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Introduction 

I’ve recently written a book called Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland
1
. My purpose today is not to 

promote or summarise the book. But I want to capture your attention with this phrase: ‘Post-Catholic 

Ireland.’ For many Christians the phrase ‘post-Catholic’ or – to use a term that might resonate more widely 

with the Irish Council of Churches (ICC) – ‘post-Christian’ – conjures up feelings of sadness, loss, even 

despair.   

Post-Catholic (or Post-Christian) conveys a sense that the churches have lost their political influence and 

their social importance. ‘Secularisation’ appears to be winning out over the life of faith– whatever winning 

might mean. People no longer trust institutions, especially church institutions.  

I am certain that people in this audience think that Christianity has something meaningful to offer 

individuals, and that Christianity can provide strong foundations for promoting the common good. Perhaps 

you have turned to prayer, theology, or relationships with other people of faith to sustain your hope. 

I’m a sociologist of religion. It’s a profession not usually associated with bringing hope to people of faith. 

But today, I want to talk about some sociological reasons why Christians should have reasons for hope at 

this present juncture in Irish history. 

In other words, there are sociological reasons why contemporary trends like secularisation and anti-

institutionalism should not be lamented. Rather, they should be seized as opportunities by Christians, 

churches, and organisations like the ICC – opportunities for the churches to serve the island of Ireland even 

better than when they wielded more so-called social and political influence.  

My remarks will proceed as follows: First, I’ll identify the sociological reasons why secularisation and anti-

institutionalism should be seen as opportunities for the churches to flourish, not threats for them to 

overcome. Next, I’ll suggest ways that Christians can grasp these opportunities. Finally, I’ll argue that 

Christians must understand that the choices they make about how they respond to secularisation and anti-

institutionalism will determine the future of the Irish churches in ways that we cannot even begin to imagine. 

In some sense, this has been true of every generation: the choices one generation makes cannot help but 

impact on the next. But it seems clear to me that churches that refuse to change in meaningful ways will be 

choosing their own extinction. Having raised the spectre of extinction, I’m convinced that the churches have 

life in them yet. The churches can help make this island a better place to live. If the churches make good 

choices, they may be able to witness to Christ’s love much more effectively than they have in the past.  

Why Secularisation is good for the Churches 

Sociologists of religion have had endless debates about how to define secularisation. There are three main 

indicators of secularisation:  

1) A decline in measurable indicators of ‘religiosity,’ such as church attendance, vocations to ministry, 

or belief in God, hell, the afterlife, etc.  

2) The separation of church and state – this is most obvious in Europe, where once ‘established’ 

churches have been disestablished and no longer expect to wield significant political influence 
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3) A decline in social influence, measurable by declines in the extent to which people’s values are 

informed by religious teaching 

According to these three indicators, the island of Ireland is secularising, although not as much as other parts 

of Europe.  

I do not want to dwell too long on secularisation. So I will simply say that the main sociological reason why 

secularisation is good for the churches lies in the separation of church and state, or put another way, the 

separation of religious and political power. When churches are bound up with political power, they lose 

their ability to critique abuses of power. They may become too closely tied up with national or ethnic 

identity to truly seek the common good, or to take up the cause of the marginalised.  

It could be said that many of the past sins of the Irish churches are rooted in their close relationships with 

political power. The churches’ loss of political power presents them with a new freedom to pursue causes 

neglected by the powerful: age-old causes like reconciliation between Catholics and Protestants; and new 

causes like welcoming strangers to our shores.  

But my sense is that many Christians on the island of Ireland mourn their loss of power. A 2008 study of the 

Presbyterian Church by Sandra Baillie asked people about their views on the future – and they were almost 

universally pessimistic. One minister said: In the immediate future, the Church will decline in numbers. … 

Humanly speaking, the future looks bleak. Society is now totally shaped by anti-Christian thinking and 

teaching. Another simply said: It will be downhill all the way.
2
 I have found similar sentiments in my own 

interviews and in informal conversations – perhaps the most notable exceptions being some Catholics who 

are relieved that their church has lost power, because they think that this will prevent the abuses of the past. 

I believe it was the American theologian Stanley Hauerwas who once said: ‘The churches in the West aren’t 

dying – God is killing them.’ The point he was making was that all the churches of the West had become too 

closely bound up with political and cultural power, too keen to collude in military and economic violence. 

