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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?’ I noticed in his review of the book on his blog that Steve Stockman wasn’t 

convinced about this title! 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. So, 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 21st 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 

                                                           
1 The chapter on the surveys and each case study chapter include a brief description of methods. 



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 ‘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.  

And the third argument, for completeness’ sake:  

3) In the sociology of religion, the concept of extra-institutional religion provides a 

counter-balance to some prevailing theories in which the ‘reflexive’, modern religious 

person is seen as constructing a ‘God of one’s own’, quite unmoored from traditional 

religious institutions (Beck 2010). Extra-institutional religion in part depends upon the 

individualization of religion. But it also depends on those individuals maintaining 

some relationship with institutionalized religion, making it more ‘solid’ than other 

forms of more free-floating modern religion. 

Extra-Institutional Religion and Transformation 

 Throughout my research, I found a multitude of examples of how the practice of extra-

institutional religion had led to individuals’ personal transformation, or as they might 

describe it, spiritual growth. For example, one participant with Slí Eile/Magis described how 

he became involved with this organisation, a ministry of the Jesuits which is now defunct, 

through attending the Gardiner Street Gospel Choir mass. He described a range of activities 

he had participated in through Slí Eile/Magis, including taking courses for a certificate in 

‘social spirituality,’ going on retreat, volunteering in the Zamcraft fair trade initiative, which 

sells Zambian handcrafts in Ireland, and helping organize and publicize the Gardiner Street 

mass. In all of this, he refused to separate his faith from ‘social justice,’ going so far as to 

say, ‘I think to be honest if there wasn’t an element of social justice [in the church] I don’t 

know how relevant [church-going] would be for me.’ 

At the same time, he said that his upbringing in the institutional (Catholic) church had 

not equipped him to make the links between faith and social justice that he now saw as so 

important. Nor had the institutional church led him to a personal experience of God or of 

fellowship with others in Christian ‘community’. In these ways, he was similar to many of 

the Emerging Christians Gerardo Marti and I spoke with when we wrote The Deconstructed 



Church – they too were disillusioned with institutional Christianity. He said that this meant 

that the scandals that have so damaged the church have not really affected his faith, but it 

also meant that he did not perceive the institutional church as being relevant to him: 

I never got my inspiration or my energy from the church as an institution. . . . Because 

my faith wasn’t necessarily connected so strongly to the institution of the church, [the 

scandal] hasn’t affected it too much. At times it would kind of frustrate me. It goes 

back to that experience I had in history class and I went, oh shit, actually this guy 

Jesus that we’re all talking about, he was actually a real person. . . . You know, he is 

no longer something fake to me. . . . That didn’t happen to me reading the Bible. . . . It 

didn’t happen to me making my communion or confirmation. It didn’t happen to me in 

school or in religion class. It happened in a very secular context. 

But although many individuals who participated in the research 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 issues or reconciliation between Catholics and Protestants on this island. I found 

some small-scale, local evidence of change brought about through these individuals working 

through their organizations or congregations, but it was more limited. And some people were 

dismayed about this. After I sent an earlier draft of the chapter on the Fermanagh Churches 

Forum 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! 

Fitzroy Presbyterian and the Clonard-Fitzroy Fellowship get a mention in the book, and as 

Steve also pointed out in his book review, I characterize Fitzroy as an extra-institutional 

space. I interviewed ‘Michael and Ellen, an Evangelical Couple from Belfast’, as part of the 

case study of people who have some involvement with Holy Cross Monastery in Rostrevor. 

(Michael and Ellen are not their real names – so now you can distract yourselves by trying to 

figure out who they are!). I write (p. 11): 

Michael and Ellen’s religious practices illustrate extra-institutional religion, in that 

almost all of their ecumenical—for lack of a better word, with apologies to Ellen [who 

was adamant that she is not ecumenical]—activities have taken place in spaces 

perceived as outside of the strict control of the institutional churches. Fitzroy 

Presbyterian could be considered one such extra-institutional space, as it has been 

considered an unusual congregation within the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. Its 

model of a fellowship group with a Catholic institution, and its explicit ‘peace’ 

vocation, have not been enthusiastically adopted by many other Presbyterian 

congregations. For example, the Presbyterian Church’s Peacemaking programme 

recommended that all congregations have ‘peace agents’, but a majority of 

congregations did not take this up. Likewise, Holy Cross could be considered an 

extra-institutional space, because it has become a haven both for Catholics 



disillusioned with the institutional church, and people from various Christian 

traditions who are attracted by its ecumenical and reconciliatory vocation.  

