
 |  Reviews  ||29The Irish Catholic, March 26, 2015  

WebWatch
Don’t blame Vatican II 
for lukewarm Catholics
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Dark days in Ulster 
A Place Apart: Northern 
Ireland in the 1970s 
by Dervla Murphy
(Eland Books, £12.99)

J. Anthony Gaughan
This is a reprint of a book 
published in 1978. Two years 
previously acclaimed travel-
writer Dervla Murphy, who 
had cycled through some of 
the most exotic places in the 
world, visited Northern Ire-
land.

That year the violence in 
the area had reached a cre-
scendo. The Provisional IRA 
(PIRA) and the crown forces 
were head to head with 
no holds barred. Murphy’s 
account in her diary of her 
experiences during her visit 
remains one of the most 
insightful records of the con-
flict in Northern Ireland in the 
1970s.

At the outset Murphy 
acknowledged her republi-
can background – her father 
and grandfather had been 
republican activists. She also 
admitted that until then she 
had spent just 36 hours of her 
44 years in Northern Ireland.

This was to give a talk 
in Enniskillen and as soon 
as possible she was on her 
way home. As she pedalled 
across the border on her 
visit she admired the rolling 
farmland, contented cows, 
quietness, hay smells and 
churns by the roadside. She 
ruefully remarked that there 
was nothing to mark the bor-
der, and that if there were it 
would long since have been 

blown up.
Soon after arriving in Bel-

fast, Murphy cycled into one 
of the strongholds straddling 
the sectarian divide. She 
found the gruff honesty of 
members of the Orange Order 
congenial and the coarseness 
and ignorance of loyalist par-
amilitaries off-putting.

Evil
Attending a service con-
ducted by Rev. Ian Paisley in 
his Martyrs Memorial church, 
she was appalled by his big-
otry and ranting calculated to 
arouse hatred. She noted that 
it was the only time during 
her visit that she felt she was 
in the presence of evil.

Murphy’s penchant for 
dropping in to the local for a 
pint proved useful as she rode 
across West Belfast. Seem-
ingly most of the fortified 
pubs in the area were run by 
supporters of the ‘Provos’. 

On hearing her accent 
patrons were suspicious and 
defensive. However, she did 
succeed in engaging in a num-
ber of conversations on the 
bar stool. She was presented 
in stark terms with the single-
minded policy and strategy of 
the PIRA.  

While some of those who 
spoke to her regretted the 
killing of civilians by the PIRA, 
they all applauded their suc-
cess in bring down the Stor-
mont government from which 
non-unionists were never to 
get justice.

In Derry, Murphy found 
the confrontation between 
East and West Belfast repli-

cated somewhat in the divide 
between the Waterside and 
the Bogside, but for her Derry 
was different. The Catholics 
had a swagger about them. 
In the Bogside there was the 
huge notice: ‘You are now 
entering Free Derry’.

It was a city of masterful 
women, and it was the moth-
ers who were most influential 
in whether their sons joined 
the ‘organisation’ or not. The 
author interviewed families 
with divided loyalties: one 
son serving in the British 
army, another ‘with the lads’.

At Crossmaglen Murphy 
found an area under siege: 
the army confined to their 
barracks, helicopter flights 
and armed patrols, the locals 
under constant surveil-
lance. The main topic of con-
versation was the frequent 
destruction vindictively 
caused to homes during 
house searches by certain 
regiments.

Throughout her account 
the author assumes the Brit-
ish perspective on the conflict 
in Northern Ireland: just a 
religious problem with polit-
ical overtones whereas the 
Irish Nationalist view is that it 
was a political problem with 
religious overtones, the only 
ultimate solution to which is 
British withdrawal.  

Notwithstanding Murphy’s 
uncritical acceptance of the 
British analysis of the “situa-
tion in Northern Ireland” her 
tract of 1978 richly deserves 
to be re-printed.

