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Introduction 

In September 2010, over 300 Catholic priests in Ireland met in Portlaoise. The meeting 

had been called by the newly-formed Association of Catholic Priests to provide "a voice 

for Irish Catholic priests at a time when that voice is largely silent and needs to be 

expressed". The formation of this body, following the demise of the National Council of 

Priests, arose during a very specific moment of crisis.  In May 2009, the government 

published the report of the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse. The Ryan report as 

it is popularly known catalogued widespread sexual, physical and emotional abuse across 

decades and across state and religious institutions. In particular the report detailed how 

thousands of people were abused by Catholic priests, brothers and sisters of religious 

orders, usually with the knowledge of their Church leaders. In November 2009, a 

redacted version of the Report by Commission of Investigation into the Catholic 

Archdiocese of Dublin was published. This more specific investigation of abuse and 

report concluded that the Diocese‟s primary concerns related to the “maintenance of 

secrecy, the avoidance of scandal, the protection of the reputation of the Church, and the 

preservation of its assets.” Its final chapter was published in December 2010. The 

emergence of a small group of priests - diocesan and in orders – in autumn 2010 to 

provide this voice is not insignificant. Its composition, purpose and role within the 

Church in Ireland following these publications need some analysis. The priests came 

together to express concern at their views not being heard. In particular, these views 

related to accusations and allegations of sexual and physical abuse and their relationship 

to authority. The founding and subsequent meetings of the Association represent a 

change in the way that a seemingly monolithic institution is presented in public.  

 

This paper examines the Association‟s formation following the publication of these two 

reports, framed as a „crisis‟ in the Catholic Church. It outlines the Association‟s basis for 

engagement in public at this time of „crisis‟ and its desire for recognition of State and 

church separation. In this way, the Association‟s objectives represent a corner of the map 

of what for now can be loosely called the Irish public sphere. The Association and its 

members issue a direct appeal to a broader public, one that it imagines does not have to 

rely on hierarchical power relationships. These relationships of power are 

institutionalised within Canon law as well as the norms of the Church in Ireland. In these 

ways, the Association is an attempt to create a public religion. This follows from 

Casanova‟s overlooked work on Public Religions from 1994. In this framework, public 

religions cease being state compulsory institutions to become "free religious institutions". 

This paper argues that the move by the Association toward public religion in an Irish 

context means rescaling mainstream conceptions of secularization processes. I want to 

characterize secularization processes as they are understood as vertical representations of 

a process. These are representations that largely ignore the placing of religion within 

specific contexts or landscapes. This latter characterization of religion in public means its 

realignment in a horizontal fashion. Such a realignment of a hierarchical scale with one 
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based on networks of diffused power means that any „crisis‟ in the Catholic Church must 

also be reassessed.  

 

Jose Casanova and deprivatized public religion 

Casanova‟s analysis of deprivatized public religion takes on the poles of Weber‟s 

phenomenological and Durkheim‟s integrationist theses. Religion transcends 

conventional private / public distinctions and simultaneously frees and integrates people 

in a transsocial reality. The individual is placed between the invisible religious belief of 

the self and formal associational denominationalism. This is the spatial dimension of 

religious belief in which my own doctoral work is positioned. In doing this Casanova 

wishes to recast the role that religions play in political processes and any place that they 

might have in a notionally-constituted public sphere. What he proposes is an analysis of 

religion in public life where public religion is not coextensive with the political or 

societal communities. This is an analysis of disestablishment, a decoupling, of national 

Catholic churches from the political communities within which they developed for much 

of the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. This arises, at least in broad terms, from the 

dissociation of states from established churches.  

 

Casanova‟s move of religions out of its coextensive position with political communities 

allows for a public religion which is: 

 

Characterized by the public intervention of religion in the undifferentiated public 

sphere of civil society. (217) 

 

In this, Casanova echoes Seyla Benhabib‟s synthesis of a “radical proceduralist 

discursive model of the public sphere” with her critique of the privatisation of gender. 

Benhabib‟s synthesis is a critique of a Habermasian liberal social-contract tradition. 

