periods, or indeed prolonging the infertile period, which is what the basic contra-
ceptive pill is designed to do’ (Dunn  1994 : 111). The Vatican, with its obsolescent 
structures and inward- looking curia, and its fascination with power and prestige, 
will always, in Dunn’s view, have diffi  culty deciphering what its true path should 
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be. He quotes a Lutheran, Dr George Lindbeck, a delegate- observer at the Second 
Vatican Council, whom he interviewed for  Radharc : 

  One way of describing the changes that have taken place in the Roman curia is to 
say that the Roman Catholic Church still has not learned to deal with a loyal opposi-
tion. It has not learned how to make a distinction between a loyal opposition and a 
disloyal one. And no church can, it seems to me, have the kind of renewal that was 
projected by the second Vatican unless it learns to live with those who, out of love for 
the church, for God, for Jesus Christ, criticise the church.     (cited by Dunn  1994 : 175)  

 How strange it is that a member of a Protestant church should point out this 
inevitable stumbling block of Vatican II, namely an inability to accept criti-
cism from within. ‘Loyal’ opponents were certainly not shown much tolerance 
during the pontifi cates of John Paul II and Benedict XVI. The Irish group of 
dissident priests already mentioned fi nd themselves languishing in a type of 
‘bold boys’ corner’, obliged to obtain permission to speak at public functions, 
to publish their opinions or even to preach. They are left in no doubt as to how 
their ‘loyal opposition’ is viewed. Dunn’s own stance on the issue of loyalty 
is clear:  ‘When the laws of the church, when the institutions of the church, 
become more important than people, so that these are used for the benefi t of 
the people and crushes people, in fact, then no matter how holy that institution 
is, it’s not following Jesus Christ’ (Dunn  1994 : 225). By its very title,  No Lions 
in the Hierarchy  challenges the received wisdom within the Catholic Church 
and calls for the rediscovery of the true message of Jesus Christ. Reading 
through Dunn’s essays a few decades after they were fi rst published, one senses 
a real tension between a priest’s loyalty to the institution and his abhorrence 
of the actions of those who claim to be acting in its best interests when in fact 
they are merely serving their own. Like the other priests in this chapter, Dunn 
knew that his role was not to be the passive recipient of accepted knowledge 
but to question constantly certain ‘givens’, even when such a course of action 
would get one the reputation of being a troublemaker. Every institution needs 
its loyal opponents, its rebels, if it is to maintain its prophetic charge. Dunn was 
just one such fi gure. 

 A member of the Divine Word Missionaries, Vincent Twomey is probably the 
most ‘orthodox’ of the priests dealt with in this chapter. After his training in 
Germany (he did his doctoral studies in Regensburg under Joseph Ratzinger), 
he worked in Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, before returning to 
Ireland and a position as lecturer in theology in St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, 
during the 1980s. He would later accede to the chair of moral theology in the 
same university. A man with a sharp intellect, Twomey’s most signifi cant contri-
bution to the topic of this chapter is  The End of Irish Catholicism?  In it, he seeks 
to promote an intellectual discussion of Irish Catholicism at the start of the third 
millennium. The study opens with the following observation: 
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  It is a measure of the cultural sea change in Ireland that, whereas half a century ago to 
call oneself an ‘Irish Catholic’ was a badge of honour proudly worn for all the world 
to see and admire, today in the upwardly mobile, modern Ireland south of the border, 
it is more often than not an embarrassment to be reluctantly admitted.     (Twomey 
 2003 : 17)  

 Twomey is naturally not overjoyed at this development, but he points out that 
there has tended to be a hostile and one- sided coverage of the clerical abuse 
scandals and of the horrors visited on children and young women in Church- run 
institutions such as the industrial schools and the Magdalene laundries. On the 
other hand, the great work done by priests, religious sisters and Christian Brothers 
in the realms of health and education is rarely acknowledged by the media. While 
acknowledging the vital role played by journalists in unveiling the crimes perpe-
trated on innocent young children by certain priests and the attempted cover- up 
of same by people in authority, most particularly bishops, Twomey states that from 
the point of view of the Catholic Church the Irish media ‘can be described as the 
most hostile media in the developed world’ (Twomey  2003 : 67). This may be the 
result of a backlash against centuries of deference shown towards men and women 
of the cloth, which led to unthinking and uncritical commentary on Church- 
related matters, but Twomey has the impression that there is a more sinister agenda 
at play: ‘to be interviewed by an Irish journalist is more an interrogation by the 
thought- police, and any slip- up can be fatal’ (Twomey  2003 : 69). He contrasts 
this to his experience of being interviewed by foreign journalists, which he fi nds 
invariably positive, due in large part to his being treated with respect. 

 In my estimation, much depends on the journalist and the interviewee. 
There are journalists such as David Quinn ( Irish Independent ) and Breda O’Brien 
( Irish Times ) who are defi nitely well disposed to the Catholic Church, and Patsy 
McGarry, religious aff airs correspondent with the  Irish Times , while never afraid 
to raise legitimate concerns and inconsistencies in the Church’s stance on many 
subjects, could not be accused of lacking respect when interviewing a priest or a 
bishop. The problem is that certain Church fi gures (especially a number of bish-
ops) resemble rabbits caught in the glare of car headlights when they are being 
interviewed on contentious issues. They look and sound uncomfortable when 
they are on radio or television, and it is diffi  cult not to form the opinion that this 
is due to their having something to hide. 

 Archbishop Diarmuid Martin, on the other hand, is very comfortable when 
in the glare of the media, but he is an exception. Hence I would not concur with 
Twomey’s statement that the general coverage of religious aff airs in Irish news-
papers is ‘hostile’, and I certainly do not agree that it is at times ‘downright nasty’ 
(Twomey  2003 : 68). Editor of the  Irish Catholic , Michael Kelly, quotes the views 
of Bishop Edward Daly of Derry, who worked with RTÉ as a religious adviser 
and who was tasked with establishing a press offi  ce. Interestingly, Daly noted, ‘I 
have experienced both the frustrations of the media with the church and the 
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frustration of the church with the media, fi rst as Broadcasting Offi  cer with RTÉ, 
and … as a member of the Irish Episcopal Conference. I believe that both par-
ties must accept a share of the guilt’ (Kelly  2015 : 148). Just like the vitriol they 
poured on politicians and bankers in the wake of the fi nancial meltdown, Irish 
journalists did not spare the Catholic Church when revelations of ‘groupthink’, 
collusion and self- protection emerged over their handling of the abuse scandals. In 
both instances, the once benign and respectful coverage these institutions enjoyed 
at one stage from the same newspapers, radio and television broadcasters was 
replaced by a much tougher and less forgiving editorial approach. Kelly notes 
‘a near state of paralysis at the level of the Irish Bishops’ Conference when it 
comes to communications’ and goes on to say that constructive criticism is often 
met with bewilderment, with comments such as ‘and I  thought you were on 
our side’ (Kelly  2015 : 150, 152). The hostility of which Twomey speaks is not all 
one- sided, therefore:  the bishops regularly reveal their displeasure at what they 
feel is unfair reporting and can be very defensive when dealing with journalists 
who are essentially only trying to do their job. Kelly defi nes the main source of 
the confl ict thus:  ‘The scandals have exacerbated this situation, and the overall 
lack of a communications strategy has left church leaders constantly on the back 
foot –  and Catholics bewildered when it comes to the church- media relationship’ 
( 2015 : 144). 

 While not totally in agreement with his comments on the Church’s relation-
ship with the media, I would have to acknowledge that Twomey’s presentation of 
Irish Catholicism is generally reasonable and well argued. He looks on modernity 
and the unbridled individualism it brought with it as having been responsible for 
much of the disillusionment with Irish Catholicism. The various referendums of 
the 1980s and 1990s revealed a growing divide between those wishing to hold on 
to the traditions of the past and the harbingers of change. The latter were success-
ful, in Twomey’s view, for three main reasons: 

  In the fi rst instance, there was a weak political class seemingly preoccupied with stay-
ing in power (now intimidated by the media as they were once intimidated by the 
hierarchy). Secondly, there was an insecure clergy unsettled by the revolution that was 
Vatican II, weakened by scandals, and unsure of their role in a modern secular state 
that emerged almost as an alternative to the ‘sectarian violence’ in the North. Finally, 
we have […] a rather long tradition of social conformity in this country, for which the 
Catholic Church must accept some blame.     (Twomey  2003 : 115)  

 It is likely that if the Catholic Church in Ireland had more proponents of the 
calibre of Vincent Twomey its voice would receive a more positive response 
among the public. His stated regrets about the neglect of philosophy and theol-
ogy in our schools and universities, the lack of a cutting- edge Catholic news-
paper such as  The Tablet  or  La Croix , the dearth of lay Catholic intellectuals 
in Ireland, are defi nitely valid. And while he is generally perceived as being a 
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conservative, on closer examination many of Twomey’s views are quite radical. 
He retains loyalty to the Church, but it is not a loyalty that blinds him to its 
many failures. 

 The Benedictine abbot from Glenstal Abbey in Co. Limerick, Mark Patrick 
Hederman, is an example of someone whose expertise spans a number of diff er-
ent disciplines such as ontology, theology and literature. He studied in Paris under 
Emmanuel Levinas in the 1960s, and co- edited  The Crane Bag  with the well- 
known philosopher Richard Kearney for many years. As an author, Hederman is 
closer to Sulivan than any of the other Irish priests dealt with here, a diff erence 
that could be a result of the time he spent in France or his wide knowledge of 
literature. In 1999, I  remember reading  Kissing the Dark  for the fi rst time and 
being struck by its prophetic and uncompromising tone, its determination not to 
dress things up but to state it as it is. Talking about the newly formed, independ-
ent state that emerged in Ireland in the early decades of the twentieth century, 
Hederman writes: 

  Both the Church and the government were obsessed with warding off  the constant 
threat to Catholic purity from foreign, most especially, English, infl uence. This was 
most explicit in the hectoring sermons and blatant propaganda of  The Catholic Bulletin  
and  The Catholic Mind , which were set up for the purpose of supervising the rigorous 
enforcement of Catholic morality.     (Hederman  1999 : 87)  

 In Hederman’s view, the Censorship of Publications Act of 1929 represented a 
‘major victory’ for those Irish people intent on restricting freedom of speech 
and protecting the population from the ever- present threat of sexual inconti-
nence. The dance halls were thus closely supervised as all those attending were 
inevitably exposed to ‘occasions of sin’. He quotes from a joint pastoral issued 
by the bishops in 1927 that encapsulates the dominant attitude of the Church 
at the time: 

  The evil one is forever setting his snares for unwary feet. At the moment, his traps for 
the innocent are chiefl y the dance hall, the bad book, the indecent paper, the motion 
picture, the immodest fashion in female dress –  all of which tend to destroy the char-
acteristic virtues of our race.     (cited by Hederman  1999 : 87– 8)  

 Hederman’s impatience with the prescriptive nature of Irish Catholicism is obvi-
ous. Rather than suppressing writers and artists, the Church would be better 
advised to nurture and cherish them. In both art and religion, there is a rever-
ence for beauty, a seeking out of truth. The novel, according to Hederman, gives 
utterance to feelings deep within ourselves that we do not appreciate until we 
encounter them on the page before our eyes: ‘but once we see it we recognise 
that this was something lurking at the back of our minds which we were never 
able to identify or articulate for ourselves’ (Hederman  1999 : 95). Art is a precious 
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window to the soul, and in the third millennium it is often to artists that people 
turn in an attempt to fi nd consolation and peace rather than to the Church and its 
priests. The lack of real vision among the Church leadership is a source of concern 
and disappointment to Hederman: 

  [T] he role of the hierarchy in the Church might well be to discern rather than to 
dictate, to peruse rather than prescribe, to exercise their authority and responsibility in 
a more passive way, by examining the evidence produced and expressed by the scouts 
and the spies, before endorsing the strategy and confi rming the direction that will lead 
us into the twenty- fi rst century.     (Hederman  1999 : 105)  

 Sadly, in my view at least, the approach adopted by the Church hardened if 
anything in the fi rst decade of the twenty- fi rst century. ‘Scouts and spies’ were 
encouraged to give evidence against priests and religious who were deemed to 
be at variance with offi  cial Church teaching. The victims of these accusations 
did not even have the right to know who their accusers were or what they were 
saying about them. Being found guilty without even being accorded the right to 
defend oneself is not really how justice should operate in any organisation, but 
especially in one which is supposed to hold truth and ethics in high regard. Surely 
priests accused of wrongdoing deserve to be aff orded the same type of rights as 
any person who appears in court. However, this is not how the Catholic Church 
conducts its business, and the result is a lot of pain and frustration for many who 
have given the institution loyal service over many years. The election of Pope 
Francis fi lled those within the Church desirous for change with hope, but their 
expectations remain largely unfulfi lled. What Hederman sought to achieve with 
 Kissing the Dark  is well encapsulated by the subtitle of the book:  Connecting with 
the Unconscious . He tried to force people out of their comfort zone and to put 
them in contact with parts of themselves that remained largely unexplored, par-
ticularly that scary place that is the unconscious. 

  Underground Cathedrals  (2010) develops a similar theme, but this time 
Hederman makes the argument that the Holy Spirit is unearthing an under-
ground cathedral to replace the pretentious, over- elaborate architecture of the 
twentieth century. ‘Underground cathedral’ is a metaphor to describe an alterna-
tive place and time of worship. Artists are once more described by the author as 
‘secret agents’ of the Holy Spirit: 

  Art has the imagination to sketch out the possible. When this happens something 
entirely new comes into the world. Often it is not recognised for what it is and is 
rejected or vilifi ed by those who are comfortable with what is already there and afraid 
of whatever might unsettle the  status quo .     (Hederman  2010 : 13)  

 This is actually very close to what Sulivan said in relation to his own art, which he 
viewed as continuing the work of the Gospel in its desire to provoke readers out 
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of their apathy and to incite them to change the course of their lives. In  Morning 
Light , he explains his motivation for becoming a writer: 

  I don’t believe I write because of the need to share secrets. I prefer to tell stories, to 
give emphasis to a narrator and some characters while I watch from the backstage. 
My personal journey is mixed up with my books. My preference would be to speak 
neither about faith nor about myself, but of men and women who set out against the 
night, […] of the rejects of society, of love, its wounds and cures, in the secret hope 
that the absolute would off er a sign in spite of me.     (Sulivan  1988 : 9)  

 Sulivan’s writing is rooted in the everyday, in the joys and affl  ictions of ordinary 
people. He did not see his role as one of preacher but rather aspired to be a media-
tor between this world and the next. Like prophets, artists tend to suff er at the 
hands of the ruling elites: they are often banned, condemned, excommunicated, 
sanctioned by the organs of church and state, because of the threat they pose to 
established values. Hederman quotes many Irish writers –  Friel, McGahern and 
Heaney in particular  –  to underline how these sensitive souls, although alien-
ated by the oppressive nature of the authoritarian Catholicism with which they 
were raised, see beyond the Church’s harsh exterior and glimpse the beauty in 
its rituals and stories. The playwright Tom Murphy, growing up in Tuam, Co. 
Galway, admitted that he ‘believed totally and implicitly in the fairytale of religion’ 
(cited by Hederman  2010 : 158). The singing, the incense, the music, the elaborate 
vestments worn by the priests, the stories they told of martyrs, of salvation and 
damnation, of good and evil, there was in all this a huge appeal for someone with 
a literary sensibility. In an interview with Richard Pine, Brian Friel declared in 
1972 (when he was forty- three years of age), ‘I hope that between now and my 
death I will have acquired a religion, a philosophy, a sense of life, that will make 
the end less frightening than it appears to me at this moment’ (cited by Hederman 
 2010 : 176). Only Friel himself, or his family members and close friends, would 
know if he acquired what he was looking for before his death in 2015. 

  Underground Cathedrals  calls for a ‘deep listening to the voice of the artist in 
our midst, and also to the supreme artist who tries to lead us to completion, the 
Holy Spirit of God’ (Hederman  2010 : 14). Hederman is someone who is attuned 
to many of the cultural signs and spiritual manifestations that assail us every day 
but that most of us fail to notice. Sometimes we need prophetic witnesses to show 
us what is happening, to trace the route that might well lead to a rich inner life. 
This Benedictine monk is a most persuasive advocate of a new way of teaching 
and living out Catholic ideals, and he recommends that we listen to our artists 
when we are in doubt as to how to exit the labyrinth in which we fi nd ourselves. 

 Brendan Hoban works as a parish priest in Co. Mayo and is a founding mem-
ber of the Association of Catholic Priests, a group that raises many issues that are 
common to priests in Ireland and that do not always receive a fair hearing when 
they are brought to attention of bishops and senior members of the hierarchy. 
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 Change or Decay: Irish Catholicism in Crisis  was an early attempt by Hoban to draw 
attention to the betrayal of the spirit and energy that Vatican II unleashed in the 
Catholic Church and the abject incompetence of its clerical members to deal 
with child abuse and other scandals in a telling manner. He underlines the strug-
gle that is going on ‘between those who want an open, accountable, participatory 
Church that fi nds its rationale in the Vatican II documents and in the compulsions 
of our people, and those who have turned the wagons into a Tridentine circle’ 
(Hoban  2005 : 26). Hoban would unashamedly identify with the former group, 
being a fan of Vatican II, which shaped his priesthood in a positive way. Hoban 
maintains that the apparatus of Vatican II was slowly dismantled by an infl uential 
group within the Church that felt nostalgic about the deference shown to the 
clerical function in the past. Clericalism, the mentality that views God’s anointed 
as being superior to its lay equivalents, and which is prone to be less enamoured 
of consultation with the laity, has been a major stumbling block for the Church, 
according to Hoban, and has resulted in elitism and arrogance:  ‘The Church, 
despite the public relations spin we seem to need to put on things, will continue 
to be controlled by a secretive, exclusive, male, celibate, hierarchical and authori-
tarian elite. Around that exclusive club is a way of life that has to do with status, 
deference and privilege’ (Hoban  2005 : 58). 

 This type of plain talking, no nonsense approach is a feature of the vari-
ous writers with whom we have dealt. They all share a certain frustration with 
what they view as regressive practices (they would not all agree as to the nature 
of these practices) and a failure of governance on matters of major concern to 
priests. It is they who often have to deal with decisions that are mostly foisted on 
them without consultation. It is they who deal on a daily basis with parishioners 
suff ering the loss of a loved one, with couples in second relationships who still 
want to be involved with the life of the Church, with practising homosexuals 
who are marginalised –  often by clerics who, ironically, share their sexual ori-
entation –  and sometimes even vilifi ed by their church. They see the reality on 
the ground: a stark decrease in numbers attending mass, a general dissatisfaction 
with the quality of the rituals by people who do attend them, a failure in general 
to communicate the tenets of the faith in a manner that might appeal to young 
people. As is customary in his presentation of the crisis in the Church, Hoban 
puts a lot of it down to ambitious men anxious to climb the corporate ladder at 
any cost: 

  We have to accept the triumph of incompetent careerists who have successfully played 
the clerical game –  wearing their black clothes, deferring to those who can infl uence 
appointments, addressing everyone by their formal ecclesiastical titles, sycophantly 
[ sic ] praising every utterance of their superiors, saying all the right things, cultivat-
ing all the right people and professing their utter orthodoxy on litmus- test issues of 
loyalty like celibacy, the ordination of women,  Humanae Vitae  and Marian devotion.   
  (Hoban  2005 : 60)  
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 Being a committed priest for over forty years gives people like Brendan 
Hoban the right to state explicitly what he sees as the faults at the heart of an 
institution to which he has devoted his life. His frustration with ‘the sense of 
disconnectedness between what comes from the sanctuary and what is experi-
enced in the pew’ (Hoban  2005 : 119) is one of the things that forces Hoban to 
conclude that there is no plan in place as to what will happen when the present 
cohort of priests (with an average age of sixty- fi ve among the diocesan clergy) 
retire or die. 

 This is the theme of  Who Will Break the Bread for Us? , which opens with an 
interesting anecdote that occurred during a meeting of the Association of Catholic 
Priests in 2012 when Denis Crosby, the parish priest of Liscannor, ‘unpeeled the 
layers of pretension and presumption that seek to minimise and sometimes deny 
the prevailing crisis in the Irish Catholic Church’ by asking who will actually say 
mass for the people in another decade or two: 

  Suddenly there it was, like a pearl glistening in a clearance, demanding our atten-
tion. It isn’t, of course, the only question that needs to be asked as our Church faces 
a diffi  cult future, but it is of immediate and critical concern. For, at most, we have a 
window of a decade or so to come to terms with this imminent crisis. And unless we 
do a Eucharist famine will prevail in Ireland as parishes without Mass will lose their 
focus and their resilience. Without priests we have no Mass and without Mass we have 
no Church. It’s as simple as that.     (Hoban  2013 : 11– 12)  

 It is indeed a stark scenario that is evoked here, especially when one considers 
how hard- pressed the elderly priests who are currently working in parishes are. 
If there are no priests, or far fewer priests, it stands to reason that the Eucharist, 
the cornerstone of Catholic practice, will dissipate in certain parishes and disap-
pear altogether in others. Hoban wonders why certain men ordained into the 
priesthood but subsequently laicised could not be called upon again to celebrate 
the sacraments, if they were prepared to do so. It seems somewhat confusing and 
inconsistent that former Anglican priests with wives and a family are accepted 
into ministry by the Catholic Church, whereas a Catholic priest in the same situ-
ation is not. Hoban, quoting Margaret Heff ernan, says that the Church is suff ering 
from ‘Wilful Blindness’, a term that is explained thus: 

  If you commit your thinking and your practice to a certain truth for some years, it 
takes a long time to see what eventually appears as a blindingly obvious reality. And 
even when a doubt is created in the mind, we tend to search out data that confi rms 
ore previously- held convictions –  talking to those who agree with us and reading 
books and articles that support our own opinions. The last opinion we tend to con-
sider is anything that might challenge our world- view.     (Hoban  2013 : 154)  

 These lines supply an excellent summary of the sort of mindset that can so easily 
take hold of priests, whose lifestyle tends to encourage a sort of ‘groupthink’ that 
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is endemic in many major organisations. Conditioned from an early age to look 
at the world in a certain way, mixing with people of similar views, or with others 
who do not challenge the views they propound, deprived of a wife and family 
who would probably educate them to the ways of the world, priests generally live 
quite self- contained and restricted lives. Only a few become full- time academics 
and have the time to devote to writing. 

 None of those included in this chapter could not be described as a ‘complicit 
functionary’, and all, it seems to me, have the courage to share their vision of 
the Church with a wider audience, often in the knowledge that what they write 
may well earn for them the disdain of their confreres, and even sanction from the 
Vatican. Jean Sulivan observed that prophetic witness comes at a price:  ‘there is 
no spiritual life which does not encounter deception and disillusionment, suff er-
ing and confusion’ ( 1988 : 103). One has the impression that priests who commit 
themselves to writing are in a sense continuing the Word, a form of expression 
that does not seek universal acceptance but that chooses the few who are capable 
of interior conversion and who are prepared to struggle with truths that are often 
unpalatable. Sulivan accepted that the trajectory was not meant to be easy: ‘Instead 
of satisfying our desires, Jesus sends us back to ourselves at a deeper level. Morality, 
politics, economics, the intellectual harmony I keep looking for –  none of these 
are his concern. He points in another direction, he drives me toward nothingness’ 
(Sulivan  1988 : 40). 

 The Irish Church has a greater need of prophetic witnesses now than at any 
time in its history. In the four priests dealt with in this chapter, we have examples 
of men who are prepared to make sacrifi ces, to endure scorn, to persevere in the 
face of unbelievable opposition, in the unfl inching belief that Catholicism, for all 
its faults, is worth fi ghting for. I will conclude with the words of Mark Patrick 
Hederman: 

  There are those who no longer believe in any God or any religion because of disap-
pointment with the Churches or because of disillusionment caused by the scandalous 
and criminal behaviour being daily reported among so- called professional representa-
tives of the clergy and the religious orders. Nothing of the sort should allow us to be 
defl ected from our own particular journey, our own personal connection with the liv-
ing God. Indeed, such revelations are a healthy clearing of the Augean staples. And the 
manure being spread by such puncturing of the cess- pool, which is long- overdue, can 
only contribute to more healthy and abundant growth when the springtime comes.   
  (Hederman  1999 : 160)  

 We await the ‘abundant growth’ of springtime more in hope than expectation. 
But who can ever say what the future might hold when there are still priests of 
the prophetic quality such as we have encountered in this chapter.  
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   Note 

  1     It was actually set up under the stewardship of Archbishop John Charles McQuaid, 
who was anxious that the new television station should have a good list of religious 
programming.   
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 Tony Flannery  :   A witness in 
an age of witnesses    

    Catherine   Maignant     

   Introduction 

 Tony Flannery is an emblematic priest. He grew up in John Charles McQuaid’s 
Ireland, was ordained in the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council and wit-
nessed the Catholic Church’s drift away from its ideals. An enthusiastic sup-
porter of the Council’s progressive policy, he became an early critic of what 
he perceived as Rome’s renewed conservatism and authoritarianism, defend-
ing as he did what he viewed to be the Church of Christ against the clerical 
Church imposed from above by the Vatican. In the forty years of his mission as a 
Redemptorist preacher, he sought to breathe new life into the Christian message 
and to be alert to the signs of the times. Tony Flannery is no theologian, but the 
books and articles of this prolifi c religious writer have articulated the frustrations 
and views of a whole generation of reformists who are appalled at the dwindling 
number of faithful, the vocations crisis and the marginalisation of the Church in 
Irish society. In 2010, he co- founded the Association of Catholic Priests (ACP) 
with a view to promoting the spirit of Vatican II and protecting priests from 
the scapegoating that he says resulted from the revelation of sexual abuse cases 
involving religious in Ireland. 

 Even though Flannery’s liberal views have been vented in his publications 
for thirty years, they only attracted the attention of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith shortly after the launch of the ACP. In 2012, he was threat-
ened with excommunication, silenced and removed from ministry on suspicion 
of heresy. In the spring of 2013 he decided to challenge the Vatican’s orders and 
go public about the way he had been treated. In spite of appeals made to Pope 
Francis, he is still out of ministry today, but he has become a key promoter of dis-
sent at national and international level. Yet, like his fellow reformists, he wants to 
remain at the heart of a church that he loves and tries to save from decay. In his 
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eyes, the institution is in dire need of an injection of reality to stop its terminal 
decline. The governance of the Church is clearly the central issue at stake in this 
perspective, but disagreements in that area have wide- ranging implications, espe-
cially in relation to the understanding of truth. Tony Flannery, a fi rst- hand witness 
of recent developments in the history of the Church, seeks to give witness to the 
truth of Christ as best he can, but he has tended to do so in ways that clash with 
the Vatican’s teaching. 

 As one who listens and speaks out, it may be argued that he has become 
a prophetic voice in contemporary Ireland, where those who have not yet left 
the Church desperately cling to the hope that their call will be heard. Flannery 
and the supporters of the ACP embody a generation of Catholics who value 
human rights and reject the message of the traditional Irish Church based on 
self- denial, guilt, fear and ready- made answers dictated by an all- powerful insti-
tution. This chapter will suggest that such people can be considered agents of 
what Hervieu- Léger describes as an attempt to invert the traditional from- the- 
top- down Catholic pattern of authority (Hervieu- Léger  2003 : 90), in the hope 
of building a future where what they see as the true word of Christ will recover 
its life- giving quality. Then, Tony Flannery says, ‘the word of God will set us free, 
because it is a word of love, a word of life’ ( 2004 : 12).  

  The making of a liberal 

 Tony Flannery is an unlikely rebel priest and an unexpected victim of Rome’s 
heresy- hunting zeal. He should more adequately be described as the typical prod-
uct of his age. Now in his late sixties, he was born and bred in the West of 
Ireland where social pressure rather than God’s call made him a priest. In the sti-
fl ing atmosphere of the 1950s he grew up to become a guilt- ridden God- fearing 
young adult, uncomfortable with emotions and body contact. Like so many of his 
generation, he was sexually abused as a young child –  not by a religious in this 
instance –  but what he remembers of this event has more to do with guilt and 
the fear of being found out than the actual trauma of the abuse. At a time when 
confessors brandished the threat of Hell’s eternal fl ames as a reasonable retribu-
tion for the slightest ‘impure’ thoughts, victims simply did not talk. Silence and 
manic secrecy protected aggressors and turned Ireland into ‘a paedophile’s para-
dise’ (Flannery  1999 : 61). 

 At the age of twelve, Flannery was sent to a Redemptorist junior seminary. 
This did not leave him much of a career option, especially as he was the young-
est of four, all of whom initially went on for religious life. Just like his two older 
brothers, he was eventually to join the senior seminary with a view to becom-
ing a Redemptorist. In his fi rst book, published in 1997,  The Death of Religious 
Life , he retrospectively wonders that nobody, including his parents, ‘seemed to see 
anything unusual in three brothers from a sheltered background joining the order 
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and wanting to become priests’ (Flannery  1997 : 38). In Catholic Ireland, the status 
of being a member of a religious community was indeed desirable: it made one 
superior to a married person, and closer to God. It ensured a comfortable social 
position in this life and gave a better chance of salvation in the next. In his per-
sonal account of his dealings with the Catholic Church,  From the Inside , Flannery 
notes how deferential people suddenly became once he had been ordained:  ‘a 
mixture of faith and superstition told them that I had power to do many wonder-
ful things, to bring healing, to impose and to lift curses, to choose whom to bless, 
even, on occasions, to tell the future’ (Flannery  1999 : 12). 

 This can easily be understood as one refl ects on the highly negative spiritu-
ality of the time, based on an understanding of God as terrifying, judgemental 
and vengeful. The faithful were intimidated into obeying the dictates of an all- 
powerful church, whose ‘special position’ in the Irish Constitution guaranteed 
it had political as well as moral authority over society. As a result, the institution 
eff ectively controlled all aspects of people’s lives, including the most intimate. 
Flannery, who has never been comfortable with this unquestioned authority, is 
very critical about the perception of Christianity it implied, namely one that sup-
pressed the human person and prevented them from developing their full poten-
tial. Christianity, he writes, ‘is not fi rst and foremost a religion of dogmas; neither 
is it a collection of commandments and moral guidelines. It is belief in one per-
son, Jesus Christ. Everything else comes secondary’ (Flannery  2004 : 39). For all 
his unhappiness about many aspects of religious life, he decided to stay, maybe 
less because of the authorities’ threat that the founder of his order, St Alphonsus, 
might accuse him on the Day of Judgment, than on account of social pressure. 
Around the same time, tediousness and dissatisfaction with mind control were 
also slowly yielding to the intellectual and emotional quivering brought about by 
a new context. 