Although in this book I argue that the marginal position of extra-institutional religion puts it 

in a good position to contribute to change, Ellen had doubts about this herself. She was very 

conscious of an ‘anti-institutionalism’ in her approach, as she explained in a story about 

attending an ‘ecumenical conference’ (p. 13-14): 

I even had it out with [Fr] Gerry Reynolds [from Clonard Monastery], who’s a saint. 

But . . . he was just doing his usual of assuming that everybody in the room . . . were 

all ecumenical. And I’m sitting there going, ‘I beg your pardon, and what does that 

mean?’  He said . . . ‘that we were all one in Christ, and that these people who took a 

non-sacramental and non-institutional, non-structural view of the faith, were just a 

kind of irrelevant minority.’  And I was sitting there going, ‘what, what, what?’ I do 

love him . . . and we always laugh . . . but we had it out again in October over this 

stuff.  He was trying to tell me again that we need institutions to do this, that and the 

other, and we need priests and what not.  I’m going, ‘no, no, no’.   

 

I asked Ellen if that meant she wanted ‘to smash the institutions’ and she replied, 

‘yeah, I think so,’ before saying that her approach was probably ‘inadequate’ in ‘the 

wider scheme of things’ but that on ‘my little individual level . . . it has served me well 

in terms of what it has enabled me to do and the risks it has enabled me to take.’ 

That’s a fair summary of how Michael and Ellen, like many others throughout the 

island, have found extra-institutional spaces where they feel safe enough and free 

enough to experience healing, reconciliation, and a type of Christian unity.  

Extra-Institutional Religion and Reconciliation 

Ellen is right to recognize that the transformation she has seen has been primarily 

individual and small-scale. There is limited empirical evidence for extra-institutional religion 

contributing to wider social, political or religious transformation. 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. If Clonard-Fitzroy had been a case study, it also could have provided plenty of 

examples – Ron Wells’ books, Rev Ken Newell’s recent biography, and your own collective 

memories are good sources for this kind of information! 

There are many worthy areas where people of faith could focus their energies. But my 

judgement is that the most significant contribution faith-based activists could make to 

‘transforming post-Catholic Ireland’ is to focus their energies on promoting reconciliation: 

among Catholics and Protestants on the whole island, between Irish-born and immigrant, 

between people of different religions, and within the institutional churches themselves.  

I also think extra-institutional religion has the potential to contribute to reconciliation 

on the island of Ireland, more so than other expressions of religion such as traditional 

denominations. The traditional institutional churches are more often than not tainted by the 

island’s religiously-divided and sectarian past, the churches’ perceived failure to act during 

the Troubles, and the failure to adequately deal with abuse within religious institutions. 



Extra-institutional expressions of religion are not burdened with that baggage, have more 

freedom to critique religious institutions, and have more flexibility to form networks with 

like-minded religious and secular groups to respond quickly to pressing issues and needs.  

To conclude, I have identified five general lessons that faith-inspired activists seeking 

wider religious, social, and political transformations in any context would do well to 

consider. Hopefully they provide some food for thought about where we go from here: 

 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.  

These lessons are grounded in the research that resulted in my book. They are lessons 

supported by the empirical evidence of the case studies and undergirded by theoretical, 

sociological perspectives on what works best for contributing to wider transformations. But 

the empirical and the theoretical cannot always capture the illusive quality of hope, which I 

observed sustaining so many of the people who participated in this research. I conclude with 

a statement of hope from Denis Anderson, whose wariness of the term ‘post-Catholic’ I 

shared earlier. He also said this when responding to earlier drafts 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/