There is a fundamental ambiguity about what is the concern of the private in this 

orthodox liberal model of the public realm. Within this ambiguity, there is a wish to 

establish a separation of church and state. This is facilitated by the principle of non-

interference seen to be present in many other parts of such a differentiated society. In 

Benhabib‟s terms:  

 

Along with the decline of subsistence-type household economies and the eventual 

emergence of national markets, a parallel development establishing the privacy of 

economic markets takes place. (91) 

 

Alongside this is the tendency toward believing that the private sphere was considered 

outside the realm of justice, arising from tensions between the patriarchal authority of the 

father in the home on the one hand and developing conceptions of equality in the political 

realm on the other. The confinement in the liberal conception of a public religion to the 

private world seeks the diminishment of the intersubjective and the moral. Moral 

reasoning takes place, and is increasingly confined within, the private home. This liberal 

model of distinctions between the private and the public seeks the sequestration of belief 

to the home and also to the private individual home. In the same way as theorists like 

Benhabib can criticise capitalism for situating the world of women in private, religion is 
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similarly situated. The sequestration of religion to the private as distinct from public 

becomes an ever-increasing imperative for liberal representations of the public sphere. 

For Casanova, it is only those public religions at the level of civil society that are 

consistent with modern differentiated structures, e.g. polity, media, informal economies. 

It is the constitution of what being public is that matters to my argument for this paper. 

The “voluntary acceptance of disestablishment by the Catholic Church” and the 

acceptance of the legitimacy of modern forms of secularization mean that the institution 

enters the public realm anew. But it does so as a church moving from being “a state-

oriented to a society-oriented institution” (220). The Catholic Church in Ireland has lost 

its state orientation and finds itself taking part in a struggle for dominance in a more 

crowded society-oriented public space. In these spaces, the institution is failing but the 

ACP might be seen as an attempt to reclaim some of this struggle. Casanova states that 

such a process of moving from state- to society-oriented action means a rejection of the 

confinement to the private sphere. The privatized role assigned to them by traditional 

representations of liberal democracy is insufficient. It is particularly insufficient in the 

Irish context. 

 

Public interventions of religion in the public sphere…can on longer be viewed 

simply as antimodern religious critiques of modernity…In other words, they are 

immanent critiques of particular forms of modernity from a modern religious 

point of view. (221-2) 

 

This of course does not preclude intervention by national Catholic Churches and the 

Vatican state in the affairs of any progressive Catholic groups. Such interventions (as we 

have seen in the 1997 letter to the Irish Bishops recently revealed) are attempts to regain 

control over situations that are accepting of the structure of the world as it is. This is not a 

reversal of processes of secularization and it would be wrong to conclude from what I 

have said so far that what we see now in Ireland is some kind of counter-secularization 

process. The Church‟s place in Irish political and civil life has changed profoundly. 

However, the dynamics of this change are not what we might expect were we to apply 

orthodox liberal notions of the confinement of religious belief to the private sphere. 

Unlike other representations of the secular and sacred that we are inured to, the 

sequestration of the religious to the private realm is both analytically unhelpful and not 

reflected in experience. In the rest of this paper, I want to show how a rescaling of 

secularisation can help to overcome these shortcomings.  

 

The Association of Catholic Priests 

The Association arose from a number of meetings during 2010 amid the demise of the 

National Council of Priests of Ireland. The National Council itself was established in 

1975 by the Catholic bishops themselves. It collapsed in 2007, and in the words of Sean 

McDonagh “the surprise was not that the NCPI collapsed [when it did] but that it had 

survived for so long.” In establishing a new body for the Catholic priests of Ireland, the 

founders sought „independence‟ for and a „credible‟ voice of the priest in Ireland. The 

principal objectives of the ACP are to: 
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1. Provide a voice for Irish Catholic priests at a time when that voice is largely silent 

and needs to be expressed. 

2. Giving an opportunity for Irish priests to engage proactively with the crucial 

debates taking place in Irish society.  

 

The first of these objectives is the more significant for the paper here today because it 

proclaims that the „voice‟ of the priests is largely silent (arising perhaps from frustrations 

with the NCP) but also that this voice needs to be expressed. The need for expression is 

paramount. In a true style of an Irish committee, the ACP‟s remaining objectives have 

something for everyone in the audience: 

 

1. Full implementation of the vision and teaching of the Second Vatican Council, 

with special emphasis on: 

 the primacy of the individual conscience. 

 the status and active participation of all the baptised. 

 the task of establishing a Church where all believers will be treated as 

equal. 

