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First of all, let me offer my sincere thanks for the invitation to speak this evening. Many, perhaps all, 

of you may know that the Fermanagh Churches Forum is featured in my latest book, Transforming Post-

Catholic Ireland. You were all very hospitable and cooperative when I was conducting the research for the 

book, and many of you engaged with me throughout the process, reading and commenting on drafts of the 

chapter about FCF. What you added to the research is much appreciated.  

 In the first part of my talk I am going to explain what I mean by post-Catholic Ireland. Then I will 

talk more specifically about FCF, particularly its potential to promote personal and social transformation; 

and to contribute to reconciliation. 

Upon reading a draft of one of the chapters of my book, Denis Anderson, a former staff member on 

the Education for Reconciliation programme at the Irish School of Ecumenics, said: ‘Post-Catholic is a glib 

phrase—maybe a media phrase. What does it indeed mean?’ So I will try and explain. 

Post-Catholic is a descriptive, empirical concept rather than an epochal one – I am not saying that the 

island of Ireland was once Catholic, and now it is not. Rather, a dominant, traditional form of Irish 

Catholicism is being displaced. This is the Catholicism that was a defining characteristic of Irish 

nationalism, that had a ‘monopoly’ on the Irish religious market (at least in the Republic and among the 

minority Catholic community in Northern Ireland), had a strong relationship with state power, elevated the 

status of the cleric to extraordinary high levels, and emphasized the evils of sexual sin. Even if Ireland has 

largely moved beyond this form of Catholicism, the Catholic Church continues to loom large over the whole 

island. It retains some social and cultural privileges vis-à-vis other expressions of Christianity, other 

religions, and secularism/atheism. But a post-Catholic Ireland involves a shift in consciousness in which the 

Catholic Church, as an institution, is no longer held in high esteem by most of the population and can no 

longer expect to exert a monopoly influence in social and political life. People from a variety of religions, 

including Catholicism, now often define their faith in opposition or contrast to Catholicism.  

The ‘Transforming’ part of the title has to do with how I describe something I call ‘extra-institutional 

religion’ and its role in changing the religious – and perhaps also social and political – landscapes of the 

island. I define extra-institutional religion as new religious spaces that are being created (or discovered) 

within Ireland’s post-Catholic environment, which is simultaneously undergoing secularization and religious 

diversification. These are spaces where people use various methods and strategies to keep their faith 

alive, outside or in addition to the institutional Catholic Church. The term extra-institutional is meant to 

capture how people’s experiences and practices are so often described not only as outside or in addition to 

the Catholic Church (extra), but also in the Irish Catholic Church’s own terms (institutional). 

I developed the concept of extra-institutional religion through reflecting on the sociological research 

conducted for the book, including surveys, in-depth interviews, and observations.
1
 I conducted two ‘Surveys 

of 21
st
 Century Faith’ in 2009, the first of which canvassed 4,005 faith leaders (Ganiel 2009a). I strove for a 

universal sample of faith leaders on the island, and 4,005 was as many as my research assistant Thérèse 

Cullen could track down. 710 responded. The second was an open, online survey for laypeople, to which 

910 responded (Ganiel 2009b). The in-depth interviews and observations were carried out as part of eight 

case studies of ‘expressions of faith’ between 2009‒11, including the Parish Pastoral Council of the Parish 

of Good Counsel in Ballyboden, Dublin; Slí Eile/Magis Ireland, a Jesuit young adult ministry; Abundant 

Life, a Pentecostal congregation in Limerick; St Patrick’s United Church, a combined Methodist and 

Presbyterian congregation in Waterford; Jesus Centre Dublin, a congregation of the Redeemed Christian 

Church of God; Holy Cross Benedictine Monastery in Rostrevor, Co. Down; the Fermanagh Churches 

Forum; and a sample of individuals from faith traditions other than Christianity. In total, 113 people were 

interviewed from across these eight cases, by me and by research assistants Richard Carson and Fred 

Vincent.  

I was impressed by the long shadow that the seemingly steady demise of ‘traditional’ Irish 

Catholicism cast over the research project. Unprompted, Irish converts to Pentecostalism spoke about the 

Irish Catholic Church. As did Protestants, north and south of the border. As did immigrants of various 

religions from all over the world. And, of course, Irish Catholics themselves. Some even used the term 
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‘post-Catholic’ to describe the island they now found themselves living on. It was clear to me that as the 

people I spoke with live out their faith day-by-day, they are transforming the religious landscape. They are 

creating new religious spaces within a post-Catholic environment that is simultaneously undergoing 

secularization and religious diversification. 