 When his career started in 1974, the changes introduced by the Second 
Vatican Council were beginning to breathe new life into Irish Catholicism. As 
a young Redemptorist priest living in a community, he was able to perceive 
the eff ects of the generation gap between the older religious, who were unable 
to adapt, and the younger ones, who enthusiastically seized the occasion. His 
description of the disarray and confusion of those whose world was collapsing is 
extremely moving. But a world of new opportunities opened to his generation as 
the loving and compassionate face of Christ came to replace the stern awesome 
features of his frightening predecessor. The defi nition of the concept of church 
also evolved from being focused on the clergy to encompassing the whole com-
munity of Catholics. Tolerance towards other Christians and ecumenism were 
recommended. Humanity in all its facets came to the forefront of a new under-
standing of the Christian heritage. A new respect for private conscience granted 
each individual the right to think and make decisions for himself or herself. The 
damaging duality inherited from the early times of Christianity, and spectacularly 
revived by Pius IX in the nineteenth century, gave way to an image of man that 
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reconciled body and soul. Original Sin did not irremediably condemn ordinary 
human beings to labour against their own nature in order to reach the unreach-
able goal of becoming angels. Love, in both its emotional and physical expres-
sions, was good so long as it remained within the boundaries of Catholic moral 
teaching. Sex and mortal sin were no longer synonymous, which, from the start, 
clearly raised the question of the legitimacy of clerical celibacy and of the distrust 
towards women. 

 In the initial stages of the process, Archbishop McQuaid ignored the rulings 
of Vatican II. In Rome, he appeared as one of the most reactionary contributors 
to the council debates. A defender of Latin masses and a staunch opponent of 
ecumenism, his vigorous stand on sexuality, women and the rights of the Church 
within the State made the requested changes naturally hateful to him. The new 
generation of higher clergy was more liberal, but it remained conservative by 
international standards. The notion that religious life was not special enough in 
the eyes of God to justify a privileged access to salvation was diffi  cult to accept, 
especially as the new status of lay people imposed deep modifi cations in the cul-
ture of control and led to a reconsideration of authority. However, the tide could 
not be stopped. The traditional understanding of obedience was shattered and 
dialogue acquired an unprecedented importance. 

 Given the spirit of the age, the package of reforms introduced by the Vatican 
Council in the 1960s appeared very moderate to anti- Church radicals across the 
world. Yet it seemed revolutionary in the Irish context, and it became a source 
of division. In the eyes of Flannery, the key contribution of the council to the 
renovation of Catholicism was ‘that it set loose a wave of freedom of thought in 
the Church. And like the genie escaping from the bottle, once it was set loose, 
it was almost impossible to stop it’ (Flannery  1997 : 509). Nevertheless, the Irish 
Church’s traditional submission to Rome ensured that the decrees of Vatican II 
were eventually enforced to the letter of the law, including all the prescribed 
liturgical changes. In spite of its tradition of hellfi re preaching, the Redemptorist 
order was at the forefront of innovation, especially in respect of the transforma-
tion of confession from a personal ordeal possibly leading to public humiliation 
to a form of respectful and helpful counselling. Flannery remembers those years 
as exhilarating, as the young generation of religious and priests tried their best to 
unshackle fetters and reinvent Catholicism along new lines. Christian humanism 
was brought to the fore. Experimentation was exciting, as was the feeling that the 
true message of Christ was now being delivered in the spirit of compassion and 
open- mindedness that stands at the heart of the Christian ethos. 

 The context made Flannery a committed liberal, but his faith made him wish 
‘to re- introduce Christianity into Christendom’ (Flannery  2005 : 31), a provoca-
tive project already formulated by Kierkegaard in the 1850s. In the eyes of the 
latter, Christendom had left New Testament ideals so far behind that a radical 
transformation rather than piecemeal reforms was badly needed. A  dedicated 
Christian, he hoped to make the Church evolve from within. Following the 
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model of Christ, he also believed that, ‘What matters is to fi nd a purpose, to see 
what it really is that God wills that I shall do; the crucial thing is to fi nd a truth 
which is truth for me and to fi nd the idea for which I am willing to live and die’ 
(Kierkegaard  1829 – 48:  34). Although Flannery is no philosopher, his writings 
often mirror this approach to life and meaning.  

  A witness 

 In his capacity as an enthusiastic preacher who spent decades travelling across 
Ireland from parish missions to novenas, Tony Flannery has an insider’s knowledge 
of all aspects of religious life in Ireland, from the changing atmosphere in mon-
asteries to the spiritual aspirations of the communities of faithful. His testimony 
is all the more precious for its being so frank and outspoken. His is a fi rst- hand 
witness’s approach to the reality on the ground and not the forensic and sup-
posedly objective work of a journalist. Throughout his writings, he expresses his 
suspicion that the Irish media have an anti- Church agenda, but he also suggests 
that individual experience is the only accurate mediator of reality. Commenting 
on his latest book,  A Question of Conscience , a commentator writes that it is not a 
book about himself but about the Vatican (Association of Catholic Priests  2013 ). 
In the same way, all his books, which have an undeniably personal dimension, may 
be said to mediate the truth about diff erent aspects of Catholicism in general and 
the Catholic Church in particular. It may be argued that this echoes not only the 
growth of individualism but also the privatisation of attitudes towards the sacred 
and the divine, a product of late modern developments. Flannery is a human 
being of fl esh and blood, not the faceless agent of a dehumanised institution. He 
is also a free man endowed with a legitimate freedom of thought who stretches 
the liberal message of the Second Vatican Council to the limit of its revolutionary 
potential. 

 In the 1960s, the Church was extremely divided over the issues brought for-
ward by the organisers of the council. Unsurprisingly, consensus was obtained at 
the expense of coherence, and some conclusions were ambivalent. If freedom of 
thought was granted, the religious had to remain subservient to their superiors, 
which promulgated a type of ambiguity that was bound to lead to confl icting 
interpretations. Flannery chose to favour and embrace the call for renewal and 
downplay the conservative undertones. He was eager to embrace the return to 
the sources of Christianity while contributing to the recommended adaptation to 
the needs of his day and age. His priority was to preach the word of Christ for the 
benefi t of his enlightened contemporaries not to impose on submissive crowds 
the outmoded rules of the institution. 

 The following anecdote is signifi cant in that respect. Much to the surprise of 
many, Flannery did not like wearing the traditional black suit that was the norm 
for priests at the time: 
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  People have sometimes argued with me that I should wear it for the witness value of 
it, to proclaim the presence and meaning of the priest. But it is precisely because of 
the witness factor, that the black suit is for me too much of a witness to the negative 
sides of clericalism and the Church, that I do not wear it.     (Flannery  1999 : 33)  

 In the biblical sense of the term, the witness follows the model of Jesus, who 
was the primary witness to the Good News proclaimed in the Scriptures. 
Bearing witness was also the mission entrusted by Christ to his followers: ‘you 
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 
ends of the earth’ (Acts 1:8). All Christians are now called to this task as Pope 
Francis recently reminded Catholics: ‘we can say that the road for a Christian 
follows in the footsteps of Jesus’ witness, in order to bear witness to him’ 
(Francis  2014 ). 

 This is precisely what Tony Flannery has tried to do as best he could through-
out his career. The witness’s perspective, however, is based on an individual’s sub-
jectivity; it implies the will to share personal experiences and interpretations and 
to articulate them with the Christian legacy. However, it may make it diffi  cult to 
submit to a supposedly objective truth imposed from above. In Flannery’s estima-
tion, this is justifi ed by the very nature of Jesus’s witness. Jesus rejected the ortho-
doxy of his day, and he was a revolutionary in many ways. According to Flannery, 
bearing witness therefore means picking up a ‘substantial challenge’. Indeed, ‘the 
Christian, the person who is trying to follow Christ, needs, like Jesus, to have an 
alternative voice that is diff erent from the accepted voices in society and live by 
alternative values, the values of the kingdom’ (Flannery  2004 : 33). In the same 
way as Jesus rebelled against the religious leaders of his day and ‘condemned as the 
most blind of all’, ‘the righteous ones who were living good lives and observing 
the laws’ (Flannery  2004 : 38), Flannery has little time for the institution’s authori-
tarianism. He thinks the Vatican’s pomp, splendour, insistence on orthodoxy and 
pretensions to truth would not have appealed to Jesus, and he doesn’t hesitate to 
wonder, ‘Would we crucify him?’ (Flannery  2008 : 79– 89). The growth of con-
servatism and fundamentalism he perceives within the institutional Church, and 
also among lay Catholics, is abhorrent to him because he fi nds it contrary to the 
message of the Gospel and the spirit of the Second Vatican Council. 

 In the same way, he is extremely critical of the place held by church tradi-
tion in the Catholic doctrine. He repeatedly demonstrates that the Vatican’s 
eternal truth is in large part a historical construct and that many of its aspects 
have no sound foundation in the Scriptures. He exposes the age- old misogyny 
of the Church, the well- attested medieval origin of mandatory clerical celi-
bacy, the nineteenth- century roots of papal infallibility, the unjustifi ed position 
of the Virgin Mary in the Catholic pantheon and the dubious creation by Jesus 
of the Church as we know it. Rehistoricising solidly held traditional beliefs 
also leads him to go so far as to question the literal interpretation of Mary’s 
virginity. 
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 In so doing, he is merely being true to the recommendations of  Dignitatis 
humanae , Vatican II’s Declaration on Religious Freedom: ‘on their part, all men 
are bound to seek the truth, especially in what concerns God and His Church, 
and to embrace the truth they come to know, and to hold fast to it’ (Paul VI  1965 : 
1). Flannery himself used this argument in his defence against the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith’s accusations in recent years; but we may add that 
he obeyed the council’s orders further by leading his inquiry ‘freely’, ‘with the 
aid of teaching or instruction, communication and dialogue’ and by ordering his 
whole life in accord with the demands of that truth (Paul VI  1965 : 3 and 2). Yet 
 Dignitatis humanae  is an ambiguous document that ‘leaves untouched traditional 
Catholic doctrine on the moral duty of men and societies toward the true reli-
gion and toward the one Church of Christ’ (Paul VI  1965 : 1). It also places the 
respect for ‘the truth that is unchanging’ at the heart of men’s duties (Paul VI  1965 : 
3). If we admit that the debate over the issue of authority and governance in the 
Catholic Church ultimately revolves around the meaning of truth, the ambiguities 
of Vatican II documents leave much ground for interpretation. 

 In  Fides et Ratio , John Paul II reminded bishops of ‘the Second Vatican 
Council’s insistence that (they) are “witnesses of divine and Catholic truth’ ” and 
that ‘to bear witness to the truth is therefore a task entrusted to (them)’ (John Paul 
II  1998 : 6). By contrast, Tony Flannery’s witness seeks truth in the Gospel and in 
history. Following Pius XII, John Paul II denounced such an approach as a symp-
tom of ‘biblicism’ and ‘historicism’ which, he believed, resulted in the denial of 
‘the unity which the Spirit has created between Sacred Tradition, Sacred Scripture 
and the Magisterium of the Church in a reciprocity which means that none 
of the three can survive without the others’ (John Paul II  1998 : V- 55). Unlike 
contemporary reformists, Rome interprets the decrees of Vatican II only in the 
light of earlier traditions, in particular the proceeds of the First Vatican Council, 
which, among other things, proclaimed papal infallibility in 1870. In 1998, the 
Pope lamented that ‘a legitimate plurality’ of religious positions had ‘yielded to an 
undiff erentiated pluralism’ (John Paul II  1998 : 6). Recent developments actually 
testify to the deep polarisation of opinions within the Catholic Church. 

 It is interesting in that respect to note that Flannery’s witness has attracted 
widely diverging comments that refl ect the diversity of opinions within the 
Catholic Church. To his supporters, it ‘would count as what used to be called 
“white martyrdom” ’ (Association of Catholic Priests  2012 ), the total, often heroic, 
off ering of one’s life to God. This parallel is all the more signifi cant from our per-
spective as the word ‘witness’ is etymologically a literal translation of the Greek 
for martyr. At the other end of the spectrum, traditionalists call him an apostate 
and a heretic. For his part, Cardinal Levada, the prefect of the Congregation for 
the Doctrine of the Faith who initially condemned Flannery, commented that 
some of his positions were reminiscent of Martin Luther and other Protestant 
reformers’ views (Levada  2013 ). Beyond the Catholic teaching on priesthood 
and the Eucharist to which Cardinal Levada referred, it could be argued that 
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Flannery’s understanding of the place, role and duties of the witness echoes that 
of reformed churches. In the eyes of Protestants, the individual testimony of wit-
nesses is in eff ect a crucial element in terms of the transmission of the faith. In 
an age marked by a transmission crisis, Flannery supports this approach, which 
may arguably make him an emblem of what some call the Anglicanisation of 
the Catholic Church. However, this attitude more accurately bears the mark of a 
desire to go back to the sources of Christianity openly advocated by the Second 
Vatican Council. 

 The situation in which Flannery fi nds himself today is in fact a sign of the bla-
tant failure of reformists to convince the majority in the institution of the merits 
of modernisation. In his eyes, the 1960s were a period of ‘missed opportunities’ 
as ‘the Church turned away from the spirit that imbued the Vatican Council’ 
(Flannery  1999 : 165). His attachment to the principles of his youth and the desire 
to make the Church evolve from the inside led him to a position he had not 
anticipated and is not prepared to acknowledge, that of ‘a radical fringe priest’ 
( Irish Times , 3 May 1999), accused of holding heretical views (Levada  2013 ).  1    

  A liberal, a radical or a prophetic voice? 

 Tony Flannery fi rmly denies all accusations of heresy and does not even con-
sider himself a radical. Yet, in 2012, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith expressed concern about a few sentences included in some of his articles 
published in  Reality  in 2010 and 2011. The following passage, published in the 
summer of 2010, seems to have appeared particularly objectionable and justifi ed 
vigorous condemnation and penalties: 

  I no longer believe that the priesthood, as we currently have it in the Church, origi-
nated with Jesus. He did not designate a special group of his followers as priests. To say 
that at the Last Supper Jesus instituted the priesthood as we have it is stretching the 
reality of what happened. More likely that sometime after Jesus, a select and privileged 
group within the community who had arrogated power and authority to themselves, 
interpreted the occasion of the Last Supper in a manner that suited their own agenda.   
  (Flannery  2013 : 535)  

 Flannery responded to criticism by a statement in which he denied the hereti-
cal nature of the controversial sentences, notably on grounds that they had been 
removed from their context and that their contents did no more than refl ect cur-
rent theological debates. However, he admits in  A Question of Conscience  that the 
Vatican’s action against him should not have come as a surprise in a context of 
renewed conservatism following John Paul II and Benedict XVI’s choice to return 
to nineteenth- century fundamentals. 

 Pope John Paul never appealed to Flannery. He recalls his unease during the 
Pope’s visit to Ireland in 1979 when he realised that ‘the hardness, tightness in the 
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pope’s face […] foreshadowed authoritarianism’ (Flannery  2013 : 249). Increased 
centralisation led to bishops being appointed for their orthodoxy rather than for 
their talent or their leadership qualities. This, he says, has been especially true in 
Ireland, where lay involvement has consequently been hindered more than any-
where else in the Western world. Flannery also regrets the divisive eff ects of John 
Paul II’s traditionalist approach: ‘For a leader to identify too much with a position 
that is on the extreme of the Church is not good leadership’, he commented. 
Besides, the mistaken elevation of popes to ‘a semi- divine status’ (Flannery 
 1999 : 170) ensured absolute obedience to John Paul’s outdated moral and social 
teachings on the part of the many who ‘tended to put their head down, unaware 
that they were becoming anachronisms in their own time’ (Flannery  1999 : 166). 

 The perception of time is indeed another central issue at stake as it regulates 
the understanding of reality. Flannery lives in the present and tries to be close to 
people’s lives. The offi  cial Church has chosen a radically diff erent course. Its will 
to place itself in the timeless vacuum of eternity is reminiscent of the utopian 
space- time continuum that proceeds from a form of nostalgia of origins which, as 
Raoul Vaneigem suggests, hovers between past and future and never materialises 
in the present (Vaneigem  2000 :  43). The Church is disconnected from reality, 
Tony Flannery says; it is now completely out of touch with real people. 

 For many years he respected the Papal Nuncio’s recommendation that a priest 
ought to work ‘without publicity or fanfare’ (Flannery  2013 : 231). In his latest 
book he explains that experience taught him that ‘the nuncio’s ideal priest was not 
adequate for the time we lived in, that there was too much that was dysfunctional 
about the Church and Vatican that needed to be voiced’ (Flannery  2013 : 250). 
He is a witness, but not a passive one. For that reason Flannery undoubtedly 
features among the ‘whistle- blowers’, identifi ed by Diarmaid McCulloch in his 
 Silence: A Christian History , who in the past 150 years have exposed the weak-
nesses and discreditable behaviour of an all- too- human institution (McCulloch 
 2013 : 225). From that perspective,  A Question of Conscience  can be seen as a blatant 
indictment of the inquisitorial methods of the Congregation for the Doctrine of 
the Faith, and of its secrecy, which aims to hide from the public eye its denial of 
human rights and its unfairness. 

 The publication of  The Death of Religious Life  was the fi rst signifi cant trans-
gression of the rule of silence. Noting what he held to be the terminal decline of 
apostolic religious congregations, Flannery suggested that young people be dis-
couraged from joining them, a move which would ultimately lead to the demise 
of these anachronistic institutions. Unsurprisingly, the book was not well received. 
He went further in his later works, notably  Keeping the Faith , where he expounded 
his analysis of the current problems of the Church and advocated solutions based 
on the crucial importance of reconnecting with the world. Referring to Hans 
Küng on the question of the suppression of ideas in the Catholic Church, he 
indirectly expressed his support for this major theologian who was silenced by 
the Vatican in the late 1970s. He was later repeatedly to complain of the Vatican’s 
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estrangement from the contemporary theological debate. Such was not the ambi-
tion of the book, however.  Keeping the Faith  sought to identify problems con-
nected to the structures of government and current forms of ministry. He already 
denied their divine origin and suggested reforms, including a return to the Gospel 
understanding of ministry as service –  particularly to the poor and the margin-
alised –  and the abolition of compulsory clerical celibacy. Moreover, he insisted 
that the Church did not have the monopoly of truth and that it had been ‘a 
big mistake to ever declare the pope infallible’ (Flannery  2005 : 57). Finally, he 
believed that the place of women in the Church ought to be re- examined if only 
as a gesture to the example given by Jesus and the Early Church. From this time 
onwards, and to the present day, Flannery has been an active supporter of the 
ordination of women. 

 If Levada’s accusations had exclusively concerned priesthood and the 
Eucharist, his successor Gerhard Müller added that Flannery should acknowledge 
that Jesus chose men as his apostles, a gesture that forms the basis of the Church’s 
interdiction on the ordination of women. Although he eventually agreed to make 
a statement of faith regarding the fi rst two points –  apparently to the satisfaction 
of Levada –  he was not prepared to go any further. Referring both to the legacy 
of the Gospel and the Early Church, Paul VI’s  Dignitatis humanae , the work of the 
Pontifi cal Biblical Commission (1976) and his experience of women’s alienation 
and feelings of injustice, he refused to retract. In the same way, he said he ‘could 
not have looked at himself in the mirror’ (Barry  2013 ) if he had submitted to the 
last request of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and conformed to 
the teaching of the Magisterium on moral issues. 

 Tony Flannery has always been an outspoken critic of  Humanae vitae , Paul VI’s 
encyclical that reiterated the Vatican’s ban on contraception in 1968. He also has a 
liberal stance on homosexuality, especially in view of the large number of homo-
sexuals within the ranks of the Church, an undisputable fact even within the 
Vatican, as evidenced by John Thavis in his  Vatican Diaries  (2013). In May 2015, he 
supported same- sex marriage in defi ance of the offi  cial Church’s position, just as 
he had previously supported the Protection of Life during Pregnancy Bill (2013), 
much to the horror of traditionalist groups who, in this as in other circumstances, 
could not fi nd words harsh enough to condemn him. 

 The Vatican, Hervieu- Léger notes, is caught between two types of activism –  
radicalism and fundamentalism –  that she sees as the expression of a new more 
communitarian form of socialisation in Catholic circles. Pressure comes from 
individuals in search of a collective validation of their positions. The success of 
the individual witness perspective makes this inevitable. In Hervieu- Léger’s eyes, 
the emergence and growth of active lay and religious groups is the sign of a break 
in the history of Catholicism since it is leading towards a radically new, from- 
the- bottom- up approach to authority (Hervieu- Léger  2003 : 285– 6). When the 
views of such communities refl ect their obedience to the Vatican’s orders and 
contribute to the legitimation of its authoritarianism and conservatism, then it is 
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fi ne. When they openly defy its authority and teachings and go public about it, 
they are silenced. 

 As Flannery suggests, it most certainly is no accident if the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith took action against him shortly after the launch 
of the ACP. When Flannery refused to make the requested statement, he told 
the  New York Times  that ‘it would be betrayal not only of myself but of my fel-
low priests and lay Catholics who want to change’ (Dalby  2013 ). He is aware 
that he has become a prominent mouthpiece of a loose but signifi cant move-
ment seeking renewal in the Church on the basis of the decrees of Vatican II. 
The ACP is thus widely supported by liberal lay Catholic associations such 
as the Association of Catholics in Ireland, founded in 2012, which actively 
defends the ordination of married men, a fi ght reminiscent of Flannery’s battle 
for a greater involvement of lay people in the Church. It is no accident either 
that one of the penalties imposed on him was to leave the leadership of the 
ACP. The priests of the Pfarrer initiative in Austria have similarly been disci-
plined as they, just like the ACP, are considered a threat to the Vatican, whose 
authority they undermine.  

  Conclusion 

 Flannery is not so much a thinker as a voice, not so much the holder of unor-
thodox views as a leader. In the same way as a prophet, he expresses the preoc-
cupations of his day and states clearly what many people think in private but do 
not express publicly. He looks on change as a necessary step towards the Church 
taking a serious look at itself. In his classic study of postmodernity, Jean- François 
Lyotard noted that our contemporaries favoured individual tales and disparaged 
mega- narratives (Lyotard  1979 : 7). Catholic reformists exemplify this analysis, on 
the one hand by re- reading the Gospel in the light of individual experience and, 
on the other hand, by taking into account their own life stories in order to bear 
witness to the love of Jesus. Ours is an age of witnesses who try to reconcile the 
Christian message with their experience of life. In modern democratic societies, 
legitimate power comes from the grass roots. As Frédéric Lenoir convincingly 
argues, the developments of individualism and humanism have resulted in a dra-
matic evolution of people’s attitudes towards structures of authority. Men are now 
at the centre of preoccupations, and any analysis of contemporary religious phe-
nomena must take into account this all- pervading context (Lenoir  2003 : 55– 6). 

 According to Sheila Cassidy, prophets ‘must listen to God, to the signs of the 
time, and to the cries of the oppressed, and when they have understood the mes-
sage, speak out, whatever the personal cost’ ( 1997 : 159). It may be argued that 
Flannery has become a prophetic voice, not only in Ireland but in the Western 
world, as he leads progressive Catholics towards a reinvented church, closer in 
spirit to Christianity as he understands it, founded on the belief in ‘Jesus the 
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life- giver, […] the light of the world, […] the one who has come to set us free’ 
(Flannery 2002: 60).  

  Epilogue 

 In December 2013, the Veritas Catholic bookshop in Dublin announced that 
it would not stock Flannery’s  Question of Conscience . More recently, in August 
2015, the Bishop of Cloyne prohibited a talk the sanctioned priest had been 
invited to give at the community centre in Killeagh. Such moves bring to mind 
McCulloch’s comment that ‘eff orts to silence dissidents armed with historical 
evidence have the temporary success and long- term failure of the child defend-
ing a sandcastle against the tide’ (McCulloch  2013 : 228). Indeed, Flannery has 
toured America, England and Ireland to give lectures on Church reform; he gives 
interviews in Ireland and abroad; and the Internet is an eff ective medium to con-
vey his message worldwide. It seems in fact that the diffi  culties he had with the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith have increased rather than reduced his 
aura and infl uence. Today, even though sanctions against him have not been lifted, 
it is his hope that Pope Francis’s eff orts to liberalise the Church will bear fruit. 
His comments on the prelate’s addresses during his 2015 US trip were extremely 
laudatory, except in relation to his conservative stand on women’s ordination. Yet 
the extreme fragmentation of opinions within the institution, and the strength of 
conservativeness that was evidenced during the Synod on the Family, may well 
indicate that the road to the restoration of what Flannery sees as the true church 
of Christ will be long and steep.   

   Note 

  1     ‘Speaking for the Ordinary Catholic’,  Irish Times , 3 May 1999, available at  www.
irishtimes.com/culture/speaking-for-the-ordinary-catholic-1.184225  (accessed 
20 October 2015).   
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 ‘Belief shifts’  :   Ireland’s referendum 
and the journey from  Gemeinschaft  

to  Gesellschaft     

    Eugene   O’Brien     

  I would begin this chapter with two pieces of narrative: one from fantasy litera-
ture and one from recent political discourse. The fantasy writer Terry Pratchett 
wrote a book in his Discworld series about religion, gods and belief, entitled  Small 
Gods . In the Discworld, he created a country called Omnia, a theocracy within 
which everyone and everything revolved around the worship of the Great God 
Om. Omnianism was the hegemonic ideological position in this country, and the 
capital city was made in the image of the Great God Om: 

  It extended for miles, its temples, churches, schools, dormitories, gardens, and towers 
growing into and around one another in a way that suggested a million termites all 
trying to build their mounds at the same time. When the sun rose the refl ection of 
the doors of the central Temple blazed like fi re. They were bronze, and a hundred feet 
tall. On them, in letters of gold set in lead, were the Commandments. There were fi ve 
hundred and twelve so far, and doubtless the next Prophet would add his share. The 
sun’s refl ected glow shone down and across the tens of thousands of the strong- in- 
faith who laboured below for the greater glory of the Great God Om. Probably no 
one did know how many of them there were. Some things have a way of going criti-
cal. Certainly there was only one Cenobiarch, the Superior Iam. That was certain. And 
six Archpriests. And thirty lesser Iams. And hundreds of bishops, deacons, subdeacons, 
and priests. And novices like rats in a grain store. And craftsmen, and bull breeders, and 
torturers, and Vestigial Virgins … No matter what your skills, there was a Place for you 
in the Citadel.     (Pratchett  1992 : 10)  

 Those who believed and carried out the rituals prospered; those who did not 
were subject to the ‘quisition’ (a parody of the inquisition). The premise of the 
book is that of a reciprocal relationship between gods and belief. In this universe, 
gods grow according to the amount and strength of belief in them. The process 
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is described as beginning organically as a shepherd, seeking a lost lamb, ‘fi nds it 
among the briars and takes a minute or two to build a small cairn of stones in 
general thanks to whatever spirits might be around the place’: 

  Often it stops there. But sometimes it goes further. More rocks are added, more stones 
are raised, a temple is built on the site where the tree once stood. The god grows in 
strength, the belief of its worshipers raising it upwards like a thousand tons of rocket 
fuel. For a very few, the sky’s the limit.     (Pratchett  1992 : 7)  

 It is an interesting idea, though in fact it is one that can be seen throughout the 
world: in real terms, the strength of Islam is on the rise, due largely to the fervent 
belief of its adherents, though regrettably this is resulting in destructive as much 
as in creative acts, as evidenced by the increase in terrorism throughout the world 
that claims to be based on the notion of jihad in the Qur’an. Similarly, the strength 
of Christianity, in all its forms, can be seen to be on the wane, certainly in the 
Western, developed world, as evidence by the increasingly secularist and pluralist 
cultures within which it must preach its faith. 

 However, Pratchett’s book has a twist: as in the manner of many religions, 
there is a second coming, and the Great God Om returns to earth. Given that 
there is a whole country that is dedicated to his cause, and seeing that this coun-
try is a theocracy where the highest priests are  de facto  the political and cultural 
leaders of the society, one would surmise that his strength would be truly awe-
some:  this assumption would be wrong. Revealing himself to a simple novice 
monk called Brutha, Om is surprised that he has been incarnated as a tortoise, as 
his more traditional incarnations have been those of a bull or a lion or an eagle. 
He appears to Brutha because he senses his true belief, but, as the novel pro-
gresses, it becomes very clear to Om that ‘the thing about Brutha’s fl ame of belief 
was this: in all the Citadel, in all the day, it was the only one the God had found’ 
(Pratchett  1992 : 83). So, despite the structural centrality of Omniamism in the 
country of Omnia, the actual real belief in Om has been attenuated to one rather 
simple- minded novice. Later in the book, Om explains the process as he sees it: 

  ‘Right’, said Om. ‘Now … listen. Do you know how gods get power?’ ‘By people 
believing in them’, said Brutha. ‘Millions of people believe in you’. Om hesitated. All 
right, all right. We are here and it is now. Sooner or later he’ll fi nd out for himself … 
‘They don’t believe’, said Om. 

 ‘But –  ’ 
 ‘It’s happened before’, said the tortoise. ‘Dozens of times. D’you know Abraxas 

found the lost city of Ee? Very strange carvings, he says. Belief, he says. Belief  shifts . 
People start out believing in the god and end up believing in the structure’.     (Pratchett 
 1992 : 166; italics in original)  

 The second narrative is rooted not in fantasy but in contemporary politics. On 
22 May 2015, the Irish people participated in a constitutional referendum on two 
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issues:  the thirty- fourth amendment to the Constitution was about permitting 
same- sex marriage, while the thirty- fi fth amendment suggested reducing the age 
of candidacy for the post of president of Ireland from thirty- fi ve to twenty- one. 
Ireland had long been seen as a de- facto theocracy in which the Catholic Church 
held a hegemonic position. Issues of law, health and education have all been sub-
ject to strong levels of control, both implicit and explicit, by the Catholic hierar-
chy, and this is especially true in terms of matters pertaining to sexual morality. In 
the 1980s and 1990s, rancorous debates were held around issues of contraception, 
abortion and divorce as a gradual process of secularisation challenged the older 
dispensation’s view on these matters. As the Irish people became more educated 
(ironically often due to the good work of religious teaching orders of nuns and 
brothers), and as the access to a broader range of media outlets through satellite 
channels, broadband and the Internet became more prevalent, a plurality of view-
points became available to the Irish people, and these meant that opinions were 
now being formed that were outside of the control of the Catholic Church. This 
picture is similar to what has happened in other developed countries, albeit at a 
much slower pace, and has been described in the work of Jean- François Lyotard, 
who speaks of the ‘postmodern condition’, which he defi ned as being an ‘incre-
dulity toward metanarratives. This incredulity is undoubtedly a product of pro-
gress in the sciences: but that progress in turn presupposes it’ (Lyotard  1984 : xxiv). 
These metanarratives are now broken down into a series of competing ‘little nar-
ratives ( petits récits )’ (Lyotard  1984 : 60), which must compete in the public sphere 
to gain any semblance of belief, commitment or value. Increasingly, this public 
sphere is operative online. 