2. A redesigning of Ministry in the Church, in order to incorporate the gifts, 

wisdom and expertise of the entire faith community, male and female. 

3. A re-structuring of the governing system of the Church, basing it on service 

rather than on power, and encouraging at every level a culture of consultation 

and transparency, particularly in the appointment of Church leaders. 

4. A culture in which the local bishop and the priests relate to each other in a 

spirit of trust, support and generosity. 

5. A re-evaluation of Catholic sexual teaching and practice that recognizes the 

profound mystery of human sexuality and the experience and wisdom of God‟s 

people. 

6. Promotion of peace, justice and the protection of God‟s creation locally, 

nationally and globally. 

7. Recognition that Church and State are separate and that while the Church must 

preach the message of the Gospel and try to live it authentically, the State has the 

task of enacting laws for all its citizens. 

8. Liturgical celebrations that use rituals and language that are easily 

understood, inclusive and accessible to all. 

9. Strengthening relationships with our fellow Christians and other faiths. 

10. Full acceptance that the Spirit speaks through all people, including those of 

faiths other than Christian and those of no religious faith, so that the breath of 

the Spirit will flow more freely. 

 

Aside from being something for everyone, the ACP shows an awareness that it could be 

an attempt to engage not with the authority of the bishops of Ireland but an appeal to 

another powerful constituency. You will notice the use of words like trust, transparency 

and phrases like „language that is easily understood‟ and „those of no religious faith‟. 

Aside from being a little patronising, these objectives of the ACP show a wish to turn to 

society and away from the state. This is Casanova‟s deprivatised and public religion in 

action. Largely, the ACP is one of those public interventions that Casanova says is 
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characteristic of an undifferentiated public sphere. More particularly, the ACP has one 

principal purpose: 

 

One of the drafters, Tony Flannery, told RTÉ News that a tension and a distance 

had developed between the two groups as a result of the management of 

allegations of clerical child sexual abuse. (RTE News, 30/9/2010) 

 

A few weeks earlier, one of the other founders of the ACP, Brendan Hoban, drawing 

oddly from JRR Tolkein‟s Lord of the Rings, wrote in the Western People that: 

 

I hope the ACP gets a fair wind. It will probably need it. And it will need to take 

the tide of coming events. Like the coming of the 'Vatican visitors' in the autumn 

which offers an opportunity not just to influence their deliberations but to claim a 

significant media profile. 

 

For Hoban in particular, it is not just about internal Church politics, influencing the 

members of the apostolic visitation but also about media profile.  

 

There are thousands of priests in parishes all over Ireland working, day in and day 

out, at the coalface of the Catholic Church. Some of them have long years of 

experience and have a wisdom hewn out of a deep reflection on that experience.  

 

They have things to say, things that need to be said, but they have no one to give 

them a platform or a voice at a time when religious practice is declining, vocations 

are in freefall and the authority of the Catholic Church is diminishing. 

 

This blending in the one article of the experience hewn from “deep reflection” and the 

trinity of declining religious practice, falling vocations and diminishing authority 

demonstrates the interface of „crisis‟ currently present. The formation of the ACP at this 

time is an attempt at engagement with an undifferentiated public realm. Its media work 

has been drawing on appeals to the work done by priests „on the ground‟, doing the day-

to-day work of a Catholic priest with which a Catholic reader can relate.  

 

It is also a refusal to be privatised or in the words of Talal Asad (2003) allocated to its 

own private sphere, defined and policed by the law of the state (255). The ACP has 

passed public comment on the silencing of The Furrow‟s editor by the Vatican and 

elicited opprobrium from the self-appointed line-watcher David Quinn. Hoban and other 

prominent members regularly call for „debates‟ on issues of concern to the ACP, such as 

„the role of women‟. Above all of these public interventions though is an expressed desire 

to provide a „voice‟ to priests – Diocesan and order – in the matter of allegations of 

sexual abuse made against clergy.  