Before we mourn the loss of church ‘influence’ too much, we should pause to reflect on Hauerwas’ words. 

Hauerwas doesn’t think that God’s ‘killing’ of the church means its disappearance from the public sphere. 

On the contrary, it is God’s way of opening up new life-giving paths for the churches to journey along. 

Why Anti-Institutionalism is an Opportunity for the Churches 

Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland was a sociological study, based on surveys, in-depth interviews, and 

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

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

within Ireland’s post-Catholic environment. These are spaces where people use various methods and 

strategies to keep their faith alive, outside or in addition to the institutional Catholic Church, or indeed, 

other ‘institutional’ churches.   

 

In the book, I argue that expressions of extra-institutional religion could be the vehicles through which 

religion in Ireland is transformed, rather than extinguished. I also argue that extra-institutional religion is 

better-placed to contribute to social and political change than traditional religious institutions, which seem 

primarily concerned with protecting and perpetuating themselves. 

 

The concept of extra-institutional religion is important for explaining the sociological reason why a degree 

of anti-institutionalism is an opportunity for the churches. Extra-institutional religion positions people on the 

margins of traditional religious institutions. From the margins they have more freedom and flexibility to 

critique abuses of power, to articulate alternative visions of the future, and to form diverse networks for 

activism. People who practice extra-institutional religion may talk about religious institutions in very critical 

terms but nevertheless they have not abandoned religious institutions altogether. This is crucial because in 
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their willingness to stay engaged with institutions, they are well-positioned to help Ireland’s traditional 

religious institutions change.  

 

This willingness to engage with traditional religious institutions is quite an important point for sociologists 

of religion, many of whom have argued that something we call ‘religious individualisation’ – having ‘a God 

of one’s own’ to use a phrase popularised by Ulrich Beck – is a better paradigm than secularisation for 

understanding contemporary religious change. Religious individualisation, taken to its logical conclusion, 

implies that religious institutions will become unnecessary. Extra-institutional religion pushes back against 

this and argues that this may not be the case. Extra-institutional religion in some ways gives people space to 

think of themselves as anti-institutional, while at the same time keeping a door open to engaging with 

institutions.  

 

In short, those who are committed to traditional religious institutions should see the ‘extra-institutionals’ on 

the margins not as threats, but as co-workers who can help them transform their institutions, better 

equipping them to respond to the needs of this island.  

 

I want to emphasise that I developed the concept of extra-institutional religion through reflecting on the 

sociological research conducted for the book, so it is rooted in real-life examples. The data consisted of 

surveys and case studies. I conducted two ‘Surveys of 21
st
 Century Faith’ in 2009, the first of which 

canvassed 4,005 faith leaders (Ganiel 2009a). 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.  

 

The research revealed multiple inspiring examples of people transforming their own and others’ lives. These 

are stories of hope: from St Patrick United’s efforts to assist the integration of African immigrants (and the 

immigrants’ ability to enrich the faith of the native Irish); to Ballyboden Parish Pastoral Council’s efforts to 

facilitate healing in the wake of the Murphy Report; to the impact of the prayers of the Rostrevor 

Benedictines. These are people of faith who are grasping the opportunities. 

 

It is also worth pointing out that anti-institutionalism is especially prevalent among young people in the 

West. Though we lack comprehensive and systematic research on church-going and belief among the 

‘millennial’ generation on the island of Ireland, there are indicators that they follow trends similar to other 

Western nations. If they are Christians, they are less likely to identify with a traditional or mainline 

denomination, and they are more likely to identify as ‘no religion’ [even if they believe in God]. One of the 

most compelling examples of extra-institutional religion in my book was Slí Éile [which means ‘another 

way’ in Irish], a Jesuit ministry for young adults – a ministry which has sadly been discontinued due to 

insufficient funds. Through Slí Éile, young Catholics disillusioned with the ‘institutional’ church described 

how they encountered Jesus through spiritual disciplines, life in community with one another, and social 

justice activism. Millennials are unlikely to perpetuate religious institutions in their current form. But they 

just might be open to creating their own extra-institutional religious spaces – spaces where their inner lives 

are nourished and they feel strengthened to go out and serve others. Permit me to state the obvious: it is this 

generation that must become energised to grasp the opportunities of secularisation and anti-institutionalism. 

