


are a kind of dialectic which produces the synthesis of 
the social contract. 

Empathy, and not just sympathy, is additionally important 
here and towards which we are generally inclined. Empa-
thy is the capacity for, and perhaps the ineluctability of, 
projecting oneself into the personal situation of another 
and realising his or her concerns in that way. Thus, one 
can measure one’s actions towards others as though 
someone were so acting towards oneself. That provides a 
strong emotional disincentive to behave immorally. In 
other words, the barrier between the I and the non-I is 
thus temporarily abolished; your suffering, if that is what 
it is, becomes my suffering as well. And it is important to 
recognise that empathy is usually reciprocal. 

In a nutshell, instinct and reason 
are the two pillars of basic morality 

In a nutshell, instinct and reason are the two pillars of 
basic morality. Both are innately rooted, but in different 
ways. Instinct is an unconscious drive that determines 
actions without thus having to be thought out. Reason 
involves the inherent capacity for advanced conceptuali-
sation that permits a particular type of conscious delib-
eration and choice. While we can all be impulsive and 
passionate, we are also essentially contemplative and 
rational in our way of engaging the world. Indeed, reflec-
tive reason is the distinguishing feature of our species. 
That is to say that we are not born with innate ideas, but 
it is by now clear that we emerge from the womb with 
predisposed methods of thinking so as to be able to in-
terpret information in all its forms. Or, to articulate it in 
computer terms, our cerebral hardware has a pre-in-
stalled software programme which processes input data 
from our physical and social environment and formu-
lates conclusions accordingly. 

Of course, one can also thus choose to give rational justi-
fication for what is instinctual behaviour. Nor does the 
socially rational proceed on occasion bereft of a certain 
instinctual support. Another manner of expressing the 
manifestation of parallel and interacting instinct and 
rationality is to describe it succinctly as human nature. 
Indeed, overall the phenomenon may further be under-
stood as part of the evolutionary process of species self-
interest and survival which involve development of men-
tal faculties as much as physical capacities. 

It may be asked if all this leaves no room for unselfcen-
tred compassion and love. Such, however, is not the case. 
There is also in human nature a clearly evidenced, spon-
taneous dimension of fellow feeling and altruism which 
produces behaviour ranging from simple charity to 
courageous and heroic acts up to the very point of self-
sacrifice on occasion. This has probably come to be as a 
result of refinement in the human species owing distinc-
tively to its enhanced intelligence and heightened sensi-
tivity. 

NOTE 1: There is a hint of this in a statement by Spin-
oza, viz “ … the first thing which constitutes the actual 
being of the human mind is nothing else than the idea of 
an individual thing actually existing.”                           q 

Midnight Mass 
     William Burns 

IT’S refreshing to come 
across a horror series 
that's actually critical of 
religion and blind faith in 
particular. Writer/director 
Mike Flanagan’s  
Midnight Mass (2021), a  
limited seven part series 
recently released on  
Netflix is one such show.  

It won't be to everyone's tastes with its long monologues 
and slow deliberate pace, and especially in the way it 
depicts Christian fundamentalism, but, if you allow your-
self to listen and get involved, it is one of the most intelli-
gent and thought-provoking horror series.   

It's basically the story of a small, isolated island commu-
nity who share a common faith in the Catholic Church, 
and the arrival of a mysterious charismatic priest (played 
to perfection by Hamish Linklater as Father Hill) and the 
fanaticism he inspires.  

Its skeptical approach to religious faith is  evident from 
the start as we witness Riley (Zach Gilford) kill his girl-
friend in a car crash while drunk, and as he prays by the 
roadside, a paramedic observes, “Why don’t you ask Him 
why he always takes the children, and not the drunk 
fucks who walk away with scratches(!)”  

Midnight Mass is basically a satire  
on Christianity 

Midnight Mass is basically a satire on Christianity, with 
Roman Catholicism bearing the brunt of the scrutiny. It is 
the director's most personal work. His journey out of the 
Christian faith was when he finally read the Bible, and felt 
the scales fall from his eyes:  

“I was shocked, for the first time comprehending what a 
really strange book it is,” he said. “There were so many 
ideas I’d never heard before in church, and the violence 
of the Old Testament God is terrifying! Slaughtering ba-
bies and drowning the earth! It really struck me that I 
didn’t know my faith at that point.”  

The comparison between the Christian rite of Holy 
Communion with the blood of vampirism was ingenious. 
Whenever I read Jesus saying (or those who wrote his 
script), 'Who ever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has 
eternal life' (John 6: 53-54 (NKJV), it's Dracula who comes 
to my mind and this show certainly reinforces this  con-
nection. You'll need to see it to understand what I mean.  

