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Making Contact

[ would never have heard of OCN had I not chosen to respond to an article written by Canon
Hilary Wakeman for the Rite & Reason column in the Irish Times in December 2003.
Arguing that the Creed had become an impediment and source of alienation for many
moderns, it summarised the theme of her book ‘Saving Christianity’, which I subsequently
reviewed for Doctrine and Life, a Catholic journal published by the Irish Dominicans.

There I expressed the view that so much of what seemed to me to be foundational to the faith
of so many Christians had seemingly been discarded by Hilary that I could not see that there
was enough remaining to revitalise the Christian tradition in a recognisable form.

However, Hilary and I were already in contact, as her e-mail address had accompanied the
Rite and Reason article — and that contact has been maintained. Recognising that OCN is not
a ‘Church’ or even a movement with common aims, but (at this stage anyway) simply a
‘conversation of the alienated’, I have come to value greatly the experience of very different
Christian perspectives.

Catholic Alienation

As an Irish Catholic who came to intellectual maturity in the 1960s, the era of Vatican I, my
preoccupations tend to be very different from those motivating Hilary and others in OCN. 1
feel far less threatened and oppressed by a Christian fundamentalism of the kind that wants to
interpret Genesis literally than by a paternalistic Catholic clericalism that has not only denied
to lay people the adult role envisaged by Vatican II — but had (as we all knew by 1994)
knowingly endangered children. Even as a schoolboy I had been taught that evolutionary
theory and Christian belief were compatible, so my general outlook has always been one of
supposing that somehow the apparent incompatibilities of modern science and the Creed
could be reconciled.

This outlook was undoubtedly strengthened by occasional encounters with good theology.
These led me to a conviction that orthodoxy is less a straightjacket than a loose-fitting
garment that does not bind us indissolubly to unsatisfactory answers to key questions. For
example, it is simply not true that orthodoxy commits us to the ‘satisfaction’ theory of
atonement (the mediaeval theory that - at its worst - holds that ‘the Father’ could not take his
own advice on the importance of forgiveness and wanted Jesus to die to mollify his
dissatisfaction with humankind). The Gospel of John and the writings of Abelard are enough
to prove otherwise, stressing as they do the preeminence of divine love in the entire scheme
of salvation. T am not impressed by oversimplifications that tend towards a caricature of
traditional Christian faith (the more easily to demolish it) - because I know that Christian
theologians within the framework of orthodoxy have always been in continuing conversation
about issues of that kind.

[ have also had a personal experience, within my own church, of the ‘saving’ power of the
Gospels - an experience that has ‘grounded’ me ever since and set me upon a second career
as a writer and commentator on the dual crisis of western Christianity and western



civilisation. Convinced that the faith (if not the cosmology) of evangelical Christianity - at its
best - is vital for the resolution of both crises, I am wary of a reductionist approach to
Christian reform. By that I mean an approach that begins and ends with disbelief in the
‘Abba’ that Jesus certainly believed in - an entity separate from our imaginings and capable
of deep empathy and sympathy with, and transformation of, every human person — and
therefore of the ‘human condition’ as well.

Clericalism

Maybe the way to put this is to say that the Catholic fundamentalism I have experienced has
more to do with maintaining the respective roles of clergy and people as defined by the
Council of Trent and Pope Pius X than with maintaining a literalist approach to scripture or
the satisfaction theory of atonement. A brief quote from Pius X may illustrate:

This church is in essence an unequal society, that is to say a sociely comprising two
categories of persons, the shepherd and the flock.... These categories are so distinct
that the right and authority necessary for promoting and guiding all the members
toward the goal of society reside only in the pastoral body; as to the multitude, its
sole duty is that of allowing itselfto be led and of following its pastors as a docile
flock. (‘Vehementer Nos’, 1906)

This was the model of church idealised by the leading Irish Catholic churchmen of my youth
— most notably Archbishop John Charles McQuaid of Dublin. His influence, reinforced by
that of Bishop Michael Brown of Galway, was sufficient to sabotage the application of the
very different ecclesiology of Vatican II in Ireland, and to retard the development of the
Catholic church here ever since. The ‘turn to the right” that followed in the international
Catholic Church after the birth control encyclical Humanae Vitae in 1968 has tended to
perpetuate this inertia.

