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Abstract 

The Roman Catholic Church has long been one of the most prominent and 

influential institutions in Ireland. From 1914 to 1918, it was approaching its apex of 

power when Ireland was still governed by the British Empire. However, few historians in 

Ireland or elsewhere have ever written extensively about the Catholic Church in Ireland 

during World War I. In 1914, most of the Irish people were still desirous of Home Rule 

and membership in the British Empire but with a relationship with Britain like that of 

Canada or Australia rather than like India or Kenya. By the end of the First World War, 

most Irish had moved towards independence and the establishment of an Irish republic. 

Given the prominence of the Catholic Church in Irish life, the purpose of this thesis is to 

analyze the evolution of the Catholic Church in Ireland and its public stances during the 

rapidly changing political and social environment from 1914 to the end of the First World 

War in 1918. 

I chose this period specifically because 1914 was the start of the First World War 

and the Irish relationship with Britain was much less hostile than it would be in the 

coming years. With the Easter Rising in less than two years and an Irish War for 

Independence beginning only a few years after that, Ireland was entering one of its most 

consequential historical epochs. As such a prominent institution, the Catholic Church’s 

relationship with the Irish is critical to understanding the period as well as its influence 

on politics. 



I have explored dozens of articles from prominent newspapers in both Ireland the 

United Kingdom to determine the Catholic Church’s role in the evolution of Ireland from 

a land that was in favor of continued membership in the British Empire though with 

Home Rule status into a land that was moving in the direction of republicanism and 

independence from the United Kingdom. This was especially true when it came to topics 

such as partition and conscription. When Ireland gained its independence in 1922, the 

Catholic Church was seen by the Irish public as not just a religious institution but as an 

integral part of the Irish political landscape and Irish society. This view was solidified 

during the critical early years of the development of the Republic of Ireland which this 

thesis will cover. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

In Tim Pat Coogan’s Ireland in the Twentieth Century, he states that there are two 

great colonizing forces in Irish history: the British Empire and the Roman Catholic 

Church. Both institutions held sway over Ireland for centuries and, in the context of the 

First World War, were the two most dominant social and cultural, not to mention 

political, institutions on the island.1 Prior to the war, Parliament in London was debating 

another Irish Home Rule Bill that would grant the Irish people the ability to have their 

own parliament in Dublin and the ability to elect their own representatives and govern 

their own affairs, at least in the domestic sphere. The debated, and likely to pass, bill was 

deeply opposed by Protestants, a minority on the island, who feared potential Catholic 

domination and oppression of Protestants. This fear was summarized in a popular slogan: 

“Home Rule means Rome Rule.” The fear was so great that the British government 

believed a civil war was imminent. This fear would eventually disappear with the start of 

the First World War.2 When the war began, the United Kingdom declared war on 

Germany following Germany’s invasion of neutral Belgium. The British government 

issued a call for volunteers within not just Great Britain but also its numerous provinces 

and colonies throughout the British Empire, including Ireland. Despite resurgent Irish 

nationalism on the island, many Irish were initially not opposed to serving in the British 

                                                 
1 Tim Pat Coogan, Ireland in the Twentieth Century (Palgrave MacMillan, 2006), 754. 
2 Jason Robert Myers, “’A land fit for heroes’?: The Great War, memory, popular culture, and politics in 

Ireland since 1914” (PhD diss., Loyola University-Chicago, 2011), ProQuest (3418951). 
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Army. The Catholic Church in Ireland, despite its sympathies to a moderate form of Irish 

nationalism, supported the war effort if only out of solidarity with Belgium, a country 

that was at least nominally Catholic.3 As the war progressed, disillusionment with the war 

effort sank in and the Irish became increasingly disgruntled with British rule. 

The turning point in the Irish view of Britain and its rule in Ireland was the Easter 

Rising in 1916. Most Irish, including the leaders of the Catholic Church, were 

unsympathetic to the demands of Irish nationalists who rebelled against British rule but 

were outraged by the response of Britain: kill them all. The British authorities saw the 

rebels who participated in the Easter Rising as a dangerous political threat that needed to 

be silenced. Irish political organizations became more openly hostile to British rule, and 

the Catholic Church became more vocal in its opposition to specific government policies. 

The opposition by these organizations and the Church to partition and conscription was 

so great that, by the end of the war, the Irish people were demanding independence 

instead of home rule. If membership in the British Empire or British Commonwealth 

meant a divided Ireland or seeing its sons forced to fight in a war that they have no stake 

in, then the Irish people would prefer to go their own way. Four years had completely 

changed the political climate on the island as well as the hopes and ambitions of the Irish 

people.4 

Although the First World War is a prominent topic in the English-speaking world, 

especially in the United Kingdom, it was never as popular in Ireland. Most writings about 

                                                 
3 Catriona Pennell, A Kingdom United: Popular Responses to the Outbreak of the First World War in 

Britain and Ireland (Oxford University Press, 2014). 
4 Coogan, Ireland in the Twentieth Century, 61,70. 
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the war, in general, come from non-Irish scholars.5 The reason for that is how poorly the 

First World War fits into the narrative that Irish nationalists created about the time. 

According to the Irish nationalist narrative, Ireland and its people were oppressed by the 

British for centuries with only their shared Catholic faith and their sense of solidarity 

with each other keeping them together and strong. Then, in 1916, Irish patriots revolted 

against their British masters and attempted to establish an independent Irish Republic. 

They went down fighting with most of the leaders being executed by the British. The 

outrage against the shootings saw other Irish join their patriotic brethren and resist British 

rule and, after an arduous and terrible war, they declared their independence from Britain. 

The First World War has almost no place in this narrative due to the difficulty of trying to 

reconcile that narrative with the initial support for the war effort (Catholics in Ireland did 

join the British Army voluntarily and serve overseas).6 7 

The fusion of national identity, cultural identity, and religious identity also 

appears in other sources such as those about Irish Catholic soldiers serving in the British 

Army. One gets the feeling after reading those sources and hearing from those men that 

                                                 
5 Examples of First World War books include The Guns of August by Barbara Tuchman (American), 

Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914 by Christopher Clark (Englishman), A World Undone: 

The Story of the Great War 1914 to 1918 by G.J. Meyer (American), and The Eastern Front by Norman 

Stone (Scotsman). 
6 Catriona Pennell, “‘Choreographed by the angels’? Ireland and the centenary of the First World War,” 

War & Society vol. 36, no. 4, (October 2017): 256-275. https://doi.org/10.1080/07292473.2017.1384140 
7 In an example of this disinterest from my own personal experience, I was in England and Ireland in 2017 

and 2018, respectively. Both years coincided with the centennial anniversary of the First World War. 

Britain had many exhibits in its museums, especially the Imperial War Museum in London, and flags and 

flowers at its war memorials while I only saw one exhibit during my entire 10-day visit to Ireland. That 

exhibit was inside St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin, a Protestant cathedral. There were memorials 

throughout the countryside to the dead, but they were treated almost like headstones in a cemetery. There 

were no flags or flowers. There were no prayer cards for the dead or anything of the sort. It was just a 

simple stone Celtic cross with the names of the deceased who were from the local town or village. The 

public behaved as though it was not even there. In fact, most of the prominent monuments to the war in 

Ireland are located on the grounds of Protestant churches or Protestant-owned organizations and 

institutions. Per the Irish Times, there is only one monument to World War I located in a Catholic Church 

in the entire city of Dublin. 
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to be Irish is to be Catholic and being a good Irishman means following the Catholic 

Church’s line. That mindset permeates everything about the Irish view of the war and 

how it is perceived by future generations.8 

The sheer amount of influence and power the Catholic Church had in Ireland as 

well as its ability to link arms with republicans and nationalists showed just how much 

weight the institution had in Irish society and how eager it was to assert itself when the 

country, eventually, became independent. Of course, the Church hierarchy’s vision for an 

independent Ireland, a confessional state that bowed to a triumphalist and confident 

Catholic Church, was not fully aligned with the goals and ambitions of some of the more 

secular-minded nationalists who, though Catholic, believed the Church’s role should be 

less prominent.9 

The Catholic Church, as an institution, has long been on the receiving end of 

criticism for various reasons ranging from doctrinal disputes to behaviors of its clergy to 

its prominence and influence in political or domestic affairs. Ireland is no exception. The 

stereotype of the Irish being a devoutly Catholic people who attended Sunday Mass at 

higher rates than other countries and frequently produced prodigious numbers of priests 

and nuns has long been a part of many Western nations’, including the United States, 

opinions of the country and its people. However, this stereotype has been gradually 

shattering over the last couple of decades. The country is currently undergoing, and 

possibly close to completing, rapid secularization that would have been unthinkable to 

                                                 
8 Oliver P. Rafferty, “Catholic Chaplains to British Forces in the First World War,” Religion, State, and 

Society vol. 39, no. 1 (March 2011): 33-62. https://doi.org/10.1080/09637494.2011.546504 
9 Coogan, Ireland in the Twentieth Century, 217-218. 
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the generation that fought in the First World War - and their children as well.10 Taking 

this into account, an analysis of the time through the lens of the Church serves as a 

window not only into a long-forgotten chapter in Irish history but also as a fresh set of 

eyes on an institution that, for centuries on the island, had behaved as a guardian of sorts 

for the Irish people. As the twentieth century dawned, rumblings for a new political 

arrangement with Britain were growing louder and the Catholic Church’s influence in 

Ireland was growing. With the outbreak of war, the Catholic Church flexed its proverbial 

muscles and used its influence to tell the faithful to enlist to protect their fellow Catholics 

abroad while, only a few years later, telling them to resist conscription into the very same 

army they said to join. In the four years of war, the people of Ireland went from being in 

favor of Home Rule to a growing desire for independence from Britain or at least more 

openly resisting British policy. Such a rapid change in tone is significant and the Catholic 

Church, being the self-appointed guardian and shepherd of the Irish people as well as the 

most powerful social, cultural, and religious institution on an island where roughly 80%11 

of the population were Catholic, certainly had a say in that. 

Historical Background and Historiography 

  Few people in Ireland could imagine what political and social changes awaited 

them when the year 1914 began. Few believed that a general war would erupt between 

Europe’s great powers for the first time in a century and would see hundreds of thousands 

of Irishmen enlisted or conscripted into the British Army. Even fewer believed that the 

                                                 
10 Lawrence J. McCaffrey. 1973. “Irish Nationalism and Irish Catholicism: A Study In Cultural Identity.” 

Church History vol. 42 no. 4: 524–34. https://doi.org/10.2307/3164971. 
11 Coogan, Ireland in the Twentieth Century. 
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war would provide an opportunity for Irish nationalists to attempt an overthrow of British 

rule, an attempt that would lead to a surge in Irish nationalism on the island and 

eventually see increasing calls for Irish independence. It was in this environment of social 

and political turmoil that the Catholic Church, arguably the most influential religious and 

cultural institution in Ireland, operated. The Catholic Church held the allegiance of 

roughly 80% of the island’s population and was known for being sympathetic to a more 

moderate form of nationalism best defined as “Home Rule” where Ireland would remain 

a part of the British Empire but would have the ability to govern its own domestic affairs 

through a Dublin-based Parliament elected by native-born Irish. This view was held by 

most Irish when the First World War began. Only a minority, small but not insignificant, 

wanted full independence from Britain and the establishment of an Irish republic.12 

Research about Ireland during the First World War and the Catholic Church’s 

relationship with the political and social developments has been relatively scarce for quite 

some time and has only recently been attracting attention. The consensus of historians 

attributes this to the dominant narrative of Irish history in this time. The increase in 

attention shown to the topic has been due to a combination of the recent remembrance of 

the centennial of the war as well as the decline in identifiable Irish nationalism which 

would have placed a taboo on investigated events in Irish history that were either 

controversial or problematic. Because of how closely the Catholic Church and Irish 

national and cultural identity are intertwined, this made the taboo especially strong. 

However, as Irish religious observance and the Catholic Church’s influence on the island 

declines, the strengths of these taboos decline as well. This openness on the part of Irish 

                                                 
12 Coogan, Ireland in the Twentieth Century, 1, 4, 17. 



 

7 

writers to investigate and explore the past has led to an increase in scholarly articles and 

research in this relatively unexplored period in Irish history. 