This mini-series hammers away at the dangers of blind 
faith in how believers are willing to see the hand of God 
despite the reality and danger. The similarities to the 
Reverant Jim Jones with Father Hill and the Jonestown 
mass suicide near the end of the series is one such ex-
ample that stays in the mind long after seeing it.            q
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OW pertinent was James 
Connolly's prediction in 
1914 when warning against 

partition in Ireland that it would 
produce ‘a carnival of reaction’ and 
help ‘clerics to keep their rallying 
cries before the public as the politi-
cal watch cries of the day’. I recall 
Connolly's words in relation to the 
recent imbroglio surrounding the 
President of Ireland, Michael D 
Higgins declining an invitation to 
attend a church service in Armagh 
entitled “Service of Reflection and 
Hope to mark the Centenaries of 
the Partition of Ireland and the 
formation of Northern Ireland”. 
Michael D Higgins declined because 
he viewed that the title wasn’t a 
neutral statement politically. The 
negative Unionist reaction has been 
predictable as well as those deluded 
enough to think that having a reli-
gious service to commemorate/cele-
brate partition aids reconciliation. 

The invitation by the Protestant and 
Catholic hierarchies was cack hand-
ed. As the title of the event made 
clear, it marked the centenary of the 
partition of Ireland as if it were 
some kind of reason for celebration. 
Higgins pointed out that what had 
once been an invitation to a reli-
gious service, or religious event, had 
become in fact a political statement. 

Let’s be clear: the partition of Ire-
land was a disastrous event with 
600,000 nationalists/Catholics sud-
denly corralled into a new British 
state set-up specifically to make 
them second-class citizens. Nobody 
voted for partition, nobody was 
consulted on the nationalist side 
and an apartheid state with an arbi-
trary border was created. In reality, 
it was a ‘Protestant parliament for a 
Protestant people’ in the words of 
Northern Ireland’s first Prime Min-
ister Sir James Craig. A later North-
ern Ireland Prime Minister Sir Basil 
Brooke stated that no Catholics 
should be employed before Protes-
tants and that he had not a Roman 

Catholic about his own place. These 
remarks sum up the nature of the 
society created by partition. 

Most fair historians and political 
commentators would agree that par-
tition was the worst thing to happen 
to Ireland in the last century. Not 
only did it create a sectarian state in 
Northern Ireland but also two pre-
dominately conservative, religiously 
dominated states which were a 
nightmare for women in particular – 
a fact which has been highlighted by 

the recent reports on the horrors 
stemming from the so-called mother 
and baby homes north and south 
and the Magdalene laundries. 

Who really wants to attend a 
church service where prayers and 
hymns will be sung to commemo-
rate partition? Wouldn’t it have 
been better if church leaders had 
organised a commemorative service 
to apologise for the denial of human 
rights to those women and children 
who were abused by their priests, 
ministers and officials. Yes, decades 
of abuse when a blind eye was given 
by the establishment on both sides 
of the border to religious orders’ 
grip of their own flock’s morality 

Unionists were deeply aggrieved by 
Higgins’s decision not to attend the 
Armagh service and no doubt some 
like Jim Allister of the TUV would 
also have been aggrieved if Higgins 
had accepted. It is a bit rich of Sir 
Jeffrey Donaldson of the DUP 
threatening to tear down Stormont 
over the Northern Ireland Protocol 
as an outcome of Brexit and refus-

ing to legally meet with Irish Minis-
ters as part of the North-South min-
isterial bodies. It is definitely a case 
of unionist kettle calling the pot 
black. 

This whole debacle could have ma-
jor repercussions in the South due 
to the Irish Government’s decision 
to send Simon Coveney, Minister 
for Foreign Affairs, and Jack 
Chambers of Fianna Fail to the ser-
vice in Armagh. There appears to be 
major unrest at this decision within 
both Fianna Fail and Fine Gael and, 
with Sinn Féin ahead in the opinion 
polls as the most popular party, this 
could increase their chances of en-
tering government in the next elec-
tion in the South. 

A recent opinion poll in the Republic 
also showed that 67% of people 
support reunification and this will 
inevitably increase the debate around 
a new Ireland and the call for a bor-
der poll. As Susan McKay stated in 
an article in the Guardian newspaper 
on the 9th October this year: 

“A new Ireland will dismantle pow-
er structures on both sides of the 
current border and rebuild them for 
the good of all. It is not dangerous 
for people to talk about creating a 
new state based on equality out of 
the wreckage of two that were sec-
tarian and rife with injustice. To 
suggest otherwise is but pure bor-
derfunkery”. 