 

The management of these allegations are vitally important to the founders and members 

of the ACP because, in the words of Tony Flannery: 

 

A distinction needed to be made between the paedophile and the man who had 
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behaved inappropriately towards a teenager three decades ago. (Irish Independent, 

27/10/2010) 

 

Public expressions of anger or support at this distinction were made in subsequent days or 

weeks but the importance of such a distinction is clear to the ACP. In this work, the ACP 

is publicly intervening and seeking the public‟s assistance in challenging the Catholic 

Church‟s policy that a priest is formally excluded from ministry when an allegation is 

made against him. Looking again at Casanova, public interventions like these “are 

immanent critiques of particular forms of modernity from a modern religious point of 

view”. It is an appeal to a public ethics that engages not with vertical power relationships 

but with horizontal and diffuse networks of power. At an October meeting, it was 

reported that 

 

A question was asked … whether it was just that both types of offenders had been 

publicly shamed in their parishes and religious communities by being withdrawn 

from ministry.  

 

On another occasion, Hoban states that the teaching of the Second Vatican Council was 

never implemented and that: 

 

This means having a Church that is no longer governed by a clerical elite but that 

recognises the equality of all its members. 

 

Concern by members of the ACP with public shame and by Hoban for the equality of its 

members bring to bear a very different analysis of crisis within the Catholic Church in 

Ireland. This is a crisis that is not coextensive with a homogeneous political community 

and one that requires a scalar analysis if it is to be understood.  

 

Scale and secularisation 

In his discussion of secularism, the nation-state and religion, Talal Asad (2003) 

differentiates between religion per se and religion that is seen as compatible with 

modernity. Only those religions that are willing and able to enter into the public sphere 

on the right terms and with a rational purpose will be allowed access:  

 

Only religions that have accepted the assumptions of liberal discourse are being 

commended, in which tolerance is sought on the basis of a distinctive religion 

between law and morality. (183) 

 

In this, Asad is providing a critique of Casanova but also pointing to how admittance to a 

public sphere requires addressing power‟s disposition of people and things. For Asad and 

others, the public sphere is “a space necessarily articulated by power”. Exhorations about 

freedom of speech, for example in the current revolution underway in Egypt, are always 

shaped by pre-existing limits: 

 

The investment people have in particular arguments…relates to the kind of person 

one has become, and wants to continue to be. In other words, there is no public 
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sphere of free speech at an instant. (184; italics in original) 

 

Asad spells out that public debate about religion is changed by and changes what „we‟ 

may understand to be the public sphere itself. Any conception of the public sphere cannot 

be left intact by the public interventions of an organisation like the ACP. They 

understand that by asking questions about the effectiveness of this or that policy, the ACP 

reinserts questions about the re/formation of subjects in secular space. Deprivatised 

religion, says Asad, becomes “a site of conflict over nonnegotiable rights” and not just 

some enrichment of public debate. How do parents raise their children? What does a 

dignified death mean? Where does personal freedom begin and societal good end? When 

you cannot coerce people to do what you wish them to do through social regulation (at 

parish dances for example) you have to negotiate. Collective moralities do not exist in 

such a conception of the public sphere; appeals to such a non-existent collectivities are no 

longer be effective. The ACP knows this and is attempting to negotiate the seeming crisis 

in the Catholic Church in Ireland with a wider constituency than just bishops.  

 

In short, priests involved in the ACP are not making public interventions to make their 

listeners be more moral. Instead, they are rescaling the terrain upon which a renegotiation 

of their Church‟s secularisation should take place. For the members of the ACP all priests 

being tarred with the same brush of paedophilia is the point of entry to the Irish public 

sphere. It is their point of address to power. In addressing power in this fashion, scale is 

very important. By scale, I mean the ways that material social products are ordered in the 

world and not just a way of categorising what is global and what is local. This is a not an 

idealist account of scale where local social relations are merely what is produced sub-

regionally or national relations sub-globally. In this materialist conception of scale, the 

active creation of the global or the local take place through processes of struggle and 

processes of compromise. The global scale does not simply wait around to be brought 

into play, in some grand political narrative waiting in the wings of history. Instead, scale 

is ontological in process (Herod, 2003). The global must be brought into being; processes 

and political struggles must become global. In acting in the world, we do not start out 

being local and slowly realise that we are enmeshed in a Russian doll of scales, ending in 

the global. Kevin Cox‟s (1998) analysis of spaces of dependence and engagement is 

important to this understanding of scale and its influence on the spatial. The former are 

the relations upon which we rely on for the realisation of our basic interests, e.g. a 

relationship with a shopkeeper to gain an occasional discount. The latter, spaces of 

engagement, rely on relations and associations with others in other places, e.g. connecting 

that same shopkeeper to the power accrued by the Small Firms Association or IBEC.  