Tim Pat Coogan is one such writer. As an Irishman, journalist, and popular 

historian, he tends to write general histories of his country and specific topics involving it 

but with a clarity that makes for fairly easy reading. He provides basic and 

straightforward facts about the First World War and Ireland’s place in it and does not 

bother sugarcoating initial Irish enthusiasm to enlist in the war effort. With regards to the 

Catholic Church, he does admit at the end of his work, Ireland in the 20th Century, that 

the Church, along with England, is one of the two great colonizing forces in Irish 

history.13 However, he is still willing to recognize its place in Irish public life and in its 

history. With regards to the First World War, he primarily focuses on Irish enlistment and 

conscription. He also goes into much heavier detail with regards to domestic politics 

beginning with the Easter Rising in 1916 showing how he tended to emphasize Irish 

internal affairs and the development of Irish national consciousness and independence 

movements over foreign relations, especially with regards to the British Empire and the 

war in Europe.14 

Jerome Aan de Wiel wrote an entire book on the Catholic Church’s relationship 

with Ireland during this period and, more broadly, the Vatican’s relationship as well. The 

latter is well-represented in a work discussing the rector of the Irish College in Rome and 

his attempts to convince the Vatican, and the pope especially, to be sympathetic to the 

cause of Irish nationalism and eventual Irish independence while having to counteract the 

                                                 
13 Coogan, Ireland in the Twentieth Century, 754. 
14 Coogan, Ireland in the Twentieth Century, 46-47, 53-59. 
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appeals of the British ambassador to remain neutral when it came to, in the British view, 

internal British imperial affairs.15  

The former book discussed above by Aan de Wiel provides detailed information 

about the state of the Catholic Church in Ireland during the war, its influence on domestic 

affairs, and how it changed its stance on the war from endorsement to opposition thus 

gaining it the support of the Irish people and forging (or solidifying) a powerful bond 

between Irish nationalism and Catholicism. The Catholic Church, initially, was 

supportive of Irish participation in the war as it was seen as an opportunity for Irishmen 

to prove their bravery, honor, and willingness to fight. Since the United Kingdom was on 

the verge of granting Home Rule to Ireland, this proved an excellent time for the Irish to 

prove their mettle and ability to do the most difficult part of statehood: serving in 

wartime. Of course, that does not mean all the bishops of Ireland agreed on the promotion 

of the war. There were genuine opponents to the war effort as they saw it as nothing but a 

campaign to serve the British Empire and its imperialist ambitions. These anti-war 

bishops viewed the war as a “British war” and the Irish people have no place in it except 

to fight and die. This division was also present between hierarchies of Britain and Ireland 

as Britain’s hierarchy was, as expected, more pro-war than Ireland’s as the British 

Catholic hierarchy was motivated by patriotism and love of country. By 1915, Irish 

enlistment numbers had plummeted and in a sign of political realities (or desperation), the 

dominant political and military figures in Ireland extended an invite to Cardinal Logue, 

the Archbishop of Armagh, to a conference in Dublin to determine how best to deal with 

this. The very fact they invited a Catholic cardinal was a sign of how powerful the 

                                                 
15 Jerome Aan de Wiel, The Catholic Church in Ireland, 1914-1918: War and Politics (Irish Academic 

Press, 2003). 
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Catholic Church was in Ireland and also how influential the Catholic Church was in 

shaping public opinion. Cardinal Logue would not have been invited if the British did not 

think he was trusted by Irish Catholics or could influence them to think or believe a 

certain way. As 1916 ended, war-weariness of the Irish public was reflected in the actions 

of certain bishops, most prominently Bishop Edward O’Dwyer of Limerick, and both 

nationalists and Irish Catholics in general had become tired of the war and sought an end 

to the conflict. The Church had also stopped promoting recruitment and was drifting 

towards opposing conscription, a decision that would be immensely popular in Ireland as 

the war continued.16  

In Aan de Wiel’s view, the Catholic Church was adapting itself to changing 

political realities within Ireland rather than the reverse. If the Irish public were 

disgruntled and opposed to the war, then their priests would adopt the mindset to 

maintain influence in the community. This trickled upward to the bishops, with one or 

two exceptions who acted independently of the public. Aan de Wiel admits that his book 

was primarily written as a new way to interpret and understand the war. He humbly states 

that future scholarship will hopefully shed a brighter light on this period which is an 

admission his book has gaps in it though he only mentions the Hay Plan, an attempt to 

recruit Irish soldiers into the French Army by using French bishops and the Irish Catholic 

Church, as an example.17 

Aan de Wiel also wrote a compelling article about the lead up to the First World 

War and Britain’s relationship with Europe. It is important because it provides 

information about the attempts by Irish nationalists to curry favor with foreign powers, 

                                                 
16 de Wiel, The Catholic Church in Ireland, 1914-1918: War and Politics, 305, 203-256 
17 de Wiel, The Catholic Church in Ireland, 1914-1918: War and Politics, 330. 
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mainly Germany but others as well, in such a way that they could get weaponry and 

support should an uprising occur. Ireland had long been Britain’s back door and it was 

afraid of foreign powers using it as a springboard for an invasion of Great Britain. 

Although it did not justify invasion and conquest of Ireland, this fact did put Britain’s 

interest in keeping Ireland within its imperial orbit into perspective.18 

Emmanuel Destenay is another author who writes about Ireland and the First 

World War, though with a focus on conscription and how it was perceived by the Irish 

public. In his work Conscription, US Intervention, and the Transformation of Ireland: 

1914-1918, he mentions how the Easter Rising should be seen not as independent of the 

First World War but an event within it. He also relied heavily on sources from the French 

Foreign Ministry in his analysis of how Britain’s allies were concerned about events 

developing in Ireland. Conscription appeared to be the true end of Irish submission to 

Britain as all sections of Catholic Ireland, led by the Church, were opposed to mass 

conscription for a war they were growing indifferent to. Destenay’s other work also 

focuses heavily on conscription though with greater emphasis on the rural Irish responses 

to it.19 In “Conscription, Rural Populations, and Dynamics of War and Revolution in 

Ireland: 1914-1918”, he mentions how French bishops visiting Ireland attempted to 

recruit more men for the war effort but were shocked to find how deeply opposed the 

Irish public was to anything resembling fighting in the war. Conscription was not simply 

a catalyst for increasing Irish contempt for British rule but also a seed for independence 

                                                 
18 Jerome Aan de Wiel, “1914: What will the British do? The Irish Home Rule Crisis in the July Crisis.” 

The International History Review vol. 37, no. 4 (August 2015): 657-681. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2014.985331 
19 Emmanuel Destenay. Conscription, US Intervention, and the Transformation of Ireland: 1914-1918. 

(Bloomsbury Academic, 2023). 
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movements as the main republican nationalist party, Sinn Fein, grew a great deal of 

support from such discontent.20 Destenay takes a different approach to unrest in “The 

Impact of Political Unrest in Ireland on Irish Soldiers in the British Army, 1914-1918: A 

Re-Evaluation” where he focuses on the feelings and emotions of the common Irish 

soldier. He mentions how the great majority of officers in the Irish regiments and 

divisions were Protestant while an even greater majority of enlisted men were Catholic.21 

This would, of course, lead to discontent within the army as officers had difficulty 

bonding with their men since they were, at best, mistrustful or apathetic towards each 

other. At worst, they might have been openly hostile to one another. Oliver Rafferty also 

focused on the British Army in another source and how Catholic chaplains were provided 

and how they ministered the men in their units. The British high command discovered 

that Catholic chaplains promoted high morale and were adept at caring for and listening 

to the troops. The British were, historically, mistrustful of Catholics, especially where the 

Irish were concerned, but the use of Catholic chaplains and their popularity in the army 

was another example of the slow breakdown of the walls of prejudice. However, this was 

still a work in progress as these attitudes fed into the war effort itself and how soldiers 

would be viewed by their superiors with, in one instance, British Army superiors being 

suspicious of recruiting soldiers from Southern Ireland because of the Easter Rising.22 

The Easter Rising is an event that features prominently in historical scholarship in 

this period. Alan Ward and Oliver Rafferty both reference it in their respective sources. 

                                                 
20 Emmanuel Destenay, “Conscription, Rural Populations, and Dynamics of War and Revolution in Ireland: 

1914-1918.” Rural History vol. 33, no. 1 (April 2022): 105-117. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0956793321000170 
21 Emmanuel Destenay, “The Impact of Political Unrest in Ireland on Irish Soldiers in the British Army, 

1914-1918: A Re-Evaluation.” Irish Historical Studies vol. 42, no. 161 (May 2018): 50-63. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/ihs.2018.2 
22 Rafferty, “Catholic Chaplains to British Forces in the First World War.” 33-62. 
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Ward writes of it in a general sense as it is a prominent historical event in the 

development of Irish politics and national identity. Ward also tried to place it in the 

context of Anglo-Irish relations as well as its broader impacts on Irish history.23 Rafferty 

writes similarly though with greater emphasis on the Catholic Church’s relationship with 

the Rising. Rafferty emphasizes how the Church’s initial response was condemnation 

rather than celebration as they still preached a measure of obedience to British authority. 

This changed after the executions of many of the leaders of the Rising. Rafferty also 

gives reference to how the Vatican behaved regarding the Rising. The Vatican sought 

total impartiality and neutrality during the First World War. In practical terms, it meant 

that, although the pope knew about the Rising in advance of its occurrence, the Vatican 

neither alerted the British of the potential rebellion nor helped with the rebels. Rafferty 

expands on this in a separate journal article where he mentions how the Vatican was 

forced to play a delicate balancing act with regards to Vatican hopes i.e. the restoration of 

the Papal States, which had been seized during the Italian Wars of Unification by the 

Italian military, to papal control. The article also mentions how enthusiastic the Catholic 

Church in Ireland was to support the war if only to support Belgium, a country that was at 

least nominally Catholic.24 The Easter Rising, as stated before and frequently after, 

changed their entire thinking. 

An examination of Vatican policy also appears in the writings of John Pollard 

though he is quick to point out that the Vatican’s influence in Europe was not as powerful 

in 1914 as it was in centuries past, or even now for that matter. Pollard does justify 

                                                 
23 Alan Ward, The Easter Rising. (Wiley-Blackwell, 2003). 
24 Oliver P. Rafferty, “The Catholic Church, Ireland and the British Empire: 1800-1921.” Historical 

Research: The Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research vol. 84, no. 224 (May 2011): 288-309. 

https://doi-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1111/j.1468-2281.2010.00556.x 
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Vatican neutrality in European conflicts by pointing out how Catholics fighting on both 

sides means the Catholic Church cannot truly pick a side without antagonizing some 

segment of the faithful.25 This is especially true in an age of mass conscription and 

nationalistic fervor where many Catholics served because they were ordered to by their 

governments or out of a sense of patriotism, misplaced or not. 

The writings of three additional figures are crucial for showing how there was 

division not just between Protestants and Catholics but also between British and Irish 

Catholics which complicated matters further as it showed a lack of unity within the 

Church. Michael Snape primarily gives broad assumptions about Catholicism in general 

across the British Isles, including Ireland, and how the experiences and approaches of 

Catholics in Britain and Ireland were different when it came to the First World War.26 

A.C. Hepburn was a fundamentally straightforward writer whose referenced work 

focuses mostly on Northern Ireland and Belfast. This provides a unique perspective as it 

will take the concentration away from rural, Catholic-dominated Southern Ireland and 

place it on Protestant-dominated Northern Ireland where the dynamics were, and remain, 

different. The prominent presence of Protestants meant that Catholic nationalists could 

not be as confrontational or as aggressive as they would be further south.27 Youssef 

Taouk provides more in-depth explanations for how the Catholic Church in Britain 

reacted to the Conscription Crisis later in the war. Unbeknownst to the Irish, their British 

Catholic counterparts were more sympathetic than they were willing to admit but they 

could never fully endorse the Irish position as, despite being Catholic, British Catholics 

                                                 
25 John Pollard, The Papacy in The Age of Totalitarianism: 1914-1958. (Oxford University Press, 2002). 
26 Michael Snape, Catholics, War, and Britain’s Armed Forces. (Oxford University Press, 2023). 
27 A.C. Hepburn, Catholic Belfast and Nationalist Ireland in the Era of Joseph Devlin: 1871-1934. (Oxford 

University Press, 2008). 
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were still British and felt a kinship with and allegiance to their homeland, things the Irish 

never had and likely never would have.28 Conscription was a common theme throughout 

the development of the relationship between the Catholic Church and British policy in 

Ireland during the First World War.29  

Charles Townsend focuses exclusive on the closeness of Catholicism with Irish 

identity. He writes about why the faith means as much as it does to the Irish people and 

why Irish nationalism became cloaked in the language of the Catholic Church and 

Catholic tradition. This is crucial in understanding the power the Church wielded in 

Ireland in the early twentieth century and how it was able to influence political 

developments and nationalist organizations.30 Catriona Pennell, in her work on the 

response of the United Kingdom to the outbreak of the First World War, writes about 

Ireland as well as the rest of the UK. Regarding Ireland, she writes about how the Irish 

public, Irish political organizations, and Catholic Church all reacted to the outbreak of 

war and the call for volunteers. She writes about how, for a moment, the battle for Home 