 The thirty- fi fth amendment was defeated, as people felt that twenty- one was 
too young to be a candidate for the largely symbolic offi  ce of president; also, it was 
very much overshadowed by the other issue, namely the legalisation of same- sex 
marriages. The wording was straightforward and as unambiguous as such a legal-
istic discourse can be:  ‘marriage may be contracted in accordance with law by 
two persons without distinction as to their sex’. The result came as something of 
a surprise, especially in terms of how decisive it was. A total of 1,201,607 people 
(62.1 per cent) voted ‘Yes’, and 734,300 (37.9 per cent ) voted ‘No’. The total 
valid poll was just under 2 million, which was the highest number of people to 
vote in any Irish referendum since the foundation of the State. All of the major 
political parties were offi  cially in favour of the amendment, even if a signifi cant 
number of the parliamentary party members of a more conservative bent were 
notable by their absence in campaigning for the measure. The Church, and its 
supporters, were signifi cantly against the amendment but were defeated by a fac-
tor of some 24 per cent of those who voted. 

 One might well ask what a fantasy novel about religion and the thirty- fourth 
amendment to the Irish Constitution have in common, or even why Pratchett’s 
novel is being mentioned in the fi rst place. The reason is that fi ction is often one 
of the clearest ways in which the real of any situation can be uncovered, and I will 
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argue that the generic juxtaposition with which this chapter began will allow 
for a new and diff erent understanding of the nature of the referendum result 
and for some kind of explanation as to the current state of religion in Ireland. 
Fiction regularly provides access to truths about reality that otherwise remain 
unspoken. Jacques Lacan speaks of how language is always prone to leaving a gap 
in meaning –  he stresses that what he calls the symbolic order, while necessary 
for communication, is nevertheless incapable of what might be termed full com-
munication, or of accessing the real of a situation or emotion. Through its imbri-
cation of syntax, linguistic structure, associative structure of the signifi er through 
rhyme, and image- clustering, fi ction allows ‘a glimmer of signifi cation [to] spring 
forth at the surface of the real, and then causes the real to become illuminated 
with a fl ash projected from below’ (Lacan  2006 : 468). For Lacan, the real is that 
which is always there but which is impossible to express fully in language, and he 
says that it ‘carries its place stuck to the sole of its shoe, there being nothing that 
can exile it from it’ (Lacan  2006 : 17). 

 The language of fi ction, which can focus on imagined details and singular 
incidents, has the capacity to provide access to aspects of the unconscious and 
the real, both of which are barred from normal language: as he puts it, what does 
not ‘come to light in the symbolic  appears in the real ’ (Lacan  2006 : 324; italics in 
the original). In this sense, Lacan sees that ‘truth shows itself [ s’avère ] in a fi ctional 
structure’ (Lacan  2006 : 625), and this is possibly because when the reader knows 
that the genre is fi ctional, then there is a habit of connecting this fi ction with dif-
ferent real- life situations and structures. Giorgio Agamben puts it very well when 
he notes that prose, ‘takes place in such a way that its advent always already escapes 
both toward the future and toward the past’ ( 1991 : 76); in other words, fi ctional 
prose always has an eff ect beyond itself. In the case of Pratchett’s comments on 
the way that the structure created around a religion becomes the object of belief, 
as opposed to the religion itself, there is a palpable correlation with the situation 
in Ireland in the current socio- cultural context. 

 Theodor Adorno’s conception of ‘truth content’ ( Wahrheitsgehalt ) ‘indicates 
the crux of artistic knowledge and of philosophical interpretation in  Aesthetic 
Theory ’ (Zuidervaart  1991 : xxii). Adorno sees the aesthetic as a form of think-
ing: ‘the truth content of artworks is fused with their critical content’ ( 1997 : 35). 
He also sees the aesthetic as composed of a dialectic between form and content, 
between fi ction and reality and between language and the real. Adorno notes 
that aesthetic truth content and history are ‘deeply meshed’ ( 1997 : 41), and he is 
distrustful of pan- generic appeals to concepts of ‘spirit’, as his is a particularist per-
spective, which foregrounds the necessity of ‘critique’ if the truth content of the 
aesthetic is to be revealed, and it is in this sense of critique ‘that art and philosophy 
converge’ (Adorno  1997 : 88). Thus, in the present context, I would argue that 
Pratchett is making a deeply philosophical point about the relationship between 
religion as a structure and religion as a belief system, or as a mode of access to, 
and explanation of, the transcendent. In Ireland, as in Omnia, the religious and 
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political were structurally imbricated across all levels of society. The infl uence of 
the Church on education, health, legal issues and social policy has been traced in 
academic discourse, and indeed in this book, and hence this chapter will focus on 
one such social system in particular: that of marriage. 

 In Ireland, the result of the referendum was seen as a signifi cant signifi er of a 
new form of modernity, as all the political parties and many social groups were in 
favour of the legalisation of gay marriage. The Catholic hierarchy, and other pro- 
Catholic groups, were very much against this proposal, and in arguing their case, 
they had little enough to off er by way of reason apart from the argument that, 
traditionally, marriage was between a man and a woman and also that it was the 
societal structure wherein children were reared and looked after. Their campaign 
was quite negative in this sense, as indicated by the poster slogans that bedecked 
the country during the campaign: 

  Surrogacy? She needs her mother for life, not just for 9 months –  Vote No.  1    
  We already have civil partnership. Don’t redefi ne marriage –  Vote No.  2    
  Children deserve a mother and a father –  Vote No.  3    
  A mother’s love is irreplaceable –  Vote No.  4    
  Two men can’t replace a mother’s love –  Vote No.  5      

 Those in favour of the change in the legislation had a more positive range of 
words to use: 

  Yes –  Let’s treat everyone equally.  6    
  Children deserve equality –  Vote yes.  7    
  Vote yes because marriage matters.  8    
  Vote yes equality for everybody.  9      

 The fact that three of these slogans use the word ‘equality’ is telling: morally, it 
would be hard to argue against treating people equally, so by seeming to argue 
against this, the ‘No’ side were arguing that people should not be treated equally, 
which was a diffi  cult position from which to mount a campaign. The demograph-
ics and the general mood towards secularisation would suggest that the referen-
dum was likely to be carried, and in more recent social debates, the hierarchy and 
the Catholic Church have been less inclined to take a strong position. However, in 
this case, the Church and Catholic bodies such as the Iona Institute were deeply 
involved in the campaign and argued on quite essentialist philosophical principles 
regarding natural law and the traditional defi nition of marriage as between a man 
and a woman. In a pastoral letter on marriage, the Irish bishops set out their con-
ceptual stall in the fi rst paragraph: 

  Married love is a unique form of love between a man and woman which has a special 
benefi t for the whole of society. The Catholic Church, with other Christians and 
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those of no particular religious view, regard the family based on marriage between a 
woman and a man as the single most important institution in any society. To seek to 
re- defi ne the nature of marriage would be to undermine it as the fundamental build-
ing block of our society.     (Irish Catholic Bishops’ Conference  2014 : 1)  

 David Quinn, of the Iona Institute, writing in the  Irish Independent  on 21 May 
2010, asked why is marriage ‘treated uniquely’ and went on to answer his own 
question: ‘because it is unique. Out of all the myriad forms of relationships that 
people can form, only it can provide a child with a mother and a father who have 
made a formal, public commitment to one another’ (Quinn  2010 ). While aware 
of the general drift towards secularisation and a concomitant pluralisation of social 
and legal structures, nevertheless the Church was trenchant in what it must have 
known was a lost cause. The reason for this is clear, I  think, if we look at mar-
riage in terms of its place in the very specifi c historical relationship between the 
Catholic Church and the Irish State, but not just from a historical perspective. 
It is widely agreed that Church and State were hand in glove, to quote James 
Joyce, from the beginning of Independence. This point has been made, and vari-
ous examples –  de Valera looking for church approval for the social aspects of the 
Irish Constitution in 1937; James A. Costello’s comment that he was a Catholic 
fi rst and an Irishman second in 1949; the furore over the Mother and Child Bill in 
1951 –  have been discussed at length. My aim is to take a step backwards from the 
particular instances and to situate the Irish case in terms of some work done by the 
sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies as a way of understanding how and why belief shifts. 

 Tönnies, an early German sociologist and a contemporary of Durkheim 
and Weber, used the German words  Gemeinschaft  and  Gesellschaft  to distinguish 
between two fundamentally diff erent structural paradigms for social relations. 
For Tönnies, social relationships were grounded either in sentiment, friendship, 
kinship and neighbourliness ( Gemeinschaft ) or in contractual interests, rational 
calculation, monetary ties and legal codes ( Gesellschaft ): ‘The relationship itself, 
and the social bond that stems from it, may be conceived either as having real 
organic life, and that is the essence of  Community  [ Gemeinschaft ]; or else as a 
purely mechanical construction, existing in the mind, and that is what we think 
of as  Society  [ Gesellschaft ]’ (Tönnies et al.  2001 : 17).  Gemeinschaft  and  Gesellschaft  
are not mutually exclusive categories but, rather, abstract representations of social 
arrangements that may be found existing side by side in a given social context. 
For Tönnies, the sense of community is more attractive than that of society. As 
he puts it: 

  All kinds of social co- existence that are familiar, comfortable and exclusive are to be 
understood as belonging to  Gemeinschaft. Gesellschaft  means life in the public sphere, in 
the outside world. In  Gemeinschaft  we are united from the moment of our birth with 
our own folk for better or for worse. We go out into  Gesellschaft  as if into a foreign 
land. A young man is warned about mixing with bad society: but ‘bad community’ 
makes no sense in our language.     (Tönnies et al.  2001 : 18)  
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 In general, Tönnies argued, elements of  Gesellschaft  increased as societies mod-
ernised (Witte and Mannon  2010 : 153), and he has been accused of a cultural 
preference for the more organic communal  Gemeinschaft  which seems to hark 
back to a time when societies were, in fact, small communities, connected by 
kinship, friendship and the common bond of shared working and family experi-
ences. I would suggest that in this analysis of a structured society, of the way in 
which, as modernisation and postmodernisation begin to take root, the sense of 
 Gemeinschaft  begins to become one of  Gesellschaft  is most revealing. The gradual 
processes of industrialisation, and the movement from rural to urban life, which 
took several hundred years in Europe, happened belatedly in an Irish context, 
where the slow embourgeoisement of European culture was truncated into a 
few decades. As has been argued coherently by John Littleton and Eamon Maher, 
the visit of Pope John Paul II to Ireland in 1979, while seen as an endorsement 
of the hegemonic position of the Catholic Church in Ireland, in fact was more a 
grammatical conclusion to that narrative of church– state symphysis: ‘The papal 
visit in 1979 saw massive crowds assemble at venues such as the Phoenix Park, 
Drogheda, Galway and Limerick. While allegedly providing a concrete sign of the 
good health of Irish Catholicism, in essence this visit marked the end of an era’ 
(Littleton and Maher  2010 : 7). 

 Vocations had already begun to decline in the 1970s, and the gradual per-
meation of the BBC and ITV channels across the country, as opposed to just 
the eastern seaboard, meant that orthodox opinion was no longer the only voice 
heard in the media. By the 1980s and 1990s, these channels were now becoming 
more widespread across Ireland. People now had an element of choice in terms of 
forming their attitudes, and where heretofore the voices they heard were almost 
univocal –  being Irish, Catholic, conservative and republican –  now there were 
pluralist voices on the radio and television, which often disagreed with the views 
that came from the traditional Irish perspective. 

 As well as the television and the airwaves, travel also broadened the mind. 
In 1985, Ryanair instituted a £99 return fl ight to the UK, which was less than 
half the price of the British Airways and Aer Lingus lowest return fare of £209. 
The advent of cheap air fl ights to and from Britain also meant that emigration 
was no longer a one- way journey; now it was becoming the norm for people to 
come back to Ireland more often, and in so doing they brought with them atti-
tudes, commercial goods and opinions that were alien to what had traditionally 
been an Irish, Catholic, republican mindset. As Kearney points out, there can be 
little doubt about the ‘impact of social changes such as immigration or urbanisa-
tion upon religion, education, and the family’ ( 2007 : 29). In the mid- 1990s, the 
Internet became more readily available in Ireland, and now a broader and non- 
controlled world view, or to use Lyotard’s terms, world views, were available on a 
computer screen (albeit at a very slow refresh rate) in houses across the country. In 
the 1980s, the fi rst mobile phone calls were being made and by the 1990s phones 
and texts were becoming common. In contemporary Ireland, the Internet, chat 
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rooms, news feeds, Facebook, Instagram and Twitter mean that the information 
from a multi- perspectival media world is available in one’s pocket or one’s hand-
bag, and, similarly, one can post messages, thoughts and images that can be seen 
worldwide almost instantaneously. This is very diff erent from the more traditional 
modes of communication that were available in the more community- oriented 
Ireland of the past. 

 So, in a country with fi xed social, political and religious structures, gov-
erned autocratically and unquestioningly by the twin centres of power, the 
Catholic Church and the political elite, the restriction and strict control of 
information, allied to an educational system that perpetuated middle- class 
hegemony meant that change was anathema to the elite in whose charge the 
governance of the country lay. In an undereducated, largely rural community, 
such power structures had little diffi  culty perpetuating themselves: they cre-
ated narrow horizons of expectation, which limited any development or infl u-
ence from outside. Information came from the pulpit on a Sunday, from Irish 
newspapers, which operated under censorship and under legal frameworks 
that were intrinsically conservative and under a constitution that recognised 
the ‘special position of the Catholic Church’. Clearly, this closed type of soci-
ety bore all the hallmarks of a  Gemeinschaft . Martin Heidegger spoke of the 
notion of  Gemeinschaft  in terms of the comradeship experienced by soldiers 
in war. Genuine community was formed only ‘when each individual bound 
himself to what is higher than either individual or community’ (Zimmerman 
 1990 : 74), and the Irish State, as it was in its early years, placed the Catholic 
Church in this position. 

 Much of this is commonplace knowledge; most cultural critics are aware 
of these changes. What has not really been discussed, however, are the struc-
tural eff ects of these changes on both Church and State in Ireland. Referring 
to our notion of fi ction as a form of truth, this is probably best illustrated by 
taking a fi ctive Irish person in the 1960s. This person would have been white, 
mass-  and confession- going, socially and attitudinally conservative, republican 
to some degree and politically conservative as the two main political parties, 
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael were ideologically similar but historically diff erenti-
ated by their attitudes to the Treaty signed in 1921, which gave the twenty- six 
counties a restricted form of independence, with Partition as the price to be 
paid. This meant that politically there was no connection between Ireland and 
the broader right- wing/ left- wing ideological and political outlooks of Europe 
and the UK. Instead, there was a strong desire to attain national unity, while 
at the same time there was an implicit desire to shape the twenty- six counties 
as a separate identity –  as an Irish Catholic organic community, valorising the 
classical qualities of the traditional family and community- oriented structure 
of the  Gemeinschaft . Indeed, the use of the word  gemein  implies a strong sense of 
community, of something that is put in common: ‘the  Gemeinschaft  is opposed 
to the  Gesellschaft  a spontaneous community of feelings, of practices, of mores 
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that belong to a formally organised society, to an association by contract pro-
vided with rules and goals’ (Lyotard  1994 : 84). 

 I would argue that the somewhat ad- hoc nature of our independence, which 
was a slow process, was a factor here. The Easter Rebellion took place in 1916, 
but it was three years later, in January 1919, that the declaration of independence 
was made, and a further three years later, in 1922, that the Free State came into 
being. The Irish Constitution was published in 1937, and it would be another 
sixteen years before the Irish Republic was declared in 1948. This was a very 
gradual process, and one that took place, I would suggest, without any overarching 
ideological imperative. As has so often been the case in colonial societies, the main 
unifying focus was the desire to achieve independence from the colonial power. It 
was only in the advent of this independence that people started to look at the type 
of postcolonial society that they would like to set up. Often fractures occurred in 
the independence movement, and, in the pattern in many Third World nations, 
a war of independence was followed by a civil war and partition. To heal these 
divisions, certain signifi ers of belonging were prioritised by the ruling elites, signi-
fi ers that stressed unity, togetherness and a sense of belonging –  in other words, of 
sameness. To avoid reinforcing the divisions that already existed, there was a focus 
on looking into ourselves and into what made us similar, a point tellingly made 
by Seamus Heaney who noted that ‘our pioneers keep striking /  inwards and 
downwards’ (Heaney  1969 : 56), and the family is perhaps the ultimate source of 
such sameness. The  Gemeinschaft  has this sense of sameness at its core: it is created 
through the ‘ties of kinship, fellowship, custom, history and communal ownership 
of primary goods’ (Tönnies et al.  2001 : xvii– xviii). Kinship is key, and marriage 
is very much the primary unit of such organic communities, as it is the core unit 
around which a community of sameness and relationship is built. Tönnies makes 
this very clear: 

  The most important of these is  marriage , which on the one hand provides the basis for 
a new family and on the other is formed by a free agreement between man and wife, 
although this can only be understood in terms of the idea and ethos of the family. 
Marriage in its moral sense, i.e. monogamy, can be defi ned as perfect  neighbourhood –    
living together in constant physical proximity. Its whole nature consists in community 
of place by day and night, and the sharing of bed and board; the spouses’ spheres of 
activity and infl uence are not just adjacent but identical, like the communal fi elds of 
fellow villagers. And likewise their  joint ownership of goods  can be seen most clearly in 
their possession of the same farmland.  [italics original]      (Tönnies et al.  2001 : 205)  

 Ireland, I would argue, was a  Gemeinschaft , an organic community where the veri-
ties of sameness, or of what Heidegger would term gathering ( Versammlung ), were 
the core imperatives. Marriage, in the traditional sense of a relationship between 
man and woman, that produced children, and as a means of interpellating new 
people into the values and mores of the  Gemeinschaft , is a core ideological state 
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apparatus, to use the terminology of Louis Althusser. He diff erentiated between 
the repressive state apparatus (the army, the law, the police) and the ideological 
state apparatus (religion, education, the family, the legal and political establish-
ments, the communications media and the arts) (Althusser  2001 : 143). This is a 
way of replicating a culture through each generation, through education, culture 
and religion, because, as Althusser notes, culture ‘is the ordinary name for the 
Marxist concept of the  ideological ’ ( 2001 : 242). He views education as the appa-
ratus that has ‘replaced in its functions the previously dominant ideological State 
apparatus, the Church’ (Althusser  2001 : 154). 

 By making marriage central to the  Gemeinschaft  of Ireland, such ideological 
conformity was ensured from the beginning of the State. Marriage in Ireland was 
largely sacramental, as already noted, but it was also generative of other sacraments 
for the children of such marriages. Therefore, marriage engendered the baptism 
of the child, the sacrament of penance, followed by that of fi rst communion and 
then later confi rmation. Ideally, the children would then progress to marriage, and 
the cycle would be repeated. The end of life was signifi ed by the sacrament of last 
rites, where one’s family surrounded the dying person as the priest ushered them 
into the next life. Thus, from the cradle to the grave, the Church provided the 
ideological signposts that guided the Irish person through their lives, and, as fam-
ily was the central vehicle for the embodiment of this process, so marriage was the 
transcendental signifi er of what was its ultimate and logical goal. By making mar-
riage religious and quasi- transcendental through its sacramental nature, the Irish 
Catholic Church was creating what Julia Kristeva sees as a national community 
which is ‘not a political one but organic, evolutionary, at the same time vital and 
metaphysical –  the expression of a nearly irrational and indiscernible spirit that is 
summed up by the word  Gemeinsinn ’ ( 1991 : 176– 7). 

 Thus, marriage, from this perspective of maintaining the seminal signifi cance 
and organic nature of the Irish  Gemeinschaft , came to be of central importance, 
and over the years, the Church, with the compliance of the State, made sure that 
marriage was ideologically constructed to ensure the survival and strengthening 
of the Catholic world view. This was especially true in the case of a marriage 
between a Catholic and a Protestant. In 1908, Pope Pius X, in his  Ne temere  
decree, deemed any marriage performed by a Protestant minister to be ‘inva-
lid’ and mandated that if a mixed couple wished to be married by a Roman 
Catholic priest ‘they must sign a written promise that their children would be 
baptised, educated, and confi rmed as Catholics’ (Tobin  2012 : 172). This decree 
was enforced rigidly in Ireland, and the net result was that if a Catholic married 
a Protestant, and they had four children, all of these would be Catholic. So of the 
six people involved, initially there were fi ve Catholics and one Protestant; by the 
time the parents die, all that would be left was four Catholics. It could be seen 
as a non- violent and insidious way of ensuring that the  Gemeinschaft  replicated 
itself and also of stating unambiguously that any forms of diff erence were gently, 
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but permanently, attenuated. Although there were Protestant TDs, and indeed a 
Protestant president, ‘until the 1960s Irish legislation was almost unquestioningly 
infused with Catholic morality’ (Edwards et al.  2005 ), and those who were not 
of the  Gemeinschaft  were made feel isolated and marginal to the concerns of the 
nation. 

 Hence, as well as being a central pillar of the generation of a sacramental 
interpellation of subjects into the Catholic religion, marriage as a sacrament was 
also a central pillar in the gradual decreasing of the other religious group. Thus, 
ideologically as well as religiously, marriage was a core instrument of social con-
trol and was constitutive of the  Gemeinschaft  that was Ireland, as it controlled 
the future by ensuring that children were interpellated as Catholics and were 
inducted into the ideological position of Irish Catholicism before being able to 
have any choice in the matter. 

 I think it now becomes clearer as to the huge importance placed by the 
Church on civil partnership, but more especially on the essentialist defi nition 
of marriage as being between a man and a woman and also as being the ful-
crum around which a family was created and sustained. The notion of same- sex 
couples being accorded equal status would deal a death knell to this hegemonic 
mode of control as such marriages would either be childless or else would 
use what the Catholic Church would see as ‘unnatural’ methods of child pro-
duction, such as in- vitro fertilisation, or surrogacy or donors in order to have 
children –  children who, almost by defi nition, would not be Catholics. Thus, 
the redefi nition of marriage means a substantial and qualitative change in the 
whole nature of the society as civil marriages between heterosexual or same- sex 
couples mean a signifi cant loss of control over the institution by the Catholic 
Church in the present and also a signifi cant loss of control over the ideology of 
the Irish people of the future. Without a Catholic marriage, there would be no 
sacraments of baptism, penance, communion, confi rmation and last rites, which 
means that there is now a movement away from the organic  Gemeinschaft  and 
towards a more pluralist and democratically motivated notion of choice. The 
gradual process of secularisation and globalisation of which we spoke earlier 
had gradually weakened this organic community, and the plurality of views was 
also gradually introducing the more disparate notion of the  Gesellschaft  and of 
the shifting of belief. 

 The change in the defi nition and ideological function of marriage was a 
further and, I  would suggest, irrevocable step in that direction. More choice, 
created by the pluralisation of opinion- forming agencies and a more educated 
population becoming active in the public sphere, meant that there has been a 
gradual loosening of the bonds of the organic community, and the redefi nition 
of marriage has been a classic example of the diff erence between  Gemeinschaft  
and  Gesellschaft , ‘between the older organic societies and those fragmented and 
atomistic social agglomerations with which we are familiar in the modern world, 
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with their profound subjectivisation and their monadisation of individual expe-
rience’ (Jameson  1988 : 140). In the  Gesellschaft , the individual appears to be more 
the focus of attention than the structural community, and this is very much the 
type of society in which we are now living. Each individual, with their personal 
computer in the form of a phone or tablet, is both connected to, and at the 
same time cut off  from, society, and by a swipe of the fi nger, the communities 
within which they participate can change a number of times in a short period. 
This is at variance with the notions of sameness and connection that categorise 
the  Gemeinschaft , as the individual now has a choice of communities as opposed 
to the older system wherein the community had its choice of individuals and 
interpellated them accordingly, and the core agent of this process was marriage. 

 In the Irish  Gemeinschaft , Church and State were at one in marriage –  the 
sacramental and the societal were fused in the same ceremony, and the couple 
were enculturated into the process of replicating the organic community of Irish 
Catholicism, even if one of them was not an Irish Catholic themselves. To refer 
back to Kristeva’s point, such a ceremony is both organic and evolutionary but at 
the same time ‘vital and metaphysical’, and, as such, marriage was the  fons et origo  
of the Irish Catholic organic community. Now, however, civil marriage is part of 
the range of options available to couples, and the necessity of couples being het-
erosexual has also been removed. Hence, over a period of time, the younger gen-
erations will increasingly be members of a  Gesellschaft , where there are individual 
options and choices available to them. The broader consequences for church con-
trol over society are wide- ranging, as if a growing number of children are not 
members of the Catholic community in Ireland, then there will be an increasing 
demand for more choice in the provision of health and, crucially, education, and 
the process of pluralisation will increase exponentially, as the Church retreats from 
its position of societal and cultural dominance to one of ever- increasing marginal-
ity in a society ‘as a conglomerate of alienated individuals’ (Žižek  1991 : 163– 4). 
In such a secularising and globalising society, the question will be ‘whether people 
have the feeling of belonging together ( Gemeinschaft ) or whether they see their 
ties with others more as a contractual link, something more exterior’ (Ricœur and 
Taylor  1986 : 189). 

 The consequences for society are very much what we are seeing in the Ireland 
of today: a forward- looking place which is open to many cultural, political and 
religious infl uences. Not all of these are positive, and there are many people expe-
riencing feelings of alienation and a longing for the older sense of belonging 
and community that can express itself in a ‘generally negative attitude in relation 
to modernity and their nostalgia for an original community of the  Gemeinschaft  
type’ (Mouff e  1993 : 32). However, as the newer generations replace the old, the 
Irish Catholic  Gemeinschaft  will become a fading memory, and the individual-
ised, consumer- capitalist- driven society that is in the process of development will 
be the norm. The connections between Catholicism and Irish nationalism have 
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already been noted, and here one might agree with Benedict Anderson when 
he talks about the consequences of this connection: ‘If the nationalist imagining 
is so concerned, this suggests a strong affi  nity with religious imaginings. As this 
affi  nity is by no means fortuitous, it may be useful to begin a consideration of the 
cultural roots of nationalism with death, as the last of a whole gamut of fatalities’ 
(Anderson  1991 : 10). 

 It is under the rubric of Anderson’s notion of death that this chapter concludes, 
as we look at the consequences of the move from  Gemeinschaft  to  Gesellschaft  for 
the Irish Catholic Church. The Church in Ireland was focused on becoming 
part of an Irish organic community, and it was entrenched in the structures and 
the mechanisms of the state from the beginning of Irish Independence. Catholic 
priests and bishops have had ex- offi  cio positions on boards of management of 
schools and educational institutions at all levels in Irish society and have had de- 
facto control over hospitals and health policy until relatively recently. Structurally, 
the Church was a partner with the State in the creation and perpetration of an 
organic community. In recent years, issues such as the ones discussed, as well as 
the infamous clerical child abuse scandals and institutional cover- up of many 
such instances have left the Church bereft of moral authority which meant that 
in recent campaigns they have been unable to mount as vigorous a statement of 
their own position, and the hierarchy have been quite restrained, using groups like 
the Iona Institute as proxies to voice their position. It is one of the core ironies 
of the Irish situation that it was the moral majoritarian position of the Catholic 
Church on sex outside marriage that resulted in so many pregnant young women 
being forced to put their children into Church- run institutions, orphanages and 
Magdalene laundries, as it was these very places wherein church abuse of children 
and teenagers took place and led, in many ways, to the downfall of the structural 
hegemonic position of the Church in Irish society. 

 Having been so involved in the structural trappings of societal control and 
ideological formation, it could be said that the central Christian message, which is, 
after all, the core reason for the Church’s existence, has become rather lost in the 
paperwork, and now, in a society which it no longer controls, and wherein it no 
longer has a strong moral or ethical authority, the Church is searching for a new 
sense of vocation. Whether or not it can fi nd this, with falling mass attendances, 
diminishing sacramental participation and a decline in the quantity, and probably 
the quality, of vocations, is a moot point. Only prophets can predict what the 
future may hold, and they are thin on the ground in Ireland at present. However, 
just as we began with a fi ction that spoke, in an oblique way, the truth about real-
ity, so we will conclude with the same book. In  Small Gods , there is a discussion 
between Om, the god turned into a tortoise due to lack of belief, and Brutha 
about an old scroll by Abraxas, a philosopher who had written on religion. In this 
discussion, there is an account of what happens to the core belief of a religion, 
or ‘the worship of a godde’, when it becomes part of the structural matrix of a 
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society with lots of power and authority. It is a message that, while fi ctive, holds 
within it a strong grain of truth: 

  Abraxas says here: ‘Around the Godde there forms a Shelle of prayers and Ceremonies 
and Buildings and Priestes and Authority, until at Last the Godde Dies. Ande this 
maye notte be noticed.’ 

 ‘That can’t be true!’ 
 ‘I think it is. Abraxas says there’s a kind of shellfi sh that lives in the same way. It 

makes a bigger and bigger shell until it can’t move around any more, and so it dies.’ 
 ‘But … but … that means … the whole Church …’ 
 ‘Yes.’ 

 (Pratchett  1992 : 177)  

 The second last sentence, ending on an ellipse, is an example of the rhetorical 
trope of  aposiopesis . This term is derived from is derived from a Greek words 
 apo  (‘away from’) and  siope  (silent), so it means ‘becoming silent’, which signi-
fi es an unfi nished thought. The  aposiopesis  here is telling as Brutha is unwilling 
to follow the comparison to its logical conclusion:  just as the shellfi sh dies 
because it is gradually suff ocated by the external aspects of its shell, so too 
the Church will die as it is gradually suff ocated by the external trappings of 
its own structure. The living, breathing shellfi sh dies because it can no longer 
move; the living breathing message of the Church, ‘Love your neighbour’, and 
‘Do unto others as you would have them so unto you’, is similarly in danger of 
being lost in the welter of legalistic and conservative attempts to retain control 
of a  Gemeinschaft  that is no longer a reality. In essence, the Catholic Church’s 
campaign did not love its neighbour nor did it look to grant rights to others 
that they would like to have themselves: empathy and justice, both at the core 
of the Christian message, were sadly lacking. Irish society is now a  Gesellschaft , 
and the Church must come to terms with this and reimagine itself if it is to 
be a living participant of this new social and cultural structure. In future refer-
endums and cultural conversations, the Catholic Church must be on the side 
of equality, fairness and a sense of justice, and if this means changing its rules 
then so be it. Otherwise, the Church, like Abraxas’s shellfi sh, will wither and 
die, and we know this because this is a process that has happened before, and 
we are possibly in the middle of watching it happen again in an Ireland where 
belief has most defi nitely shifted.  