 

To return to the main argument presented here, the ACP is seeking to deprivatise religion 

in Ireland by negotiating the crisis in the Catholic Church in Ireland with a wider 

constituency than just bishops. In affect, they are addressing power across scales that 

analyses of secularisation heretofore have not been able to provide. To demonstrate how 

these addresses to power are across networks of diffuse power, I am drawing upon work 

done by Marston et al. (2005) on the flat ontology of scale. Their work adjusts the 

relationship of people to state legitimacy and a „flattening‟ of understandings of 

secularisation processes. Instead of focusing on how people are reorganised through this 
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regulation or that law, their analysis brings the contested concept of geographic scale into 

a non-representational frame. Marston et al revisit contemporary literature on the 

“scaffold” of scale (2005: 418). In advance of a critique of this literature, they find (2005: 

419) mainstream accounts of scale inadequate because they seek “a foundational 

hierarchy – a verticality that structures the nesting so central to the concept of scale, and 

with it, the local-to-global paradigm.”  

 

They review the accounts of geographic scale that obscure power relationships  that 

prioritise the institutional relations of the global over the multinational, the regional and 

the local. In their critique of current geographic analyses, Marston et al argue that the 

local is always subsumed into the relations and the practices of the „next scale up‟ 

because: 

 

It is bound to reproduce a small–large imaginary and with that, pre-

configured accounts of social life that hierarchize spaces of economy and 

culture, structure and agency, objectivity and subjectivity, and 

cosmopolitanism and parochialism; and it cannot deliver engaged and self-

reflexive accounts of social life. (2005: 422) 

 

One of these pre-configured accounts of social life is the way in which religious people 

are reorganised in secular spaces across Europe and elsewhere. Religious people are 

placed in hierarchized spaces of culture and their subjectivity, in our example of the ACP, 

is reorganised within relations between an Irish identity and other religious spaces. For 

Marston et al, this hierarchical conceptualization of scale is a “classic case of form 

determining content.” In their analysis they propose instead a flat ontology of scale, 

which can “replace their structuralist calculus with the language of flows and fluidity” 

(2005: 423). This replacement with fluidity has value for opening up new ways of 

looking at secularisation. They wish is to simplify and thereby demystify the structural 

constraints of political action which “focuses on both material composition and 

decomposition, maintaining that complex systems generate both systematic orderings and 

open, creative events.” 

 

It is at this point that the political reorganisation brought about by secularisation 

processes can engage with the fluidity and creativity of religious people in European 

states. By looking at the unfolding of creative events as well as systematic orderings, the 

reconstruction of the religiously-framed life can be understood as an active process. In 

Marston et al.‟s terms, „being‟ religious in public space is an interpenetration of the local 

and the global. It is about „becoming‟ religious across scales. This interpenetration of 

scales suggests a reflexivity amongst religious people in European states that has not 

been considered in many accounts of secularisation. Although this new way of thinking 

about geographic scale remains empirically underdeveloped, it has relevance to the way 

in which I want to characterize the changes to being religious in particular forms of 

„public‟ space.  

 

Religious belief in public space changes over time. The context for and acceptability of 

public interventions by the ACP or another representative grouping changes. The 
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Association‟s objectives involve employing remaining clerical power and acceptance 

amongst a diverse group which may see their intervention as contrary to a secular ideal. 

On a national scale, the Dáil can legislate for statutory reporting mechanisms for abuse 

but this has consequences for people working with children on scales much smaller than 

the national. In this sense, such reporting mechanisms create and draw from a totalised 

understanding of religious belief in „public life,‟ or secularisation. This understanding of 

secularisation is drawn primarily through state power. In the ACP‟s view, local 

circumstances need to be brought to bear in deciding who should stand aside when an 

allegation is made and who should not.  

 

With differentiated domains on different scales, religious belief in public is reorganised. 