Rule in Ireland that was close to leading to a civil war was put aside as both Britain and 

Ireland were in common cause to fight Germany and its allies.31  

Thomas Morrissey, a Jesuit priest, wrote a lengthy biography of William Walsh, 

the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin from 1885 to 1921. As leader of the most populous 
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diocese and the most populous city in Ireland, he was a prominent figure in Catholic 

Ireland during the period of the First World War. From Fr. Morrissey’s perspective, 

Archbishop Walsh was more of a politician than a bishop and he liked to inject himself 

into political conversations when practical to do so. He was especially active during the 

Conscription Crisis. Fr. Morrissey says that, though Archbishop Walsh did not live to see 

the establishment of an independent Republic of Ireland, he was responsible for preparing 

both society and church for its eventual arrival.32 

Jason Robert Myers, in his PhD thesis, writes about Irish cultural memory of the 

First World War and why it is overlooked or ignored in Ireland. He mentions how, 

despite the hundreds of thousands of men who served in the British Army during the war, 

it is little spoken of or remembered. Irish nationalists did all they could to suppress public 

memory of the First World War and chose instead to focus on the admittedly much more 

dramatic from a nationalistic point of view, events that followed such as the Easter 

Rising, the Irish War for Independence, and the Irish Civil War.33 In a separate Master’s 

Thesis, Daniel McKenna Joesten discusses the heavily sectarian nature of the 

Conscription Crisis of 1918 and how the British government attempted to use Catholic 

imagery as a way to get Irish peasants to answer the call of conscription or to volunteer 

for the British Army. He also writes about how the clergy and hierarchy of the Catholic 

Church were some of the most persistent opponents of conscription and condemned 

Britain for giving Ireland Home Rule on the condition of accepting conscription.34 Niamh 
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Gallagher contributed to these theories by writing a social history of Ireland during the 

First World War and using the Easter Rising as the tipping point of the war in Ireland. 

Before that event, Protestants and Catholics were generally united in prosecuting the war 

and supplying soldiers to the British Army. After the Easter Rising, Catholics began to be 

critical of the war effort and British rule overall. His argument that the Easter Rising was 

the crucial turning point in public opinion appears in other works as well. Generally, Irish 

historians seem to focus on two key events in Ireland during the First World War: the 

Easter Rising and the Conscription Crisis of 1918. These two events are where Irish 

support for British rule went from grudging toleration to hostility and outright desire for 

independence and republican rule.35 

Taken in its totality, the scholarship of the period from 1914-1918 is still 

somewhat sparse and focuses primarily on domestic issues such as conscription and Irish 

nationalism and its relationship with the Catholic Church. Few of them deal directly with 

the individual Catholic bishops and the stances they took as well as why they took them. 

This thesis will focus more closely on each individual bishop rather than just what a 

prominent archbishop in Dublin said and use it as a representative of the Irish Catholic 

Church. Ireland and its Catholic bishops underwent a similar transformation throughout 

the period, and few scholarly articles or books consider the changing opinions and views 

of the bishops or how they impacted events in Ireland. Although they did not directly 

create certain events that took place in Ireland, this did not mean that Ireland’s bishops 

were inactive on Ireland’s political scene. I argue that Ireland’s Catholic bishops were not 
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simply passive observers of the events as they unfolded but actively participated in the 

political discourse of the events that were convulsing the island. They sought to influence 

their people to take certain courses of action to create the kind of political change that 

would be most beneficial for Ireland while simultaneously warning them against taking 

violent or revolutionary action that would bring further suffering to the country. The Irish 

bishops had a role in the evolution of the island’s political landscape and provided advice 

and counsel for the development of the country, even if the prime movers of events in 

Dublin or London paid little attention to them. 

Methods and Sources 

For this thesis research, I looked at the letters and correspondence of certain 

Catholic bishops in Ireland. I sought to cast as wide a net as possible to avoid simply 

repeating what the Archbishops of Dublin and Armagh, the two most prominent 

clergymen in Ireland, were saying. I used letters and writings from other bishops 

throughout the South and West of the country to get a broader, more national perspective 

of developments and the Catholic Church’s responses to them. Although I will be using 

writings from other bishops, the Archbishops of Dublin and Armagh will still be 

prominent due to their influence in Ireland and because their records have been digitized. 

Most of the other dioceses in Ireland have not had their archives digitized yet so 

accessing diocesan archives and records of Catholic bishops in the period is much more 

difficult. 

These letters derive from various newspaper clippings and editorials about the 

actions, behaviors, and published writings of various Catholic bishops. The two most 
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prominent newspapers in Ireland, The Irish Times and The Irish Independent, have well-

preserved and thorough archives dating back well over a century. However, the bishops 

most likely to be included in their papers, which were national rather than local, were 

those with national profiles such as the Archbishops of Dublin and Armagh or made 

themselves nationally prominent such as the Bishop of Limerick, Edward O’Dwyer. For 

other bishops who governed smaller and more rural dioceses, local newspapers will need 

to be accessed. 

Beyond Ireland, The Times of London was used as a source for the British 

perspective on developments in Ireland and how it was reported in London. The Times 

has often been regarded as the unofficial newspaper of the British establishment so 

sources from this newspaper provided a window into how the British government and 

military were perceiving developments in Ireland and how events on the island were 

being transmitted to Britain through the press.  

Other newspapers across Ireland were used to properly convey the views of all of 

Ireland’s Catholic bishops. Most of these are local papers, such as the Tuam Herald and 

the Waterford News, with only The Irish Times and The Belfast Newsletter being among 

the more prominent of the national newspapers. Generally, the bishops who had the 

widest reach were those who were most prominent on the island: Archbishop Walsh of 

Dublin and Cardinal Logue, Archbishop of Armagh. If the other bishops, such as the 

Bishops of Clonfert or Limerick, made national newspapers and were reported outside of 

their respective dioceses, it is because they said something or wrote something that was 

seen as politically inflammatory. For a handful of bishops, this would happen quite often 

while most were hardly known outside of their dioceses. 



 

19 

Overview 

The Catholic Church’s evolution over the years of 1914-1918 showed both its 

desire to adapt to change with the times as well as its influence over the Irish people. 

Catholic bishops and priests used the prestige of their office to promote their message to 

the people and were, in turn, shown a level of respect and deference by the British 

government, a courtesy that would not have been shown to the more revolutionary 

elements of Ireland. Although Ireland’s politicians had roles in Ireland at this time, 

Ireland was not an independent state, so those people did not speak for the people in the 

same way that an elected official did. Due to the stark divisions among the Irish public, 

there were no real politicians in Ireland who could galvanize the public and be an 

unquestioned leader, such as Daniel O’Connell in the early 1800s. As a result, the Irish 

had to rely on shared cultural or religious affiliations, and this is where the Catholic 

Church appears. The Catholic Church was the most respected institution among the Irish 

people, and they used this advantage to its fullest.  Their influence was arguably at its 

apex at the end of the First World War when the introduction of conscription forced the 

Irish to close ranks and look to each other for support and strength. When the war ended, 

Ireland was on the verge of a war for independence from the British Empire and the 

Catholic Church was certain to play a large role in a newly independent Republic of 

Ireland. 

The newspapers all The Times, surprisingly, contains numerous statements and 

letters written by not just the expected figures such as the Archbishops of Dublin and 

Armagh but also local Irish bishops during the period as well. The local bishops focused 

equally on developments in Europe during the First World War and developments in 
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Ireland as nationalist sentiment became more militant. The bishops’ statements tended to 

oppose militancy and promoted more peaceful methods of dealing with British rule. 

However, they also continued to show support for the war effort despite increasing 

opposition from the Irish public after the Easter Rising. This approach and explanation 

are at the heart of this thesis and will transform dramatically by the Conscription Crisis of 

1918. 

The thesis will follow a chronological format which will align with the years of 

the war. Each chapter will also be broken up into three sections showing how events were 

perceived and discussed in different provinces and areas of Ireland. These sections, with 

names corresponding to locations on the island, are Northern Ireland, Dublin, and the rest 

of Ireland. Dublin, because of its size and influence, was a natural choice. Northern 

Ireland, because of its large Protestant population, was chosen because its clergy had to 

deal with a Protestant majority rather than a Catholic majority which made them more 

measured in their responses and actions. Due to how sparsely populated Ireland was, and 

still is, provincial Ireland, such as Cork, Kilkenny, and Galway, has the final section and 

will have adequate names for its bishops and dioceses to show how circumstances in the 

countryside varied in relation to events in Dublin and Ulster. The first chapter will focus 

on the actions and writings of the Catholic Church in Ireland in the years before 1916. 

The reason both 1914 and 1915 are included in the same chapter is because the war 

started in August 1914, which is late enough to include the two years in one chapter. 

The second chapter will focus on the events of 1916. 1916 was the year of the 

Easter Rising which was an inflection point in Irish history. Before that event, the Irish 

were ambivalent or at least moderately favorable when it came to establishing an 
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independent republic. The event itself and Britain’s reaction to it garnered enough 

sympathy for the rebels from the Irish that it was the moment Ireland ceased to desire 

membership in British civilization. Because of this, the tone of writing and the behavior 

of the bishops in Ireland changed dramatically. From supporting the war effort to 

challenging British authority was a sudden tonal shift and it is reflected in the writings of 

some of the bishops. 

The next chapter will focus on 1917. 1917 was the year when steps were being 

taken towards establishing an independent republic. Home Rule was no longer popular 

with the majority of Ireland. It was already unpopular with the Protestants who feared 

being governed by a Catholic majority but its unpopularity with Catholics is best shown 

by how openly people were now discussing breaking with Britain. 

The next chapter discusses the events of the year 1918. This is the year Irish 

opposition to the war became most open. To address severe manpower shortages in the 

British Army, Parliament passed the Conscription Act of 1918 which stated all men of 

military age in Ireland were liable to drafted into the British Army. The response in 

Ireland was almost unanimous opposition. As shown in the thesis, the Catholic Church 

was one of the main forces in opposition to conscription on moral and political grounds. 

This decision to speak out against conscription was a wise political move by the Church 

as anything other than uncompromising opposition would have led to a backlash against 

the Church in Ireland and see a tremendous anti-Church campaign by Irish 

revolutionaries and political activists. I also show that the British attempted to impose it 

by using French Catholic bishops to appeal to shared religion to convince the Irish to 

accept their draft notices. The anti-conscription campaign, partially Church-led, was so 
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influential that the law was revoked by Parliament and not applied. Overall, the Catholic 

Church evolved from generally pro-war and moderately nationalist to violently anti-war 

and increasingly republican. Such an evolution mirrored quite closely the evolution of the 

Irish public.



 

23 

Chapter II. 

Pre-1916 

In the months and weeks leading to the beginning of the First World War in 1914, 

Ireland’s Catholic bishops were not particularly focused on foreign affairs. They paid 

little attention to great power politics or the military buildup in Europe by France, the 

United Kingdom, Russia, and Germany. They were focused on domestic politics, 

specifically on the question of Home Rule in Ireland. Home Rule had long been a debated 

topic in Ireland. By June 1914, British Parliament was debating a Home Rule Bill that 

would give Ireland quasi-independence. It would still have to answer to the British 

government when it came to defense and foreign policy, but Ireland would be able to 

elect its own Parliament, which would be based in Dublin, and govern its own domestic 

affairs.  

Catholics and Protestants saw these developments differently. Catholics saw it as 

an opportunity to govern their own society, culture, and people for the first time in 

centuries. The Protestant view of Home Rule could be summarized with one slogan: 

“Home Rule means Rome Rule.” Protestants believed that Irish independence would 

mean a Catholic-majority governing Ireland from a Catholic-dominated parliament in 

Dublin. They believed that the Catholic Church would be installed as the state religion 

and Protestants would become second-class citizens in a Catholic Ireland. Protestants 

refused to accept a likely Home Rule position and civil war loomed over the island. Then, 

an Austrian Archduke was assassinated in Sarajevo in late June 1914. 
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One month after Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s assassination, the First World War 

began. Not long after, Germany invaded neutral Belgium as part of its invasion of France. 