 

Grasping the Opportunities  

Some people on the island of Ireland take the view that the churches are declining because of public 

perceptions about what they did (or failed to do) during the Troubles, and/or because of the clerical sexual 
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abuse scandals. There have been examples of some Christians publicly repenting and apologising for these 

contributions to violence and abuse. But there is little evidence that these apologies and statements have 

made a significant public impact. Often the apologies seem of the nature, if we offended anyone … which is 

not really an apology at all. Keeping that in mind, Christians seeking to grasp the opportunities should be 

humble. 

So what lessons did I learn from the people who are grasping the opportunities? In the last chapter of 

Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland I identified five lessons, which I will simply share now: 

 

 Work outside traditional religious institutions. Extra-institutional religion is better equipped than 

traditional religious institutions (especially denominations) to contribute to personal, religious, 

social, and political transformations. 

 Do not give up on institutional religion. A key task of extra-institutional religion could be 

transforming traditional religious institutions themselves, inspiring them to become more flexible 

and creative in their approaches. So while you may get more done through the practice of extra-

institutional religion, remain in contact with traditional religious institutions. 

 Do not focus solely on promoting reconciliation between individuals. Lead the way in promoting 

reconciliation between groups: Catholics and Protestants on the whole island, Irish-born and 

immigrant, people of different religions, and within the institutional churches themselves. Do not 

ignore the structural aspects of religious-based division and sectarianism, such as segregated 

housing and education, and socio-economic inequalities. These structures must also be 

transformed. 

 Make your case for reconciliation in both secular and religious terms. The ability to speak the 

language of the secular will boost your legitimacy in the public sphere and make secular partners 

more open to working with you. Yet your religious tradition may furnish you with a treasure 

trove of inspirational stories, language, models, and examples that could inspire people of all 

faiths and none. Better yet, if you can critique your own religious tradition, admitting that it has 

contributed to division and violence in the past, you will gain even more respect and legitimacy.  

 Create networks of groups and individuals, drawing on the skills and resources of both religious 

and secular citizens. No single expression of extra-institutional religion can sustain the activism 

necessary to effect large-scale religious, social, or political transformation.  

 

You may have noticed that two of those lessons focus on reconciliation – not just between Catholics and 

Protestants but more widely. Of course, the ICC has been promoting reconciliation in various individual and 

structural forms for nearly a century. I am aware that I am preaching to the choir.  

And in many ways, the ICC could be considered to be well-placed to grasp the opportunities: it might even 

be considered an example of extra-institutional religion. Though you have a type of support from all the 

traditional institutional churches, and some ‘newer’ churches, I hope you are not offended if I say that in 

some ways the ICC is on the margins of this island’s religious life.  

The ICC is associated with ecumenism, and ecumenism has been – and remains – a minority sport among 

Ireland’s Christians. As I found in the surveys and in case study interviews for Transforming Post-Catholic 

Ireland, many laity simply do not know what ecumenism is or have never heard of it. We opened the section 

of survey questions on ecumenism by asking people to write, in a few short words, what it meant to them. 

Among laity, some admitted that they would need a dictionary to define it, that they had no idea what it was, 

or that it was irrelevant to them. Some associated the term with its use on the sitcom Father Ted, rather than 

anything they had learned through their faith communities. Several responded simply with the catchphrase 

from the sitcom—‘That would be an ecumenical matter!’ 

So if I have not been clear enough about this already: from a sociological perspective, sometimes the 

margins are the best place to be. While you may lack conventional power or influence, there is an important 
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soft power in your ability to critique and offer alternative visions, and to move quickly to respond to 

pressing needs. 

In preparation for today I read some of the ICC’s annual reports. I was particularly struck by the descriptions 

of your activities in the 2015 annual report. Your re-branded ‘Churches in Ireland – Connecting in Christ’ 

looked like a dynamic, flexible organisation hard at work not only facilitating encounters in local 

communities, but also engaging constructively with political leaders. To me, this looks like grasping the 

opportunities. 

Churches have a Choice 

Churches have a choice in how they respond to trends like secularisation and anti-institutionalism. If they 

make choices that are rooted in defensiveness and fear, they will destroy their witness and become largely 

irrelevant. A recent book by Andrew Brown and Linda Woodhead, That was the Church that was: How the 

Church of England Lost the English People, describes how the Church of England has become largely 

irrelevant, at least in their view. Confronted with changing social values, the Church of England turned in on 

itself and became a more ‘sectarian’ church concerned with preserving purity around matters of gender and 

sexual morality – rather than promoting the common good. 