   Notes 

  1     See  http://www.irishexaminer.com/viewpoints/analysis/marriage-equality-referendum-
no-campaign-does-not-value-each-child-327323.html  (accessed 16 January 2016).  

  2     See  https://www.reddit.com/r/ireland/comments/33ewgy/3_posters_for_the_no_
campaign_2_have_nothing_to/   (accessed 14 January 2016).  

  3     See  http://www.thejournal.ie/no-vote-campaign-poster-couple-disagree-2086365-  
May2015/   (accessed 16 January 2016).  
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  4     See  http://www.familylaw.co.uk/news_and_comment/ireland-introduces-same-sex-  
 marriage-by-popular-vote#.V9_WgYgrKHs  (accessed 15 January 2016).  

  5     See  http://utv.ie/News/2015/05/13/New-campaign-posters-for-Mothers-and-Fathers- 
Matter-37177  (accessed 17 January 2016).  

  6     See  https://irishelectionliterature.com/2015/04/19/vote-yes-lets-treat-everyone-equally-
marriage-equality-referendum-leafl et-from-labour/   (accessed 16 January 2016).  

  7     See  http://www.thejournal.ie/vote-yes-2088609-May2015/   (accessed 15 January 
2016).  

  8     See  http://www.irishcentral.com/opinion/cahirodoherty/why-i-need-ireland-to-vote-
yes-in-the-marriage-equality-referendum  (accessed 14 January 2016).  

  9     See  http://www.irishexaminer.com/referendums2015/referendums2015-analysis/
time-to-decide-10-reasons-to-vote-yes-and-10-reasons-to-vote-no-332080.html  
(accessed 16 January 2016).   
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     10 

 Faith, hope and clarity?  :   A new 
church for the unhoused    

    Michael   Cronin     

  If you happened to fi nd yourself in Prague on St Patrick’s Day 1977, and you 
went looking for fl owers, you might eventually ask yourself the following ques-
tion, ‘Why were all the fl orists closed?’ The answer was that one man, the phi-
losopher, Jan Pato č ka, alone was responsible for this sudden dearth of fl owers in 
the Czech capital. A founding signatory of Charter 77, he was repeatedly harassed 
by the state secret police. At the end of one particularly harrowing interrogation 
session, he died of apoplexy, aged sixty- nine. Determined that there should be 
no public display of support for the deceased thinker and activist, the authorities 
decreed that all fl ower shops remain closed on the day of his funeral. When the 
funeral orations began, the police started revving up their motorcycle engines, 
and a helicopter hovered low over the open grave. Five days before the interroga-
tion session that cost him his life, Pato č ka wrote the following words in what was 
to be his last text: ‘Let’s be honest, in the past, conformism has never led to an 
improvement but a worsening of the situation […] What is necessary is to behave 
at all times with dignity, not to be intimidated or frightened. What is necessary 
is to speak the truth’ (Pato č ka  1977 : 45). In speaking the truth, many dissidents 
from Central and Eastern Europe were lauded by intellectuals in the West. On 
the other hand, after the fall of communism in 1989, the writings of dissidents 
were increasingly regarded as historical documents of interest rather than political 
interventions of note. Dissidence was part of the ideological battleground of the 
Cold War, and, once the war was over, all was deemed to be ‘Quiet on the Eastern 
Front’. Václav Havel, Pato č ka’s co- signatory of Charter 77, pointed out, however, 
that what Western Europe had failed to understand about dissidence in Eastern 
Europe would come back to haunt it. Havel’s main contention was that the totali-
tarian regimes that had wreaked so much havoc in Central and Eastern Europe 
were the manifestation of the darker sides of modernity and that any attempt to 
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think through modernity had to accept the unpalatable realities of coercion, ter-
ror and mass murder (Havel  1989 : 234). 

 Havel, in a sense, was aligning himself with a long tradition of Central and 
Eastern European writers and thinkers from Robert Musil and Elias Canetti to 
Czesław Miłosz and Jan Pato č ka, who, alerted by historical experience to the 
nightmares of reason, sought out new forms of transcendence that would drive 
emancipation for human beings (Laignel- Lavastine  2005 : 15– 34). The drive for 
emancipation was articulated in a context of extreme crisis where peoples in the 
Soviet bloc were enslaved in the name of an ideology of emancipation. As Ireland 
comes out of the most severe politico- economic crisis in its post- Independence 
history, it is worth asking what kind of emancipation we might strive for and what 
the role of religion and critical thinking might be in a new project of human 
fl ourishing. 

  Political rationality 

 In July 2010, a detention order for a young girl in a County Cork industrial 
school was placed for auction on eBay. There was considerable adverse reaction 
from the victims of abuse in Ireland’s industrial schools, and comparisons were 
drawn with an earlier controversial auction of letters detailing the horrors of the 
Irish Famine. Davoc Rynne, the owner of the company, Irish Celt, that put the 
letter up for auction, said in his defence, ‘I can understand that [negative reaction] 
but we live in a capitalist society, so what can we do? I had to buy it’ (McGarry 
 2010 ). The MD of Irish Celt simply articulated what has become a fatalistic com-
monplace in late modernity. The writer and theorist Mark Fisher has dubbed this 
commonplace ‘capitalist realism’, which he defi nes as ‘the widespread sense that 
not only is capitalism the only viable political and economic system, but also that 
it is now impossible even to  imagine  a coherent alternative to it’ (Fisher  2009 : 2; 
italics in original). 

 To understand how even imagining alternatives has become impossible, it 
is necessary to begin by asking why one system has become both ‘political and 
economic’ in its expression? When neo- liberal thought fi rst emerged from uni-
versities and conservative think tanks, it was presented as primarily to do with 
economic arrangements. What neo- liberal economists sought was a radically free 
market, maximum competition, free trade, business- friendly tax policies and a 
light- touch regulatory environment. When neo- liberal thought became hegem-
onic in the economic arena, it began to shift from being a rationale for economic 
policy to becoming a fully blown form of political rationality where all dimen-
sions of human life were to be subject to market discipline (Brown  2005 : 38– 40). 
Education, health, the prison system, social welfare, the security forces, all become 
subject to neo- liberal political rationality. As neo- liberal political rationality sub-
sumes the state to its own ends, immigration policy is no longer a matter of 
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humane response to human suff ering but a cold calculation of the economic cost 
of keeping people together in the one place, and the CEO of one company, Intel, 
commands more ministerial attention than all the faculty of the schools of educa-
tion in the Republic of Ireland put together. The native expression of this form 
of rationality might be termed McCarthyism after the type of instrumental cost– 
benefi t analysis that underlay Colm McCarthy’s 2009 report on the full range of 
the State’s activities and the logic for the extensive cuts proposed in the report. 
The sole criterion for judging the success of a state under the new regime is its 
ability to sustain and foster the development and extension of the Market (see 
Bobbitt  2002 ). Health, education and law enforcement, which previously served 
diff erent, autonomously defi ned ends (physical and mental well- being, knowledge 
and wisdom, freedom and security) are now all subordinated to the one end: mar-
ket sustainability. As societies such as Ireland in the late modern period repudiate 
transcendental beliefs such as Catholicism, the void is fi lled with new forms of 
instrumentalised transcendentalism in the form of the Market itself. In 2013, Pope 
Francis pointed to the vulnerabilities such blind belief engenders, ‘whatever is 
fragile, like the environment, is defenceless before the interests of a deifi ed market, 
which becomes the only rule’ (Francis  2013 : 56). 

 One of the crueller paradoxes of the crisis that beset Ireland from 2008 onwards 
was that the crisis that directly resulted from the excesses of extreme neo- liberalism 
led not to the delegitimising of neo- liberal rationality but, on the contrary, to an 
unprecedented intensifi cation of the deployment of neo- liberal political rational-
ity. As the Market proved itself to be the God that Failed, the response was not to 
dismantle a system or question a logic that had generated hitherto unseen levels 
of inequality, greed and environmental destructiveness but to use public monies to 
subsidise private losses and to introduce a series of austerity measures that primar-
ily targeted public goods. Pope Francis, in his 2015 encyclical letter,  Laudato si: On 
Care for Our Common Home , noted: ‘[s] aving banks at any cost, making the public 
pay the price, foregoing [ sic ] a fi rm commitment to reviewing and reforming the 
entire system, only reaffi  rms the absolute power of a fi nancial system’ (Francis 
 2015 : 96). In a sense, the Market has come to function as a dark version of tran-
scendence, operating across geographical space and historical time and informing 
every aspect of the lives of human beings. Further confi rmation of this phenom-
enon was provided in July 2010 where EU leaders met around the clock to discuss 
an aid package for member- states, the stated aim being to fi nish the discussions at 
all costs before the markets opened on the following Monday. The markets were 
treated as if they were a parody of a pagan deity: irascible, touchy and only to be 
appeased with pledges, sacrifi ces and the burnt off erings of public services. 

 It is in this context that it is possible to argue that the greatest single threat 
to the sustainability and creative contribution of religious belief in Ireland is not 
some fantasmatic corruption of personal morality by hetero- normative sexual 
practices but the relentless instrumentalisation of human beings implicit in neo- 
liberal political rationality. For when all is subordinated to the logic of the Market, 
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humans’ only value lies in their market value, understood in exclusively monetary 
terms. The inhuman reductiveness of the Market also points up the falseness of the 
opposition in Ireland between religious believers and secular, progressive thinkers. 
A constant theme of public comment and mass- media presentation is the pitching 
of secularisng ‘pinko’ liberals against ‘hardline’ believers of the nation’s diff erent 
faith traditions (more particularly, the dominant faith traditions). In this Punch 
and Judy show of the Ancients and the Moderns, the enemy is alternatively the 
godless or the God- fearing Other. The eff ect of this false dichotomy is to conceal 
the very considerable overlap in concerns and values between believers and pro-
gressive secularists; notably, the mortal danger posed to both by what might be 
termed market totalitarianism. 

 To contend that there is no alternative to the Market is to argue, in eff ect, that 
democracy is meaningless. Democracy, if it is to mean anything, implies a set of 
choices between alternatives. Free will, as understood by mainstream Christianity, 
becomes null and void as one is no longer free to will anything other than the 
Market. In a paradoxical way, the Market totalitarianism which is the outcome 
of neo- liberal political rationality presents the ultimate triumph of the vulgar 
materialism that underpinned totalitarian regimes in the Communist bloc. All 
of human life and practices (superstructure) were reducible to the operations of 
the economic (base structure). The suppression of religious belief then was but 
one facet of this conviction in the supremacy of the material, which is enjoying 
renewed vigour as an ideology in the fetishisation of the Market. What I wish 
to argue for is the necessity of a new culture of dissent in Ireland that will bring 
together critical believers and non- believers. In response to the shock- and- awe 
tactics of market Stalinism, I want to consider how a number of key concepts, 
central to both many forms of religious belief and to progressive politics, can ena-
ble a new coalition of the willing dedicated to the construction of a free, humane, 
meaningful and spiritually transformed polity and educational system.  

  Empathy 

 One of the most celebrated poems by the Polish poet, noted dissident and Nobel 
laureate Czesław Miłosz (1911– 2004) is entitled ‘Campo dei Fiori’: 

  At times wind from the burning 
 Would drift dark kites along 
 And riders on the carousel 
 Caught petals in midair. 
 That same hot wind 
 Blew open the skirts of the girls 
 And the crowds were laughing 
 On that beautiful Warsaw Sunday. 

 (Miłosz  1988 : 47)  
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 The title refers to the square in Rome where the philosopher Giordano Bruno 
was burnt on charges of heresy. However, the square described in the poem is 
Krasinski Square in Warsaw, the site of a funfair in wartime Poland. Adjacent 
to the square was the Jewish ghetto, and it was here on 19 April 1943 that the 
Wehrmacht began to burn down the ghetto and kill its inhabitants. The poem 
juxtaposes the carefree joy of the city- dwellers making the most of the amuse-
ments on a sunny Sunday afternoon with the unmentionable horrors (‘dark kites’) 
of the slaughter taking place only yards away on the other side of the ghetto wall. 
At one level, Miłosz’s poem, written in the year of the destruction of the ghetto, 
1943, is a telling indictment of the almost casual anti- Semitism that condemns 
thousands of Polish Jews to atrocious deaths. But at another level, the poem is a 
more general snapshot of the terrifying consequences of indiff erence to the plight 
of one’s neighbour. It is, above all else, a dark vision of the collapse of empathy. 

 A fundamental feature of a successful democratic society is the requirement 
for empathy. One of the duties of a citizen in a democracy is to learn what it is 
to be someone not like oneself and to be aware of the impact of choices that one 
makes on the lives of others. This can involve everything from the way we design 
entrances to our public buildings to the way we strive to avoid racial profi ling in 
the policing of our streets. In a world of global interdependence, where our needs 
are catered for by people we will most probably never meet (the cotton shirt from 
India or the iPhone from China), forms of empathy need to be global as well as 
local. The capacity to imagine and understand the lives, feelings and historical 
experiences of others is crucial to the creation of sustainable human communi-
ties where citizens can remain equal in their diff erence. When we conceive of 
progress, it is typically in these terms. A particular group –  the disabled, a sexual, 
ethnic or religious minority –  is accorded rights of equal citizenship as a result 
of more inclusive forms of empathy. Conversely, bigotry, persecution, discrimi-
nation, exploitation are seen as undermining democratic promise because they 
fatally restrict empathy to privileged groups in a society. A singular contribution 
of the humanities and social sciences, from the disciplines of sociology, psychol-
ogy, philosophy and anthropology to the teaching of history and literature is the 
potential to develop and strengthen the empathetic imagination. Without such 
imagination, the very cohesiveness of our societies is put in peril and the ability 
for a country to function in a globalised world becomes highly problematic. The 
rise of gated communities in urban centres all over the island of Ireland or the 
challenge, domestically and internationally, of coming up with humane responses 
to migration show that there is no room for complacency. 

 What we witness under conditions of market totalitarianism, however, is not 
simply the relentless celebration of individual gain but the popularisation of deeply 
anti- empathetic forms of social Darwinism. What is striking about programmes 
featured prominently on Irish television over the past two decades, from  Big Brother  
and  The Weakest Link  to  The Dragon’s Den  and  The Apprentice , is that the supreme 
value is the survival of the fi ttest (the notion of ‘fi tness’ being variously defi ned). 
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Rituals of expulsion, public humiliation and vituperative forms of denunciation 
are standard fare in the Circus slaughter of media innocents. Empathy for the feel-
ings of others becomes a positive obstacle to the onwards and upwards strivings 
of individuals wholly devoted to a credo of ruthless self- advancement. It is pre-
cisely this credo that is repudiated by the teachings of the major faith traditions in 
Ireland. What Christianity, for example, has tirelessly argued for has been the abso-
lute centrality of empathy –  of doing unto others what you would have done to 
you –  to its message (MacCulloch  2010 : 88). This explains, in part, the immense 
hurt experienced by many believers on learning of the nature and extent of 
clerical abuse scandals, as they demonstrated, above all else, a catastrophic and 
systematic failure of the faculty for empathy. The brutal, anti- empathetic thrust 
of neo- liberal political rationality mediated by representations in popular culture 
is thus deeply inimical to what remains, despite the depredations of authoritarian 
clericalism over the years, a core value of religious belief in Ireland. 

 The philosopher Martha Nussbaum in her  Not for Profi t: Why Democracy Needs 
the Humanities  (2010) speaks of the type of education presupposed by democratic 
self- governance. The type of citizen required is ‘an active, critical, refl ective and 
empathetic member of a community of equals, capable of exchanging ideas on 
the basis of respect and understanding with people from many diff erent back-
grounds’ (Nussbaum  2010 : 141). For a society to function as a democratic entity 
locally, and to fl ourish as a community of equals globally, it must incorporate the 
empathetic imagination into every aspect of its educational practice. Empathy, 
in eff ect, is a value that off ers a crucial commonality to believers and progressive 
non- believers alike as they collectively resist the destruction of their capacity to 
care for and cherish the lives of others.  

  Responsibility 

 The President of Ireland, Michael D. Higgins, has argued that in Ireland, ‘an enor-
mous price has been paid for anti- intellectualism, which has closed out political 
theory, the best scholarship and celebration of the imagination’ (cited in Dillon 
 2011 : 44). Part of the price was the collapse of the Irish economy and the need 
for an IMF/ EU bailout in 2010. What was readily apparent in the boom years 
was the serious absence of critical thinking, more especially long- term, structural 
thinking, from the private and public sector. The recourse to ill- conceived short- 
term solutions and active hostility to any serious questioning of an unconditional 
belief in the wisdom of markets led to the spectacular and costly failure of the 
banking sector and an unprecedented attack on the living standards of the least 
well- off  members of society. However, what the crisis revealed more generally 
was a paradox endemic in everything from systemic failures in the health service 
to governance problems in major fi nancial institutions. On the one hand, for 
example, the credit crisis was blamed on particular individuals –  named bankers 
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or property developers –  who were said to have abused the system. The system 
itself was not to blame, only the proverbial bad apples. There was nothing inher-
ently corrupt about present banking practices, only isolated instances of corrupt 
bankers. On the other hand, when any attempt is made to go after individuals, 
the causes of abuse are said to be so systemic and so diff use that no one individual 
can be held to account. The bankers were only following orders; it is not they but 
the system which is to blame. This dual structure of disavowal runs as a common 
theme through the blood- transfusion scandal, the catastrophic failure of foster- 
care policies in the Health Service Executive and the controversy surrounding 
the bank bailout. The ultimate result, of course, is consequences without causes. 
Nobody is to blame, but everyone has to pay the cost. 

 This systematic evasion of moral responsibility has corrupted the language 
of public life. Public fi gures who have been shown to have done something 
that is patently wrong will only admit to an ‘error of judgement’ as if moral-
ity was a form of cost– benefi t analysis and they had somehow got the fi gures 
wrong. When women die from contaminated blood products, children’s lives 
are destroyed by criminally incompetent fosterage arrangements, and ordinary 
citizens face real hardship as they bear the collective costs of private losses, the 
sense of injustice is compounded by the abject failure to hold anyone to account. 
This, in turn, leads to an understandable and widespread discrediting of author-
ity, whether it be vested in banks, institutional churches or the legal and medical 
professions. 

 The crisis in authority can, of course, be addressed in two ways. One way is 
to render authority more authoritarian by making the State and its agents more 
coercive in their response to forms of criticism and dissent (for examples of this 
response in the Irish case see Cronin  2009 : 109– 22). Another approach is through 
the development of what one might term a sense of structural responsibility, that 
is to say, a recognition of how personal, moral responsibility is determined, though 
not nullifi ed, by structural constraints. The development of this sense of structural 
responsibility is dependent upon the introduction of critical, Socratic thinking at 
all levels in Irish education. Underlying such an approach to thinking are three 
assumptions. First, people who fail to examine themselves deeply and critically are 
more likely to be easily infl uenced by others, as was so apparent in the widespread 
consumerist materialism of Tiger Ireland. Second, a lack of clarity about values, 
goals, aims or objectives resulting from deep thinking leads to the temptation to 
defer unquestioningly to authority fi gures, whether they be political bosses or 
senior bankers. Third, when ideas are left unexamined, the temptation is to treat 
politics as a purely agonistic exercise, as all about Them and Us, where personali-
ties are everything and policies count for naught. Crucially, when ideas are arrived 
at rather than simply given, there is a much greater sense of ownership. It is easier 
to feel responsible for values that are freely and deliberately chosen than for those 
that are imposed or that are vaguely sensed to be part of a prevailing  Zeitgeist . 
The implication is that the sense of personal responsibility for deeds resulting 
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from these values is all the greater in that there is a thoughtful engagement in the 
elaboration of the values themselves. 

 Central to the development of critical thinking must be an awareness of the 
structures that govern our lives. This is why I use the term ‘structural’ responsibil-
ity. If we are not aware of how larger politico- economic arrangements inform 
our lives, then our notion of responsibility diminishes to a form of therapeutic 
individualism where the person becomes the alpha and omega of the self- help 
industry. Nothing exists outside the mediated torments of the fl attered self as 
exemplifi ed by the relentless confessionalism on our airwaves. It is clear from the 
teachings of the dominant faith traditions in Ireland that believers are held to be 
accountable for their acts and that the teaching of religious morality is about, 
among other things, defi ning the nature and extent of a believer’s responsibility 
with respect to thoughts and deeds. Faith traditions, however, not only counsel 
against narcissistic individualism, they also off er their own version of structural 
responsibility. 

 Diarmaid MacCulloch, in his discussion of Greek infl uences on Judaism and 
Christianity, argues that Plato’s ‘view of reality and authenticity propelled one 
basic impulse in Christianity, to look beyond the immediate and everyday to 
the universal and ultimate’ (MacCulloch  2010 : 31). Plato’s view was articulated 
in his parable of the Cave where the particular phenomena humans observe are 
shadows of their ideal Forms which represent a truer and higher form of reality 
than the ones we habitually know. This would infl uence the development of the 
allegorical method of interpreting scripture among the sizeable Jewish diaspora in 
Greek- speaking Alexandria, and the method would be later practised by converts 
to Christianity (MacCulloch  2010 : 69). Thus, a fundamental tenet of scriptural 
practice in Christianity is to look beyond circumstance and contingency to larger 
structures of signifi cance. The notion of responsibility only makes sense in terms 
of these larger structures of signifi cance that are the articles of Christian faith and 
belief. 

 If believers and progressive non- believers alike are committed to a strong sense 
of responsibility, this must inevitably bring them into confl ict with vested interests 
which, as recent history has shown in Ireland, are extremely reluctant to be held 
accountable or responsible for their actions. Implicit in a renewed commitment to 
responsibility is the recognition of the ontological necessity of confl ict in society, 
a notion that might on fi rst reading appear somewhat objectionable.  

  Confl ict 

 A substantial section of bookshops in many richer countries is given over to self- 
help manuals. Implicit in these manuals is the notion that there is an ideal self 
which is somewhat out of kilter because it lacks confi dence, Vitamin B, the X 
Factor or has failed to dejunk its life. ‘I am not myself today’ implies that there is a 
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unitary, consensual self which is the desirable default value for the good life. That 
is to say, reading the right book, taking the right therapy, buying the right prod-
uct, will lead to the fi nding of a ‘true self ’ beyond disharmony or confl ict. This 
psychologised consensualism fi nds its correlative at a political level in the notion 
that representative democracy consists of a collection of points of view which are 
all equally valid. The point of view of the workers’ representative where 2,000 
jobs have been delocalised is as valid as that of the corporate vice- president who 
has engineered the ‘rationalisation’. So, everybody gets to have their say. However, 
what they are saying is that real confl ict is no longer acceptable. In other words, in 
reality, points of view are irreducible, as speakers are situated very diff erently, both 
materially and structurally. The false symmetrisation of the mediasphere, however, 
conceals the very genuine confl ict of interests through the irenic fi ction of the 
representative soundbite. 

 In another version of the tyranny of compliance, when social movements 
oppose government measures, such as penalising public- sector workers for the 
fi nancial irresponsibility of the private sector, government spokespersons and 
stockbroker economists talk about a ‘communications defi cit’. If only the people 
understood what they were doing, they would realise it was ultimately for their 
own good. Opposition can only be conceived of as cussedness or stupidity. No 
allowance is made for the fact that there are grounded material interests and struc-
tural conditions that make opposition not only inevitable but vital. 

 As even the most rudimentary exercise in the study of others soon reveals, 
understanding is, above all, an initiation into unsuspected complexity. The simplest 
of situations involving other humans turns out to be not as straightforward as we 
thought. What this schooling in complexity reveals is the radical insuffi  ciency of 
cultural shorthand. That is to say, the cultural categorisation of society as made of 
recognisable types designated by labels such as ‘dyslexic’, ‘epileptic’, ‘Paddy’, ‘Gay’, 
‘Muslim’, reduces the multidimensional complexity of humans to one defi ning 
trait. Once a person is described using one of these labels, it is suggested that is 
all you need to know about them. They become transparent. Thus, if someone is 
‘Muslim’ or ‘Catholic’, they must be, by defi nition, bigoted, anti- modern, misogy-
nist and obscurantist. But what gay- rights activists and the women’s movement, 
for example, in various parts of the globe and at diff erent times have attempted to 
do is to restore multidimensionality and complexity to the lives of human beings 
who were deemed to be instantly intelligible as ‘gay’ or ‘woman’, gender or sexual 
orientation revealing all that was necessary to know about a person. 

 A multidimensional perspective on humans means opening up the infi nite, 
internally confl icted, shifting desires, ideals and interests of complex human beings 
in the lifeworld. It means resisting the quantitative policing of one- dimensional 
clinical labels (‘autistic’) or social typing (‘deviant’), to restore the infi nitely rich 
constellation of human experience and possibility. It is in this respect that the 
current vogue for ‘transparency’ is a form of blindness that is more to with the 
coercive narratives of macro- modernity (name and shame) than with any desire 
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to account for the exquisite detail of human fullness. Putting a fi gure on a number 
of articles published or on the amount of minutes spent in consultation may make 
the education or health service transparent to auditors, but it makes them and the 
society that pays their infl ated fees blind to the open- ended multidimensionality 
of genuine education and health care. 

 Implicit in the understanding of humans advanced here is the inevitability, 
indeed, the necessity, of confl ict. As Angélique del Rey and Miguel Benasayag 
have pointed out, part of the work of mourning for humanity is the acknowl-
edgement that there will never be perpetual peace. Each time, they note, that 
there is a ‘war to end all wars’ which aims at bringing about the reign of ever-
lasting peace, the scale of destruction and human suff ering is greater than ever 
before (Benasayag and del Rey  2007 : 56). This observation is crucial as an atten-
tion to the local, the micro, ‘small’ places, ‘small’ nations can lead to a kind of 
consensual smugness in the present or a censorious nostalgia with respect to 
the past when no false note was to be heard and everyone lived happily before 
in the greenhouses on the prairie. Local community does not entail an end to 
dissent. Much of the disappointed reaction of post- 1968 activists was partly to 
do with an overly benign notion of community. Having excessively idealised 
the small community, they could not tolerate the inevitable and indeed desir-
able persistence of diff erence and confl ict. The notion that having found the 
larger group diffi  cult it is possible to retreat to the haven of your ‘own’ –  peer 
group, buddies, family –  and expect the comforts of uncomplicated, consensual 
intimacy, is to invite the counter- movement of disappointment. However, it is 
important to move the notion of confl ict beyond the binary logic of specular 
confrontation where entities with putatively fi xed identities, Catholics versus 
non- Catholics, face up to each other in a zero sum of binary opposition. Confl ict 
from the viewpoint of richly diff erentiated human subjects is not confrontation; 
it is confl ict as engagement with the multidimensionality of human beings, their 
texts, beliefs, languages and cultures. It resists the culturalist versions of contem-
porary biopower which, in the name of avoiding a ‘clash of civilisations’, presents 
all confl ict as confrontation through the binary stereotyping of Us and Them. 
The ultimate triumph of dictatorships, as Benasayag and del Rey have pointed 
out, is to present their opponents as pure adversaries (Benasayag and del Rey 
 2007 : 109). Confrontation in this scenario leads inevitably to elimination. 

 An agonistic conception of human community that runs directly counter 
to the beatifi c visions of universal understanding underlying many public pro-
nouncements on the topic of globalisation takes as a basic premise the incom-
prehensibility of the other. That is to say, human interaction is not simply the 
revelation of what is already there. In the movement to engage with the complex 
being of others, in the creation of some form of shared sense, some degree of 
commonality, the operation is not one of uncovering a universal substrate, waiting 
to be revealed in its pre- formed state, but the contingent construction of bottom- 
up commonality. 
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 The recent history of Northern Ireland has, understandably, given confl ict 
a bad name. Indeed, the whole period of suff ering and violence has often been 
summed in that one word: the ‘Confl ict’ in Northern Ireland. Churchmen from 
all sides worked to bring an end to the misery that resulted from inter- communal 
hatred. However, the natural ally of confl ict is not hatred but dissent. Believers, by 
acknowledging the infi nite mystery of the divine made incarnate, acknowledge 
the multidimensionality of humans mentioned earlier. Accepting the necessity of 
confl ict is recognising the need for both believers and non- believers alike to pro-
tect the multidimensionality of the human and challenge the murderous short-
hand of labels. As Stanley Milgram showed in his famous torture experiments, 
and Solomon Asch demonstrated in his work on the reception of visual informa-
tion, it often only takes one dissenting voice to prevent a group of people from 
erroneously misinterpreting as true clearly false information or, more worryingly, 
participating in acts of extreme violence against other human beings (Zimbardo 
 2007 ). The participation by believers and progressive non- believers in an active 
culture of dissent is vital in an era of market totalitarianism where bearing wit-
ness to core values of empathy and responsibility and the non- instrumentalisation 
of human beings becomes more diffi  cult by the day. It is striking in this respect 
that one notion that occurred repeatedly in the lexicon of dissident writers and 
thinkers in Central and Eastern Europe was one that is central to Catholic moral 
teaching; namely, conscience. Ivan Klima, Czesław Miłosz, Karel Kosik, Arthur 
Koestler and Zygmunt Baumann all stressed the importance of recourse to con-
science as a way of unmasking the public lie and establishing one’s personal duty 
or responsibility to bear witness against what is manifestly untrue and dehumanis-
ing (Laignel- Lavastine  2005 : 112).  

  Fear 

 Fear is predictably a great enemy of thought. It is diffi  cult to think or believe 
freely if we fear for our life or our health or our well- being. Yet, fear is the pre-
dominant note of our age. Climate change, calamitous forest fi res, catastrophic 
fl oods, extreme market volatility, pandemics (AIDS, SARS, swine fl u), chronic 
youth unemployment, the list of contemporary terrors is endless. Each evening 
on the news, we are provided with updates on the state of fear. Each age, in addi-
tion, has its particular genre of fear. In Ireland, the religion of fear (1920s– 1960s) 
has given way to the economics of fear (1960s– present), the fear of the priest 
superseded by the fear of the P45. One could argue that the changing genre of 
fear corresponds to a fundamental shift at another level, which is the shift from 
the fi gure of discipline to the fi gure of control. The fi gure of discipline is typically 
that of the worker as captured in Charlie Chaplin’s  Modern Times  or that of the 
prisoner as depicted in Oscar Wilde’s  The Ballad of Reading Gaol . The fi gure of 
control, on the other hand, is the debtor or the addict. Debtors are controlled by 
their debts, addicts by their addictions. Characteristic of Ireland during the boom 
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period was the prevalence of the fi gure of control as evidenced by the historically 
high levels of personal indebtedness and widespread instances of alcohol and drug 
abuse (Ging et al.  2009 : 1– 17). Indeed, the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze has 
argued that in contemporary control societies debt is the fi nal form of enclosure, 
the ultimate form of imprisonment, ‘A man is no longer a man confi ned, but a 
man in debt’ ( 1995 : 181). It was the similarity of states of fear in the East and the 
West that led Czesław Miłosz to ask the question, ‘Why should we love societies 
based on fear, whether it is the fear of misery or the fear of the political police?’ 
(Miłosz  2004 : 41). 