 As well as making a case for a ‘post-Catholic’ Ireland and introducing the concept of extra-

institutional religion, I make three key arguments in my book. One of the three arguments is of interest 

primarily to sociologists of religion, so I will not say very much about that tonight, and will instead focus on 

the other two. These are the two arguments: 

1) Ireland’s religious market is increasingly diverse, and within it extra-institutional religion can 

theoretically take on a dynamic role by prompting personal transformation, and by creating spaces on 

the margins of the market where people work together for religious, social and political 

transformation;  

2) The practice of extra-institutional religion has the potential to contribute to reconciliation on the 

island of Ireland, more so than other expressions of religion such as the island’s traditional Christian 

denominations.  

Extra-Institutional Religion and Transformation in FCF 

Throughout the book, I emphasize that a key aspect of extra-institutional religion on the island is its 

ambivalent relationship with the Irish Catholic Church. Although the Catholic Church was critiqued in some 

interviews, primarily by Catholics, in FCF all the institutional churches came in for critique. But in 

characterizing FCF as an expression of extra-institutional religion, I do not want to create the impression 

that FCF has poor relationships with local churches. Many FCF members are in leadership positions within 

their own congregations, and they say that the clergy in their congregations are willing to publicize their 

events and to attend some of them. But FCF’s extra-institutional structure gives it flexibility to go out on a 

limb. Because it does not have to answer to a denomination or a large constituency, FCF has the freedom to 

have conversations about difficult issues and to do things that clergy in the traditional denominations feel 

they cannot do because they might alienate their congregations. The extra-institutional aspects of FCF have 

made it a source of personal transformation for some people, through educational activities and the 

opportunity to build relationships with people from different backgrounds. Its extra-institutional aspects also 

have enabled people to use it as a platform for promoting what they believe the institutional churches ignore: 

reconciliation and ecumenism, encounter with other religions, climate change and fair trade. In the context 

of the island’s mixed, post-Catholic religious market, this puts church fora like FCF in a better position than 

the traditional institutional churches to contribute to wider processes of socio-political transformation, as 

well as reconciliation.  

 People associated with FCF recounted how they had experienced personal transformation through 

some of the forum’s activities, particularly educational opportunities. A Presbyterian woman had this to say 

about her experiences at Education for Reconciliation (EfR) courses: 

That’s why I say about the Irish School of Ecumenics, I learnt a lot about, yes, trying to see the other 

person as a person, not just somebody who talks too much, or somebody who is always going over 

the same old thing, but to just try honestly to see them where they come from and what has happened 

to them to make them the person they are.   

People described how FCF had created a space where they could encounter people from different 

backgrounds in a constructive way, building trust and relationships over time. They came to see FCF as a 

haven for like-minded people who offered each other moral and spiritual support, helping them feel safe 

enough to entertain doubts and to ask hard questions. Relationships were built through events such as a day 

of reflection in 2008, which set aside time where people could share stories about their personal faith 

journeys. People in FCF also appreciated the space FCF provided for them to doubt their own beliefs and 

ask questions that were off-limits in some of their own churches. As one man said: 

I think of myself as a Methodist yes, and Christian of course, but I’m a very questioning sort of 

Christian, really. I come and go, rather. Sometimes I just wonder is this all just a figment of the 

imagination really? Is it? . . . As I get older I get more and more sceptical of people who are so 

convinced that what they believe is right. I’ve seen too many people here . . . who are extremely 

strong in their beliefs and know they’re right, and there is no discussion at all. Because if you have 

any different thoughts it’s actually the work of the devil directly, Satan is actually working in you. . . 

. And in actual fact I think most people, I think a lot of people, do actually realize they’re sinners and 



what not, and very few of us actually believe we’re wonderful, that we’re all that great. And we know 

we do wrong often, and we are sorry. 

Another man said he was an ‘almost post-Christian’. He described a process in which he began to doubt and 

question whether the way the Bible had been presented to him, as the literal word of God, was really true. 

He asked why God did not prevent tragedies such as natural disasters and so forth. He also became 

disillusioned at the way he perceived the churches as propping up sectarianism during the Troubles. When 

he began to attend FCF, he found people who were willing to ask similar questions as well as to address 

what he saw as the most important obstacle to the churches living out the gospel in Fermanagh—

sectarianism:  

[It was encouraging] to hear [people in FCF] . . . say that this artificial division in our community is 

just wrong, and there is a better way. . . . Because one of the things I want to say about being an 

almost post-Christian is that it is a very isolated place to be, because you don’t have the equivalent 

of ministers coming along and encouraging you to be a post-Christian, or saying I’m going to pray 

for you to be a post-Christian, you know, you don’t get that. And as well as that from my point of 

view, I’m always very cautious. I mean it’s very seldom I’d have this kind of conversation because . . 

. these journeys are highly individualistic, and we could cause affront to other people. The last thing 

I would want to do is upset other people whose faith is important to them. But this is where I am. 