If T have a particular ‘beef” then, this ‘beef” is Catholic ‘clericalism’ as described above. Yet
[ have also an abiding interest also in the schism that developed in the modern world between
the Christian tradition and the secular world-view. My conviction is that there is a very close
connection between the rise of Irish (and European) secularism and the retention of a
clericalist and elitist model of church — and that it is this phenomenon of clericalism that has
been exposed as the Achilles’ heel of Trish Catholicism by the clerical child sexual abuse
scandals that began in 1994.

(To explain, the ideology of clericalism rested heavily upon the mystique of a supposedly
impeccably celibate clerical elite. That mystique was hopelessly unable to survive the
exposure of the fact that church leaders had sought to preserve it at the expense of abused
Catholic children and their families - and secularism, as a “walking away’ from clergies of all
kinds, has gathered momentum in Ireland as a result.)

These events weakened also, however, the very doctrinal positions on the sexual conduct of
lay people that the “turn to the right’ in Catholicism in 1968 had sought to impose — so it is
not going too far to say that Catholic alienation in Ireland has far less to do with biblical
literalism than with a clerical emphasis upon a sexual code that has been exposed as deeply
hypocritical and even dangerous — in that it prevented the clerical church from absorbing
even the fact of the deep psychological and spiritual damage done to children by clerical
child sexual abuse.



That is not to say there are no problems in explaining traditional Christian beliefs (e.g. in the
‘saving’ power of the life, teachings and death of Jesus of Nazareth) to young Irish people
whose faith tradition and educational formation is Catholic. While Ireland has been
experiencing the child abuse crisis it has also undergone the final stages of the experience
known as modernisation, involving a deluge of information and attitudes inimical to
traditional religious faith, as well as profound economic and cultural change. This means
that the OCN emphasis upon updating Christian beliefs and attitudes to take account of the
revelations of modern science and biblical scholarship is also very relevant to the needs of
Irish Catholicism.

Where Next?

So, after we have shared our various experiences of alienation, where should we go next?
Mine will be far from the only voice on this, but others may find it helpful if T sketch a
personal hope and outlook on this, and where exactly [ am ‘coming from’.

To explain my attitude to ‘salvation’, I came to a deep Christian faith by what may be an
untypical route. As a teacher of secular history and current affairs in a Catholic grammar
school I was, by the early 1990s, losing rapidly the optimism that a teacher of children needs
to be upbeat about the future of the planet.

I had arrived in Northern Ireland in the mid 1960s in an extraordinarily optimistic frame of
mind, and this was reflected back by the O’Neill/Lemass-led climate of rapprochement
between the political tribes on this island. I needn’t elaborate on the disappointment that
followed from 1969 - the year I got married and moved to Coleraine.

Already in 1968 Humanae Vitae had also happened, polarising my church around the issue of
contraception. During the 1970s and 1980s it gradually became clear that Catholic episcopal
appointments in Ireland were confined to strict adherents of that encyclical - with the result
that some of the most talented men in the Irish Catholic church were never to be considered
for high office. This meant in turn that the reforms mooted in the Vatican II documents -
which had always been unpopular with Irish Catholic conservatives - were never put into
effect.

1989 was undoubtedly another euphoric year internationally, with the fall of the Berlin wall
and the dissolution of the Soviet Union. However, the early failures of the free enterprise
economic model in eastern Europe had created a very uncertain, and, to my eyes
(remembering the 1930s) a very dangerous situation there. I remember vividly the fear that
under demagogues like Zhirinovsky a new ‘national socialism’ might emerge, this time with
a finger on the nuclear button.

By this time also, of course, teachers were well alerted to the gathering environmental crisis -
while problems of global poverty and injustice - especially in Africa - were dominating the
news. And Islamic fundamentalism was another problematic addition to the mix.

Personal Crisis

By 1994, with the paramilitary war of attrition also grinding on in Northern Ireland, and the
international situation becoming increasingly hard to read, I was under increasing personal