 In Ireland, particularly in the post- Famine period, the Church was often asso-
ciated with a regime of fear and punishment that has been well documented on 
the printed page and on the screen. This, of course, is all the more paradoxical or 
poignant in that the founding message of Christianity was one of hope, of the 
banishment of and resistance to fear. However, progressive politics in Ireland has 
promoted its own states of fear notably through an overwhelming emphasis on 
negativity. The problem with perpetual opposition is that the most popular word 
is no. Like Ulster in the past, the mind becomes captive to a monosyllable. In a 
society where the punitive superego has variously taken the form of the coloniser, 
an unforgiving church or the sententious stockbroker economist, the tendency 
is for critique to transform itself into the self- hatred of powerlessness. A more 
radical move is embrace a politics of hope that involves saying not ‘No’, but ‘Yes’. 
‘Yes’ to a better, fairer, more sustainable society. It is obvious that Irish society, like 
many other societies in the age of the Anthropocene –  human- induced climate 
change –  is at a decisive moment. The decisions taken now will aff ect not just the 
next few years but the fate of the island in this century and beyond. The ecological 
‘crisis’ is not a passing moment but a permanent condition that involves a pro-
found mutation of our relations to the world(s) we inhabit. Part of the challenge is 
the challenge to a notion of modernity itself as a hegemonic form of instrumental 
reason that fi nds its economic expression in the ideology of extractivism (Klein 
 2014 : 169). 

 For progressive thinkers and market cheerleaders alike in Ireland, ‘modernisa-
tion’ has become the watchword of transformation. No longer preventing the 
future but embracing it, the Irish moderns see modernisation as the touchstone 
of legitimacy. The ‘anti- modern’ is variously the Church, the Irish language, state- 
owned monopolies or restrictions on the size of retail outlets. Bruno Latour, in 
an address to the American Association of Anthropologists pointed out, however, 
that there ‘is a huge diff erence between being “modern” and being “contempo-
rary” ’ (Latour  2014 : 13). He goes on to claim that ‘ “Modernise” is a  mot d’ordre . 
Not a concept. Not a thing. It destroys your ability to be the contemporary of 
what happens around you’ (Latour  2014 : 13). In other words, the notion of an 
abstract, universalised, dichotomous (nature/ culture) reason is  a  way, not  the  way, 
of approaching the situation in which we fi nd ourselves, and it is precisely the 
task of other forms of enquiry such as anthropology and religion to show that 
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there are other ontologies, other ways of being in the world. We need these other 
ontologies, these other perspectives, these other ways of dwelling in the world 
that have been banished beyond the pale of the ‘modern’ in Ireland if we are con-
struct a viable  habitus  for an island in a period of profound environmental change. 
A profound and urgent engagement with the contemporary moment in Ireland 
demands the construction of a coalition of hope between those believers and 
unbelievers who are not ‘intimidated or frightened’ by the reductive dismissal of 
labels or by the foreclosure of the future by the deadly conformism of exploita-
tive extractivism.   

   Works cited 

    Benasayag ,  Miguel   and   Angélique   del Rey   ( 2007 )  L’Éloge du confl it ,  Paris ,  La Découverte .  
    Bobbitt ,  Philip   ( 2002 )  The Shield of Achilles: War, Peace and the Course of History ,  London : 

 Penguin .  
    Brown ,  Wendy   ( 2005 )  Edgework: Critical Essays on Knowledge and Politics ,  Princeton, NJ : 

 Princeton University Press .  
    Cronin ,  Michael   ( 2009 ) ‘ Rebel Spirits? From Reaction to Regulation ’, in   Debbie   Ging  , 

  Michael   Cronin   and   Peadar   Kirby   (eds.),  Transforming Ireland:  Challenges, Critiques, 
Resources ,  Manchester :  Manchester University Press , pp.  109 –  22 .  

    Deleuze   Gilles   ( 1995 )  Negotiations ,  New York ,  Columbia University Press .  
    Dillon ,  Paul   ( 2011 ) ‘Interview:  Michael D Higgins  – Ireland’s “Political” Intellectual’, 

 Village , December–January, pp. 42–4.  
    Fisher ,  Mark   ( 2009 )  Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative?   Winchester :  Zero Books .  
    Francis   ( 2013 )  Evangeli gaudium ,  Dublin :  Veritas .  
    ——     ( 2015 )  Laudato si: Care for Our Common Home ,  Dublin :  Veritas .  
    Ging ,  Debbie  ,   Michael   Cronin   and   Peadar   Kirby   ( 2009 ) ‘ Transforming Ireland: Challenges ’, 

in   Debbie   Ging  ,   Michael   Cronin   and   Peadar   Kirby   (eds.),  Transforming Ireland: Challenges, 
Critiques, Resources ,  Manchester :  Manchester University Press , pp.  1 –  17 .  

    Havel ,  Václav   ( 1989 )  Essais politiques , trans.   Jacques   Rupnik  ,  Paris :  Calmann-Lévy .  
    Klein ,  Naomi   ( 2014 )  This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate ,  London :  Allen Lane .  
    Laignel-Lavastine ,  Alexandra   ( 2005 )  Esprits d’Europe: autour de Czesław Miłosz, Jan Pato č ka, 

István Bibó ,  Paris :  Gallimard .  
    Latour ,  Bruno   ( 2014 ) ‘Anthropology at the Time of the Anthropocene: a Personal View 

of What Is to Be Studied’, available at  http://www.bruno-latour.fr/sites/default/
fi les/139-AAA-Washington.pdf  (accessed 6 September 2016).  

    MacCulloch ,  Diarmaid   ( 2010 )  A History of Christianity ,  London :  Penguin .  
    McGarry ,  Patsy   ( 2010 ) ‘Industrial School Order Placed on eBay’,  Irish Times , 17 August.  
    Miłosz ,  Czesław   ( 1988 ) ‘ Campo dei Fiori ’, in  The Collected Poems: 1931–1987 , trans.   Louis  

 Iribarne   and   David   Brooks  ,  New York :  Ecco , pp.  46 –  9 .  
    ——     ( 2004 )  Abécédaire , trans.   Laurence   Dyèvre,    Paris :  Fayard .  
    Nussbaum ,  Martha C.   ( 2010 )  Not for Profi t: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities ,  Princeton, 

NJ :  Princeton University Press .  
    Pato č ka ,  Jan   ( 1977 ) ‘ Testament ’,  Politique aujourd’hui , pp.  3 –  4  and pp. 43–5.  
    Zimbardo ,  Philip   ( 2007 )  The Lucifer Eff ect: How Good People Turn Evil ,  London :  Rider .     

9781526101068_pi-225.indd   1759781526101068_pi-225.indd   175 10/28/2016   3:45:16 PM10/28/2016   3:45:16 PM

eugene.obrien
Sticky Note
Take 'habitus' out of italics and print as normal for consistency



  176

    11 

 The people in the pews  : 
  Silent and betrayed    

    Patricia   Casey     

  There was a sense among Irish Catholics in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s that our 
faith and allegiance to the Catholic Church was greater and more pure that that of 
other so- called Catholic countries. We believed we were secure in our faith, and 
we even prayed for the conversion of Russia! The entwinement between church 
and state began probably with the founding of the Irish Free State, although the 
seeds were sown long before that. People had been persecuted for being both 
Catholic and Irish. When the Irish State was founded we needed to defi ne what 
it was to be Irish, and we chose faith rather than language as our defi ning charac-
teristic, because by then English was the spoken language of the majority of our 
citizens. 

 When we were being persecuted, in the past, our priests had not stood idly 
by: they acted as our spokespersons and defended us against the powerful English 
throne and parliament. Rural and uneducated, we had the priests marching 
shoulder to shoulder with us. This is celebrated in song and verse such as ‘The 
Ballad of Father Gilligan’ (W. B. Yeats), ‘The Croppy Boy’ (Carroll Malone) and 
‘Boolavogue’ (P. J. McCall). 

 With the foundation of the State, the Catholics in the pews did not need to 
defend or explain their place in society or to speak up for their faith. Priests and 
bishops did so, as did some politicians. The faith of the ordinary person on the 
street was, with pride, referred to as ‘simple’, and a process began that gradually led 
to them ceding their voice, to the clergy, who were educated in seminaries from 
Maynooth to Rome. Clericalism was born. 

 This contrasted with British Catholicism in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century where some of the gentry, writers and poets were either cra-
dle Catholics or converts and were in a position to bring their intellectual rig-
our to the understanding of Catholicism there. Included here were John Henry 
Newman, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Hilaire Belloc, G. K. Chesterton and Evelyn 
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Waugh, along with even current members of the royal family such as the Duchess 
of Kent and Lord Nicholas Windsor. Indeed, for centuries the dukes of Norfolk 
have been Catholic. Even in the media there have been some high- profi le converts 
also such as Charles Moore, former editor of the  Daily  and  Sunday Telegraph  and of 
 The Spectator  magazine. For this reason, Catholicism has won greater respect from 
the media and would- be critics of Catholicism than that accorded it in Ireland. 
This disparity is still evident. 

 Throughout most of the twentieth century in Ireland, Catholicism was not 
questioned except in media and literary circles. It lay embedded in a comfort 
zone that led to conformity between the institutional Church and the State, and 
this contributed to passiveness among its members with respect to the emerg-
ing debate about faith in the public square. The inaction has persisted to the 
present, which, some will argue, has created a vacuum in religious thought and 
development among the population of believers and into which has stepped 
another world view that many are unable to challenge. This world view is mili-
tant secularism. 

 Against this backdrop, a number of events occurred that changed the dynamic 
between the institutional Church and the State on the one hand, and between the 
Church and the public on the other. Some of these were international and beyond 
local control, others were particular to Ireland and self- made. 

  A coalescence of events and ideas: international events 

 The fi rst major international idea to challenge the Church’s power in the past 
seven decades was the sexual revolution. By the time this happened, a number 
of avowedly atheistic states were in existence in the Communist regimes of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, and the Cultural Revolution was taking place 
in China. The sexual revolution reached its apogee during the summer of 1967 
(‘the summer of love’). This movement challenged traditional codes of behaviour 
related to sexuality and relationships throughout the Western world. Deference to 
authority fi gures such as parents, priests, God or politicians disappeared. 

 This period witnessed the search for direction and ethical guidance renewed, 
but not from religion, which was by now was in serious decline. The New Age 
movement, beginning in England, stepped in and quickly became international. 
Adherents were encouraged to adopt whichever set of beliefs and practices they 
felt most comfortable with, including meditation, divination (foretelling the 
future) and channelling, and the more formal religious rituals were absent. Their 
search was located in the individual, and they identifi ed their own gods. One of 
the defi ning books of the time was  Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the 
Remaking of American Religion  by W. C. Roof ( 2001 ) which argued that for the 
fi rst time ‘spirituality’ was no longer the preserve of the religious but could be 
appropriated by everybody, even non- believers. 
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 Just before the summer of love was creating a melting pot of ideas in the 
secular world on a massive scale, Pope John XXIII convened the Second Vatican 
Council (1962– 65). The aim was to modernise the Church so that its role in 
the rapidly changing world of technology, economics, politics and social thought 
could be advanced. 

 Apart from liturgical changes, such as the celebration of the mass in the ver-
nacular facing the congregation, the role of the laity was reframed and enhanced. 
Yet the person in the pew in an Irish church had little experience of major 
involvement or responsibility at local level, since clericalism had dominated the 
Irish scene for such a long time. This was a period of great uncertainty for many, 
as members of religious congregations shed their habits and many practices that 
had been compulsory were abandoned, such as the obligatory Friday fast, women 
covering the head in church and so on. Indeed, to lament these practices was 
regarded as confi rmation of excessive religiosity. I recall a nun chiding me in reli-
gion class when I asked why it was that fasting for three hours before communion 
was a requirement (under pain of venial sin) until recently and now was no longer 
regarded as such. She retorted that I resembled an old woman clutching her rosary 
beads because I feared change! I then reminded her that until recently she had 
worn her rosary beads visibly round her waist outside her habit and did she now 
think that was wrong? Some adopted the changes unthinkingly without question, 
as did my religion teacher, while others felt uncertain and even abandoned.  

  The local scene 

 The sexual scandals are by far the greatest contributors to the change in Church– 
State and Church– public relations in Ireland. This has been replicated internation-
ally, especially in the USA and Canada, where similar abuse was reported, leading 
to episcopal resignations. There scandals are of two varieties. The fi rst concerned 
clergymen extolling the virtues of chastity and ostensibly espousing celibacy only 
to be revealed as hypocrites for having sexual relations with women themselves. 
They were also decried for concealing their relationships even after they had 
children rather than leaving the priesthood to look after their family. The second 
and most signifi cant of these was the sexual abuse of children that emerged in 
the 1990s and, in particular, the manner in which it was handled. This rocked the 
Church to its core. The cover- up of moving priests and other religious from par-
ish to parish, rather than reporting their crimes to the relevant authorities, was 
horrifying. It is true that in many sectors the public in the 1970s and 1980s had 
little awareness or experience of dealing with sexual abuse. However, it is also true 
that the Church was in thrall to the opinions of mental- health professionals that 
abusers could be treated. Many were referred to mental- health professionals in 
Ireland and to specialist units in England and in the USA. Some were returned to 
‘limited ministry’, working with adults only or in administrative positions under 
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supervision. Some reoff ended, and the victims paid a huge emotional price. Even 
in the 2000s, when there were clear guidelines in place, the language of some sen-
ior clerics indicating that they had been economical with the truth in reporting 
these abuses –  the phrase ‘mental reservation’ was one such euphemism –  shocked 
the public, and, not surprisingly, their confi dence in the institutional Church was 
further damaged. 

 Studies from the USA concerning trust in the institution of the Church 
have documented the impact on those abused (Rosetti  1995 ) and at parish level 
(Kline et al.  2008 ). The consequences include a deep hurt at the perceived betrayal 
by Church leaders, a reawakening of pain connected to past injuries by clergy, 
an eff ort to cope by separating one’s relationship with God from that with the 
Church and a concern for the spiritual well- being of other family members. This 
has contributed to what is referred to as ‘cultural Catholicism’. The abuse scandals 
have also fanned the fl ames of hostility to institutional religion. 

 Facing such a breakdown in trust between the public and the institutional 
Church, the person in the pew would need knowledge and courage to withstand 
the onslaught that the Church in Ireland inevitably faced. The question is did we 
or do we now have these necessary skills? 

 The Sunday homily should be the vehicle for communicating the Word of 
God and the teaching of the Church to its followers. Yet for most, it is a disap-
pointment. Contrary to what the non- mass- attending public might believe, there 
has been no exegesis on Catholic teaching from the pulpit for decades. Often 
inadequately prepared, and focused on being nice to each other, the ten- minute 
sermon has become a time to shut down cognitively or, at worst, an opportunity 
to plan the coming week. Of course there are some exceptional preachers, but 
these are regrettably rare. I  experienced an example of deeply suspect preach-
ing when a priest delivered a homily in a church which I attended recently by 
informing the congregation with sage- like certainty that the idea of ‘telling your 
sins in a dark room to an elderly man was not where the Catholic Church was at 
any more’. This comment exemplifi es the challenge that the Catholic Church in 
Ireland faces and especially the person in the pew, when the lacuna in theological 
knowledge is so enormous that priests such as this are ignorant of even the basics 
of the Catholic tradition. Reducing the nature and purpose of the sacrament of 
reconciliation to an elderly man in a dark room is entirely secular, superfi cial and 
dismissive while masquerading as  faux  progressiveness, on a par with the utter-
ances of our worst politicians. 

 Incidents such as this raise questions about the training that our priests receive. 
This came to prominence because of the apostolic visit of Archbishop Timothy 
Dolan in 2011 to the Irish seminaries. He spoke of the divergence between 
Church teaching and what was being taught in the seminary. In a similar vein, the 
Jesuit historian Oliver Raff erty opined ‘even the most important centre of cleri-
cal training in this county, St Patrick’s College Maynooth, tends to concentrate 
on producing capable ecclesiastical functionaries … there is no rigorous pursuit 
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of theology by the majority of seminarians’ ( 2015 ). The writing of Mark Dooley 
( 2011 ) also raised concerns when he elaborated on what had been disclosed to 
him by seminarians concerning the attitude of those charged with their train-
ing to traditional religious practices and teachings. More recently, reports have 
surfaced that seminarians were asked to desist from their training in Maynooth 
(Barry and Daly  2015 ) because of their Catholic traditionalism. On the other 
hand, the claims in Dolan’s report have been criticised by the archbishops, and the 
allegations that ‘conservative’ students were being asked to leave the seminary are 
denied by its president, Revd Hugh Connolly. 

 Therefore, while the people in the pews are committed, they do not have 
the knowledge, the language or the arguments to promote their faith to a secular 
audience. The clergy are ill equipped as educators in this regard due to their own 
poor understanding of theology, their terror of the media and the desire of some 
to appear ‘progressive’. The consequence is silence on matters of faith that could 
and should be discussed in the public square.  

  ‘Cultural Catholicism’ and ‘the spiral of silence’ in Ireland 

 While 84 per cent of people in the Census report that they are Catholic, this 
very impressive fi gure belies the reality that the numbers engaging in weekly 
mass attendance are far lower and stand at around 33 per cent, while about 50 
per cent attend once per month. This represents a massive drop from the fi gure in 
the 1960s when over 90 per cent of the population were weekly mass- goers. The 
group who have fallen off  are a combination of people who no longer identify 
in any way as Catholic and those who are cultural Catholics. A cultural Catholic 
is defi ned as identifying with Catholicism as part of one’s culture rather than as a 
faith. A question that has to be asked (Raff erty  2015 ) is to what extent the Irish 
in the twentieth century had embedded their faith into the hearts and minds 
or were many simply cultural Catholics but too conventional to declare it. The 
cultural Catholic engages in some of the rituals of the Church, such as baptisms 
and funerals, but does not participate in it as a driving force directing a particular 
world view. According to the US- based Pew Research Centre ( 2015 ), cultural 
Catholics still adhere to some beliefs such as the importance of having a relation-
ship with Jesus, praying and giving to charity. They are not hostile to the Church, 
and almost half report that they see themselves as potentially returning to it at 
some time in the future. 

 This is similar to what Alport and Ross ( 1967 ) described as an extrinsic reli-
gious orientation, to be distinguished from an intrinsic orientation in which the 
person integrated the codes of their faith into their personal conduct in so far as 
was possible. The latter are often identifi ed with religious practices that are inac-
curately viewed as dry and arid, based on convention and habit rather than on any 
deeper perspective. This will be discussed further below. 
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 Therefore, while it is clear that the number of Catholics who practise their 
faith has declined in Ireland, a further observation outlined above is that few 
of those who do practise speak out to challenge myths or to advocate for their 
faith. Apart from lack of knowledge, why the silence? In 1974, political scientist 
Elisabeth Noelle- Neumann wrote a paper called ‘The Spiral of Silence: A Theory 
of Public Opinion’, followed by a book of broadly the same title in 1993. This 
theory has become a classic in explaining the role of the mass media in direct-
ing public debate. This is relevant to the discussion about Catholicism in Ireland 
and to its role in the marketplace. According to this theory, people have a quasi- 
statistical sense that deters them from voicing an opinion if they perceive them-
selves to be in the minority because they fear being isolated. Their perspective on 
what is the majority opinion that comes through the lens of the mass media and 
may be inaccurate. In the view of Noelle- Neumann, the spiral is only broken and 
the silence terminated when a highly educated, affl  uent or cavalier minority who 
disregard media and social opprobrium speak out. Thus, the spiral is time- limited. 
Only time will tell if the spiral has yet been broken in Ireland, but the omens are 
not positive at this point, as the Catholic Church hierarchy are in hiding from 
the media and there is an absence of Catholic intellectual thought and discourse. 
However, a number of new, articulate bishops have recently been appointed, and 
a new archbishop and papal nuncio have emerged from the fog. They and some 
new lay spokespersons for organisations such as Catholic Comments are coming 
to the fore. Other non- denominational organisations, like the Iona Institute (of 
which I am a patron), have also stepped into the breach, speaking on issues such 
as the right to conscientious objection, the benefi ts of denominational education 
and traditional marriage. 

 In summary, weekly mass attendance has declined, and cultural Catholicism is 
on the rise, as is atheism (but to a much lesser than is assumed). The church- going 
public has not been educated on matters of faith, and there is a spiral of silence 
among those committed to their religion. Some of the understandable hostility to 
Catholicism because of child abuse by clerics is fanned by myths about religion in 
general and about Catholicism in particular, which reinforce the negative stereo-
type of this faith. These will be considered below.  

  Celibacy makes priests paedophiles 

 With the seemingly high prevalence of child abusers in the ranks of the Catholic 
Church, many came to accept the truism that this would not have occurred if 
priests had been allowed to marry. The idea of celibacy, inimical to modern soci-
ety, is seen as outdated and even dangerous. The Catholic Church, being the 
only Christian Church to mandate clerical celibacy, is increasingly seen as having 
no currency in guiding the lives of ordinary people. Public commentators fre-
quently argue that these abuses would not have happened if priests were allowed 
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to marry. The question is do Roman Catholic priests sexually abuse children with 
greater frequency than clerics from other churches, which do not demand celi-
bacy, or in comparison to other non- religious occupations? Insurance companies 
that cover all denominations, such as Guide One Centre for Risk Management, 
which has more than 40,000 church clients, does not charge higher premiums for 
the Catholic Church, which suggests that from a fi nancial risk perspective claims 
against the Church are not uniquely high. 

 The best international evidence on the incidence of clerical abuse comes 
from research commissioned to investigate sexual abuse by Catholic priests 
in the USA. The John Jay College of Criminal Investigation showed that 
between 1950 and 2002, more than 10,000 individuals had come forward 
to report clergy perpetrated child sexual abuse (John Jay College  2004 ). The 
estimated prevalence of child sexual abuse by diocesan priests according to the 
allegations against them was 4.3 per cent, and among priests from religious 
orders 2.7 per cent . These fi gures compare with national US data from the 
general population that suggests between 5 and 10 per cent of men are sexual 
abusers (Wingert  2010 ). Turning to the victims, a study from the Netherlands 
(Langeland et  al.  2015 ) on the prevalence of non- familial sexual abuse in 
almost 2,500 subjects over the age of forty, identifi ed non- familial abuse over-
all in 14 per cent of the population and abuse by Catholic clerics overall was 
in 1.7 per cent of subjects. 

 However, the public overestimates the proportion of clerics who sexu-
ally abuse minors and underestimates the proportion who have been convicted 
(Goode et al.  2003 ). This was confi rmed in a poll in 2011 conducted by Amárach 
for the Iona Institute which found that 42 per cent of respondents believed that 
over 21 per cent of priests were guilty of sexual abuse while 72 per cent overesti-
mated the actual proportion abusing compared with the 4 per cent fi gure provide 
by John Jay University.  

  Catholic guilt 

 The belief in Catholic guilt is common in popular culture, and the term itself 
suggests that there is something particular about it that separates it from other 
types of guilt or from similar feelings in other faiths. The belief is that the Church 
engenders guilt, especially about matters of sexual morality and to a lesser extent 
about other matters, which were repressive and unnatural. Yet it is often forgotten 
that prior to the sexual revolution most societies had views on sexual morality 
that frowned on pre- marital sex and single parenthood, and this was not unique 
to Catholic countries. For example, in countries such as Britain, sexual acts were 
linked to medical and psychological problems such as masturbatory insanity 
(Stengers and van Neck  2001 ), for which restraining devices were developed, 
which are on display at the Science Museum in London. 
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 The Catholic Church has always recognised that some people are overly scru-
pulous and regard minor peccadillos as major transgressions about which they are 
especially preoccupied. This leads to frequent confessions of the same wrongdo-
ing. Its attitude, far from encouraging such guilt, has been to discourage the rep-
etitious behaviours around confession and to encourage the individual to accept 
forgiveness. These were referred to as scruples and in some cases were linked to 
a psychiatric disorder called obsessive– compulsive disorder (OCD), in which the 
person repeatedly ruminates on the same theme, to the extent that their day- 
to- day functioning is impaired. The historical link between scruples and OCD 
comes from the knowledge that St Thérèse of Lisieux, known as the Little Flower, 
experienced anguished preoccupations in her teenage years. Her autobiography 
 Story of a Soul  details these. 

 There is another condition in which false beliefs about imagined wrongdo-
ings also occurs, and that is in the most severe form of depression, known as 
psychotic depression. In this illness, the person believes that they have committed 
a heinous crime and sometimes will give themselves up to police as murderers 
or as guilty of other crimes. There is no causal link between OCD, or psychotic 
depression, and Catholicism, as research now shows. 

 A small Italian study of fi fty- four individuals concluded that religious groups 
scored higher than individuals with a low degree of religiosity on obsessional 
features such as the over- importance of thoughts, perfectionism and responsibil-
ity, from whence the conclusion that religion might play a role in some of the 
features of OCD (Sica et al.  2002 ). A study from Boston University found that 
among thirty- three subjects with OCD and twenty- four with anxiety, no particu-
lar religion was more common than any other in OCD patients, and they were no 
more religious than those with anxiety (Steketee et al.  1991 ). In the largest study 
of its kind, the US Universities of California and of Notre Dame examined the 
concept of Catholic guilt among US teenagers. The authors found no evidence 
that Catholic teenagers experienced more guilt than non- Catholic teenagers, nor 
was there any evidence that more observant Catholics had more guilt than those 
who were less observant (Vaisey and Smith  2008 ). 

 Popular culture regards guilt as something negative that should be eschewed. 
Yet guilt is not necessarily negative. It can be constructive when it recognises 
one’s failings and weaknesses and acknowledges any hurt caused to others. Guilt 
of this type is benefi cial to the individual and to society, reducing harmful actions. 
Researchers with an interest in guilt describe constructive and non- constructive 
guilt (Walinga et al.  2005 ). Non- constructive guilt, on the other hand, festers and 
is an unrelenting burden on the individual. In contrast, the absence of guilt is the 
hallmark of a psychopath and is a state that is detrimental to the well- being of 
others. It eschews right and wrong and does not learn from previous mistakes. 
Walinga et al. ( 2005 ) confi rmed that when compared to a control group orthodox 
Catholics and Protestants experienced more guilt overall but it was constructive 
in nature and was highest among Catholics. 
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 Shame and guilt are often erroneously seen as similar. Shame is defi ned as the 
person’s response to how others might view him whereas guilt is the person’s own 
reaction to the transgression. Secularists claim that going to confession engen-
ders shame repentance and that this in essence gives the individual permission to 
continue as before rather than engendering true remorse and ultimately bringing 
about behavioural change. However, two recent studies rebut this presumption. 
The preventive value of guilt and shame was examined in a study by from George 
Mason University (Tangney et al.  2014 ). The subjects were 476 prison inmates 
who were interviewed shortly after release and one year later. Guilt, shame and 
blaming others were examined. Guilt reduced reoff ending while shame did not. 
The analysis showed that shame predicted an increase in recidivism through its 
connection to externalising blame, but when blame was not directed to others 
shame had the same eff ect as guilt in reducing repeat off ending. On a related 
theme, McCay et al. ( 2013 ) found that those who recalled the religious rituals of 
absolution and atonement donated much more money to charity than those who 
recalled the transgression without being absolved of it. The authors suggested 
that the fi ndings ‘complement a cultural evolutionary approach to religious pro- 
sociality, whereby religious practices evolve to the extent that they contribute to 
high levels of co- operation’ among those in the group (McCay et al. ( 2013 : 206). 

 In summary, the limited research that is available on ‘Catholic guilt’ suggests 
that, contrary to public perceptions, guilt among Catholics is neither negative 
nor specifi cally associated with mental- health pathology. Instead, it is positive and 
leads to pro- social behavioural change. Yet the myth is uncontested.  

  God is dead, thank God 

 It is common currency that institutional religion is dying in Ireland, as it is world-
wide. Its death has been forecast since the Enlightenment, which pitted science 
against religion, one believed to be the truth, the other superstition. The French 
Revolution had as one of its objectives the destruction of religious practice and 
of the Catholic faith itself. Not only were bishops and priests massacred and 
churches destroyed but the word ‘Sunday’ was abolished and street names with 
any religious connotation were replaced (Tallet and Aiken  1991 : 1– 28). 

 Then Nietzsche proclaimed that ‘God is dead’ in his work  The Gay Science  
(1882), in which he gave an account of God’s murder. In  Thus Spoke Zarathustra , 
a popular text in the 1960s, his antagonism towards the Judaeo- Christian world 
view is apparent, as instead of God he evokes images of fi re, animals, earth, plants 
and other primal elements in his portrayal of the solitary, sage- like Zarathustra who 
seeks to live in a higher realm of existence called the  ubermenschlich  (superhuman). 

 Freud regarded religion as an activity of the ‘neurotic’ and as a means of avoid-
ing the inevitability of death. During the 1960s,  Time  magazine ran a cover on 
Good Friday claiming that Americans were jettisoning religion with the question, 
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‘Is God Dead?’. The lead story (Elson 1966) argued that anything which could 
not be demonstrated by scientifi c method was ‘uninteresting or unreal’. Yet, some 
forty- eight years later, in 2014, a national Gallup poll found that 56 per cent of 
Americans felt that religion was very important in their lives.  1   And fi fty- nine 
years after the  Time  magazine predictions that God was dead,  National Geographic  
magazine, in its December 2015 issue, ran a front- page story entitled, ‘Mary: The 
Most Powerful Woman in the World’. 

 Meanwhile, a number of new atheist philosophers, and four in particular, have 
become known as the Four Horsemen of the Non- Apocalypse, and their promi-
nence has been obvious since the turn of the millennium. These are Richard 
Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris and Christopher Hitchens. Many of today’s 
atheists do not accept that religion should be tolerated but argue that it should be 
countered and expunged from the public square.  