The United Kingdom responded to this violation of Belgian neutrality by declaring war 

on Germany. The Catholic Church in Ireland promoted Irish enlistment in the British 

Army and participation in the war effort. This was not done out of affection for the 

British Empire or British rule over Ireland. It was primarily done out of solidarity with 

nominally Catholic Belgium. The Catholic Church’s initial position was that the sons of 

Ireland should support their suffering Catholic brethren in Belgium, and later France, by 

enlisting in the British Army.36 Most Irishmen who enlisted did so more for the guarantee 

of a paycheck than out of Catholic piety. The Catholic Church had special collections for 

the suffering in Belgium and even performed a mass diocesan appeal for the Catholic 

Church in Belgium.37 

As the war progressed into 1915, stalemate ensued and greater calls from the 

British government were being issued to meet manpower demands at the front. Ireland, 

naturally, was required to provide significant numbers of men and the Catholic Church 

was using its prestige and influence to try to convince the Catholic faithful to enlist. The 

Catholic Archbishop of Brussels, Cardinal Mercier, issued a pastoral that was read from 

every Catholic Church in Ireland stating the importance of patriotism and how 

Christianity makes love of and service to country a duty.38 As 1915 ended and the 

casualties of war increased, the Catholic Church’s leadership was having an increasingly 

difficult time promoting its message. War fatigue had set in with no end to the fighting in 
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sight and the future looked bleak. Divisions began to appear in the Catholic Church 

hierarchy and outside observers wondered if the war would not only shatter the political 

and social unity of Europe but also the social unity of Ireland as well. 

Dublin 

As the largest city in Ireland, Dublin was a central location for much of the 

activity occurring on the island. The city’s Catholic archbishop, William Walsh, was a 

well-known nationalist who promoted Irish political causes and Catholic religious causes. 

When the Germans invaded neutral Belgium in August 1914, the United Kingdom 

declared war on Germany as a response to the violation of Belgian neutrality and 

sovereignty. Catholic bishops, such as Archbishop Walsh, endorsed the war effort and 

promoted enlistment by Irish Catholics into the British Army not out of affection or 

sympathy for British foreign policy but out of solidarity with nominally Catholic 

Belgium.39 When soldiers in the German Army set fire to the Belgian city of Louvain, 

destroying much of the 500-year-old university and its extraordinary medieval library, 

international press was outraged and saw it as evidence of German barbarism and 

criminality. Louvain had special significance to Irish Catholics as it was home to an Irish 

College which trained Catholic priests for service in Ireland. The school “gave to the 

Church in Ireland 32 bishops and 300 priests, of whom 200 were Louvain University 

graduates.”40 The fact that Archbishop Walsh had been granted an honorary degree from 
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the university only furthered the feeling of both loss and resolve he felt upon hearing of 

the destruction of the university.41 

As the second half of 1914 progressed, army sizes increased, and war became 

more entrenched in European life. The German advance into France had been halted and 

both sides dug in as trench warfare, the dominant image of the First World War, came to 

dominate life on the Western front. Archbishop Walsh, however, remained focused on 

the situation in Belgium. There was a mass diocesan collection across all of Ireland for 

the assistance of Belgian Catholics as they suffered under German occupation. Every 

Catholic diocese in Ireland participated. This effort was greatly appreciated by the 

Catholic Church in Belgium and its unofficial leader, Cardinal Mercier, the Archbishop 

of Brussels.42 

As 1915 began, the Catholic Church was giving full support for the war effort. 

The Archbishop of Dublin had special masses said each day for the souls of soldiers and 

sailors serving in the British Armed Forces.43 In his Lenten Pastoral, Archbishop Walsh 

called upon peace to return to the world and for those nations occupying lands to show 

restraint and patience when dealing with those under their control.44  

Northern Ireland 

Northern Ireland, with its large Protestant population, saw the Catholic bishops 

take a moderate tone on the war. Cardinal Michael Logue, the Archbishop of Armagh and 
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the Primate of Ireland, had the most influential voice in the Ulster Catholic community. 

When the war was in its infancy, his first concern was the spiritual welfare of the Irish 

soldiers serving in the British Army. He was frustrated that the British Army dithered 

when it came to appointing Catholic chaplains as well as that the British were seeking to 

appoint chaplains to army units stationed in Ireland. British Army policy when it came to 

both Ireland and the Irishmen serving in the army clearly rankled him as he mentions 

how few had chaplains in their units when they served and died.45 This shows how 

Cardinal Logue felt himself responsible for the spiritual well-being of his fellow Irishmen 

and Catholics as well as providing an opportunity for him to vent his frustrations with the 

British. His opinion on British policy, couched in politeness and reasonable arguments, 

could not have been clearer at the time. This view applied to the Royal Navy as well.46  

In Cardinal Logue’s Lenten Pastoral, he expanded on this by pointing out the 

favoritism, or prejudice, of sailors and soldiers who are members of the Church of 

England and have their spiritual and moral well-being served with an abundance of 

Anglican chaplains. Their fellow Catholic soldiers and sailors do not have anywhere near 

as many Catholic chaplains who serve their needs.47 Although Cardinal Logue did not 

explicitly state it, he was clearly upset and angry over British policy and, had he chosen 

to expand further, could have evolved into an overall condemnation of the lack of respect 

the British showed towards the Irish. This view, held most dearly by a small yet vocal 

minority of republicans and nationalists, would eventually become the dominant view of 

the Irish people. However, he also felt the need to extol the virtues of Irish Catholic 
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soldiers and celebrated their bravery and honor. This showed the tightrope the Irish 

bishops, not just Cardinal Logue, had to walk when it came to addressing issues 

involving Irish Catholics and their treatment at the hands of the British. This balancing 

act was something many bishops had to perform though they could not maintain it 

forever. 

Among the other Catholic bishops of Ulster, the Bishop of Ardagh considered the 

outbreak of war to not be a time to express fealty to Britain and enlist in the military. 

Instead, he saw it as an act of God meant to punish man for failing to uphold the gospel.48 

That type of message was probably a common theme in a lot of sermons in churches, 

both Catholic and Protestant, throughout Europe. The Bishops of Raphoe and Kilmore 

echoed these sentiments though in a less inflammatory way. They called for peace and 

brotherhood among nations. The Bishops of Derry and Dromore, in contrast to the above 

bishops and Cardinal Logue, praised Britain for its willingness to go to war to protect 

Belgian territorial sovereignty. Despite this, they still called for peace and an end to the 

bloodshed.49 Although they condemned the war in their own distinct ways, all the bishops 

of Ulster could agree on a handful of points: they condemned Germany for its act of 

brazen imperialism, commended Britain and the Allies for their willingness to stand up to 

Germany, and desired a return to peace throughout Europe. This was a view that was also 

shared south of Ulster in the remainder of Ireland. 

                                                 
48 “Lenten Pastorals,” Irish Examiner, February 16, 1915, 6. 
49 “Lenten Pastorals: Bishops And The War,” Ulster Herald, February 20, 1915, 2. 



 

29 

Provincial Ireland 

The opinion of the Catholic bishops in the provinces was as varied as the bishops 

themselves. At the outset of the war, there was a level of support for the war effort, at 

least so far as it involved Irish soldiers. In 1914, the Bishop of Cloyne accepted an 

invitation to review Irish volunteers and praised Mr. Redmond, the leader of the Irish 

Parliamentary Party and one of the most prominent Irish politicians.50 He also used his 

Lenten Pastoral to call upon God to protect soldiers, especially the Irish soldiers, 

abroad.51 As touching as his sentiment was, the fact that he made the caveat for Irish 

soldiers means that he may not have expected his flock to pay much heed or care much 

for the lives of British soldiers. The Bishop of Elphin donated his cars to the British 

Army to help them move Irish recruits to the town of Boyle.52 Home Rule was also still 

quite popular among the Irish bishops with the Bishop of Elphin praising Mr. Redmond 

for getting a Home Rule bill passed in Parliament.53 The Bishop of Kildare spoke of how 

proud he was to be a member of the British Empire though he did speak of hope for the 

day when people in Ireland would salute their own national Irish flag.54 In a letter to the 

Carlow branch of the British Red Cross, the Bishop of Kildare spoke poorly of the 

“handful of extremists” who frequently spoke poorly of Britain.55 Although bishops both 

before and after 1916 condemned the most extreme elements of Irish republicanism and 

nationalism, the Bishop of Kildare, at least at the beginning of the First World War, 
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appeared to be someone who was pro-Home Rule and had mild British sympathies. His 

condemnation of the “extremists” was probably meant to keep them from sabotaging 

Home Rule in Ireland. This support for Home Rule extended to the Bishop of Killala, 

too.56 The Bishop of Meath also appeared supportive of the war initially as he spoke of 

the destinies of Ireland, the British Empire, and half of the world being at stake.57 The 

Bishop of Ossory called for mass enlistments of Irishmen to fight the Germans abroad to 

prevent them from conquering Europe.58 He, like the other bishops mentioned above, was 

supportive of Home Rule so this recruiting drive was tied to his political persuasion.59 

The Bishop of Waterford went further than all of the above bishops and called the war an 

“Irish war” and said it was important for Irishmen to serve in the army and “save our 

country and our people from misery and ruin.60 

One of the loudest voices came from one of Ireland’s most prominent bishops 

outside of Dublin and Armagh: Bishop Edward O’Dwyer of Limerick. Early in the war, 

Bishop O’Dwyer condemned, in the harshest words possible, how “Millions of men are 

engaged day and night in slaughtering one another.”61 He further calls upon the people of 

his diocese to pray for the Belgian people and for the end of the conflict. Unlike the 

Archbishops of Armagh and Dublin who, while disappointed, accepted the war as it was 

happening and dealt with it accordingly, the Bishop of Limerick felt the whole war to be 

ridiculous and wanted it to end as soon as possible. 

                                                 
56 James Naughton, “Irish Bishops and the National Cause,” Drogheda Independent, August 21, 1915, 4. 
57 “Bishop of Meath and the War,” Belfast Newsletter, October 30, 1914, 6. 
58 Abraham Brownrigg, Bishop of Ossory, “Letter from Bishop of Ossory,” Freeman’s Journal, April 19, 

1915, 2. 
59 “Ireland’s Example,” Freeman’s Journal, November 1, 1915, 4. 
60 R.A. Sheehan, Bishop of Waterford and Lismore, “The Great War,” Kerry Advocate, April 3, 1915, 10. 
61 “Bishop of Limerick and the War,” Freeman’s Journal, November 12, 1914, 4. 



 

31 

He continues his anti-war theme in his Lenten Pastoral in 1915 where he 

continues condemning the war and its effects on both soldiers and civilians. However, 

unlike before, he expresses admiration and support for Catholic priests serving at the 

front for both the British and French armies.62 The fact that no mention of it was made in 

his prior recorded address but appears now means he may have had a conversation with 

his fellow bishops who did reference the bravery of the priests at the front. It can only be 

guessed that an archbishop may have given him an order to say something at the very 

least respectful and praiseworthy of some aspect of the war effort. He chose the chaplains 

and priests so he could maintain his anti-war stance while simultaneously appeasing his 

bosses. 

Later in 1915, Bishop O’Dwyer wrote a letter to Ireland’s most prominent 

political figure: the moderate nationalist John Redmond who served in Parliament in 

London. In it, he begged Mr. Redmond to be a spokesman for peace and follow the line 

of the pope who has been calling for peace since the outbreak of hostilities the prior year. 

The bishop writes that Britain’s definition of victory in the war would require the 

complete subjugation of Germany which, in the bishop’s view, is impossible. Mr. 

Redmond responds by stating his full support of the British government’s continued 

policy towards Germany while also reminding the bishop that Germany started the war 

and has so far shown no interest in making amends with either Belgium or France.63 

Bishop O’Dwyer, if his writings are any indication, was clearly the most anti-war bishop 

in the Irish Catholic hierarchy and was not afraid to express his beliefs publicly. 
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In an even more visceral letter, Bishop O’Dwyer condemned the actions of British 

police by attacking Irishmen who were seeking to board a ship in Liverpool that was 

bound for America. The men were believed to be fleeing Britain so as not to be drafted 

into the British Army. Bishop O’Dwyer defended the men by claiming that it is their right 

to resist conscription if they do not wish to fight. He twisted the proverbial knife even 

more by getting to the core of the matter: 

Their crime is that they are not ready to die for England. Why should 

they? What have they or their forebears ever got from England that they 

should die for her? ... This may be just or unjust, but any fair-minded man 

will admit that it is England’s war, not Ireland’s.64 

This letter was not received well by the press, especially by those who were pro-

war or those who were even mildly pro-Britain. One newspaper, The Tablet, commented 

that opposition to conscription would be a great disservice to the men who have so far 

fought and died, and their sacrifices should not be in vain.65 Another writer said the 

Bishop of Limerick did not understand that in times of war, all men must be expected to 

fight. The writer stated that this is no different than tribal conflicts of the past. When the 

tribe is attacked, all must fight to protect the tribe.66 A solicitor named Michael Moloney 

who was, surprisingly, Catholic all but accused the Bishop of Limerick of treason by 

wondering aloud what the position of Catholics in his diocese would be if Germany 

invaded Ireland.67 

Meanwhile, the nationalist community wholeheartedly endorsed the sentiments of 

Bishop O’Dwyer with one man stating that the future of Ireland and its faith depend on 
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men like him.68 Mr. Moloney’s letter was responded to by a nationalist who sarcastically 

wondered if all of the men who fought for Irish liberty in the past were foolish and if the 

Irish should be thankful for the military and police presence across the island.69 Bishop 

O’Dwyer also frequently received praise from other nationalist organizations and civic 

organizations who praised him for his strength and willingness to challenge Britain.70 All 

this being said, it is safe to say the Bishop of Limerick was both the most vocal bishop in 

Ireland in the early war years as well as an early opponent of conscription, a position that 

would eventually be adopted by all other Catholic bishops in Ireland. 