Others contrasted FCF to the institutional churches, with which they had become disappointed or 

disillusioned. A Catholic man related his own dissatisfaction with his church:  

The Second Vatican Council was one of the greatest events in the history of the church in my view. . . 

. Lots of people like me at the time, we were excited about what the Holy Spirit was going to do—but 

only the naïve who weren’t aware of this thing called ecclesiastical politics and the institutional 

organisation. It was since they closed the Vatican Council, the institution has been battening down 

the hatches, just like in many ways the Reformation and Counter Reformation.  

In contrast, FCF provides him with a space where he can ‘compare notes’ with Christians from other 

denominations on areas such as understanding the role of religion in society, personal spiritual journeys, the 

experience of prayer, and appreciation of the incarnation. He sees these ecumenical encounters as in the 

spirit of Vatican II, a type of interaction which he fervently hopes will permeate the hierarchy of the 

Catholic Church.  

Upon reading earlier drafts of this chapter, some from FCF were keen to emphasize that they still 

very much valued the institutional churches. One wrote in an email: 

I think there is undoubtedly a valuable place for the ‘extra-institutionals’ but I think their greatest 

strength could be in revitalizing the institutional church, which is what I believe nearly all FCF 

would support. . . . Our institutional churches provide us with a spiritual home where the support of 

others who are also struggling along their spiritual paths helps enormously. All of our churches are 

flawed and need change but to me their central importance remains. 

But although many individuals could describe how extra-institutional religious spaces had nourished them 

personally, they struggled to effect wider social change in areas they cared deeply about because of their 

faith, such as poverty/social justice and environmental issues or reconciliation between Catholics and 

Protestants on this island. And some people were dismayed about this. After I sent an earlier draft of the 

chapter on FCF to participants, several responded with emails which conveyed a sense of gloom. As one 

man wrote, ‘sometimes we feel tired and discouraged. We have difficulty in getting volunteers for the 

committee and to lead.’ Another wrote: 

I am glad you manage to be more optimistic than me. . . . I cannot help feeling that it depends on the 

energy and enthusiasm of just a few key members, and these are running down, as we fail to recruit 

new young, energetic, and enthusiastic folk in large enough numbers. My wife would also say that 

unless and until we get the clergy to come on board in a major way, we shall not increase interest. . . 

. perhaps you are saying, ‘It is very hard to evaluate the impact of FCF, but it has probably done a 

bit to change the views of a few folk in Fermanagh.’ I fear that is rather like damning with faint 

praise! 

Promoting Reconciliation and Normalizing Ecumenism 

The FCF is not the only example in the book where people worried that despite their personal 

transformations, they had not done enough to contribute to social and political change. Overall, I found 

limited empirical evidence for extra-institutional religion contributing to wider social, political or religious 

transformation across the case studies. But I have good theoretical reasons for arguing that the practice of 



extra-institutional religion could be a significant vehicle for change within this island’s mixed, post-Catholic 

religious market. There are many areas in which extra-institutional religion could contribute to wider 

religious, social, or political transformations on the island of Ireland. Some limited examples of 

transformation are provided in my book: the way congregations like Abundant Life, St Patrick’s, and Jesus 

Centre are facilitating immigrants’ integration into wider society; or the ways the Rostrevor Benedictines 

have inspired grassroots ecumenical projects outside the walls of their monastery.  

Many members of FCF said that the main reason for its existence is to promote reconciliation. They 

are disappointed that the institutional churches have not taken up this task with more vigour, and feel like 

they are a minority in their churches when they try and make reconciliation a priority. The two clergy I 

spoke with confirmed this in a roundabout way. Neither of them said that inter-church work was 

unimportant, but neither saw it as their primary calling or a priority of their congregation. Rather, they 

focused on issues like evangelization, personal discipleship, the religious instruction of youth, and 

secularism. As one member of FCF said: 

If you were to ask the question what is the most pressing thing facing Christians in this community, it 

is the rift between the churches. And that no matter what gloss we put on that in terms of the four 

church leaders speaking, fundamentally the churches either in a very pro-active way or by default 

represent the fault-line in our community. And in some ways nurtured that, either by actively stoking 

it or by just not addressing it. So for me if you were to ask what is the most pressing thing—that is 

the most pressing thing. It’s not poverty, it’s not illness, it’s the division and for me any living out of 

faith necessarily has to involve some activity that majors on that issue.  

He went on to explain that he had become increasingly frustrated at his own church’s unwillingness and 

inability to take reconciliation seriously, so he had turned to the forum to find others who were eager to 

work for these causes. 