  Religion is delusional 

 In the book  The God Delusion , Dawkins articulated a strident view in claiming 
that to believe in God was irrational and amounted to a ‘delusion’. Since a delu-
sion is a psychiatric symptom, defi ned as a false, unshakeable belief that is out of 
context with the social and cultural norms (Casey and Kelly 2009), the use of 
this term in respect of belief in God suggests that those holding such beliefs are 
psychiatrically ill. This dogmatic view is common among aggressive secularists, 
much as the Communist Party in Russia regarded those who voiced opinions 
opposed to it were regarded as ill and committed to psychiatric institutions with 
a diagnosis of ‘sluggish schizophrenia’. 

 Who better to challenge the view that religious beliefs are delusions than an 
eminent psychiatrist? Professor Andrew Sims, a former president of the Royal 
College of Psychiatrists, and Emeritus Professor of Psychiatry at Leeds University, 
addressed this head on in his book  Is Faith Delusion? Why Religion Is Good for 
Your Health  (2009). With forensic detail, he examines the meaning of the word 
‘delusion’ and considers its manifestations in clinical practice. He says, ‘Delusion 
has become a psychiatric word: it belongs to psychiatry and it is the task of the 
psychiatrist to what is, and is not delusion’ (Sims  2009  221). He points out that 
delusions are held by very few members in society and that their subject mat-
ter is time- specifi c. In other words, a person with delusions will be uncommon 
in his social group, and the content will be recognised as out of the ordinary 
within that group. The content will relate to what is current at the time, so dur-
ing the Cold War delusions were often concerned with spies and the KGB. Those 
with religious delusions will actively ‘spread the word’ even in situations where 
it is inappropriate, whereas the traditionally religious person does not stand out 
from their peers in any way and will only discuss their beliefs in specifi c set-
tings. Delusions are associated with mental illness and ultimately self- neglect and 
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neglect of others with whom the person has a relationship. By contrast, the person 
with strong religious beliefs is able to work and lead a successful, fulfi lling profes-
sional and private life. Thus, the ordinarily religious person is not marked out in 
any way except by their beliefs, while the individual with religious delusions is 
less well able to function in society and may be seriously impaired in day- to- day 
living. Sims powerfully points out, ‘Faith is not delusion. Believers –  members of 
the Church –  would not be able to maintain their organisation if they knew that 
their tenets were false. It is not a shared pretence imposed by a super- class upon 
inferiors’ (Sims  2009 : 223).  

  Spirituality, religion: good guy, bad guy 

 Ask any person in Europe if they are religious, and they are more likely than not 
to describe themselves as spiritual but not religious. In the past, religion and spir-
ituality were seen as going hand in glove, with one refl ecting practice, the other 
the personal experience of God. With the growth of the New Age movement, the 
two have become unbuckled, and spirituality is now not even focused on a per-
sonal God but on broad feelings of the transcendent. According to Zinnbauer et al. 
( 1997 ), the public sees them diff erently also (see  Table 11.1 ). In general, religion is 
viewed negatively while spirituality is seen positively, linked as it is to autonomy 
and individualised beliefs. Thus, religiousness is pitted against spirituality.    

 So the modern construct called spirituality is heterogeneous and means dif-
ferent things to diff erent people. Hill et al. ( 2000 ) point out that currently there 
are many defi nitions of spirituality, some of which are linked to God, others of 
which are simply lifestyles, such as vegetarianism. While previously spirituality and 
religious activities, such as prayer, fasting and meditating were inextricably linked, 
the new understanding views spirituality as something that everybody possesses 
and that is uncoupled from a religious core (Koenig  2008 ). According to Koenig, 
there are now four categories that defi ne peoples’ religious involvement: 

  1.     Spiritual and religious: This classifi cation represent the traditional view of the 
relationship of one to the other.  

  2.     Spiritual but not religious: This is the newest group.  
  3.     Neither religious nor spiritual: This is the secular group.  
  4.     Religious but not spiritual: This group has received little scientifi c attention.    

 These groups are exemplifi ed by a study (King et al.  2006 ) that carried out 
face- to- face interviews with over 4,200 adults in England. They found that 
17.7 per cent identifi ed themselves as neither religious nor spiritual, 13.1 per 
cent described themselves as spiritual but not religious, while 69.2 per cent 
described themselves as religious and spiritual. Interestingly, nobody described 
themselves as religious but not spiritual. In their analysis, they found that 
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common mental disorders were no more prevalent among the non- religious 
group in comparison to the religious group but were most common in the 
group self- identifying as spiritual. The group that are spiritual and religious 
conform to the traditional view of the relationship between these attributes. 
The person engages in religious practices and adheres to beliefs and rituals 
associated with the specifi c tradition as well as engaging in activities such as 
meditating, fasting and reading illuminating texts. The group described as spir-
itual but not religious tend to view religiousness in a negative light, as shown in 
 Table 11.1  above, to be more independent of others, to hold ‘New Age’ beliefs 
and to have mystical experiences (Zinnbauer et al.  1997 ). They view spirituality 
and religion as non- overlapping constructs. 

 The third group in the list above, those who are neither religious nor spiritual, 
are regarded as secular and are not much studied, and many of the New Atheists, 
wishing to avoid the word ‘spiritual’, belong in this group, partly because they do 
not ascribe to the idea of ‘transcendence’, which they see as a relic of religiousness. 

 The fourth group, religious but not spiritual, have not received any attention, 
nor are they mentioned in the scientifi c literature specifi cally although they are 
similar to the group who, in the past, attended church because they had to or 
because of social expectations rather than from a true faith (Allport and Ross 
 1967 ) and showing an extrinsic religious orientation. 

 These groups are of more than anthropological interest given the fi ndings of 
the King study (2006). Similarly, a Canadian study (Baetz et al.  2004 ) examined 
over 70,000 adults as part of a longitudinal study. After controlling for confound-
ers, those who attended church more frequently had signifi cantly fewer depressive 
symptoms, while those who stated that spiritual or religious values were impor-
tant to them or perceived themselves to be spiritual or religious, but who were 
not involved in religious institutions, had higher levels of depressive symptoms. 
Another study on suicidal behaviour (Rasic et  al.  2009 ) found that self- harm 
behaviour such as overdosing and cutting was lower in a group who self- identifi ed 
as religious in comparison to those who identifi ed as spiritual. While not proving 
that religions causes fewer symptoms, these studies clearly point to an association 

 Table 11.1      Public perception of religion and spirituality.  

Religion Spirituality

Authoritarian From within
Denominational Personal
Linked to community Autonomous
Ritualistic Not hide- bound
Stipulates behaviours and rituals Morality individualised
Personal god or supernatural Supernatural unnecessary
Beliefs Experiential
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between religiousness and good mental health and challenge the simple dichot-
omy between religion and bad and spirituality as good. 

 As well as being of interest to psychiatrists, the grouping and understanding 
of these attributes are relevant to evangelisers lest they assume that those who say 
they are spiritual are automatically focused on a monotheistic deity. Many, if not 
most, may not have any interest in a sacred religious core and may instead have 
appropriated a privatised vision.  

  Where are we now and where do we go from here? 

 The public at large continue to engage in varying degrees in activities related to 
our faith that include children receiving the sacraments, generativity, a desire to 
have our children educated in religious schools and around a 33 per cent weekly 
attendance at mass. Many might say our faith resilience has been very impressive 
given the scandals that the Church in Ireland has brought upon itself. 

 It is also easy to be dispirited by the state of Catholicism in Ireland from the 
clergy to the people in the pews. Yet it is important to turn to other countries 
and continents to witness the changes in religious attitudes and practices there. 
Examining how parishes have been rebuilt in the USA, after sexual abuse scandals 
similar to ours, would be instructive. Signs of religious sprouting in France in the 
past year or two are most encouraging, as is the growth of religion in China. 

 When one objectively examines religion, away from Western Europe, where 
it is certainly in decline, the omens are very diff erent from those suggested by 
militant atheists. As Micklethwait and Wooldridge ( 2010 ) point out, there has 
been a rise in faith across the globe from South America to China to Nigeria. 
This too is the opinion of one of the foremost fi gures in the fi eld of the sociology 
of religion, Rodney Stark. He and Roger Finke focus on the USA in their 2005 
book. They use an economics analogy to make the case that churches which are 
in a free market economy for religion fare best as they will be in competition 
with others for souls while they languish when they have a monopoly or when 
their ‘product’ is insuffi  ciently diff erentiated from their competitors. That is to 
say, adapting teachings to suit popular culture will make those denominations 
less, rather than more, appealing. Moreover, they also argue that even in Roman 
Catholicism, notwithstanding its international base and hierarchical structure, 
success comes from ‘intense faith with a vivid sense of other worldliness’ (Finke 
and Stark  2005 : 143). In the context of Ireland, this fi nding must give cause for 
concern, especially if the fi ndings in the Dolan review are correct and if the 
allegations concerning the attitudes among trainers to traditionalist seminarians 
are substantiated. 

 The momentous scandals in which the Irish Church has been embroiled 
have, not surprisingly, made many hostile to it. Church attendance rates have 
plummeted but are still above the averages in most European countries. Catholic 
Christians in Ireland now have little knowledge of what their religion stands for. 
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These are most likely unconnected to the sexual abuse scandals since they hap-
pened before many of our young people were born. This defi ciency is probably 
better explained by their poor education in the fundamentals of the faith. This 
neglect has culminated in fear of engaging in religious debate, even by those com-
mitted to their faith, lest they are pilloried by the seemingly powerful ascendancy 
of a hostile media and joked about at the dinner parties of the libertarian ‘intel-
ligentsia’. It is reassuring that the feature which holds sustains religion, according 
to Finke and Stark’s thesis, is the very one that its opponents of religion want 
changed, that is, doctrinal fi delity. 

 The new media have facilitated the spread of diverse philosophies worldwide. 
Because of their reach, no country is immune from their infl uence. Withstanding 
the challenge from various ideologies requires knowledge of one’s faith and the 
personal conviction to state it. The New Testament used parables to speak directly 
to the people. This made the Word of God experiential. It surely demands that 
we make full utilisation of all media forms to tell the stories that have formed 
our faith. As well as tweeting, Facebooking, YouTubing and so on, there is an 
imperative to engage with other faiths, Christian and non- Christian, since they 
too are likely to be under pressure from secularising forces. Nevertheless, these 
interventions require us to be educated about our faith and to have the courage 
and language to speak to a secular audience, and these initiatives must come from 
lay people now that the days of clericalism are over. It is easy to become despond-
ent but perhaps, just as we were urged to pray for the conversion of Communist 
Russia when we were children, the time has come for us to invite the children of 
a Christianising Russia to pray for us.   

   Note 

  1       Gallup Historical Trends  ( 2014 ) available  www.gallup.com/home.aspx  (accessed 
3 January 2016).    
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 Irreconcilable diff erences?  :   The fraught 
relationship between women and 
the Catholic Church in Ireland    

    Sharon   Tighe- Mooney     

   Introduction 

 In the introduction to  From Prosperity to Austerity , Eamon Maher and Eugene 
O’Brien write, in the context of attempts to voice caution during the Irish 
boom, that the consensus between government, the media and business interests 
held ‘that anyone who opposed the current ideology was against progress, was 
rooted in the past, or was incapable of seeing the benefi ts to all of our excep-
tional prosperity’ (Maher and O’Brien  2014 : 5). The Catholic Church was in no 
position to voice its concern about these developments at the time, in the wake 
of the child- abuse and Magdalene laundry revelations. Moreover, the response in 
the public forum to the litany of Church- related off ences has been to reject the 
institutional Church and, consequently, impede the creation of a space for the 
evaluation of the cultural legacy of Irish Catholicism. As a result, attempting to 
explore aspects of the Catholic Church without falling into outright condem-
nation of the entire institution and of its members is deemed insular, ‘against 
progress’ and ‘rooted in the past’. It can be argued that the public rejection of 
Catholic Church teaching is an attempt at individual reassertion and autonomy 
in the wake of discovering that the institution in which we placed our faith and 
trust has been found undeserving of that faith and trust. Yet to ignore the legacy 
of the Catholic Church in Ireland is to deny the most enduring and forceful facet 
in the shaping of Irish society. 

 In an interview in 2002, the well- known writer John McGahern (1934– 2006) 
remarked, ‘Ireland is a peculiar society in the sense that it was a nineteenth cen-
tury society up to about 1970 and then it almost bypassed the twentieth century’ 
( The Guardian , 6 January 2002). That ‘peculiarity’ is most evident when it comes 
to the rapid nature of change in family life. Ireland has changed from a largely 
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homogenous society, loyal to the tenets of Catholicism, to a multicultural society 
with access to contraception and divorce, in a remarkably short space of time. 
Indeed, the role of women at the heart of that change, given the strong relation-
ship between women and the Catholic Church in the past, has yet to be fully 
appreciated. Additionally, while there have been important cultural advances for 
women in terms of their role in society, the one institution that has not altered 
its perception of women to any great degree is the Roman Catholic Church. 
Moreover, scripture is used by the teaching authority of the Church to uphold 
women’s secondary status and exclusion from ministry in the Catholic Church. 

 This chapter will examine the main events of the past thirty- fi ve years in the 
context of the weakening hegemony of the Catholic Church in juxtaposition 
with the growing awareness by Catholic women that they had framed their lives 
by edicts promulgated by a celibate male- dominated institution that had sup-
ported double standards in an area in which it was most vocal. The consequences 
of this ethos have been traumatic, with generations of Irish women in particular 
having paid a heavy price in terms of the approximately thirty childbearing years 
of their lives that were framed by a strict regime of enforced selfl essness and a 
system of severe penury for those who did not conform. I will begin with a brief 
overview of the historical context of the relationship between women, priests 
and religious and then examine how evolving mores were framed by an issue 
about which the Church was particularly vocal, namely contraception, which 
refl ects the confl ict between the Church and women for control of the female 
body. Major events, such as the death of Ann Lovett and the Kerry Babies con-
troversy, as well as the accounts of moving or weeping statues of Our Lady, will 
be contextualised in an attempt to give readers a feel for the  Zeitgeist  of the time. 
Then I will turn my attention to the ordination of women, the interdiction of 
which, in my view, seeks to exclude women from leadership roles in the institu-
tion and, furthermore, is a stance that is at odds with contemporary society. The 
reiteration of the Church’s position on this teaching in 2010 will be considered 
in the wake of the contemporaneous revelations of wrongdoing by some church 
personnel: Bishop Eamon Casey, Fr Michael Cleary and the child- abuse scandals. 
Finally, a survey conducted by a sociologist, the late Betty Hilliard, that frames this 
thirty- year period, will be utilised to discuss how the lives of Irish women were 
particularly aff ected by Church teaching and how attitudes changed, especially in 
relation to the unquestioning obedience to Church teaching.  

  The historical context 

 It is an historical fact, Mary Kenny writes, that ‘no one has forged, sustained, 
or upheld the faith of Catholic Ireland more purposefully than the women of 
Ireland’ ( 2000 :  11). The relationship between church personnel and women 
developed from the middle of the nineteenth century onwards. Priests and nuns 
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took an interest in what women were doing, and the Church, Tony Fahey argues, 
promoted ‘a familial piety which refl ected the increasing nuclearisation of the 
family and the growing importance of women as the moral centres of family life’ 
( 1992 : 263). The family was important, therefore, because it provided the space 
for the socialisation of the future members of society. In that capacity, the Irish 
mother played a crucial role in the development of modern Irish society, a devel-
opment that was heavily infl uenced by the Church. The Catholic Church world 
view held that in the home, woman exercised the ‘natural’ vocation for which 
nature had intended her. Moreover, she imitated the toil and self- denial of priests 
and nuns, thereby fostering vocations among her children or resigning them to 
the limitations of life in Ireland at that time. In the Catholic Church ethos, there-
fore, women had a defi ned role; that of mother, nurturer and carer of the family. 
It was, in short, a vocation. In this way, Irish mothers became the propagators of 
the faith both in the home and in the community. In  Moral Monopoly , Tom Inglis 
describes how this role was central to both the continuation of the Catholic ethos 
and the acceptance of the limited roles off ered by society in the early twentieth 
century ( 1998 : 178– 200). 

 The Irish State, underpinned by the 1937 Constitution that embraced Catholic 
social teaching in terms of the family and women’s place in the family as mother, 
was slow to embrace any semblance of autonomy for Irish women. This included 
the right to regulate fertility. With the assertion of ‘natural law’ (or ‘God’s law’) 
promulgated by the Church, and upheld by the ban on contraception enacted by 
the Fianna Fáil government in 1935, no forum for discussion about contraception 
was possible in Ireland. A study conducted by Betty Hilliard, in the 1970s and 
again in 2000 in Cork City as part of a project on family research, interviewed 
women who had become mothers in the 1950s and 1960s. What is striking about 
the study is that the questions posed were not specifi cally on the topic of sexuality. 
Rather, as Hilliard wrote, ‘most of the following material emerged in response to 
a very general question about life when these women were rearing young chil-
dren’ ( 2004 : 139). A signifi cant theme among the participants was motherhood 
as the central role of women’s lives, as well as the experience of high birth rates. 
Hilliard remarked, ‘In talking about their experiences of sexuality, motherhood 
and the Church, the respondents painted a picture of domination, ignorance and 
fear’ ( 2004 : 139). A notable fi nding that emerged from the study was a very poor 
understanding of the actual process of childbirth as, Hilliard was told, it was a 
topic that was not discussed. This created a culture of fear about childbirth, about 
pregnancy itself and of the risks of continuous childbearing. For these women, 
therefore, the reproductive aspect dominated sexual activity, and intercourse was 
beset with fear. 

 Hilliard’s study refl ects the long- lasting and deep- rooted sway that the 
Church had exercised over the institution of motherhood. The physical con-
sequences of sex were entirely women’s responsibility. As women’s value in the 
Catholic Church world view is intrinsically linked to motherhood, the physical 
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demands of repeated pregnancies on women were of little concern to the male 
hierarchy.  1   Prioritising motherhood over other concerns such as the health of 
both mother and child, or whether there were adequate material provisions 
available, led to much suff ering and hardship for generations of Irish women 
who were deprived of access to artifi cial forms of contraception. This edict was 
ruthlessly enforced as can be gauged by the comments of many respondents in 
Hilliard’s study who reported being refused absolution in confession for voicing 
concerns about risking another pregnancy due to poverty or ill health. The Irish 
State upheld Catholic Church teachings by banning the use of contraceptives, as 
well as written material giving information about or alluding to contraception. 
Consequently, securing legal autonomy in this regard was not an easy matter. 
Hilliard noted, ‘Although there were some references to political fi gures, power 
and control were almost universally associated with religion by respondents’ 
( 2004 : 155). This refl ects the power of the Church in aff ecting state regulations 
in this regard. 

 On the matter of contraception, there was great expectation of a change of 
heart from the Vatican in the 1960s. However, expectations were not fulfi lled. In 
his encyclical,  Humanae vitae  (1968), Pope Paul VI (1963– 78) reaffi  rmed tradi-
tional Church teaching and stated that preventing pregnancy by abstinence was 
the only acceptable means of contraception, because in abstinence, ‘the married 
couple rightly use a faculty provided them by nature’ (Section 16). In this way, 
the merits of celibacy predominate the issues of childbearing and human sexual-
ity. In addition, although women are mentioned in the body of the encyclical, 
they are not specifi cally greeted, blessed nor addressed directly in their emotional 
and physical role as bearers of children. The Vatican would seem to have made its 
judgement without actually ‘seeing’ the women at whom the issue was targeted. 
The response from the ‘faithful’ was disbelief and disappointment. At the same 
time, Kenny writes that even in the aftermath of the fi rst wave of the feminist 
movement in the 1960s, ‘the Catholic view that God and nature intended sexual 
intercourse to be fruitful was quite widely held as a correct principle, even if it 
was not always practiced or observed’ ( 2000 : 127). While on the one hand faith 
in the sustenance of the Catholic Church ideology of welcoming all new life was 
the ideal; on the other hand, much human suff ering was involved, especially for 
females. As well as the physical and emotional demands on mothers, decades of 
poverty and sustained emigration had shown that God did not always provide. The 
dichotomous situation was arguably best summed up by the writer Kate O’Brien. 
In  Pray for the Wanderer , Nell Mahoney ponders ‘the binding vows and obligations 
of marriage’, a rite that has the procreation of children as its primary aim. Her 
thoughts refl ect the dilemma of the Catholic believer, as she ‘could not admit, any 
more by her fastidious nerves than by her religious training, the pitiful exigencies 
or crude materialistic ethic of birth control –  though baffl  ed indeed, too, by the 
appalling problems and horrors of unchecked fecundity’ ( 1951 : 109). Ultimately, 
as Chrystel Hug remarks, ‘in this domain, Catholic morality was particularly cut 
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off  from the reality of contraceptive practice, which accounts for its demise’ (Hug 
 1999 : 9). The topic of contraception, therefore, put into doubt, for the fi rst time, 
the validity of Church teaching. 

 While a robust Catholic society was still evident when John Paul II (1978– 
2005) visited Ireland in 1979, gradual changes in state law had begun. Jenny 
Beale notes, ‘Issues relating to the changing status of women have acted as focal 
points for controversy over the wider changes in values and attitudes in Irish 
society’ ( 1986 , viii). In early 1971, Mary Robinson, then a senator, attempted to 
introduce a Bill proposing to liberalise the law on contraception. The Bill was 
not allowed a reading in the Seanad, and so it could not be discussed. In fact, she 
had to make seven attempts in total before being successful (Hug  1999 : 94). In 
May 1971, a group of Irish feminists caused quite a stir when they travelled to 
Belfast by train and returned to Dublin with contraceptive devices in order to 
demonstrate the illogical nature of the law. In 1973, the Supreme Court agreed 
that while there was a constitutional right to marital privacy that allowed for the 
use of contraceptives, the Act forbidding their import or sale was, nevertheless, 
not repugnant to the Constitution. In other words, contraceptives could be used 
legally but not obtained legally. As a result of this anomaly, a series of Bills was 
proposed, but the enthusiasm to see them through appeared to be lacking in the 
Irish government. Eventually, in 1978, and largely due to the consistent work for 
women’s reproductive rights by Mary Robinson, Charles Haughey introduced 
the Health (Family Planning) Bill. In this Bill, which became an Act in 1979, 
contraceptives could be prescribed by doctors on medical grounds and obtained 
in selected pharmacies. It was, therefore, extremely restrictive, but at least it was 
now under the remit of the Department of Health rather than the Department 
of Justice, which removed any former criminal associations from the issue of 
contraception. 

 The movement of discussion about these matters from the private to the pub-
lic sphere was facilitated by a new afternoon radio programme,  Women Today , fi rst 
broadcast on 31 May 1979. This show, which allowed women to speak about issues 
of concern in their lives, together with the iconic broadcaster Gay Byrne’s vital 
role in facilitating public discussion of formerly taboo topics, meant that for the 
fi rst time people started hearing about the lives of ordinary people. Additionally, 
journalists such as Nell McCaff erty and Gene Kerrigan, who have been writing 
political commentaries since the 1970s, continued to highlight issues of concern, 
such as the Kerry Babies case.  2   In this way, personal stories that had been formerly 
masked by collective ideology began to emerge. The eff ects on women of state 
legislation and church edicts were verbalised, and the predominant mood was 
that women had had enough. However, when John Paul II visited Ireland, the 
year after his appointment to the papacy, the idea that motherhood should be a 
woman’s only role in life was still to the fore. In his address at Shannon Airport 
on the day of his departure, the Pope said, ‘May Irish mothers, young women and 
girls not listen to those who tell them that working at a secular job, succeeding in 
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a secular profession, is more important than the vocation of giving life and caring 
for this life as a mother’ (John Paul II  1979 : 80– 1). This continues to be the Vatican 
position. Many women, however, were no longer willing to be defi ned merely by 
this one aspect of their lives. 

 While great enthusiasm was displayed for the papal visit, it was arguably more 
about seeing and hearing a world- famous fi gure than acting as a marker for the 
renewal of Catholic devotion. James S. Donnelly remarks, ‘Indeed, the openly 
acknowledged purpose of the Irish hierarchy in inviting John Paul to Ireland was 
largely that of halting or at least slowing the damaging inroads of materialism 
and secularism on the attachment of Catholics to their ancient faith’ ( 2002 : 271). 
Additionally, in his memoir  Staring at Lakes , Michael Harding writes: 

  In some ways, the papal visit was the funeral of Catholicism in Ireland. After the 
cheers of the assembled millions had died away … Irish society found that it couldn’t 
really stomach the harsh tone of Rome’s teachings and bit by bit went off  to gorge 
and be lost in a frenzy of secular self- improvement.     (Harding  2013 : 97– 8)  

 The signs of decline had been there from the 1960s, as noted by the writer 
Desmond Fennell, who argues that there was no reason why decline in belief, as 
had happened in Europe, would not be mirrored in Ireland. As literacy, education 
and advances in science and technology facilitated an increase in living standards, 
Christianity had been abandoned. Fennell’s thesis is that the Church had failed to 
understand the new developments and, moreover, had failed to frame the chang-
ing society in a Christian context. His reasoning, it can be argued, was borne 
out by the subsequent issuing of  Humanae vitae , which was another example of, 
as Fennell puts it, a ‘failure to know the times’ ( 1962 ). The Church also failed to 
appreciate the changing role of women in society. Additionally, another aspect of 
the feminist movement that had an impact on the relationship between women 
and the Church was access to education. Women began to read scripture for 
themselves; they could now study theology and could communicate with women 
around the world. The Catholic Church’s ambivalent attitude towards women 
could now be seen in the interpretations of scripture written by men over the 
centuries on the subject of women. This knowledge and awareness, combined 
with the sexual revolution, in the view of Mary T. Malone, ‘often stretched the 
relationships between women and their churches to breaking point’ ( 2000 : 22). In 
addition, as women became involved in all aspects of public life, their almost total 
exclusion from the organisational arm of the Catholic Church began to rankle. 

 The signs of the alienation of women from the Catholic Church from the 
time of the Pope’s visit onwards can be suggested by their engagement in areas 
that were intrinsic to Church teaching. In 1979, the Family Planning (Health) 
Act to legalise contraception, albeit in very limited terms, was enacted and came 
into law the following year. Also in 1979, the Censorship Board’s authority to 
ban books about or referring to contraception was withdrawn. The relationship 
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between women and the Catholic Church at this point was succinctly described 
thus by Tom Inglis: 

  In terms of maintaining its power, the problem for the Catholic Church was that 
once women began to gain control of their bodies … the bonds that tied them to the 
home and rearing children gradually loosened. As that happened, the consolation and 
compensatory power which the Church in Ireland provided for women over the last 
hundred years was no longer as necessary because they were able to gain entry to the 
positions, resources and prestige to which they have previously been denied access.   
  (Inglis  1998 : 63)  

 There is little doubt that many of the changes in Irish society were driven by 
women. Moreover, it can be argued that the issue of contraception best refl ects 
the initial gap between lived experience and ideology and, in the aftermath of 
 Humanae vitae , doubt as to the credibility of Church teaching began to feature in 
the Irish cultural psyche. 

 In the 1980s, a series of events exposed the cultural hegemonic Catholic land-
scape to the rigours of a confl ict between physical reality and spiritual ideology, 
particularly in relation to the policing of female sexuality.  

  Church, State, women and the 1980s 

 By 1980, limited contraception was available. In 1982, the fi rst minister of state 
for women’s aff airs and family law was appointed. Nuala Fennell (1935– 2009) had 
worked as a freelance journalist and was a staunch advocate of women’s rights.  3   
In 1983, an amendment to the Constitution was passed by referendum seeking 
to prevent any possible legalisation of abortion and instating equal status in law 
to a mother and her foetus. The bitterness of the campaign was a reaction to the 
perception of a growing loosening of the bond between church and people. One 
of the most damaging consequences for women was the new discourse that posi-
tioned them as a potential threat to the unborn child; in other words, as potential 
killers of innocent babies.  4   This was the context that preceded the death of Ann 
Lovett and the Kerry Babies fi asco, both of which occurred in 1984. 

 In February 2014, Maynooth University held an event to mark the thirty- year 
anniversary of the death of Ann Lovett in Granard, Co. Longford, on 31 January 
1984. Christy Moore performed ‘The Middle of the Island’, a song he had recorded 
with Sinéad O’Connor and which evolved from lyrics sent to him by Nigel Rolfe 
under the title, ‘The Ostrich’. The opening line, which is repeated in the song, 
captures the cultural focus on sexuality, in terms of the policing of female sexual-
ity, and, at the same time, the silence surrounding the topic:  ‘Everybody knew, 
nobody said.’ Moore writes that the song is not only a memorial to Ann Lovett, 
who is not named, but a reminder of ‘young girls left to die in cold stone grottos 
while a country kneels at the altar, like an ostrich’ (Moore  2000 : 28). Ann Lovett 
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died after giving birth to her son in a grotto dedicated to the Virgin Mary. In the 
absence of being able to seek or accept help, she had turned to a statue that sym-
bolises the ultimate loving mother, albeit one that is wholly unconnected with 
sex or sexuality. 

 Given that this was not an immaculate conception, the father of Ann’s baby 
escaped national notoriety. There was little impetus to force men to confront 
the consequences of pre- marital sex in either practicable or public terms. It was 
women and their children who were incarcerated as well as vilifi ed by church 
and society. ‘Purity’, as the most important attribute of the Catholic woman, in 
imitation of the mother of Jesus, has a long history in the Church. Moreover, 
the control of sexual behaviour was a feature of Irish nationalism from the nine-
teenth century onwards and was accentuated after Independence in the drive for 
the moral and cultural uniqueness of the newly independent Irish people. Thus, 
church, state and society, all of the opinion that the threat to sexual morality 
resided in the bodies of women, ensured that females who did not conform to 
the ideal Irish woman were rendered invisible. As Marjorie Howes notes, ‘Irish 
culture has long had, for better or worse, a keen sense of the public determinants 
and consequences of the apparently private realm of sexuality’ ( 2002 : 923). The 
organs of ‘public consequences’ were particularly oppressive for Irish women. 

 Ann Lovett’s death marked a shift in mood. People asked themselves what 
kind of society would allow a young girl and her baby to suff er such a fate. The 
answer was a Catholic- dominated one, in which, as Inglis argues, status was tied 
up with the public participation in Catholic ritual and the need to be deemed 
respectable ( 1998 : 11). In response to the deaths of Ann and her son, hundreds 
of letters were sent to the  Gay Byrne Show  on RTÉ radio. Women wrote about 
their experiences and described previously untold stories of pregnancy outside 
marriage. As a result of the volume of letters received, Byrne dedicated an entire 
show to the reading of women’s experiences. Indeed, the facilitation of the stories 
on the national airwaves ensured that not only were these topics no longer taboo 
but that the human cost to maintaining the façade of Catholic respectability was 
articulated. 