Elsewhere in Ireland, the bishops were making much less noise. The Bishop of 

Achonry, in his Lenten Pastoral, called upon Catholics to make greater sacrifices since 

they are in a land unaffected by the war in Europe. The Archbishop of Tuam claimed that 

the war’s cause was primarily rooted in “greed, ambition, and lust of dominion” as well 

as ignoring the gospels.71 The Bishop of Ardagh echoed the opinions of the Archbishop 

of Tuam by claiming that the war is a manifestation of God’s wrath and chastisement of 

the Earth for not living a more Christian lifestyle. The war, in his view, is also a 

manifestation of God’s mercy as it will lead people back to the gospel.72 The view of the 

war being a divine punishment was also shared by the Archbishop of Cashel73, the 

Bishop of Elphin74, the Bishop of Galway, the Bishop of Killaloe, the Bishop of 
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Waterford, and the Bishop of Cloyne75 while the view of the war being a way to lead 

people back to Christianity was also shared by the Bishop of Clonfert.76 

The views of these bishops showed just how much the opinion of the war had 

changed from its inception. At the beginning of the war, the views of Ireland’s bishops 

and archbishops were unified in that they supported it and encouraged enlistment among 

local Irish Catholics. By 1915, the war had become a brutal stalemate and was exacting 

an increasingly heavy toll in both lives and material. The same bishops who initially 

supported the war were now seeing it differently and desired to see it come to a peaceful 

conclusion. Bishop O’Dwyer of Limerick, who was more or less opposed to the war since 

its beginning, saw his view on the war gain more prominence as the war got ever bloodier 

but none could foresee either the changes the war would undergo in the next few years or 

the changes in their own country that would soon transform the political landscape of 

Ireland. 
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Chapter III. 

1916 

As 1916 dawned, few imagined how radically things would change in Ireland. 

When the year began, the public, at least the Irish Catholic public, and the Catholic 

Church were, broadly, moderate nationalist when it came to politics. They sought 

accommodation with Britain that did not require any great sacrifices on the part of the 

Irish public. The only Irish who wanted a total break with the Britain and the 

establishment of an independent Irish republic were political radicals, revolutionaries, 

and Gaelic cultural advocates. However, most of the Irish public did not fall in this 

category and tended to favor Home Rule as the most acceptable path for Ireland. This 

would all change in April when those activists rose up in Dublin, attempted to remove 

British rule over Ireland, and establish a Republic of Ireland. The events of the Easter 

Rising and its aftermath, especially the mass execution of its leaders would see a surge in 

Irish republicanism that would lead to an eventual war of independence from the British 

Empire and the establishment of an Irish republic.77 

An analysis of statements covered in the press in 1916 showed that Ireland’s 

Catholic bishops were becoming more enmeshed in domestic politics and making their 

voices clear on certain political developments, especially those that pertained to Ireland’s 

future. It was becoming clear, even more after the Easter Rising, that Irish independence 

was a matter of when and not if and the Catholic Church in Ireland was maneuvering 

itself in such a way that would get it as prominent a seat at the negotiating table as 
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possible. All bishops throughout the island expressed dismay over Britain’s rule over the 

island and its designs for an independent Ireland, especially its desire for partition. 

Outside of the war still raging in Europe, nothing angered the Irish bishops more than the 

possibility of a divided Ireland. Although the political realities of a sizable Protestant 

population in Ulster made total independence for the island a practical impossibility, Irish 

nationalists and sympathetic clergy believed that British rule should be expelled from the 

whole of the island as a matter of principle. The influence of the Church was so strong in 

the island that one letter to the editor described the island’s bishops as representatives of 

“nine-tenths of the Irish people.”78 Another letter to the editor mentioned his eagerness 

for the “united pronouncement from out bishops.”79  

Dublin 

When 1916 began, Archbishop Walsh was still echoing the same sentiments he 

was in 1915: a desire for peace and a push for more Catholic chaplains in the British 

Army.80 When the Easter Rising occurred in late April 1916 in Dublin, the Catholic 

clergy across the island made little reference to it in any pastorals or public statements. 

Archbishop Walsh was not quoted as saying anything about the matter until a week or 

two later when he called upon the people in his archdiocese to obey the regulations and 

emergency decrees issued by the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Specifically, they were not 

to publicly gather or visit public spaces.81 Events in Dublin had clearly caused the British 

authorities to place Dublin under a curfew or a form of martial law. Furthermore, 
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Parliament in London debated the events in Dublin and approved the application of 

martial law in order to “restore order and stomp out the rebellion.”82 There was also a 

debate over a document allegedly issued by British authorities in Dublin which stated 

that, in extreme measures, the city would be placed under total martial law and the city’s 

mayor, and archbishop would be placed under house arrest. The Chief Secretary of 

Ireland denied issuing the document and instead stated about the republicans involved in 

the Easter Rising that “this deplorable movement in Ireland had not the sympathy of any 

section of the responsible leaders of the Irish people.”83 As events unfolded in the 

following weeks and months, the Chief Secretary would be proven more wrong than he 

could have ever hoped. 

In July, Archbishop Walsh wrote a letter published in the Irish Examiner which 

expressed his deep frustration with the cause of Home Rule, his criticism of the Irish 

Parliamentary Party’s habit of condemning those with different opinions from their own, 

and his feeling that Irish nationalists were simply being strung along with no end but 

“disaster.”84 Criticism came fast with some condemning him for his attacks against Mr. 

Redmond, long seen as the leading figure of moderate Irish nationalism in Parliament. 

Others criticized the archbishop for not coming up with a more viable alternative and 

only complaining about not getting what he wanted in an efficient manner.85 When 

partition was on the table, Archbishop Walsh was one of the leading voices in opposition. 

Newspapers condemned the actions of the clergy whose purpose was to rile up the 
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“prejudices of their flocks.”86 One writer went so far as to claim that an independent 

Ireland, whether a republic or with Home Rule status, would be a Catholic Ireland 

dominated by the Vatican. The author, likely a Protestant given the language used, feared 

Vatican domination and believed that the Catholic bishops and archbishops were nothing 

but mouthpieces for Vatican policy.87 The fault lines of Ireland were increasingly 

forming under a religious Protestant-Catholic divide which closely though not completely 

aligns with a Unionist-Nationalist divide. This divide would show itself throughout 

Ireland in the coming years as Ireland sought independence and then descended into civil 

conflict.  

Northern Ireland 

Events in Northern Ireland were moving at a similar pace to events in the South 

though not as dramatically. The emphasis for the Catholic bishops was exclusively on the 

war and its impacts in Ireland and on Irish soldiers. Cardinal Logue, the Archbishop of 

Armagh, was still pleading with the British government to promote the growth and 

increased enlistment of Catholic chaplains for Catholic soldiers in the British Army.88 

This request for more chaplains was echoed in the months to come to such an extent that 

it was almost an obsession. Such appeals did not go unanswered as priest in the northern 

diocese of Clogher volunteered as a chaplain.89 Meanwhile, the Bishop of Down and 

Connor desired to promote unity with Protestants as a form of patriotism.90 Such an 
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action was unprecedented and unexpected as Protestants and Catholics in Ireland have 

little in common beyond living on the same island and being ruled by the same 

government. In his Lenten Pastoral, the Bishop of Derry brutally condemned the actions 

of Germany in the war in a manner that bordered on anti-German sentiment as it made 

sweeping generalizations of the Germans not knowing right and wrong and only 

enforcing a ‘might is right’ mentality.91 

However, such statements of support and concern did not prevent them from 

commenting on developments happening in the South, especially after the Easter Rising. 

For example, only a month or two after the Rising, a public statement condemning any 

possible future for Ireland which required partition was signed by several prominent 

nationalist figures and approved of by Catholic bishops such as the Bishops of Derry, 

Clogher, and Down and Connor.92 Cardinal Logue, in a separate statement, even went so 

far as to state that “It would be infinitely better to remain as we are for 50 years under 

English rule than to accept their (Lloyd George’s) proposals.”93 With this lone exception, 

the bishops themselves, unlike their southern counterparts, do seem to endorse a measure 

of accommodation and representative democracy which would allow locals, both 

Protestant and Catholic, to have their say in the future of Northern Ireland. The Bishop of 

Derry’s opinion on partition was particularly powerful and influential as it was referenced 

in the Fermanagh Herald’s editorial on the signed statement. The editorial mentioned 

how nationalists who doubt the legality or necessity of partition should read the bishop’s 
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letter.94 This is yet more evidence of the influence the Catholic Church had in Ireland and 

how prominent its voice was in domestic politics. 

Questions about partition continued for several months after. In a letter, the 

Bishop of Derry outright stated that the idea that partition would be temporary was a 

“sham.”95 His impassioned plea for a single, united, and undivided Ireland also 

mentioned a National Convention consisting entirely of Irishmen should be convened to 

discuss topics affecting Ireland. This was part of a growing trend in Ireland for events 

impacting Ireland to be discussed in Ireland. The National Convention would be seen as a 

quasi-Parliament by the public and would, therefore, be granted legitimacy. This letter 

made him a hero in nationalist circles and granted him invitations in nationalist societies 

in Northern Ireland where he would reiterate his calls for national unity and against 

partition.96 The Derry Journal mentions how the condemnation and opposition to 

partition was greatly appreciated by the nationalists and how it was generally supported 

by the Irish public.97 Taking it even further, the Irish Catholic bishops were cheered when 

the first branch of the Irish Nation League was established in Dublin.98 This shows how 

prominent and celebrated the Catholic Church’s support was in nationalist circles and 

how important it was for the Irish people to see them as being on ‘their’ side. The 

Catholic Church, by this time, was clearly taking a more prominent nationalist and 

republican position than only a year before. 
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Provincial Ireland 

Outside of Dublin and Ulster, the response of the bishops to the events of 1916 

were varied. When it came time for the bishops to give their annual Lenten Pastorals, 

most were still discussing the state of the war and its impacts on Ireland. The Bishop of 

Achonry thanked God for the lack of conscription on the island though he told Catholics 

to prepare for hardships in the future.99 The Bishop of Cork condemned the war itself and 

said that people have “disregarded God.” The Bishop of Cloyne condemned the war as 

well and called upon Catholics to continue fulfilling their duties as citizens, Catholics, 

and as members of society. The Bishop of Ross echoed the Bishop of Cork by speaking 

of the horrors of war as well as saying Catholics need to do more to “appease the anger of 

God.”100 The Bishop of Limerick condemned the lack of peace overtures outside of the 

Pope. Overall, the Catholic Church in Ireland was opposed to war as a concept and 

condemned the continued destruction on the continent. Only the outspoken Bishop of 

Limerick desired peace while the others treated the war as a predicament with no clear 

end or solution. The Bishop of Limerick, however, would become more famous on the 

island as events in 1916 unfolded. 

Continuing his controversy from 1915, the Bishop of Limerick, Edward O’Dwyer 

was still dealing with the fallout of his remarks. He got a full endorsement by a local Irish 

organization that showed how his words still struck a chord with nationalists.101 

However, things would take a dramatic turn in the spring when militant Irish republicans 

attempted an uprising in Dublin to overthrow British rule and establish an independent 
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Irish republic. The rebellion was crushed, and its supporters were arrested and 

imprisoned. Many of the leaders were executed by British military authorities. Bishop 

O’Dwyer became a prominent nationalist voice in Ireland when an Irish newspaper 

published an exchange of letters between himself and the Commander-in-Chief of British 

forces in Ireland, General Sir John Maxwell. It begins with General Maxwell writing to 

the bishop asking him about two priests in Limerick who were in neighborhoods that 

were a “dangerous menace to the peace” and he desired them be moved elsewhere. The 

Bishop’s secretary responded by saying such a desire would be severe and the bishop 

wanted to know what specific charges the priests are facing that would warrant such an 

act. The general responded by stating that the priests were giving anti-conscription 

speeches and were seen blessing the standards of units of Irish Volunteers, an Irish 

republican organization the general considers a “danger to the realm”, as well as 

encouraging local Irishmen to enlist in that unit. The bishop responded by saying the 

accused priests are men of good character and “strong national views” and have not 

broken any laws. The bishop then pressed the issue by saying he had no interest in 

furthering the work of the “military dictator of Ireland” or in participating in actions he 

sees as “wantonly cruel and oppressive.” He finishes his letter by comparing British 

actions in Ireland to the Jameson Raid, an attempt by British forces to provoke an 

uprising by British civilians in South Africa against the rule of the Boers. He felt the 

British were being hypocritical for not punishing their own for attempting to instigate an 

uprising in South Africa yet executing the leaders of the Easter Rising. He finishes his 

letter by considering the executions to be an abuse of power and that Maxwell’s 

leadership in Ireland has been “one of the worst and blackest chapters in the history of the 
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misgovernment of this country.”102 These stinging words came from a prominent bishop 

who, with those words, became the leading voice for Irish nationalism and opposition to 

British rule in Ireland. To say that they ignited a firestorm is being mild, Ireland had 

reached a tipping point in its history. Its fear of Britain was slowly evaporating and the 

movement for Home Rule and continued membership in the British Empire had 

practically dissolved. There would be no turning back. 