On the other hand, some FCF members reported that they had seen an increasing acceptance of 

ecumenical activities over the years on the part of the churches and the general public. But they remained 

frustrated that more people did not share their assumption that since churches had contributed to division 

and violence in Northern Ireland, the churches also should be working towards reconciliation. They were 

troubled that more people did not attend events or join FCF. Some members of FCF also were disappointed 

that they had been unable to attract people from smaller, often evangelical, denominations, although 

individual members of the Salvation Army and a Baptist have attended their events occasionally. The FCF 

has written regularly to the clergy from every church in the area, but they have not received encouraging 

responses. One man talked about what this is like:  

They don’t answer. I mean there have been big efforts sending out invitations to events, every 

member of the clergy in Fermanagh. Ignored in 90 per cent of the cases and in another, in a few 

number of cases very vitriolic sort of replies, telling us how we’re all on the way to hell. Although 

the old days of placards at the church have gone, more or less.   

Even so, I found evidence of what I am calling a ‘normalization of ecumenism’ in the area over the 

years. By normalization of ecumenism I mean that some level of inter-church cooperation is now expected 

and even generally accepted as part of life. The normalization of ecumenism is not the same thing as 

reconciliation. For my purposes I am operating with a minimalist definition of ecumenism—basically 

reducing it to visible inter-church activities. The normalization of ecumenism may mean that the average 

person in the pew does not feel any sense of urgency about reconciliation. And the normalization of 

ecumenism may even keep committed ecumenists from thinking of new ways to formulate or communicate 

inspiring visions that could draw more people in to inter-church work. Having said that, it can be argued that 

FCF played a significant role in promoting ecumenism as a form of visible inter-church activity, one that has 

been replicated throughout Northern Ireland over the last generation, and has many contributing factors 

(Power 2007). People told me stories about specific instances when it was the activities of FCF that had 

prompted this normalization of ecumenism. For example, a Catholic woman shared this story about reading 

the lesson in a Church of Ireland for the first time: 

I was the first Catholic to read the lesson in the Church of Ireland, Rossory . . . on the edge of the 

town. That’s only since 2002 because it was in my capacity as someone who was active in the forum 

that I was invited to do it. But it’s amazing . . . now people from different churches read the lessons 

and it’s no big one. . . . I also remember we went to that service and there were some people 

protesting outside, not about reading the lesson but just because it was an ecumenical service. And 

no one passed any remarks at them and they went away. I think they were Free Presbyterian . . . And 



I know another church where the local Catholic clergyperson was invited to read the lesson and he 

ignored the invitation, and then I was invited to read it, and I read it, and then the next time around 

he did it.  

The normalization of ecumenism does not imply that people in FCF are the only people in the area working 

for reconciliation. Nor does it discount the significant opposition to ecumenism that still exists, particularly 

among some independent evangelical congregations and denominations. But as the town’s most visible 

inter-church organisation, it is at least feasible that FCF can be seen as a healthy model of ecumenism, to 

which others turn for cooperation or inspiration.  

As I was making final revisions to this chapter, a member of FCF emailed in response to an earlier 

draft and shared that the group was now less discouraged and more able to see how their efforts were having 

wider impacts, even if these were not as dramatic as they might have once hoped they would be. He told a 

story detailing how FCF had arrived at this point:  

In retrospect I believe that you interviewed FCF members at a time when we were all feeling a little 

low and concerned as to whether we had a future or purpose. Indeed we had a Retreat at the 

Benedictine Monastery at Rostrevor in November 2012. This marked our 10 years in existence and 

we went in order to consider whether we should, or even could, continue.  That turned out to be an 

inspired weekend and it was there that Brother Thierry . . . encouraged us so that we decided to 

press on.  We accepted that efforts to turn ourselves into a larger organization were pointless—we 

had tried quite hard.  However from then on we would see ourselves less as a large organization but 

more as ‘leaven’, existing in your ‘extra-institutional’ space, and continue our efforts there. I believe 

that release from nugatory and disappointing efforts to increase our numbers has left us in a better 

place!  Since then we have concentrated on more low-key projects and active liaison and I cautiously 

believe we have influence and recognition beyond our numbers.  As well as that we have attracted 

some younger members who are active and have injected some relative youth into our committee.  In 

our committee I described this at one meeting as a minor miracle and perhaps it was. I feel that the 

atmosphere and relations in this part of the country have improved and we have had some part in 

that.  A central and early step towards that may have been the simple move of arranging for the 

clergy of the four mainstream churches to meet regularly for coffee each month.   

To conclude and sum up, I want to return again to Denis Anderson, and share what he said when responding 

to an earlier draft of my book: 

Ultimately, your findings are saying that the extra-institutional is better able to contribute to 

reconciliation. In one sense that is sad, as the institutional church is being left behind. Indeed, it is 

not even ‘at the races’. But it is also exciting for the future: the thrill of not knowing, of venturing 

into a new ‘God space’.  

Thanks very much for your attention. I will post the full text of this talk on my ‘Church without Walls’ blog, 

www.GladysGaniel.com, in the next day or two.   
 

http://www.gladysganiel.com/