 In April that same year, the Joanne Hayes story, involving the death of two 
babies, broke. At the end of the year, in December 1984, the Kerry Babies Tribunal 
was set up, with, it should be noted, all- male investigating, legal and expert teams.  5   
Similarly, as with the case of Ann Lovett, the proceedings emphasised how much 
the focus was on women in these situations. In other words, although the respon-
sibility for sexual morality was largely vested in women, it was enforced by men, in 
both Church and State. The remit was to investigate why Ms Hayes had confessed 
to giving birth to a second child found near Cahirciveen, almost fi fty miles away 
from her home. Instead, the Tribunal turned into an investigation and demonisa-
tion of Joanne Hayes. The vitriol and hostility expressed towards certain women 
anxious to assert their rights in relation to birth control and the equal right to life 
of the mother and child, during the 1983 constitutional referendum on abortion, 
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now had a visible target. Worryingly, however, the death of two babies, both of 
whom were assumed to be Joanne’s, appeared to be of far less interest than the 
extra- marital aff air from which they allegedly arose. 

 Wider access to contraception, in that contraceptive devices were made 
legally available to all, including unmarried persons, was legalised in 1985, the 
year after these events. The fi nal vote had taken place in the Dáil at the end of 
February. How much Ann Lovett’s death and the vilifi cation of Joanne Hayes 
infl uenced this outcome is open to speculation as it had taken over fi fteen years 
to achieve. While on the one hand the loosening of the bonds between Catholic 
Church teaching and Irish society appeared inevitable in the wake of accounts 
of the deaths of young girls and newborn babies, as well as the legalisation of 
contraception, on the other hand, a curious phenomenon took place that suggests 
that the break from long- held belief in and obedience to Catholic teaching was 
problematic. 

 The moving statues phenomenon reinforces the opposing factions of an evolv-
ing liberal and secular society marked by uncertainty and a strongly held belief 
system that dealt in absolutes, framed by a strong unquestioning adherence to 
Catholic teaching. As Margaret MacCurtain notes, ‘a familiar system of Catholic 
representation, the Marian wayside shrine, became the vehicle for interpreting 
the moral anxiety that engulfed Catholic believers in the aftermath of the angry 
exchanges that accompanied the 1983 Eighth Amendment to the Constitution’ 
( 2008 : 161). From February to September 1985, there were over thirty accounts 
of moving or weeping statues of Our Lady. The most famous one is the moving 
statue of Ballinspittle, Co. Cork, which is near Kinsale, but the fi rst alleged event 
took place in Asdee, Co. Kerry, just two months after the Kerry Babies Tribunal 
had been set up. As the most popular fi gure in folk religion, a renewed devotion to 
Mary, the perfect female icon and loving chaste mother, was particularly relevant 
in the context of abortion and the portrayal of Joanne Hayes, who, as Tom Inglis 
notes, ‘was made into a kind of exotic, sexual predator, who was not just very 
diff erent from other Irish women, but represented a threat to them and to every 
decent Irish man’ ( 2003 : 222). 

 With the Church being particularly vocal on the issues of sex and the control 
of women’s bodies, the institutional Church was failing to meet the religious 
needs of the people as provider of access to the transcendent. In some ways, the 
apparitions were a response to this gap in a folk- religious sort of way.  6   There 
were claims of healings by people who visited the sites. Many saw the face of 
Our Lady of Ballinspittle change to that of either Jesus or Padre Pio. Others saw 
the 5 foot 8 inch concrete statue rock from side to side. By early August, some 
100,000 people had visited the grotto in Co. Cork.  7   While this suggests a show of 
religious piety, Eamon McCann found that the mood at the grotto in Ballinspittle 
was matter- of- fact and, furthermore, that nobody expressed a view of the events 
as transformative. Rather, the experience appeared to suggest a deep yearning 
for reassurance that faith in God was justifi ed (McCann  1985 : 33– 7). The fact 
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that so many people, and women in particular, collectively imagined or felt that 
they had experienced something mystical at various grottoes around the country, 
suggests a subconscious plea for reassurance about the ‘rightness’ of adhering to 
the rigid regulation of the body in light of the public discourse, discussion and 
bitter exchanges around what Nell McCaff erty termed, ‘the war of the wombs’ 
( 1985a : 58). The phenomenon of the moving statues in one way served to reassert 
the comfort and security of long- held beliefs. Then again, the eff ects, if any, were 
brief, and, as McCann found, not ‘transformative’. 

 In 1984 and 1985, therefore, the clash between cultural and religious ideology 
and the move towards an individual interpretation of religious ethics and morals 
was played out to an unprecedented degree in the public forum. There is little 
doubt that these events had focused, to a degree hitherto unseen and unheard in 
public, on individual personal consequences in terms of the Church’s theology 
of sexuality. In the context of Catholic teaching, females such as Joanne Hayes 
and Ann Lovett had transgressed the very essence of the perfect Irish Catholic 
woman, modelled on the Virgin Mary: self- sacrifi cing, subservient and all- loving, 
and largely disinterested in sex. At the same time, they also embodied the dichot-
omous dilemma of the Irish Catholic female, esteemed as a married mother, 
shamed and vilifi ed as an unmarried one and otherwise of no great import. The 
Catholic Church’s implicit attitude was, and still is, that women are valued for their 
contribution to the perpetuation of the faith, for their role as mothers (married 
only) and as carers of others. In her self- sacrifi cing, vocational role as mother, the 
Catholic woman has neither the right nor the expectation of any other means of 
fulfi lment. Up to the 1980s, wider society perpetuated this world view. However, 
the events outlined above provoked questions about aspects of Church teaching 
in the context of Irish societal values. In the decade to follow, the recounting of 
the physical, mental and sexual abuse visited upon women and children by church 
personnel in industrial schools and Magdalene laundries would serve to loosen 
the bond between the Church and the women of Ireland even further.  

  Church, State, women and the 1990s 

 The right to autonomy, begun by Irish women in the 1970s and persisted with 
throughout the 1980s, began to come to fruition in the 1990s. This also signalled 
the growing chasm between women and the Church as the series of referen-
dums that took place in Ireland directly contravened Church teaching. At the 
same time, the pull between tradition and change featured strongly. In 1990, 
Mary Robinson, a known proponent of women’s rights, was elected as president 
of Ireland. In May 1992, it was revealed that the revered Bishop Eamon Casey 
had fathered a son. This was a pivotal moment in the perception of the Church 
as moral authority. In November 1992, a referendum was held in the wake of 
the ‘X Case’ on three abortion- related issues. The right to travel and the right 
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to information were upheld. The following year, the fathering of two children 
by the well- known ‘singing priest’ Fr Michael Cleary was reported, just after 
his death. In 1995, the referendum legalising access to divorce was carried. In 
October 1997, Mary Robinson was succeeded by Mary McAleese as president 
of Ireland. 

 Legally, women now had the ability to make decisions about their bodies, 
their marriages and their lives both outside of and within the context of family 
matters, about which Pope John Paul II had spoken so passionately during his 
1979 visit. Moreover, the gradual shift in cultural views about women meant that 
participating in all aspects of life was no longer taboo. Motherhood was no longer 
the only defi ning factor of a woman’s life. She could now also be considered as a 
person in her own right. In the church context, the remaining years of this decade 
were framed by a series of revelations of physical and sexual abuse by clerics and 
religious. By the end of the 1990s, the most infl uential and important institu-
tion in Ireland, the Catholic Church, had been shown to be seriously defi cient 
in human kindness and to be incapable of or indeed unwilling to police its own 
ethos of sexual morality, as well as showing itself to be largely indiff erent to the 
people its personnel had abused. Moreover, there was little expression of sincere 
remorse for the shortcomings that had been exposed. Rather, the Church was 
eventually compelled to address the situation by outside forces. The most impor-
tant aspect of a relationship, trust, had been broken. 

 Since Vatican II, the dignity of the human person and the equality of all the 
faithful are stated core principles of the Catholic Church, ‘no inequality on the 
basis of race or nationality, social condition or sex’ (Vatican II  1965 : 13). However, 
rather than concerning themselves with the series of unfolding scandals across the 
world, as well as in Ireland, or indeed attempting to explain to Catholics why such 
penury had been visited on those who were regarded as having transgressed by 
a church founded on the principles of love and forgiveness, John Paul II decided 
to act on the issue of women and ministry in the Catholic Church. The Pope 
reiterated the thoughts of Paul VI who had addressed the question in 1976, on 
foot of the Vatican’s Pontifi cal Biblical Commission being unable, after examin-
ing scripture, to answer the question one way or another.  8   In the apostolic letter, 
 Ordinatio sacerdotalis  (On Reserving Priestly Ordination to Men Alone), John Paul 
II employed his full authority to put an end to the discussion: ‘I declare that the 
Church has no authority whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women 
and that this judgment is to be defi nitively held by all the Church’s faithful.’ Just 
a few months after the publication of  Ordinatio sacerdotalis , the record of off ences 
committed by Fr Brendan Smyth across Ireland, the UK and the USA, stretch-
ing back to the 1950s, was revealed. Smyth was a prolifi c paedophile who used 
his position of trust to rape and sexually assault dozens of young children over a 
forty- year period. 

 Three years later, John Paul II took further action on the questioning of 
Church teaching by issuing an apostolic letter  motu proprio, Ad tuendam fi dem  (To 
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Defend the Faith), which is a document issued on the Pope’s own initiative and 
personally signed by him. The document authorised key additions to the code of 
Canon Law, and a number of changes were implemented. Changes to canon law 
are quite rare, and in past centuries there have been only a few such alterations. In 
any case, John Paul II opened the letter by stating that the changes were needed 
to ‘protect the faith of the Catholic Church against errors arising from certain 
members of the Christian faithful’. This was in response to the many Roman 
Catholic theologians and religious personnel who had questioned Church teach-
ings on topics such as female ordination, priestly celibacy, artifi cial methods of 
birth control and homosexuality. In this way, discussion and debate about how 
to confront the changing mores were fi rmly suppressed. This left little room for 
Catholics, either lay, professed or ordained, to discuss and debate openly the role 
of Catholicism in a changing world. Fennell’s thesis about the Church’s failings in 
this regard, made almost thirty years earlier, seemed prescient. A year later, in 1999, 
RTÉ broadcast a three- part documentary,  States of Fear , made by Mary Raftery. 
The series detailed the sustained abuse suff ered by children in Church- run indus-
trial and reformatory schools in Ireland between the 1930s and the 1970s. By the 
end of the decade, therefore, rather than off ering a model for the Christian mes-
sage of love and forgiveness, the absolute moral authority had been found to be 
highly immoral at times.  

  Church, State, women and the 2000s 

 As the new millennium dawned, Ireland was a very diff erent society from the 
one that Pope John Paul II had encountered in 1979. Women had achieved legal 
rights, more personal autonomy and the right to participate in the public sphere. 
In 2004, Mary McAleese was re- elected president of Ireland. In the context of 
the Catholic Church, the issue of abuse continued to dominate the public forum. 
Indeed, these scandals proved to be a major turning point for the participants in 
Hilliard’s study of family and motherhood undertaken in the 1970s, and again 
in 2000. Hilliard concluded her study by noting that among the respondents 
there had been ‘changes in thinking and practice’ in the intervening twenty- fi ve 
years. She remarked that by the time of the second interview: ‘a new degree of 
refl exivity and awareness appears to have developed; in particular an awareness 
of having been dominated by forces outside themselves which had far- reaching 
eff ects on some of the most intimate aspects of their lives, including fertility, 
sexual relations and religious practice’ (Hilliard  2004 : 154). In other words, rev-
elations of sexual abuse, impropriety and immorality had further fractured the 
relationship between women and the institutional Church. These accounts, as 
well as the experience of incidents of humiliation, embarrassment and censure 
in the confession box in the context of their sexuality, Hilliard wrote, ‘signifi -
cantly coloured and in cases changed respondents’ relationships with the Church’ 
( 2004 : 149). 
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 In 2010, Benedict XVI (2005– 13) updated  Normae de gravioribus delictis , a 
document originally composed by Pope John Paul II in 2001 that contains 
a series of regulations or ‘norms’ and lists the most serious ‘crimes’ identifi ed 
by the Church. In the introduction to the modifi cations, Cardinal William 
Levada listed the new additions, which include the following: ‘The attempted 
ordination of a woman has also been introduced as a delict in the new text, 
as established by the decree of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith on 19 December 2007.’ A delict is a crime or violation of canon law. As 
Fiona Govan explains in  The Telegraph , ‘Women attempting to be priests, and 
those who try to ordain them, already faced automatic excommunication but 
the new decree enshrines the action as “a crime against sacraments” ’ (Govan 
 2010 ). The same body charged with investigating child- abuse cases was now 
in charge of investigating the ‘crime against sacraments’ that included any 
actions in terms of women and the priesthood. The Church, therefore, was 
focused on the shoring up of tradition rather than on introspection or a ques-
tioning of its practices. Given the zealousness with which the suppression of 
debate about women and the priesthood, among other topics, was dealt with 
by the Church, in contrast to the lacklustre approach to child- abuse investi-
gations, Catholic women could not fail to see the extent of their exclusion. 
Additionally, on top of the penury visited upon ‘erring’ women and children 
and the often- harsh face of the Church with regard to people’s intimate lives 
in the past, continuing to attend church services constitutes a moral dilemma 
for many women who feel a loyalty to their faith but not to the institutional 
Church.  9   

 Hilliard noted the following transition in loyalty to Church teaching in the 
years that separated the questioning of her participants: ‘A clear shift took place 
in the basis of morality; this was a movement away from a pre- existing moral 
order propounded by the Church, towards a more individualistic morality based 
on a greater confi dence in the legitimacy of one’s own experience’ ( 2004 : 159). 
In the fi ndings of a 2012  Amárach  survey, commissioned by the Association of 
Catholic Priests in Ireland, the growing distance between Church teaching and 
societal practice is also recorded: ’3 in 4 fi nd the Church’s teaching on sexual-
ity irrelevant to them and/ or their family. […] The younger age cohorts are 
the least likely to fi nd the teachings pertinent to them’ (Amárach  2012 : 34). 
Additionally, at a recent presentation, Mary T. Malone recounted that young 
women see the Church as at best irrelevant and at worst evil. She also related 
that repeated studies have shown that in the main, religious faith and creeds are 
passed on by mothers and grandmothers (Malone  2015 ). While an older female 
cohort remains loyal to the Catholic faith, and I would argue that this is often 
in spite of the institutional Church, their daughters are not taking up the baton 
of propagating the faith. There is little doubt that unless the Vatican engages 
with female Catholics, both religious and lay, the propagation of the faith can-
not be assured.  
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  Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have attempted to trace the trajectory of the decline of the rela-
tionship between the Catholic Church and the women of Ireland. The 1980s were 
tumultuous in this regard as the changing status of women both fuelled and served as a 
site for cultural change in Irish society. Moreover, the tug of war between the Church 
and women centred on the issue of bodily autonomy, with  Humane vitae  serving as 
the watershed document that provoked debate about birth control around the world. 
The response in Ireland to the encyclical was more muted, but it marked the begin-
ning of the separation between Church teaching and private practice. Moreover, the 
public discussions in the 1980s about Ann Lovett and Joanne Hayes, and the many 
other women who told similar stories of being pregnant outside of marriage, moved 
the debate from the realm of Catholic ideology to lived reality. For many women and 
their children, the ‘dignity of the person’ proved an empty principle. 

 In the 1990s, the trust bestowed on the Church and its personnel as moral 
guardians was seriously fractured when it was found to have gravely erred in the 
area in which it had been most vocal. In addition, rather than show mercy to those 
whom the Church deemed to be sinners in the sexual realm, it had punished 
women and their children to an extraordinary degree. In addition, the reputa-
tion of church personnel who continue to work for the good of others has been 
tainted by association. Rather than proactive engagement, explanation or research 
on these matters, the Church has been concerned with issues such as upgrading 
the ‘sin’ of ordaining women, amending canon law, silencing those who try to 
discuss aspects of Church teaching on gender and sexuality, as well as demanding 
that all Catholics assent to such dictates without question. The reiteration by Pope 
Francis that the topic of women in ministry is not up for discussion has reinforced 
the institutional rejection of the voices, bodies, experiences and contributions of 
women.  10   

 The former status accorded to the Catholic Church has been eroded as a 
result of the Church’s own resistance to confronting and acknowledging its fl aws. 
While many welcome the decline of Catholic Church hegemony and its abso-
lutist ideology, which was supported and upheld by the Irish State, it can also be 
argued that in its wake there is an absence in the cultural fabric that has yet to be 
fi lled. While the ‘unbinding’ between church and society has taken place in the 
public forum, the private forum is to a large extent undocumented and unknown. 
As the Catholic Church has not undertaken, despite everything that has happened 
in the past thirty- fi ve years, any real examination of itself, its ethos, its structures, 
and its theology of sexuality in particular, the trajectory of decline is set to con-
tinue. Moreover, the failure of the Vatican to recognise that engagement with 
women is central to the continuation of the faith suggests that the legacy of Irish 
Catholicism will not be bequeathed to the next generation. It cannot, therefore, 
be assumed that the ‘faith of Catholic Ireland’ will be ‘forged, sustained, or upheld’ 
into the future by ‘the women of Ireland’.   
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   Notes 

  1     The long- standing belief, derived from Ancient Greek medical conviction, and as 
understood by two of the most infl uential church fathers, Augustine and Aquinas, that 
the uterus was merely a vessel for the man’s seed and did not play an active part in 
the reproduction process, underlies the reasoning behind the disregard for women’s 
physical and mental health in their capacity as bearers of children (Ranke- Heinemann 
 1990 : 222– 3).  

  2     See, for instance, Nell McCaff erty’s  A Woman to Blame: The Kerry Babies Case  ( 1985b ), 
Gene Kerrigan ‘The Kerry Babies Case’ ( 1985a ), ‘The Kerry Babies Case:  An 
Analysis of Mr Justice Lynch’s Report’ ( 1985b ) and ‘We Led the Fight for Family 
Values’ ( 2015 ).  

  3     Nuala Fennell was co- founder of AIM (1972), a family- law reform lobby and of 
ADAPT (1973), a support group for deserted wives. She also founded Women’s Aid 
(1975), a refuge for battered wives, and was a member of the Council for the Status 
of Women.  

  4     For an account of the history of the struggle ‘against the suppression of fertility con-
trol’ in Ireland, see Pauline Conroy’s ‘Maternity Confi ned in the Struggle for Fertility 
Control’ ( 2004 ).  

  5     One female guard was involved in the original investigation.  
  6     The Bishop of Cork, Dr Michael Murphy, and his fellow bishops heartily disapproved, 

and priests were discouraged from commenting on or engaging with the events, 
although the extra stimulus for prayer was welcomed. The hallmark of an apparition 
is a direct personal experience of the divine. Such experiences occur outside of the 
institutional Church framework and are, therefore, not under the management of 
church personnel. However, as the role of the Church is as facilitator or conduit for a 
relationship with the divine, such occurrences can undermine its authority. As a result, 
the Church eventually appropriates enduring ‘holy’ sites, such as Lourdes and Knock. 
See Lawrence J. Taylor’s  Occasions of Faith: An Anthropology of Irish Catholics  ( 1995 ).  

  7     Other sightings of unusual occurrences were recorded at Ballydesmond and 
Courtmacsherry in Co. Cork; Mount Melleray in Co. Waterford; Camolin, Glenbrien, 
and just outside Wexford town, on the Rosslare road, in Co. Wexford; and in Co. Sligo, 
where four young girls saw an image of Our Lady and what looked like St Bernadette 
in the sky over a remote fi eld.  

  8     The commission’s report was never made public. Moreover, it is not listed on the 
Vatican website. It is known about only because it was leaked to the press. See Angela 
Hanley’s  Whose la Carte Menu? Exploring Catholic Themes in Context  ( 2014 ).  

  9     This is a view I heard expressed by female audience members at a number of presen-
tations on the topic of reform in the Catholic Church in 2014 and 2015.  

  10     At the impromptu press conference held aboard the papal plane in July 2013, Patsy 
McGarry reports: ‘Pope Francis said, ‘on the ordination of women, the Church has 
spoken and said no. Pope John Paul II, in a defi nitive formulation, said that door is 
closed’ (2013).   
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 The Catholic twilight    

    Joe   Cleary     

   All we have gained then by our unbelief 
 Is a life of doubt diversifi ed by faith, 
 For one of faith diversifi ed by doubt: 
 We called the chess- board white –  we call it black. 

 Robert Browning, ‘Bishop Blougram’s 
Apology’ (1885)  

  Introduction 

 It has been obvious for decades that Catholicism in Ireland is undergoing a crisis 
of historic proportions. That crisis is commonly defi ned in terms of a litany of 
clerical and religious- run institution abuse scandals, an ageing clergy, a loss of 
institutional authority and increasing levels of indiff erence to religion generally. 
Catholic infl uence in the areas of education, health, political policy and legal prac-
tice has been rolled back. The changes also extend into the realms of the sacred, 
and the liturgical: Catholic churches are frequently packed to or beyond capacity 
at Christmas or for Easter Week services, communions and confi rmations remain 
important rites of passage for most families, and Irish Catholic funeral rituals 
retain their importance. But Sunday masses, holy days and confessional obliga-
tions no longer regulate ordinary time for most of the population as they once 
did. Activities outside of the church such as pilgrimages and cemetery Sundays 
are still popular, but other aspects of quotidian devotion have retracted. Fewer 
houses display religious icons or statuary; home- based devotions are rare; religious 
medals and rosary beads are becoming outmoded. All in all, this long crisis has 
brought about transformations not only in religious practice but also in the entire 
lifeworld of modern Ireland. 

 Though the changes under way are profound, the diffi  culty is to know 
how best to interpret them. Many scholarly works invoke a sense of total col-
lapse or even terminal crisis  –  like bell peals, the funereal book titles toll a 
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passing:  Irish Catholicism since 1950: The Undoing of a Culture  (Fuller  2002 );  Is 
Irish Catholicism Dying? Liberating an Imprisoned Church  (Kirby  1984 );  The End 
of Irish Catholicism?  (Twomey  2003 );  Change or Decay: Irish Catholicism in Crisis  
(Hoban  2000 ). Still, while such titles draw legitimate attention to a contempo-
rary sense of an ending, a focus on ‘the death of Irish Catholicism’ may obscure 
more than it reveals. Do changes of the kind described above actually represent 
the death of Catholicism in Ireland or rather the unravelling of the Devotional 
Revolution Catholicism constructed after the Great Famine (1845– 50)? And 
if that Devotional Revolution Catholicism is now in free fall, might some dif-
ferent version of Catholicism emerge in its place? After all, the Catholicisms of 
the pre- modern era, the Counter- Reformation, the Penal Law and pre- Famine 
era, and of the Devotional Revolution period were of quite diff erent character, 
and some post- Devotional Revolution Catholicism now emerging might also 
diff er signifi cantly to these earlier manifestations. Or are the kinds of changes 
now under way involved best captured by the term ‘secularisation’, and, if so, 
does this mean that Ireland is now belatedly undergoing processes largely in 
step with those that have taken place earlier in the UK and Western Europe? 
Or is it more accurate to say that Ireland is not so much being ‘secularised’ as 
undergoing a longer- term transition from Christianity towards some new, more 
indeterminate but socially consequent ‘spirituality’? Questions of this sort can 
be suppressed by a consistent stress in the media and much of the academic 
literature on the absolute decline and fall of Irish Catholicism. On the one 
side, some secular commentators seem almost vengefully eager to announce the 
death of Irish Catholicism; on the other side, low- bar optimists search for signs 
of continuing religious vitality or imminent recovery with a desperation that 
recalls Theodor Adorno’s acerbic riposte: ‘they have gradually come to intone 
their  Te Deum  whenever God is denied because at least his name in mentioned’ 
(Adorno  1990 : 372). 

 This chapter will examine, in necessarily exploratory mode, three hypoth-
eses. First, it will consider the notion that the collapse of Devotional Revolution 
Catholicism is leading not to the demise of Catholicism in Ireland as such but 
rather bringing Irish conditions into closer line with those of Catholicism glob-
ally. This way of seeing matters implies that Ireland in the century between the 
Famine and the 1950s was more of an aberration in Catholic terms transnation-
ally than it is now; in other words, the challenges which the Catholic Church 
currently faces in Ireland are closer to those it confronts in other continents than 
was the case some generations ago. If this is correct, Irish Catholicism is not so 
much in total free fall as ‘regressing’ from an exceptional intensity to something 
like a more general Catholic mean. Second, the essay will discuss the secularisa-
tion thesis and consider what this analytical model highlights or occludes. Though 
many who accept the secularisation thesis view with equanimity what Catholic 
catastrophists view with dread, the two approaches have more than may appear 
in common. Finally, contemporary changes will be analysed not in terms of a 
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transition from religion to secularism but conversion to a new ‘spirituality’ on the 
rise globally. 

 It is always diffi  cult to grasp the direction of seismic historical changes of the 
kind at issue here; therefore, the object of this essay is simply to open lines of 
analysis that may stretch the scope of contemporary debate a little. Its intention is 
not to provide answers but to display some of the analytical complexities of the 
situation brought about by the decline of Catholicism in contemporary Ireland. 
Ours may be an era of ‘dead certainties’, but when assurances wane, intelligent 
questions ought at least to take their place.  

  The Devotional Revolution and its legacies 

 The term the ‘Devotional Revolution’, coined by church historian Emmet 
Larkin, refers to the accelerated development of the Catholic Church in Ireland 
in the wake of the Famine. Before the Great Famine, Larkin maintained, that 
church which had been institutionally weakened by the Penal Laws and had con-
fronted a demographic surge in the early nineteenth century, lacked the human 
and material resources to address the spiritual needs of the often only nominally 
Catholic population. Low ratios of clergy to laity in this pre- Famine period were 
aggravated by lapses of clerical discipline in some dioceses, and, in many regions, 
levels of lay compliance with canonical obligations such as mass attendance or 
receiving the sacraments were poor. (David Miller later corroborated this picture 
by demonstrating that nearly universal weekly mass attendance was largely con-
fi ned before the Famine to the relatively affl  uent south- eastern countryside and a 
few towns [Miller  1975 ]). However, other such historians, notably Kevin Whelan, 
have suggested that while the Catholic Church may have been institutionally 
weakened during the Penal Laws, religious conviction remained strong, but the 
character and practice of this pre- Devotional Revolution ‘vernacular Catholicism’ 
was quite diff erent to the more pietistic version instituted after the Famine (cited 
in Cleary and Connolly  2005 : 138– 9). Led by Paul Cullen, archbishop of Armagh 
(1850– 52) and of Dublin (1852– 78), the Devotional Revolution describes a con-
certed phase of church- building and parish reorganisation that strengthened the 
Catholic Church’s institutional infrastructure across most of the island. In the 
same era, the Church also extended its infl uence into the areas of education and 
health as many new Catholic religious organisations such as the Presentation 
Sisters (founded in Cork in 1775) or Christian Brothers (founded in Waterford 
in 1802), fi red by a sense of zeal, expanded clerical- run educational and other 
services, especially after Catholic emancipation in 1829. 

 Furthermore, the Devotional Revolution imposed a greater degree of doctri-
nal and devotional regulation as Cullen, an ultramontanist, used his infl uence in 
Rome to appoint reform- minded bishops, promote parish missions and introduce 
a variety of new devotional practices from Europe. Concomitantly, pre- Famine 
‘vernacular Catholic’ practices were replaced by more church- centred modes of 
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worship and unorthodox ‘traditional’ folk- practices, including raucous wakes and 
keenings, belief in the  sidhe , and the celebration of pagan fertility rites or feast 
days, were vigorously suppressed. The upshot, Larkin argued, was that by the end 
of the nineteenth century a much higher percentage of the Catholic popula-
tion in Ireland complied with the canonical requirements for religious practice 
than in any other part of Europe (with the possible exception of Poland) and 
continued to do so until the late twentieth century. Nevertheless, despite the 
widespread success of the Devotional Revolution, the idea of a single, uniform 
Catholicism is best avoided. Some forms of pre- Famine Catholicism and of folk 
religion remained popular, their strength and endurance varying regionally and in 
class terms, even after the Devotional Revolution had been consolidated. 

 By the time the Irish Free State was established in 1921, Catholicism’s close 
association with nationalism and its strong institutional infrastructure were such 
that it was able to command support across a wide variety of social fi elds and 
classes. In Northern Ireland, Catholicism became a major support system for a 
beleaguered Catholic nationalist minority abandoned to a ‘Protestant state for a 
Protestant people’. Bolstered in the south by the self- assertiveness of an emerg-
ing Catholic middle class assuming state power but retaining in Northern Ireland 
something of its historical role as the religio- cultural patron of an oppressed com-
munity, the Catholic Church was able to command high levels of allegiance from 
nearly all social classes in Ireland itself and also to service the Irish diaspora in the 
UK, Australia and the USA, and even to promote an array of missionary activities 
in Africa, Asia and South America. Hence, ‘Irish Catholicism’ in the period from 
the Famine to roughly Vatican II may be said to refer not just to Catholicism on 
the island of Ireland but to the elaboration of a Catholicism intertwined with 
Irishness that was expanding across the anglophone world and into several parts 
of the British Empire and beyond. For many of those who identifi ed with this 
version of Catholicism, Ireland represented the epicentre of a spiritual empire it 
nurtured with vocations and missionary and administrative zeal. 

 Though the idea of the Devotional Revolution is widely accepted, its larger his-
torical implications have arguably been under- explored. To begin with, if that rev-
olution led to an unusually tight affi  liation (though sometimes fractious) between 
Catholicism and nationalism in the nineteenth century and to an even tighter one 
between Catholicism and the new Irish State in the twentieth, then this surely 
suggests that what is anomalous about the Irish situation is its timing rather than 
its intensity. After all, a mutually validating link between church and an emerging 
nation- state had been common all across early modern Europe: Catholicism was 
crucial to the consolidation of the absolutist states in Spain, France and Austria, 
just as Protestantism was to the English or Swedish absolutist states or to the 
Dutch Republic. What was unusual about Ireland in European terms, then, was 
that the bonding between the dominant religion, nation and state was, because 
of several centuries of English colonial rule, ‘delayed’ until well into the twen-
tieth century. Moreover, because the Devotional Revolution took place in the 
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nineteenth century, and preceded the early twentieth- century political revolution 
that led to the formation of the state in 1921, the Catholic Church had a con-
siderable ‘headstart’ on the Free State; it already had an island- wide institutional 
network and could command a level of popular support from the people that 
the post- Partition, post- Civil War state had still to earn. Furthermore, one of the 
things that made that church– state bond seem even more anomalous by European 
standards was that it was tightened, after Independence in 1921, in an epoch when 
such bonds were slowly, though very unevenly, being loosened in many other 
parts of Europe. 

