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General presentation 
Like other western societies, restrictions put in place in Ireland to respond to the pandemic 
included the closure of church buildings, the prohibition of the celebration of sacraments, and 
restrictions on the pastoral ministry of clergy.  
 
While the early restrictions were supported by religious leaders, as the pandemic developed 
more and more criticisms of their perceived severity were brought out by Catholic bishops 
and others, including priests and lay people. This pushback often appealed to the notion of 
religious freedom protected under the constitution. Similarly, this principle was invoked in a 
legal challenge to laws prohibiting Catholic Masses brought by an individual businessman 
(O’Loughlin 2021).  
 
Research investigating the pandemic’s impact on religion was conducted primarily by 
religious-based think tanks (e.g. Iona Institute 2020a, 2020b), individual researchers (e.g. 
Ganiel 2020, 2021a; O’Brien 2020) and religious groups themselves (e.g. Ganiel 2021b; 
Shortall and McGrath 2021). Also, although some state-sponsored research was also carried 
out (e.g. Central Statistics Office 2020), it tended to give religion relatively little attention. 
Results of some of these empirical studies (e.g. Shortall and McGrath 2021) have yet to be 
published. 
 
 
Legal aspect 
The restrictions regulating religious life were enacted through already existing laws rather 
than new ones, involving amendments to the Health Act, 1947. Initially, these regulations 
prohibited public rituals but as restrictions were gradually lifted allowed them to occur under 
certain conditions, such as capacity limits, social distancing, sanitising practices, etc. Religious 
groups often prepared their own guidelines to help adherents comply with the state’s 
guidelines (e.g. Presbyterian Church in Ireland). At the same time, some religious elites 
pointed to the apparent anomaly whereby different rules applied to similar events. For 
example, the Archbishop of Dublin Dermot Farrell pointed out that it was possible to hold 
larger gatherings beyond fifty in secular settings but not in religious ones (The Journal 2021).  
Against this background, perhaps it is not surprising that a legal challenge to the restrictions 
on religious life was taken. More specifically, businessman Declan Ganley took a case to the 
High Court seeking to strike down regulations concerning the public celebration of the Mass 
(O’Loughlin 2021). As restrictions lifted before the case was completed, a judge ruled that the 
challenge had been rendered moot (Breaking News 2021).  
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Sociological aspect 
As mentioned, restrictions curtailed almost every single aspect of religious life, including the 
celebration of Mass, the celebration of life-cycle rituals (e.g. funerals, marriages, first 
communions, etc.), and pastoral contact between clergy and laity. Given the strong funeral 
culture in Irish society, restrictions applying to funerals had a particularly negative impact on 
ordinary people (Shortall and McGrath 2021). This aspect also posed significant challenges for 
clergy, many of whom themselves fell into a vulnerable category (Shortall and McGrath 2021). 
Another notable negative impact of the restrictions was the erosion of religious giving, which 
meant that some religious groups had to reconsider financial remuneration for their 
personnel (Catholic Herald 2020). More broadly, this has impacted the delivery of pastoral 
services beyond the pandemic. One indicator of this is recent efforts by the archdiocese of 
Dublin to seek insurance compensation for pandemic-related income reductions (McGarry 
2022). 
 
One of the most significant institutional responses to this upturning involved the mobilisation 
of technologies such as the webcam and internet to communicate religious rituals celebrated 
by clergy on their own to adherents watching remotely (Neary 2020). One religious elite 
suggested their new-found possibilities might well extend beyond the pandemic without 
displacing the need for in-person rituals (Neary 2020). 
Interestingly, pilgrimage sites – such as Knock, Co. Mayo – reported an uptick in people 
accessing online rituals (O’Brien 2020), prompting some sociologists to reflect on the adaptive 
capacities of religion (e.g. Ganiel 2020).  
 
Regarding church-state interactions, an initial phase of support for restrictions (e.g. Irish 
Catholic Bishops’ Conference 2020) gave way later to direct criticism of state responses, 
especially regarding the celebration of the Mass (e.g. Irish Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
2021a). For example, the Bishop of Waterford and Lismore, Alphonsus Cullinan, stated, “I feel 
that the spiritual well-being of our people has not been given any serious attention by the 
authorities…I sympathise with the governmental authorities at this very difficult time, but 
appeal to them to take into consideration the spiritual care of thousands of Catholics…who 
wish to exercise their rights as guaranteed by our constitution” (Irish Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference 2021b). 
Also, some religious elites criticised the government’s communication around pandemic 
restrictions, especially concerning first communion rituals (RTÉ 2021). 
Unlike other national contexts, church buildings were not used as venues for the delivery of 
the national vaccination programme. At the same time, religious groups did support this 
aspect of the state’s pandemic response. 
Finally, it is worth mentioning that religious groups also played a role in bolstering public 
support for state services responding to the pandemic. For example, a Muslim cleric praised 
healthcare staff for caring for patients, including himself (Dublin City Interfaith Forum 2020). 
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