In response to the bishop’s letter, a man from London plainly stated that true 

terror is the unnecessary and unwarranted shooting of policemen and others on the island. 

He then said that England is not responsible for Ireland’s problems and that the English 

have been welcoming to any Irishman who landed on England’s shores for work or 

immigration. The writer clearly considered the bishop to be a hypocrite for condemning 

violence from other countries while ignoring the violence committed by his own. The fact 

that the writer also gave an, at best, rose-tinted view of Britain’s relationship with Ireland 

does not detract from the possible truth in his statement that the bishop was picking 

sides.103 

The writer above also touched upon the thorny issue of prejudice even if he never 

specifically said it outright. Protestants in Ireland, and Britain more generally, had long 

been suspicious and contemptuous of Catholics. The belief that they were loyal to the 

pope rather than to the British government had long existed within Protestant minds. One 

writer in Northern Ireland wrote a letter to the editor stating Catholics could not be 

trusted since their allegiance was to Rome rather than London. He also felt, not without 

cause, that the Catholic Church was opposed to freedom of speech, freedom of religion, 
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and freedom of the press. The writer was most likely a Protestant, and he said that his 

people would not accept being ruled by a government dominated by Catholic priests.104 

This letter revealed a great deal about the Protestant hostility to a future Catholic-

dominated Republic of Ireland. It also revealed the political impossibility of an 

independent united Ireland. If independence were to be granted, it would only to be the 

Catholic-majority counties of Ireland. The Protestant-majority North could not and would 

not be part of a Catholic Ireland. History would show the lengths they would go to in 

ensuring its impossibility. 

At first glance, the Bishop of Limerick appeared alone. In the immediate 

aftermath of the Easter Rising, most bishops ignored it while those who did not were 

opposed to it. The Archbishop of Cashel, the Bishop of Ross, and the Bishop of Clonfert 

all condemned the uprising as “needless, wanton, terrible, and unwanted” as well as 

“against the interests of the country” and led by those who were “not the friends of 

Ireland.”105 The Bishop of Cork attempted to get armed men who attempted to copy the 

Easter Rising in Cork to lay down their arms on threat of excommunication. He was 

unsuccessful.106 The remainder of the bishops were not recorded as making any 

statements supporting or opposing the events as they unfolded.  

The year 1916 was one of the most important years in Irish history as it was hinge 

upon which the future of the Irish nation turned away from British rule and embarked 

upon the road to independence. The start of the year was simply a continuation of 1915 

with Irish bishops continuing to express dismay over the course of the war and seeking to 
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ameliorate the suffering of the people while also encouraging local priests to enlist as 

chaplains in the British Army.  

This all changed with the Easter Rising and Britain’s heavy-handed reaction to it. 

The Irish bishops and archbishops spent the remainder of the year becoming increasingly 

vocal in the political realm. They began to comment and take stands on the continuation 

of the war, political militancy, and a possible partition of Ireland. By bringing the bishops 

into the political arena, 1916 didn’t just change Ireland; it changed its bishops as well.    
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Chapter IV.  

1917 

When 1917 began, the future of Ireland was no longer as clear as it once was. 

Home Rule was pushed aside in favor of independence and then the establishment of a 

republic. Militant republicanism and Irish nationalism had become the dominant 

ideologies among the Irish public which local politicians and Catholic bishops and 

archbishops promoted when the opportunities arose. When the British government spoke 

of partitioning the island between the Catholic-dominated South and the Protestant-

dominated North, condemnation was swift and near unanimous by the Catholic hierarchy 

and nationalist community. The idea that the British would still decide the future of the 

island, even when Ireland was independent was seen as outrageous and only further 

fueled animosity among the Irish public with the Catholic clergy being prominent voices 

in this instance. In a rare show of solidarity that crossed sectarian lines, eighteen 

members of the Catholic hierarchy and three members of the Protestant hierarchy, along 

with numerous laymen and other clergy, would sign a petition to condemn Britain’s plan 

to partition the island.107 Although not all Protestant bishops signed, it showed that 

opposition to partition was not just a Catholic position. The year would see the decline in 

support for the Irish Parliamentary Party due to its perceived fecklessness in Parliament 

as the British government ignored its concerns in favor of its own plan. A letter from the 

Archbishop of Dublin, published in an Irish newspaper, practically destroyed the 
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legitimacy of the party in the eyes of the Irish public and only furthered the calls for 

outright independence from Britain.108  

As the year progressed, a Convention was being held in Dublin to discuss the 

future of the island and how British government officials would handle this dramatic 

change in political opinions and views. There were questions about who would be invited 

and what proposals would be discussed. The most radical factions, Sinn Fein and 

Orangemen in Ulster, representing nationalists and unionists respectively were the most 

difficult to admit to the convention due to their intransigence on certain positions: total 

independence and the establishment of an Irish Republic for Sinn Fein and opposition to 

that by the Ulster Orangemen.109 Ulster Protestants feared Catholic domination while 

Sinn Fein sought independence and republic on the principle that British rule over Ireland 

was a moral wrong and should be entirely removed. 

With all this happening, there was still a war going on. 1917 would see the Tsar of 

Russia abdicate and the be overthrown while the United States entered the war. War 

continued to rage in Northern France, Eastern Europe, and other theatres throughout the 

world.110 Britain, like all other nations fighting the war, had lost so many men that it was 

becoming desperate for recruits. They decided to resort to what all nations resort to when 

they are low on volunteers: conscription. In, 1917 saw Britain consider proposing 

conscription in Ireland which led to an uproar from the Irish public and Catholic bishops, 

something that will be more fully explored in the chapter ahead.  
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An analysis of the press statements from 1917 showed that the proposed 

promotion of conscription would not be received well in Ireland. To say that the Irish 

were outraged was putting it mildly. Leading Irish public figures, especially the Catholic 

bishops, saw no reason to fight what they came to see as a British war. The fights over 

conscription, Ireland’s future in the British Empire, and the role of the Catholic Church in 

politics would not be resolved in 1917 but would continue into the next year and beyond. 

Dublin 

When 1917 began, the Archbishop of Dublin was still focused on condemning a 

possible partition of Ireland. He, like many nationalists, did not want to see an Ireland 

divided between a Protestant North and a Catholic South.111 Although Irish nationalism 

was closely aligned with Catholicism, Irish nationalists believed they were fighting for 

the freedom of all Ireland, not just those where Catholics predominated. However, 

Protestants had no desire to be a part of an independent, Catholic Ireland. Archbishop 

Walsh, like many other bishops, did not understand why Ulster Protestants feared 

Catholics so much. Such a misunderstanding would blind them to actions they would 

eventually take when Irish independence became an established fact.112 

In a letter to the Evening Herald, he described Ireland as being “practically 

sold.”113 Archbishop Walsh made no clear statement or accusation on who had sold 

Ireland. This ambiguity, deliberate or otherwise, would confound observers across the 
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island. To Irish nationalists, this was interpreted as a repudiation of the moderate Irish 

Parliamentary Party which was trying to find a parliamentary solution to the situation in 

Ireland. As local elections were being held in South Longford, members of the more 

radical Sinn Fein rejoiced and considered this an endorsement of their republican 

candidate.114 One voice even considered the possibility that the Catholic bishops in Ulster 

were responsible for “selling out the country” due to their assent to a Home Rule Bill 

which would have allowed a handful of counties to remain with Britain for the 

foreseeable future.115 Though this was just one voice providing a fairly fringe opinion. 

 Unionists rejoiced as well because they believed that supporting a political party 

that had a tradition of abstaining from taking their elected seats in Parliament in London 

would convince the Irish to, eventually, come to their senses after experiencing the “fruits 

of disfranchisement.”116 The disfranchisement referred to how voting for someone who 

will not take a seat in a congressional body was no different than not having a vote in that 

congressional body. Unionists felt that the Irish were being manipulated by the 

archbishop into supporting unparliamentary and undemocratic political organizations. 

The Unionists would, not for the first or the last time, be mistaken for thinking that the 

Irish public were not frustrated with the lack of progress in London on the concept of 

Home Rule. It was becoming clear that the Irish, with the support of the Catholic Church, 

were considering taking matters into their own hands. 

After the Archbishop’s inflammatory letter, talk of a national convention to solve 

the problems in Ireland was growing. However, there were fears that the convention 
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would not properly represent the nationalist position of opposition to partition and will 

instead be a forum for prominent moderate nationalists such as representatives of the 

Irish Parliamentary Party, a party which was all but discredited by the letter from the 

Archbishop of Dublin.117 Overnight, Mr. Redmond had gone from being a voice for 

Ireland in London into a traitor who had failed to prevent the British from continuing to 

impose its vision for Ireland on the Irish people. The fact that no member of the Irish 

Parliamentary Party responded to calls from the Catholic hierarchy to formally protest 

partition was telling. 

The Convention of Ireland, as it would be called, would consist of 101 public 

figures representing various economic, political, cultural, social, and religious 

backgrounds. Of these 101, fifteen of which would be appointed by the British Crown.118 

The concept of a convention held in Dublin was well-received by the Irish public and 

seen as a better way of dealing with the political convulsions on the continent rather than 

discussing them in distant London. The Archbishop of Dublin was said to agree with the 

necessity of a convention and its goals for the future of Ireland.119 

In October, Archbishop Walsh continued to show his increasingly assertive 

nationalist sympathies by participating in a mass protest in Dublin against the British 

treatment of Irishmen arrested and imprisoned for insurrection against the British 

government. Archbishop Walsh and the Irish nationalist press referred to those 

imprisoned as “political prisoners” while the British tended to treat them as criminals or 

traitors.120 The man whose imprisonment was being protested, Thomas Ashe, was a 

                                                 
117 “No Convention Without Representation,” Waterford News and Star, May 18, 1917, 5. 
118 “Nation Building,” Evening Herald, June 2, 1917, 2. 
119 “Partition Imperils Any Settlement,” Derry Journal, June 11, 1917, 2. 
120 “A Memorable Protest,” Evening Herald, October 1, 1917, 2. 



 

51 

leader in the Easter Rising who died in prison while being forcibly fed by prison 

authorities who were trying to break his hunger strike. The protest was held in 

conjunction with his funeral as 130 priests participated in the public funeral. Although the 

archbishop was unable to attend, his limousine was part of the funeral procession which 

was interpreted as a show of solidarity and sympathy.121 The press, and Archbishop 

Walsh most likely, depict Ashe as a martyr for the cause of Irish liberty and the British as 

barbarous overlords who should leave Ireland.122 The presence of clergy in public 

protests for human rights would gain greater prominence throughout the twentieth 

century, especially in places such as the Southern United States during the Civil Rights 

Movement and in Poland during the Cold War.  

It was becoming clearer as the years passed that the growth of Irish nationalism 

was reaching a fever pitch. Before the Easter Rising, the Catholic Church was 

uncomfortable with the more radical elements of the Irish nationalist and republican 

movements and were generally opposed to the violence promoted by them. They believed 

up until mid-1916 that parliamentary legislation and Home Rule were the only way 

forward for Ireland and its best path for prosperity.123 However, the Easter Rising and the 

subsequent treatment of its participants by the British authorities were too much for the 

Church to simply remain on the sidelines and stay neutral. Events had crossed the point 

of no return and the Catholic Church, not just the regular parish priests, had made its 

choice; it chose the nationalists. In a country like Ireland where the great majority of the 
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people were Catholic and nationalism had a distinctly Catholic character; this was the 

greatest endorsement they could have hoped for. 