 Even so, the degree to which Ireland was out of step with other societies 
or its next- door neighbour ought not to be exaggerated. The 31st International 
Eucharistic Congress, held in Dublin in 1932, is widely taken to represent an 
acme of Catholic religious fervour and Irish nationalist triumphalism: some quar-
ter of the total population of the Free State attended the fi nal papal mass in the 
Phoenix Park in June of that year, and the celebration of the struggle to preserve 
the Catholic faith over millennia and to free the Irish nation after centuries of 
British rule was intricately linked in the symbolism of the occasion. However, 
in her study of religion in Britain after 1945, Grace Davie describes the corona-
tion of Queen Elizabeth II in June 1953, nearly a quarter of a century after the 
Dublin Eucharistic Congress, in terms of an even more spectacular identifi cation 
of religion, state and nation. Davie notes that the occasion ‘undoubtedly brought 
together the Church of England, the monarchy and the nation in an act of sacrali-
sation, witnessed for the fi rst time by a television audience numbered in millions’ 
(Davie  1994 : 31). For Davie, the coronation was less an expression of a pre- existing 
English consensus than a deliberately crafted eff ort to construct a consensus, and 
the same might surely be said of the Dublin Eucharistic Congress of 1932, com-
ing as it did in the immediate wake of intensely divisive Treaty debates, Partition 
and the Civil War. While some have described the post- Independence Irish State 
as a ‘theocracy’, assuming it an aberration to the more secular Western European 
norms of the twentieth century, it may be the case that what was ‘exceptional’ 
about the bond between religion, nation and state in Ireland was actually its rela-
tive brevity. 

 An institutionally maintained link between dominant religion, nation and the 
state endured for several centuries in England, Spain, Sweden and Holland (to cite 
just a few examples). But in the Republic of Ireland’s case, that linkage was for 
a variety of reasons –  these ranging from the challenges of the women’s move-
ment to the need, against the backdrop of the Troubles, to create a stronger case 
for a non- denominational state more hospitable to Protestants and unionists, to 
European Economic Community membership –  already being severely contested 
by the 1980s, just seven decades after the foundation of the State. Because it had 
been consolidated so late and was, as a result, historically out of step with develop-
ments elsewhere in Europe, particularly after the 1960s, the drive to loosen or dis-
solve the state– nation– religion nexus in southern Ireland came much sooner after 
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the creation of the state than it had done in many other European societies. The 
bonds between religion and state tightly knotted and then gradually loosened 
over centuries in states such as the UK, Holland, Austria or Spain were tightened 
and relaxed in Ireland in less than one century. 

 What might this mean for any understanding of the situation of Irish 
Catholicism today? For one thing, it means that contemporary Ireland is not 
leaving behind, as Catholic mythologists sometimes imply, ‘an age of faith’ 
that abided over centuries, for a new atheism, but, rather, that the country is, 
after a relatively brief period of unusually high levels of religious practice and 
orthodoxy, and particularly close levels of church– state affi  liation, ‘reverting’ 
to more unexceptional conditions of practice and power. As the once remark-
ably robust institutional infrastructure of the Devotional Revolution –  with 
its well- staff ed and well- run parishes, young and highly motivated religious 
and lay organisations and evangelical ambitions at home and overseas –  begins 
to downsize, and as the Catholic Church’s infl uence over the educational sys-
tem slowly contracts, the high levels of doctrinal instruction and practice that 
could once be maintained inevitably diminish. This in turn leads to a looser, 
less doctrinally informed and less well- regulated versions of Catholic practice, 
and to a more amorphous sense of Catholic identity and community. There 
is nothing aberrant about this either in Euro- American or even global terms. 
Nearly everywhere in the ‘First World’ the Catholic Church has to contend 
with fewer vocations, bigger staffi  ng and organisational challenges and com-
munities whose sense of Catholic doctrine or commitment to Catholic prac-
tice is generally lax. And, in the ‘Third World’, huge population increases, mass 
poverty and the overlay of Catholicism on non- Catholic religious cultures 
create heterogeneous situations that broadly recall those that obtained in pre- 
Famine Ireland; such situations create their own forms of doctrinal irregularity 
and uneven practice. Conceived in this light, it might be more useful to think 
of religious change in contemporary Ireland not so much in terms of ‘the death 
of Irish Catholicism’ as in its refashioning. A once exceptionally dynamic and 
charismatic Irish Catholicism, combining evangelical charisma with extraordi-
nary institutional– bureaucratic ability, has ‘cooled’ to become a little more like 
many other Catholicisms elsewhere.  

  A ‘melancholy, long withdrawing roar’? Secularism, religion 
and Irish modernity 

 The model of religious change sketched above disputes some of the more apoca-
lyptic versions of Catholic collapse. It also interrogates the diagnostic usefulness 
of the parallel between the fates of the Irish language and that of Catholicism 
uncritically alluded to in much of the contemporary literature on the subject. 
That parallel, itself tending towards a catastrophic conception of matters, is usu-
ally attributed to Fr Peter Connolly, who apparently predicted that ‘When Irish 
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Catholicism goes, it will go so fast that no- one will know what is happening’ (cited 
in Kiberd  2005 : 283). One year after Pope John Paul II’s visit to Ireland in 1979, 
Connolly speculated that Catholicism would one day be discarded by the Irish 
people with the same unsentimental pragmatism and speed that they had in an 
earlier era abandoned the Irish language to accommodate anglophone modernity. 
Connolly’s analogy, recycled in recent times by Declan Kiberd, Brendan Hoban 
and others, captures the swiftness of language change in the late nineteenth cen-
tury and religious change in the late twentieth. Nevertheless, the analogy suff ers 
obvious limitations. The Irish language was more or less peculiar to Ireland and 
therefore remarkably vulnerable in a vastly wider and continuously expanding 
anglophone world (and in any event to speak of its abandonment without refer-
ence to the convulsion of the Famine and the institutional power of the national 
school system is to overstate some supposedly innate sense of Irish pragmatism); 
Catholicism, in contrast to the Irish language, is a world religion, and religions 
generally have displayed remarkable endurance across dramatically diff erent geo- 
historical circumstances. 

 On the other hand, the Irish State was able to provide a lifeline through the 
education system (however belatedly, half- heartedly or ineptly this support came) 
to sustain the Irish language or stave off  its terminal decline at least; though the 
Catholic Church has probably received even more indirect state support than the 
Irish language has done, the ongoing separation of church and state in the present 
moment means that Catholicism will, unlike the Irish language, almost certainly 
have to depend less on the State in the future. One cannot imagine the State 
sponsoring the equivalent of Raidió na Gaeltachta or TG4 to shore up a declining 
Catholicism, for example. The decline of Irish, and more recently of Catholicism, 
has inevitably brought Ireland culturally closer to the rest of the Anglo- American 
world, itself historically Protestant, and this is where Connolly’s parallel is perhaps 
most suggestive. But even if it is now culturally closest to Anglo- America than 
anywhere else, Ireland has also been more deeply politically integrated into the 
European Union in recent decades, and thus now straddles these two wider social 
universes. Religious change in those European and Anglo- American contexts is 
variable and complex, and it is consequently diffi  cult to predict how changes in 
these wider zones will impact on Ireland in the future. 

 Nevertheless, while the hypothesis that Catholicism in Ireland is not so much 
dying as undergoing a sea change to some still- emerging, laxer post- Devotional 
Revolution version, off ers one way to think about ongoing developments, this 
model possibly exchanges a too- catastrophic with a too- moderate conception 
of religious change. Whereas the fi rst model considered implies that one variant 
of Catholicism will eventually be replaced by another, the secularisation model 
implies that the decline of religious practice in the advanced capitalist world is 
inexorable. In that latter model, religious decline follows a steady downward 
line, even if subject to minor periodic ‘religious revivals’, as the slow, unswerving 
processes of industrialisation (or post- industrialisation) and urbanisation (which 
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ultimately brings even the most rural regions into its ambit), and of the division 
of labour and the diminution of the public sphere, take their toll. Secularisation, 
in this understanding, means that religion suff ers an irreversible loss of social sig-
nifi cance and becomes increasingly a largely privatised minority practice with few 
social consequences. No longer able to mould the collective intellectual appre-
hension of society or guide its eff ective organisation, religious institutions may 
survive in secular societies but do so in a world dominated by capitalist and tech-
nocratic rationality where large metaphysical questions are accorded little validity. 
For those who view religion sympathetically, secularisation represents the dissolu-
tion of moral community and coherence, a disenchantment of the sacred and a 
slippage of any higher sense of existential purpose. For those who view secularisa-
tion sympathetically, it is regarded as a gain for personal freedom and conscience 
and an advance of rational over magical or delusional thinking. 

 These irreconcilable religious and secular conceptions of the world have agi-
tated Irish society for nearly half a century or more at this stage. A whole series 
of national referendums on matters such as divorce, abortion and gay marriage 
have never simply been about the subjects immediately before the electorate; in 
a deeper sense, they have also been contests between religious and secular world 
views. In this respect, devout Catholics have mostly opposed what secularists con-
strue as rational and overdue positive change; for the opponents of such change, 
the struggles in question are construed as attempts to stave off  the largely amoral 
instrumental logic and selfi sh individualism of a secular society. But while con-
stitutional and legislative struggles over such matters have sharply divided Irish 
society in voting terms, most individuals are probably, to greater or lesser degrees, 
internally divided and navigating their lives with value systems partly religious, 
partly secular, neither terribly conceptually coherent. Thus, the lines taken from 
Robert Browning cited at the head of this essay may quite accurately describe 
a general structure of feeling in Ireland since the late 1960s: many in Ireland 
have exchanged a life of faith diversifi ed by doubt for one of doubt diversifi ed 
by faith. On the whole, though, the secular forces have been slowly but surely 
becoming ascendant, and after initially adopting an intransigently hostile stance to 
change, the political, business, educational and media intelligentsias now increas-
ingly endorse that secular advance as ‘progressive’. The religious opposition, once 
powerful and still organisationally able to mobilise strong showings on single- issue 
campaigns, appears increasingly demoralised, resigned to rearguard actions to stem 
the tide of faith’s ‘melancholy, long, withdrawing roar’ but utterly unable to mount 
any campaign for national reconversion to counter the secular de- conversion. 

 While events on the ground certainly seem to support the secularisation 
model of change, some sociologists have pointed out that model’s conceptual lim-
itations. Though approaching things from opposite ends of the faith– rationality 
value divide, the catastrophist model and the secularisation model share the 
assumption that modern history is undergoing a long, painful transition from 
‘an age of faith’ to ‘an age of reason’. In the European context, this assumes that 
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medieval Europe was dominated by a shared or largely homogenous religious 
world view and that the emergence of capitalist modernity inaugurated a long 
process of attrition whereby, from an earlier position of uncontested dominance, 
the Christian religion initially underwent a violent scission into Catholic and 
Protestant denominations and all of these then gradually began, especially after 
the Enlightenment, to wither. For secularisation- model attritionists, the social 
functions once exercised by the Church are taken over by modern state institu-
tions and re- functionalised on the basis of instrumental reason and humanistic 
goals. However, those who dispute this secular attritionist model argue that it 
presupposes, just as do the most nostalgic Christians, what Bryan Turner calls ‘a 
backward- looking utopian view of medieval Christianity in which people were 
“really” religious’ ( 1983 : 144). This ‘age of faith’ is then taken as the baseline from 
which later modern societies represent, depending on one’s view of religion, a 
decline or an advance. 

 But some sociologists of religion have argued that Christianity in medieval 
Europe may have been much weaker than commonly assumed. In pre- modern 
Europe, David Martin suggests, the mass of the rural population lived outside of 
the religious infl uence of the Church and was largely engaged in survival strug-
gles ( 2014 ). To the extent that there was an ‘age of faith’ at all, religious instruction 
and practice was largely the preserve of a small Latinate elite (whose contri-
bution to modern European culture was nostalgically charted by Ernst Robert 
Curtius in his  European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages  [Curtius  2013 ]), but 
the lower social orders had comparatively little or only patchy knowledge of 
religious doctrine. Moreover, Martin contends, if the strength of religion in the 
medieval period has been overestimated by both nostalgic Christians and progres-
sive secularists, the secularisation of modern consciousness has been equally so. In 
fact, despite the putative rise of technocratic reason, all sorts of superstitions and 
irrationality persist in the modern world, and religion can still display remarkable 
strength in situations where subaltern groups can convert religious diff erence 
into collective social or political eff ort. The ‘rise’ of religious fundamentalism in 
some of the more underprivileged sectors of US society or of political Islam in 
the Middle East, Asia and in diasporic ghettoes in Europe evidences as much. 
Those who dispute attritionist secularist theories as excessively linear, totalising 
and teleological contend that modern history does not trace one long receding 
tide of faith but has undergone more jagged and dialectical processes of religious 
ebbs and revivals. 

 Whatever view one ultimately takes, the debate opens up interesting con-
siderations for the contemporary Irish situation. If one accepts the view, associ-
ated with David Martin and others, that religious cultivation and commitment 
has generally been strongest among the more elite classes and that the lowest 
social classes tend to be less systemically religious or altogether indiff erent, then 
it might be argued that the most signifi cant religious change in modern Ireland 
has occurred among the middle or professional classes rather than evenly across 
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society in general. After all, the improving middle classes had, historians agree, 
provided the backbone of the Devotional Revolution, and it was to such classes 
that the country’s elite Catholic secondary schools, modelled on Victorian English 
Protestant counterparts, had catered. The ‘social professions’ of medicine, law, 
teaching, nursing and local government were once highly regulated by both the 
Catholic and Protestant churches, and, in recent decades, these professions have 
regularly become sites for clashes between religious and secular value systems. 
Today, however, the same professions are often to the fore in state- led secularisa-
tion drives. In other words, the Irish middle classes, once the most doctrinally 
informed, socially infl uential and observant bearers of Catholicism, have, in the 
professional- collective sense at least, now exchanged or relaxed their faith and 
adopted a more secular– capitalist value- system. 

 This obviously does not mean that the Irish lower classes are currently more 
religious than the dominant classes. Even if the Irish lower classes were unusually 
well integrated into the Catholic Church thanks its exceptional dynamism during 
the Devotional Revolution, they were probably still more unevenly under its con-
trol than were their middle- class counterparts. Or, to put it another way, whereas 
the middle classes were better socialised into Devotional Revolution Catholicism, 
the lower orders were more likely to be dependent on the welfarist services of the 
Church or to experience the brunt of its coercive power. Less protected by social 
status, leaving school earlier, emigrating more frequently and in higher numbers 
proportionally, less able to enter the higher professions, including the clergy, the 
working classes generally experienced shorter and less rigorous religious train-
ing than the dominant classes. But where the most misfortunate –  the indigent, 
orphans, unmarried mothers, illegitimate children, the disabled  –  came under 
Church authority, they were subjected to the full coercive force of its carceral 
institutions in ways that the better- off  classes were largely spared. The combined 
results of more uneven religious education and greater social distance from a fun-
damentally middle- class church created a working class that was never strongly 
anti- Catholic in the manner of the more ideologically committed republican, 
anarchist, socialist or communist working classes in certain regions of twentieth- 
century Europe. But the Irish working class was also never (except perhaps in 
Northern Ireland) as politically Catholic in any organised sense as were its coun-
terparts in those areas of Europe or the USA where Catholic and working- class 
social mobility were more affi  liated. 

 If the Irish middle classes, especially in the higher professions, are now 
becoming increasingly secular, and if neo- liberalism is also (as is widely agreed) 
aggravating already signifi cant class cleavages, will religion and class confl ict 
become more closely imbricated in the twenty- fi rst century? Certainly, some-
thing of this sort seems to have occurred in the USA where beleaguered sec-
tions of the lower orders in run- down rural regions or post- industrial cities 
have embraced modes of Evangelical Protestant fundamentalism. No major Irish 
political movement or political party that is at once economically neo- liberal 
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and socially neo- conservative has emerged to date in the Irish Republic, so for 
the moment this kind of American- style fundamentalist Christian mobilisa-
tion seems unlikely outside of the Northern Irish ‘Bible Belt’. On the other 
hand, economic egalitarianism and Catholic teaching are not inevitably at odds, 
and the Catholic working classes of Irish origin very strongly inclined towards 
Labour politics in twentieth- century England, Wales and Scotland just as some of 
the more working- class Catholic regions of Europe gravitated towards Christian 
or secular socialism. 

 The contemporary Irish left’s commitment to secular liberalism and its (mod-
erate) anti- clericalism means that any alliance between a more socially minded 
Catholicism, were it to gather force, and the radical left seems unlikely in early 
twenty- fi rst- century Ireland. That allowed, Grace Davie has noted that even as its 
authority waned in Britain, the Anglican Church, once intimately affi  liated with 
the Conservative Party, became embroiled in several political controversies dur-
ing the Thatcher years and moved moderately leftwards as the British political 
elites moved rightwards by embracing a callous neo- liberalism. It is not unlikely 
that the Irish Catholic Church will, despite its antipathy to sexual and gender 
policies embraced by the left, also fi nd itself impelled to move in liberal- left 
directions as the once socially conservative and overtly Catholic parties, Fianna 
Fáil and Fine Gael, become more openly neo- liberal and secular and espouse an 
aggressive neo- liberal capitalism. Declining authority and less cosy church– state 
relations are wholly compatible with increased Catholic critical activity in the 
public sphere. 

 If the secularisation model of change is taken, in its most extreme version, 
to mean that religion in advanced capitalist societies diminishes to virtual social 
nullity, then Ireland, north or south, cannot yet be said to be a secular society. 
However, if that model is taken, more modestly, to imply that religion generally 
is receding in importance and seems likely to continue as such, then the empiri-
cal evidence to confi rm this is weighty. Nevertheless, this still does not say much 
about the likely social consequence of such change. Contrary to assumptions, a 
decline in popular religious belief does not lead inevitably or directly to posi-
tive gains for rational or humanist thinking: modern popular culture can support 
the most preposterous farragoes of superstition, conspiracy theory, brutality and 
vulgarity. By the same token, a decline of religion does not necessarily prepare 
the way for more rational or progressive forms of politics. If ours is, to recall a 
phrase used earlier, an age of ‘dead certainties’, then it is also the case that the 
decline of once- dominant religions and the decline of socialism have been largely 
concurrent in contemporary Europe, both waning rapidly, if regionally unevenly, 
since the 1960s. Indeed, as church congregations have diminished in Ireland, 
so too have other forms of social collectivity such as trade- union membership, 
political- party membership and so on. The decline of Catholicism, then, may 
well have created the clearing space and potential for new forms of collectivi-
ties to emerge: the women’s movement and the gay and lesbian movements may 
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be evidence of these new collectivities, but the largely fatalistic reaction of the 
contemporary generation of Irish people to the massive global and local crisis of 
neo- liberalism after 2008 would seem to attest, rather, to a rather alarming sense 
of social atomisation and apathy. If twentieth- century Catholicism off ered a weak 
and broadly ‘anti- modernisation’ critique of capitalism and socialism a strong 
and ‘ultra- modernisation’ critique, the retreat of both since the 1960s means that 
capitalist rationality now goes less challenged by broad- based popular movements 
than ever, this even though the long- term social and environmental consequences 
of late capitalism are dire.  

  Catholicism and New Age spirituality 

 Secularisation theories propose that in modern societies religion generally declines 
and that it wanes also in its various manifestations: its charismatic, sacralising and 
ritual functions diminish; its institutional strength and clerical command decrease; 
intellectual authority subsides. However, critics of secularisation theory contend 
that this model’s conception of religion is too wedded categorically to monothe-
istic concepts of religion. The idea that all religions require well- regulated mem-
bership of organised institutions such as churches, mosques or synagogues is, they 
argue, to overlook the fact that many religions –  Hellenistic, Native American, 
Australian Aboriginal, African animist  –  never assumed such form to begin 
with. Whereas secularisation theory presumes a general trajectory from religious 
belief to non- belief, counter- theories argue that when once- dominant religions 
decline much of the population may become indiff erent or atheistic but substan-
tial sections also convert to alternative or new religions. Thus, in many parts of 
Latin America, a once- dominant Catholicism is now challenged by varieties of 
Protestant evangelicalism; Islam is now the second largest religion in Italy and 
France, just as in England, for long monopolistically Protestant, successive migra-
tions inwards from various parts of the Empire have created substantial Catholic, 
Islamic and Hindi religious communities. 

 On a macro- level, sociologists such as Colin Campbell and Steve Bruce have 
explored phenomena that might be described as the Westernisation of Asian reli-
gious practice and the Easternisation of Euro- American practice. That is to say, 
in the age of high imperialism, Catholic and Protestant missionary movements 
headquartered in Europe and America launched major evangelisation drives on all 
other continents, but, after the decline of formal empire, ‘the West’ has also been 
busily importing elements of religions from the regions it had earlier evangelised. 
This importation has been eclectic. Former Christians have rarely converted in 
large numbers to other monotheisms (Islam or Judaism) or to Eastern religions 
such as Buddhism or Shinto; instead, they have syncretically adapted elements of 
Buddhism, Zen, Sufi sm, animism and so forth, in various forms of New Age spir-
itual practice. For some theorists, this new spiritualism represents a contemporary 
counter- trend that challenges the secularisation model of change. 
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 Because the crisis of Irish Catholicism is quite recent, the full signifi cance of 
New Age spiritualism in Ireland is diffi  cult to evaluate and the wider phenom-
enon hard to categorise in any case. For many, religious and secular alike, the new 
spiritualism will appear an absurdity because it claims neither the mythic nor 
doctrinal coherence and integration of Christianity nor the empirical scientifi c 
commitments of secular rationalism. New Age spiritualisms, moreover, take very 
diff erent forms to either Catholicism or Protestantism because they usually do 
not require affi  liation to churches or even sects, they are not regionally organised 
in the manner of parishes or dioceses, and they usually have few if any doctrinal 
creeds or formalised ethical or disciplinary requirements. Instead, they are more 
commonly associated with festivals, retreats, therapies and contemplative or mind-
fulness exercises. Campbell and Bruce observe that whereas Christianity, which 
is a religion of diff erence, posits a categorical distinction between a perfect deity 
and a postlapsarian imperfect humanity, which can only realise its own goodness 
by subjecting itself to God’s will and obeying his laws, New Age spirituality repu-
diates any such distinction. Instead, it stresses an a- priori cosmological oneness 
between the individual and creation and assumes that the human self is funda-
mentally good (or holy) and that where badness exists it does so as a result of neg-
ative life experiences or environmental circumstances. In other words, childhood 
or relationship traumas, the standard workaday stresses of modernity and physical 
or mental illnesses can all damage the fundamentally healthy core self, and the 
purpose of New Age spiritualism is to restore damaged individuals to a condition 
of spiritual well- being, thereby freeing up their optimal potential. Thus, Bruce 
argues, ‘In much New Age spirituality, therapy is the manifest, not the latent, 
function. Good health, self- confi dence, prosperity and warm supportive relation-
ships are no longer the accidental by- products of worshipping God; they are the 
[end] goals sought through the spiritual activity’ (Bruce  2002 :  85). Hence the 
high importance attached to meditation, relaxation exercises, alternative ‘holistic’ 
healing, oneness with nature and self- seeking techniques in such spiritualism. For 
most commentators, New Age spirituality is intimately connected to the highly 
individualistic character of late modernity and wedded to ideas of self- realisation. 
Whereas Christianity and other monotheisms require from the devout consider-
able elements of strict self- discipline, and many Eastern religions (and some forms 
of Christian mysticism) advocate goals of self- abnegation or self- emptying, for 
New Age spiritualism, salvation means the realisation of the optimal self. 

 By its nature, it is hard to calculate how signifi cant New Age spiritualism is 
or may become because its adherents cannot be statistically counted in the way 
of church attendees can, its practices are extremely eclectic and its epistemology 
is highly relativist and non- integrated. In seeming paradox, new spirituality has a 
strong primitivist and anti- modern thrust –  syncretism and holism are preferred 
to the compartmentalising logic of Enlightenment rationality, and ancient or non- 
European religions are preferred to those associated with Western modernity –  but 
yet it seems largely compatible with late capitalist subjectivism, consumerism and 
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multiculturalism. Given the new spiritualism’s capacity to mix primitivist anti- 
modern impulses with postmodern syncretism and relativism, Ireland may well 
off er a hospitable habitus for New Ageist growth. Because it is one of Europe’s 
remoter peripheries and possesses only a weak legacy of industrial capitalism but 
a strong indigenous legacy of ‘Celticism’ and romanticism, the country’s asso-
ciation with the non- modern off ers much to appeal to New Age sensibilities. 
Furthermore, the very intensity of Devotional Revolution Catholicism, and the 
strong sense of ignominy attached to Catholicism’s current decline, may well 
have provoked a real zealous backlash, something that may benefi t New Age 
spiritualism, which is generally much more liberal than Catholicism in terms of 
sexual and gender politics and much more at ease with multiculturalism. And now 
that it is a neo- liberal hub of post- industrial software, pharmaceutical and digital 
enterprise, Ireland also has a late capitalist economy that generates the needs and 
neuroses that New Ageism strives to satisfy. The Irish Revival, a phenomenon 
commonly linked to a crisis of southern Protestantism, displayed, even in the 
heyday of the Devotional Revolution, many features that resemble contempo-
rary New Ageism:  a preference for primitive paganism or pre- modern ‘Celtic 
Christianity’ to post- Reformation Catholicism or Protestantism and a syncretic 
mixing of occultism, Oriental theosophy, mysticism and folk religion. Now, when 
Devotional Revolution Catholicism is now longer nearly the power it was in the 
Revival period, and when many Catholics are arguably experiencing a historic 
religious crisis roughly equivalent to that experienced by Protestants in the late 
nineteenth century, New Age spiritualism may well have found optimal condi-
tions in which to fl ourish in contemporary post- Celtic Tiger Ireland. 

 Some commentators argue that the new spiritualism represents, in the words 
of Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, ‘a tectonic shift in the sacred landscape that 
will prove even more signifi cant than the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth 
century’ ( 2005 : 16). In recent decades, the capitalist ‘West’ has seen off  its arch- rival, 
communism, and triumphed globally, but Christianity, its once- dominant religion, 
is, they argue, mutating into a new amorphous ‘spirituality’. Sceptics such as Bruce 
dispute this, claiming that contemporary New Age spirituality is a weak minor-
ity enthusiasm that cannot even match the social eff ects of nineteenth- century 
Dissenting Protestantism. For Bruce, the new spiritualism, coming after the 
bureaucratisation of Catholicism and the liberal- rationalisation of Protestantism, 
constitutes a fi nal historical stage in the secularisation of Christianity. As such, 
New Age spiritualism is, in his view, only a diff use consumerist dabbling, the last 
weak vestige of the sacred in ‘the West’, not a resurgence but a fi nal petering out 
of religion in a feeble hipster whimper. 

 There would be every reason to support Bruce’s thesis were one to focus 
only on New Age festivals, retreats and therapy clinics. However, given its amor-
phous nature, it may be the case that the new spiritualism has to be more broadly 
conceived as something with the capacity to inhabit well- established religious 
and secular institutions that are not at all consciously New Age. After all, as the 
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stricter orthodox versions of Catholicism and Protestantism wane, many of the 
more liberal versions of Christianity increasingly display things in common with 
New Ageism –  folk masses, outdoors sunrise services at Easter, walks on sacred 
ways, revivals of ‘Celtic Christianity’ and so forth –  and even traditional religion 
itself sometimes reinvents itself for consumption in therapeutic terms. Moreover, 
as Catholic and Protestant control of mass education contracts, educational phi-
losophy is arguably becoming both weakly religious and weakly secular, and is 
often philosophically New Ageist now at all levels from kindergarten to university. 
Therapeutic conceptions of learning and loudly professed commitments to the 
optimisation of individual potential are fundamental to the credos of many forms 
of education, especially in the humanities and social sciences, and this new spir-
itual entrepreneurialism goes hand in hand with the commercial entrepreneurial-
ism also increasingly prominent in educational mission statements. Viewed in this 
context, New Age spirituality is not merely a minor fringe religion or trendy 
secular counterculture but is infi ltrating and rewiring the self- understanding of 
the postmodern institutions of church and state apparatuses alike. And, like earlier 
forms of Christianity, which at once off ered ‘weak’ critiques of capitalist exploita-
tion, acquisitiveness and materialism but nevertheless legitimated capitalism for 
fear of more atheistic secular systems such as republicanism, socialism or com-
munism, New Ageism off ers to meliorate the worst eff ects of capitalist alienation 
without at all proposing systemic anti- capitalist alternatives.  

  Conclusion 

 Do these rival models of religious change support any strong conclusions about 
our present moment? Few enough. The fi rst model suggests that Irish Catholicism 
is not so much dying as subsiding after an unusual period of dynamism and rigour 
to broadly level off  at some wider international Catholic mean; the second that 
it is in terminal decline but still at some distance from that endpoint; the third 
that religion in post- Catholic Irish society is slowly but ineff ably mutating into a 
diff use spirituality. For the time being, the situation is decidedly mixed and better 
described in terms of an interregnum rather than in those of decisive endings or 
new departures. In the short term, it is hard to tell for whom the bell tolls –  for a 
dying Christianity or for the more left- leaning secularists who, blindsided by one 
of history’s many ruses, might have been more careful about what they wished for. 
Much will depend in the several decades ahead on how cannily religious, political 
and social movements make sense of the volatile present conjuncture and on how 
intelligently or ineptly they respond to it. For the moment, the Catholic Church 
is certainly in disarrayed retreat, socialism and social republicanism still struggling, 
with no guarantee of success, to create a new vision of society with genuine mass 
appeal, and neo- liberal capitalism is still ascendant, though riven by contradic-
tion nationally and globally. To imagine that contemporary Ireland is now fi nally 
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catching up on and fi ghting out some belated version of the religious vs. secular 
wars fought earlier in nineteenth-  or twentieth- century Europe is to mistake the 
current conjuncture quite seriously; the wider international terrain in our time 
has changed dramatically from that of earlier centuries, and it is on this latter ter-
rain that Irish religious struggles will be played out in the next few decades. In 
other words, it is more useful to recognise that both religious and secular forces 
today are historically highly mutable, and so too, consequently, are the lines and 
terms of confl ict between them. To be attentive to such change is the only way to 
avoid rehashing the tired old battles of the past, which are typically fought in the 
name of the future they simultaneously sabotage.   
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