On an inter-personal scale, Casanova (1994: 50) refers to the “combination of world 

abnegation and world mastery” that fosters an innerworldy attitude to one‟s religion. Law 

is separated from morality and this separation forms the basis for the state‟s power in 

reorganising the secular in public space. Patriarchal relationships within the family and 

the formation of households as sub-units of the economy are outcomes of these 

differentiation processes. They are mutually supporting of the privatisation of formerly 

public spaces and of the legalisation of „public‟ action. However, as Benhabib (1999: 82) 

insists, this domain separation is not neutral “it presupposes a moral and political 

epistemology; this in turn justifies an implicit separation between the public and the 

private of such a kind that leads to the silencing of the concerns of certain excluded 

groups.” 

 

The retreat of regulation to the self and the reduction of public life to a series of 

performative actions have particular implications for some groups. At the same time, a 

univeralist public reason comes to be identified with the practices of included groups (as 

seen in the insistence that non-Christian migrants conform to „our ways‟). The 

legitimation of this exclusion of particular ways of being in public space by the state 

works across scales. This „foundational hierarchy‟ has consequences for specific bodies, 

communities and subcultures. An enlargement of state power in the regulation of the self 

has reinforced public/private distinctions across scales. The universalist public reason is 

the basis for this. An orthodox Habermasian public sphere is universalist as it: 

 

Forms the basis of justification for a secular state that no longer depends on 

religious legitimation. And this in turn makes the separation of state and church 

possible at the institutional level in the first place. (Habermas, 2008: 120) 

 

Furthermore, Habermas (2008: 130. My emphasis) notes its disciplinary nature because 

“every citizen must know and accept that only secular reasons count beyond the 

institutional threshold that divides the informal public sphere from parliaments, courts, 

ministries and administrations.” This is a public reason that separates the private from the 

public but reorganises both across many geographic scales. Within this reorganisation, 

the public expression of faith is a performance of the privatised self in particular spaces. 

It is this reorganisation and separation that the ACP are making reference to in their 

appeals for legitimacy. They are embedded within a wider network of diffused power, 

much of which is not dependent upon a hierarchical understanding of scale.  
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Conclusion 

The Association of Catholic Priests, a voluntary grouping composed entirely of men, 

wish to deprivatise religion in a cultural landscape that has not entirely privatised 

religious practice. This is an attempt to rescale the terrain on which a renegotiation of 

secularisation can take place. As I mentioned above, all priests being tarred with the same 

brush of paedophilia is the ACP‟s point of entry to the Irish public sphere. There is no 

coherence to a universalist public reason in Ireland. There is self-generating non-state 

public activity but little sense of its legitimacy. As a result, there is no clear 

understanding of a public realm.  

 

Building on Marston et al., I would argue that we need to examine secularisation as one 

of a number of “complex systems [that] generate both systematic orderings and open, 

creative events.” (423) Systematic orderings include the formally institutional while 

creative events rely more on the spaces of dependence, surrounding us more immanently. 

The (re)production of public space (increasingly linked with state legitimacy) relies on 

one scale for its conceptualization (in the case of the ACP, legislation governing the 

reporting of child abuse) but with direct consequences for all scales (individuals being 

asked to leave ministry on foot of an allegation). In effect, the ACP is scale-jumping. 

Appeals to a broader public through deprivatised actions, e.g. press releases, 

interpenetrates the global with the local in ways that brings this crisis to the foreground. 

In this way, secularisation does not occur to a society, it occurs within it and with varying 

outcomes. This multi-scalar nature of their concerns denies the hierarchical and in itself, 

this is enough to accentuate a sense of crisis within the institution and its adherents. 

 

In the everyday, we can hear fragments of this multi-scalar secularized landscape. This is 

typified by the declaration: “The bishops have done some terrible things, but there are so 

many good priests around here.” The separation of the formally religious domain from 

the domain of the market, the state and civil society is an outcome of the reorganization 

of religion that occurs within a broader understanding of secularisation. Accounts of such 

secularisation processes rely on this undifferentiated public space. However, analyses of 

secularisation processes need a contingency across scales that they currently do not have. 

Following Casanova‟s analysis of deprivatised public religions and Marston et al.‟s 

attempts at post-structuralist scale, I propose that sequestering the religious to the private 

analytically and politically “cannot deliver engaged and self-reflexive accounts of social 

life”. I am proposing instead that geographic scale is a way to bring the necessary 

contingency to bear.  

 

ENDS. 

 