Northern Ireland 

1917 began with a report stating that a British government official, H.H. Asquith, 

admitting that British administration of the thirty-two counties of Ireland was a failure 

and he sought a remedy for the island’s troubles. Unfortunately for the nationalists, his 

remedy only applied to the twenty-six Irish counties of the South where Catholics were a 

majority. The other six counties, where Protestants were a majority, would remain under 

British rule. This outraged the nationalists, and they protested such a development. The 

Bishop of Derry was described as a leader of the nationalists in the North and was 

prominent in the fight against partition.124  

This battle over partition, having begun in 1916, would continue throughout 1917 

with the bishops of Ulster being the most damning in their language. This was viewed 

from both a nationalist political sense and a practical sense in their capacity as bishops. 

As nationalists, Ireland’s bishops were unanimously opposed to partition as they felt that 

independence for Ireland applied to the entire island, not just those areas that were 

majority Catholic. They, like many other nationalists, never understood the fears of 

Ulster Protestants that an independent Ireland would be a Catholic-dominated Ireland that 

would oppress the Protestant population.125 

In May, a public statement condemning partition was signed by 18 Catholic 

bishops, including all six whose diocesan boundaries extend into or are wholly subsumed 
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within Northern Ireland, as well as 3 Protestant clerics, a sign that opposition to partition 

was not supported by only nationalist Catholics. National feeling for a united Ireland was 

strong and the comparison of a possible divided Ireland to Poland which was divided into 

three parts and annexed by Austria, Russia, and Prussia in the late 1700s illustrated their 

fears of what a divided Ireland would look like.126 This showed the determination of the 

Catholic bishops in the North to prevent partition as much as possible. However, their 

passion had its limits. 

As political tensions in Ireland rose, tempers became more radical and more 

violent. Cardinal Logue issued a statement in the middle of the year warning Irish 

Catholics against engaging in political violence or endorsing it. The letter especially 

referenced priests who attended political meetings advocating radicalism.127 Irish 

nationalism was prominent and widespread among recently ordained Catholic priests and 

their participation in political demonstrations was frequently remarked upon in the 

newspapers. In late 1917, Cardinal Logue issued a pastoral letter condemning Irish 

nationalists who felt the only way to gain an independent republic was to either plead 

their case before the great powers of Europe who would, eventually, gather at a peace 

conference or engage in a likely ugly war with the British Empire. In the Cardinal’s eyes, 

only through peace and with the words of Irishmen could the Irish people gain the 

political settlement they so desperately desire.128 

With all the turmoil and political developments in Ireland, the war in Europe was 

becoming almost an afterthought to the bishops and clergy of Northern Ireland. Cardinal 
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Logue continued his appeals for more chaplains for Catholic soldiers though the 

frequency of his appeals was likely due to the increasing disdain that Irish nationalists 

and Catholic priests sympathetic to Irish nationalism had for the war effort.129 The Bishop 

of Clogher, in his Lenten Pastoral, called for peace to once again return to Europe which 

aligned him with Pope Benedict XV’s constant appeals for peace and diplomacy.130 

At the end of the year, an interesting development occurred in the Diocese of 

Dromore in Northern Ireland. Dublin Castle, the location of British administration in 

Ireland, sent a letter to the Catholic Bishop of Dromore requesting that he not hold a local 

bazaar for Catholics in the area for fear that it would be the source of discontent by the 

Irish. The bishop responded with sarcasm about people objecting to “singing and 

dancing” and that the government should send a few Army recruiting officers to the area 

so that those with violent tendencies could be used fighting in the British Army.131 The 

Bishop of Dromore said that all the Catholic people of his diocese wanted was to live in 

peace with each other and with other non-Catholics. Time and further political 

developments would test that desire on both Catholics and Protestants. 

Provincial Ireland 

As Dublin and Northern Ireland were rocked by opposition to partition, 

conscription, and rising nationalist sentiment, the provinces saw even similar turmoil. 

The Catholic Church was magnifying its voice as a symbol of opposition to continued 

British control of Ireland. The Church’s leading voice was one frequently mentioned 
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since the start of the war: Bishop Edward O’Dwyer of Limerick. From his condemnation 

of the war and desire for peace in 1915 to his verbal attack against British General 

Maxwell for his heavy-handed approach to governing in Ireland, he was a lion in defense 

of the Irish people and had as many admirers in Ireland as detractors in Britain.  

In 1917, he picked up where he left off with his Lenten Pastoral. His speech could 

be summarized in one word: peace. He condemns the press for promoting violence and 

politicians who denigrate and insult the Germans to such a degree that no politician or 

diplomat will consider overtures for peace. However, he holds out hope that, maybe, 

some good would come from the war, such as independence for Ireland.132 Bishop 

O’Dwyer followed this up by condemning the actions of John Redmond for failing to 

push through an Irish Home Rule Bill in London. He also believes that the violence in the 

preceding year would not have occurred had Redmond been more persistent.133 Patience 

was running out. 

He had also written a letter on the treatment of prisoners taken by the British after 

the suppression of the Easter Rising in 1916. The tone of the letter and its contents were 

representative of how most Catholic bishops and, generally, the public felt about the 

prisoners. They might not have thought highly of the rebellion, but they condemned their 

treatment at the hands of the British. He, like so many other times, pressed the issue and 

stated Britain must admit that “Ireland is a nation, with the inalienable rights of 

nationality.”134 Such a statement was provocative as the British had long viewed the Irish 

similarly to the Scots or Welsh, ethnic groups who were part of the broader British 
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family. The Irish have long disagreed. His nationalism showed even more when he wrote 

a brutal letter attacking John Redmond as no longer an Irishman but a “figurehead, 

painted green” and lamented past words endorsing him.135 Only a few months later, 

Bishop O’Dwyer would pass away. He was hailed as a “Patriot Bishop” and his last 

letter, written on his deathbed, was petitioning for the release of Irishmen held in British 

prisons.136 

Elsewhere, the bishops continued their assaults on British rule and defense of 

Irish nationalism as well as still being divided on the Easter Rising. The Bishop of 

Achonry stated that the Irish Parliamentary Party was betrayed by the English, and the 

Irish should look to themselves to determine what is in their national self-interest.137 In a 

separate letter, he alluded to the Easter Rising and described it as a “hapless enterprise” 

but condemned the “excessive severity” of the British response to it.138 The Bishop of 

Killala was thankful that none within his diocese were involved in the “criminal folly of 

the time.”139 On the other hand, the Archbishop of Cashel, in his Lenten Pastoral, stated 

that the Catholic Church condemned rebellion and said that rebellion against legitimate 

authority is unacceptable. However, he said that rebellion against illegitimate authority is 

not rebellion. He later added that the Irish had long had their rights and liberties trampled 

on and are simply fighting for their basic rights as Irishmen. This, in a roundabout way, 

was an endorsement of the Easter Rising and the rising nationalist movements in 

Ireland.140 He likely avoided saying it outright for fear of attention from British 
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authorities. The Bishop of Clonfert, on the other hand, said that there are specific 

conditions for lawful rebellion: the government must be seen by the great majority of 

people as tyrannical, all other constitutional or legal means for change do not exist, and 

there must be a reasonable chance of success. In his opinion, those conditions have not 

yet been met.141 The Bishop of Kildare did not come out as for against rebellion as a 

concept but reminded the faithful to look to the catechism for answers.142 

Other issues of domestic politics, such as the dramatic increase in violent political 

organizations attracted the concerns of the Catholic hierarchy. Catholic bishops reiterated 

their condemnation of radical political movements such as Sinn Fein and ordered the 

faithful not to join them.143 The Bishop of Achonry recommended that the people of 

Ireland, especially young people, dedicate themselves to more peaceable means of 

changing the Irish political situation.144 The Bishop of Clonfert chose to remind the 

clergy not to preach “politics from the pulpit.” 145 Like the Archbishop of Cashel’s 

allusion to the Easter Rising, it was likely for fear of potential blowback. The Bishop of 

Cork said there are two major points of view on Ireland’s future: those belonging to 

people promoting a convention to discuss the future and those belonging to Sinn Fein 

who refuse to be involved in the parliamentary process. The bishop’s desire for unity and 

an advantageous peace meant he was inclined to side with the promoters of a 

convention.146 The Bishop of Raphoe was chosen as a representative at that proposed 

convention and attended its sessions in Dublin as a promoter of Ireland its nationalist 
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causes.147 The Bishop of Killaloe, on the other hand, wrote a letter to a Sinn Fein meeting 

expressing approval of their representative, Eamon de Valera, and condemning the 

British for arbitrarily arresting young men for no crime other than being in a political 

organization.148 Unlike the other bishops, the Bishop of Killaloe was firmly on the 

nationalist side and was sympathetic to Sinn Fein. 

Following the death of Bishop O’Dwyer, the bishop who made the most headlines 

in Ireland was the Bishop of Killaloe who, in a letter, said the world is sick of war and the 

hypocrisy of its combatants. He then declared that the noble intent of men who desire 

peace are taken advantage of by “inhuman ‘profiteers’ who grow fat on the blood and 

suffering of humanity.”149 The bishop also wrote a letter about the circumstances 

surrounding the imprisonment of Thomas Ashe, an Irish nationalist arrested by the 

British. Ashe had gone on a hunger strike in prison and was being force-fed food by his 

jailers. The bishop condemned the forceful feeding of prisoners and the letter, published 

in Freeman’s Journal, was censored by the British authorities which caused an uproar 

among the nationalist community.150 He also addressed a letter to the Irish Times 

approving of how the Australian Archbishop of Melbourne had Sinn Fein sympathies and 

said that, unlike other movements in other countries, Sinn Fein is not funded for foreign 

organizations but it is a natural development within the Irish nation.151 Although his 

statements were not widely supported, political developments in Ireland were moving 

more and more towards a resolution to what Britain had long called the Irish Question.  
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As an analysis of the press proved, 1917 saw a further participation of Ireland’s 

Catholic bishops in the political arena of Ireland. If not for conscription, the war would 

almost be an afterthought among the Irish bishops. With a handful of exceptions, the 

bishops focused almost exclusively on domestic affairs and the troubling political 

climate. Although none of the bishops knew it, the island was on the cusp of dramatic 

political change, and their voices would become even more vocal as the political climate 

grew darker. 
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Chapter V 

1918 

By 1918, the war was not the most important thing to most Irish people. Although 

the British Empire was still fighting the Central Powers in Europe and elsewhere, 

political developments in Ireland had caused many Irish to focus their attention on the 

future of the island.152 Desires for independence and an Irish republic were high but 

political realities, mainly the prominent Protestant population in Northern Ireland, 

prevented Irish nationalists from getting everything they wanted. Partition was still on the 

table, something that was vociferously opposed by nationalists and the Catholic 

Church.153 There would also be new Parliamentary elections for an Irish Parliament based 

in Dublin which would be seen as another step towards what Britain had sought to grant 

to Ireland: Home Rule.154 These elections would see Sinn Fein dominate in the Catholic-

majority South while Unionist parties would dominate in the Protestant-majority 

North.155 Ireland was changing before the eyes of not just the world but the Irish 

themselves. 

Even with all this occurring, the war was still raging. Britain, like all countries 

fighting on the Western Front, was suffering from a severe shortage of men. The number 

of volunteers had dried up, and they were increasingly relying on conscription to bolster 

their ranks. The British interest in imposing conscription in Ireland was adamantly 
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opposed by nationalists, Catholic clergy, and the Catholic Irish people almost 

unanimously.156 When the bishops expressed their opposition to conscription, a British 

government official, Lord Curzon, slandered them by stating that they threatened 

Catholics with eternal damnation if they did not resist its implementation. Such a public 

statement, which was not true, was universally condemned by the clergy as libelous157. 

Although the opposition was true, the bishops, as explained further below, were using 

primarily political and moral language to convince Catholics not to respond to 

conscription notices. There were no supernatural threats involved beyond the typical 

invocations of God one would expect priests and bishops to do. Only the Protestants, 

whose loyalties were primarily with Britain rather than a potential Irish republic, 

accepted, if not supported, conscription as a necessary war measure. The opposition of 

the bishops combined with the growing aggressiveness of nationalists was able to prevent 

Britain from making conscription in Ireland a reality. 

The Catholic Church’s influence in Ireland was also growing to such an extent 

that it was the most powerful and influential institution in Ireland that was not tied to the 

British Empire. This was no more evident than when the delegates of the Convention in 

Dublin invited several Catholic bishops, including Cardinal Logue of Armagh and 

Archbishop Walsh of Dublin, to the Convention to assist with an election in Cavan, to 

keep peace with nationalists until conscription was dealt with, and to promote a sense of 

national unity.158 The fact that the Convention asked Catholic bishops to perform this task 
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and not political representatives spoke volumes of the power of the Church or how little 

the British trusted the more militant members of the Irish republican movement. 