There may well be some here who disagree with Brown and Woodhead’s analysis. Even so, it is worth 

pausing to reflect on the results of Woodhead’s 2015 UGov surveys, which revealed that a majority of adults 

in England, Scotland and Wales now describe their affiliation as ‘no religion’ rather than ‘Christian.’ This 

makes the UK one of an estimated seven countries where people of ‘no religion’ outnumber those who 

identify with a religion. The others are China, Hong Kong, North Korea, Japan, the Czech Republic, and 

Estonia. 

So I will return to what I said in the introduction to my remarks: Christians must understand that the choices 

they make about how they respond to secularisation and anti-institutionalism will determine the future of the 

Irish churches in ways that we cannot even begin to imagine.  

Crucially, the traditional institutional churches must not be afraid of extra-institutional religion. The 

churches can and should learn from the people who find it necessary to practice their religion outside or in 

addition to traditional institutions. This point is well-illustrated in the example of Corrymeela, as explained 

by theologian Leah Robinson
3
: 

… those in the [Corrymeela] Community had always been asked to maintain their membership in their local 

churches as well as with Corrymeela. The purpose of this was the hope that an ongoing connection to the 

local church would lead people from every section of life to the open nature of the Ballycastle center, and in 

turn, that Corrymeela might influence the local churches in their work. [Rev Harold] Good [a former leader 

of Corrymeela] commented on the importance of this continued connection of Corrymeela to the church. … 

Corrymeela, according to Good, ‘must continue to be a sign that reconciliation is not an optional extra to 

the Gospel of Jesus Christ and that the ministry of reconciliation must be given visible expression.’ 

Similarly, it is well-known that the late Fr Gerry Reynolds, a Redemptorist based for most of his career in 

Clonard Monastery in Belfast, was heavily involved in what we could describe as extra-institutional 

initiatives, such as the Cornerstone community, the Unity Pilgrims, and the Clonard-Fitzroy Presbyterian 

Fellowship. Some research, like John Brewer’s book on Religion, Civil Society and Peace in Northern 

Ireland, asserted that the Catholic Church, as an institution, did not provide enough support for priests like 

Fr Gerry and Fr Alec Reid in their work for peace.
4
 But Fr Gerry remained committed to the church as an 

‘institution.’ I’m currently working on Fr Gerry’s biography. An entry from his journal on 9 January 2002 
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illustrates how important he believed it was to remain engaged with institutions, even as he himself carried 

out much of his work in extra-institutional spaces:  

Our institutions are a historical fact but a secondary fact. Our mission exists when it’s carried out by 

adequate institutional means. Shared spirituality is the heart of change. To share the vivifying spirit is the 

only way to renew institutions. The basic institution is spiritual discernment in community. … The future 

does not arrive. It is created and depends on our ability to listen. The spirit communicates himself to each 

one for the good of the whole community. The encounter/dialogue is the place where we receive the Spirit. 

Thus religious life fosters a culture of communion in joy and hope, living the Paschal mystery. The charism 

of shared spirituality with laity must be institutionalized to grow and survive.  

 

I concluded Transforming Post-Catholic Ireland with what I called ‘a statement of hope’ from Denis 

Anderson, a former Education for Reconciliation staff member at the Irish School of Ecumenics, which he 

wrote to me in an email after reading a draft of the 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’.  

 

While Denis described a new ‘God space’ as thrilling and exciting, I am also aware that some Christians are 

anxious about change, experiencing it as frightening and traumatic. I am sure that many ‘people in the pews’ 

are blissfully unaware of how other Christians on this island are grasping the opportunities rather than hiding 

from them. They don’t know about the Christians I met in the research for my book, and countless others 

like them who are building up their own and others’ faith behind-the-scenes. They don’t know about your 

work with the Irish Churches Peace Project or your efforts devoted to the integration of migrants and 

refugees. They don’t know about how you have seen the need for ‘Churches in Ireland – Connecting in 

Christ’ to accomplish what you could not do on your own or within your own denomination.  

So rather than answers, I will leave you with two questions:  

1) What examples of the work of ‘Churches in Ireland – Connecting in Christ’ best embody your hope 

for the future? And 

2) How can you communicate hope to those who are afraid?  