Bad catechesis has 
been an integral 
part of Catholic 
tradition for a lot 

longer than 40 years, accord-
ing to Joanne McPortland, 
who writes at the Patheos 
blog ‘Egregious Twaddle’.

“Our seeming inability 
to form Catholics who 
understand and embrace 
the basics of the Faith is 
not the fault of Vatican II or 
goofy textbook publishers 
or ill-equipped religious 
ed volunteers,” she says, 
arguing that our catechesis 
fails primarily because 
we’re catechising the wrong 
people.

Challenging the 
catechetical tendency to 
focus on the formation 
of children, Ms Portland 
laments how adult 
catechesis is “just not a part 
of our regular expectation 
and structure”, and suggests 
making it a priority, 
with preparation for all 
sacraments being a parish 
family affair, “in which adult 
Catholics form and prepare 
younger Catholics”. 

“Let’s make the faith 
formation of adults a 
priority, and believe me, 
their children will benefit,” 
she says,

Options
Also at Patheos, Tim 
Muldoon writes at ‘The 
Capstone’ of how Catholic 
education must answer 
today’s challenges by 
choosing between what he 
terms “the Benedict option” 
and “the Francis option”. 

The Benedict option, 
he says, draws on Pope 
Benedict XVI’s appropriation 
of Arnold Toynbee’s idea 
of “the creative minority”, 
entailing “a small group of 
people who aim to change 
the world as leaven”, 
whereas the Francis option, 
as pointed to in Evangelii 
Gaudium, “stresses 
evangelisation of culture, 
which always involves the 
difficult discernment of 
what is happening in a host 
culture”. 

Both impulses – the 
essentially monastic 
Benedictine approach 
and the more missionary 
Franciscan one – are, he says, 
“foundational in Catholic 
history”, with both being 
important in the landscape 
of contemporary religious 
education. The former, he 
says, builds places “that 

cling tenaciously to the 
richness of Catholic tradition 
to ensure its transmission 
to future generations”, 
while the latter “attempts 
to rediscover the roots of 
faith anew, in dialogue with 
people who encounter them 
sometimes for the first 
time”. 

Papal Critics
Responding to an Eliza-
beth Stoker Bruenig New 
Republic piece that observes 
there “have always been 
grumblings about popes, 
but the differences in opin-
ion between Francis and 
the movement collectively 
known as the “American 
right” appear especially 
numerous, and unusually 
bitter”, Ross Douthat coun-
ters in the New York Times 
that we should distinguish 
between Catholics who 
have concerns about Francis’ 
papacy.

❛❛The only thing 
the press is more 
obsessed with than 
pushing its ideology 
is beating the drum 
of a narrative”
Drawing lines between 
liturgical conservatives 
with an affection for 
the Extraordinary Form 
of the Mass, economic 
conservatives who tend to 
take issue with the Pope’s 

emphasis on social justice, 
and doctrinal conservatives 
thus far without legitimate 
complaints but worried 
about what may come 
of this year’s Synod on 
the Family, Douthat 
nonetheless maintains that 
full-fledged critics of the 
Holy Father are actually 
quite few.

Paschal Emmanuel 
Gobry, in a piece in The 
Week on the Pope’s 
“fledging legacy”, 
says doctrinal change 
is nowhere near the 
horizon. If people think 
otherwise, he says, media 
misinterpretation is largely 
to blame. Partly, he said, 
this misinterpretation is 
due to wishful thinking, but 
even more, he says, “the 
only thing the press is more 
obsessed with than pushing 
its ideology is beating the 
drum of a narrative”.

Thus far, he says, 
Pope Francis’ greatest 
achievements have been 
Vatican reforms, the 
rejuvenation of spirituality 
in our daily lives, and a 
change in tone. Considering 
how “the Pope does not 
have the practical resources 
to order everyone about” 
and that the modern 
papacy's “main instrument 
for influencing the life of 
the Church at the everyday 
parish level is through his 
public speeches”, he says “a 
change in tone is still a big 
deal”.

Ross Douthat.