It was increasingly clear that British rule over the Irish, or at least the Catholic 

nationalist population, was becoming untenable. The Irish were becoming more assertive 

when it came to their rights. When the First World War ended on November 11, 1918, 

there was not as much jubilation in Ireland as one might expect given the amount of death 

and its transformation of political and social life during the war years. For the Irish, 

another war was brewing, a war for independence from British rule, and it would 

consume the island and bring about the greatest political changes on the island since the 

English completed their conquest of the island in the late seventeenth century. 

Dublin 

In February 1918, the Archbishop of Dublin mentioned in his Lenten Pastoral that 

he was in favor of political independence for Ireland.159 This was a dramatic change from 

a few years prior where he appealed more for calm and a parliamentary approach to 

Ireland’s political situations. He also, as expected, expressed his condemnation of 

conscription in a public declaration which was co-signed by other prominent figures from 

the Convention held in Dublin to determine the future of Ireland. The statement said, in 

so many words, that no conscription would be accepted in Ireland unless it was passed by 

a parliament in Dublin, not London.160 Britain was still deciding if conscription should be 

imposed on Ireland but this statement, along with the public opposition from broader 

segments of Ireland, showed that Britain’s hold on Ireland was cracking. 
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In a letter to the editor to Freeman’s Journal, Archbishop Walsh publicly stated 

that the passage of a Home Rule Bill in Parliament would do absolutely nothing for the 

people of Ireland or make Ireland a more peaceful nation.161 Only three years before, 

Archbishop Walsh, and most Irish, endorsed home rule as the only choice for the people 

of Ireland while only a small yet vocal minority sought full independence and the 

establishment of a republic. Now, it was independence and only independence for 

Ireland. Revolutionary sentiment was reaching a boiling point and there was nothing 

Britain could do to change that. Although opposition was seen as something that was 

primarily tied to Catholics, there was a Protestant movement opposed to conscription on 

principle.162 This cross-confessional movement had little precedent in Irish history, 

especially in 1918 when religious divisions, mixed with political radicalism, deepened. 

Unfortunately, this was an exception to the broader political situation in Ireland. Most 

Protestants sided with the British government and would have accepted conscription as a 

necessary war measure. 

By late October, the Archbishop of Dublin was still calling for special Masses to 

be said in the archdiocese for the war, though it was likely more for the soldiers in the 

trenches than for victory in the war.163 When the war ended, the archbishop, as expected, 

celebrated the end of the conflict and called for special Masses of thanksgiving to be 

celebrated across Dublin as peace was finally restored to Europe and the world.164 
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Northern Ireland 

1918 would be a pivotal year in Northern Ireland as it saw the end of one war and 

the seeds of another one planted with political arguments over the region being a key 

contributor. The bishops continue their appeals for peace in their Lenten Pastorals with 

Cardinal Logue using appeals from the pope to seek peace or at least alleviate the 

suffering of those caught up in it. Bishop MacRory of Down and Connor went so far as to 

say that good may result from the war if it leads to a regeneration of Europe and for the 

peoples of the world to see just how brutal modern war had become leading them to no 

longer wage war on each other in the future.165 Using much darker language, the Bishop 

of Clogher all but said an apocalypse was about to descend on Ireland with his references 

to “the meaningless tragedy of this world war…the ugly spectre [sic] of famine and the 

uglier spectre [sic] of pestilence.” In spite of this, he still holds out for peace and, like 

Cardinal Logue, calls upon the people of the world to follow the example of the pope and 

allow justice and charity to take precedence over death and destruction.166 The Bishop of 

Derry, like the Bishop of Clogher, also expressed concerns for famine on the island. He 

unequivocally condemned the continuation of the war and called for a restoration of 

peace.167 Although this language in many ways represented the views of many Irish 

Catholics, there were still Irishmen who sought a continuation of the war through a 

simple dichotomy of right and wrong. In one letter to the editor, an Irishman stated how 

Irish bishops frequently attack the criminal and savage behaviors of German troops and 

provided examples from the bishops’ speeches. The author of the letter states that there 
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should not be any confusion or debate over who is on the right side of the conflict and 

who is in the wrong.168 Unfortunately, these voices were few and far between as 

opposition to the war and conscription grew as 1918 dragged on. 

Beyond these typical manifestations of a desire for peace, the bishops were 

mostly concerned, as in 1917, with developments in Ireland. Cardinal Logue, in a letter 

co-signed by two other Catholic bishops, stated that the implementation of conscription 

without the consent of the people of Ireland would be disastrous.169 Similarly, Bishop 

Clogher, in a speech delivered at Masses in his diocese, declared that a united Ireland was 

opposed to the enforcement of conscription and warned of the “evils that were certain to 

follow any attempt to enforce it upon this country.”170 The Bishop of Kilmore also 

condemned conscription and called for all political differences to be subsumed within the 

interest of Irish unity.171 This call for unity was echoed by the Bishop of Derry in a public 

letter. The difference between the two calls is that the Bishop of Derry’s came on 

November 16, 1918, and referred to how the nationalist community needed to rally 

together as the British authorities had called a general election in Ireland.172 The war had 

ended five days before and the bishop had already moved on to other things. 

Provincial Ireland 

Outside Dublin and Ulster, the Catholic bishops were doing what their 

counterparts were doing: condemning partition, conscription, and revolutionary 
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organizations while laying groundwork for Ireland’s future. In their Lenten Pastorals, the 

bishops were diverse in their viewpoints and expectations for the Irish people. The 

Bishop of Achonry continues his condemnation of political violence and warns Catholics 

against doing anything contrary to Catholic doctrine.173 The Bishop of Ardagh warned of 

the dangers of revolutionary societies by reminding the public of revolutions in France, 

Russia, and Mexico where their revolutions brought upon by those societies brought 

misery and suffering.174 The Bishop of Kildare chose to focus on the war itself and 

condemned the continued violence and suffering it has caused. The Bishop of Clonfert 

called upon the nations of the world to follow the lead of the pope and come to a 

negotiated and lasting peace.175 The Bishop of Cloyne focused on something even more 

personal: the growing food shortage and possibility of famine. He told his congregation 

to till more land to alleviate shortages. The Bishop of Cork focused on political 

developments and the desire for a satisfactory Irish Constitution that will bring peace and 

stability to the country.176 Such varied topics and focuses not just in 1918 but in the past 

have shown that there is little unity within the Catholic Church of Ireland beyond an 

opposition to partition and conscription. What the bishops choose to focus on in their 

addresses is determined by a combination of factors: personal interests, local concerns, 

and political desires. 

As the year continued, conscription became the dominant issue. The bishops were 

unanimous in their opposition. The Bishop of Achonry questioned whether it was 
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possible for conscription to be imposed on a country that has no say in the matter.177 His 

position was endorsed by much of the nationalist community.178 The Bishop of Ardagh, 

simply, hoped conscription would not be imposed.179 The Archbishop of Cashel, 

responding to Protestant criticism of the Irish bishops’ opposition to conscription by 

saying the bishops should not interfere in politics, said that “bishops have a right to 

interfere in politics whenever the good of their people is at stake.” The Archbishop also 

said, when martial law was being proposed for a county in his archdiocese, that it would 

not be in Ireland’s interest for martial law to be imposed because it would make it easier 

for the British government to impose conscription.180 The Bishop of Clonfert said the 

Irish people should be allowed to decide for themselves whether or not conscription 

should be imposed.181 The Bishop of Cloyne said that the opposition to conscription had 

was justified since prominent lay and clerical leaders condemned conscription as 

“unwarranted, iniquitous, and tyrannical.”182 The Bishop of Cork said that no issue by the 

British government has animated the people of Ireland so vividly as conscription.183 The 

Bishop of Killaloe said the people of Ireland should resist.184 The Bishop of Galway, to 

an extreme level, stated that conscription would be a crime against the “healthy 

perpetuation of the Irish nation” all but implying that conscription would destroy the Irish 

as an ethnic group.185 The Bishop of Kildare used similar language in condemning the 
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possibility of conscription by saying it would be “one of the blackest chapters in the 

history of our unfortunate people.”186 

Outside of conscription, one event which attracted the most attention from the 

Catholic bishops was a raid for arms by local Irishmen, likely motivated by Sinn Fein. 

Irish radicals seeking to fight the British raided private homes for weaponry to effectively 

fight the British in an open revolt. The Bishop of Clonfert considered the raid to be 

“cowardly.”187 The Bishop of Elphin used similar language in condemning the raid.188 

The Bishop of Galway expressed his opinion as well by stating the raids as an “injustice 

against property” and feared that they might happen again.189 

This fear from the Bishop of Galway was emblematic of a broader problem 

appearing on the horizon: increasing political militancy. The Catholic Church hierarchy 

did not appear to have a desire or wish to call for violent opposition. What they wanted 

was peaceful resistance and non-cooperation with the British authorities. Ireland was 

divided by politics, religion, ethnicity, and society. These divisions were about to explode 

in a war for independence and civil war within the next five years and, although none 

could foresee it, the bishops had a sense that they were on the verge of dramatic changes. 

  

                                                 
186 “A Terrible Step,” Freeman’s Journal, April 12, 1918, 3. 
187 “Cowardly Crime,” Freeman’s Journal, March 5, 1918, 2. 
188 “Raids for Arms,” Evening Telegraph, February 26, 1918, 2. 
189 “A Rebel Against God,” Freeman’s Journal, February 12, 1918, 2. 
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Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

From 1914 to 1918, the Catholic Church in Ireland, like the Irish people, went 

through dramatic changes. What began as participating in a war fought with the British to 

defend Belgium and France against a German invasion evolved into a fight against 

Britain over conscription and a desire for peace. This evolution was because Ireland’s 

relationship with Britain had changed. Before, they still desired to be part of the British 

Empire or the British Commonwealth but as a Home Rule arrangement. By 1918, they 

were moving towards total independence. By that point, it became clear that the Catholic 

Church certainly maintained influence over its people, but it was not guiding events as 

they unfolded. Instead, they seemed to be reacting to events outside of their control. 

As stated in prior pages, the Catholic Church had no role in the lead-up to the 

First World War or in the Easter Rising. Although it became a leading voice in 1917 and 

1918 against the plan for conscription, their desire for volunteers at the beginning of the 

war showed that they were not opposed to fighting in the war on principle. It was only 

after the Easter Rising when the Church began to change its position from moderate 

nationalism in the hopes of achieving Home Rule to a more aggressive nationalism that 

seemed to be drifting towards full independence. The Irish bishops, except for Bishop 

O’Dwyer of Limerick, were not prepared to push too forcefully against the British unless 

they felt there was a likelihood of success. They attempted to bring its influence to bear 

in certain circumstances, such as the Bishop of Cork threatening to excommunicate 

militants in Cork who did not surrender to British forces, but that influence tended to be 
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ignored when dealing with armed men whose political convictions overruled whatever 

religious devotion they had. 

This also applied to Protestants in Ulster. To them, Catholic interests and Irish 

interests were one and the same. Tying it to partition, the desire for a united Ireland was 

seen by Protestants as a Catholic Ireland which would treat Protestants as second-class 

citizens. This fear would cause Protestants to develop a siege mentality that would last 

until nearly the end of the twentieth century. Although hostilities have calmed down 

significantly since then, partition still casts a shadow over Irish and British politics and 

the society it created in Ulster remains as divided as it was when the Republic of Ireland 

first became independent. 

Ultimately, the Irish bishops cared most about the welfare and well-being of the 

Catholics for whom they felt responsible. They did not want to push Catholics to take 

rash actions for fear of them getting themselves killed or bringing suffering to themselves 

and their loved ones. With that in mind, the declarations of individual bishops to 

condemn conscription, the Easter Rising, and membership in radical or revolutionary 

political organizations was a way to protect Catholics in Ireland from danger. The 

bishops were, in a way, performing the role that Catholic bishops are expected to 

perform: shepherds. They are supposed to both guide the faithful in matters of faith but 

also protect them from hostile outside forces who might lead them astray. However, this 

was not universal. Some bishops made few if any statements beyond co-signing letters 

written by more prominent figures, such as Cardinal Logue or Archbishop Walsh.  

As well-meaning as their sentiments and positions were, the Irish bishops simply 

reacted to events as they developed. Generally, they stayed quiet until unrelated events 
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occurred, and they spoke out accordingly to provide guidance for Catholics in their 

respective dioceses. Political organizations and locals appreciated their statements on 

certain topics, but their statements were tied to a desire to pick the safest, middle-of-the-

road option. With rare exception typically found among lower clergy such as parish 

priests, the bishops preferred to read the proverbial room, see how events were evolving, 

and make statements that would both show their influence over their flocks as well as 

maintain their influence as protectors of Ireland.
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