It would have been more productive 
if church leaders had invested their 
endeavours to address the current 
chaos around the Northern Ireland 
Protocol and other societal ills. The 
Armagh event was seen by many to 
‘mark’ partition rather than com-
memorate it which can be interpret-
ed as a form of authentication – 
something that no Irish President 
could endorse.                               q                                    
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inated states which 

were a nightmare for 
women in particular
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R. Fergus O’Ferrall, my old friend and valued 
colleague, writing in the Irish Times (‘Religions’ 
flaws make it easy to ignore their wisdom’, 20th 
July 2021) passionately believes that the great 

religions of the world have much to offer as we wrestle 
with the challenges of the modern world. With many 
qualifications, I agree. He writes that “The common spir-
itual wisdom shared by our religions concerns values and 
meaning, human dignity, relationships, solidarity, recon-
ciliation, hope, peace, justice, equality, the common good. 
These ingredients of human flourishing are needed more 
than ever at this critical and dark time and ought to be 
brought into regular, open, transparent and respectful 
dialogue with those who espouse secular viewpoints as 
we all seek to rectify our current distresses”. All right-
thinking people will share these objectives, if not the ul-
timate motive.    

I was however saddened to find 
that a large part of his article 
focused on blaming the so-called 
public creed of secularism for the 
ills of this world including “the 
rising levels of mental distress, 
loneliness, social exclusion, 
racism, the assault on truth, the 
decline of trust in democracy, an erosion of decency – the 
widespread malaise and fear of the future stemming from 
existential threats of such as the climate crisis”.   

Apparently, “xenophobia, racism and gross inequalities 
combined with a disregard for dignity and human 
rights” have thrived in the “vacuum left by secularism”.  
On reflection I was surprised that we secularists are not 
being blamed for the disappearance of the corncrake. 
We are told that “secularism has no anchor for ethics, 
because you cannot develop a meaningful morality out 
of a meaningless universe”.  This implies that his secular 
friends have no meaningful morality. Our morality, which 
is not much different in practice from his, is not in the 
slightest impaired by the fact that most secularists believe 
there is no meaning in the material objective universe. 
  
Secularism “fails on the score of expectation: it offers no 
guidance on human values save personal aggrandise-
ment”.  Yet many millions of people who are not reli-
gious have admirable human values and are not over-
whelmed by desires for aggrandisement. Could it be that 
these people learned how to lead good and fulfilling lives 
from their families and friends, their schools, choirs, 
dramatic societies and sports clubs, from all the social 
gatherings that they were drawn into while still young?  
Could it be that as they grew older, they saw their values, 
acquired in a loving healthy childhood, reflected in the 
secular laws of their country and in the many national 

and international secular declarations of human rights?  
They became moral without religion, increasingly the 
norm for contemporaries in societies renowned for their 
high human values, and often lacking in societies still 
dominated by religions. 

Fergus worries that secularism “fails to answer one ques-
tion: what are we to live for?” and that it “fails to pro-
vide …  a “big story” that gives meaning to existence”.  
As a secular humanist my big story is humanity.  My 
ethics are summarised in the Amsterdam Declaration 
(2002) of the International Humanist and Ethical Union 
(now Humanists International) which in part: 
Affirms the worth, dignity and autonomy of the individ-
ual and the right of every human being to the greatest 
possible freedom compatible with the rights of others.  
Humanists have a duty of care to all of humanity includ-
ing future generations. Humanists believe that morality is 
an intrinsic part of human nature based on understand-
ing and a concern for others, needing no external sanc-
tion.  Humanists believe that the solutions to the world’s 
problems lie in human thought and action rather than 
divine intervention. 

Fergus tells us that “globally we live increasingly in a 
truthless … age”.  I agree, and I know there is a lot of 
wisdom and truth among religious people, but we are 
told they come ultimately from a belief in the supernat-

ural. This is literally an incredible 
idea. I am sorry that it may be 
hurtful for people to hear that this 
belief in the supernatural is one of 
the most misleading untruths in 
Western society, nurtured without 
question in almost all Irish schools 
by servants of the State.  

The alternative to Secularism/Humanism is Theocracy, in 
which the Church and State are more or less united, with 
morality instilled by hope in an afterlife and not a little 
fear. Since the modern Irish state is a product of religion, 
it is plain that our many problems cannot be ascribed to 
secularism or humanism that are only now beginning to 
have roles in influencing our society.   

It seems the decline in religion is partly due to increasing 
recognition that we do not need religion to be moral or 
content, but our society has some way to go – we still 
have to pass the litmus test of removing religious forma-
tion from our nationally funded schools. It is time for us 
to encourage everyone from childhood to think out their 
morality for themselves as members of a caring society, 
without any need for supernatural guidance, which can 
remain an option for many people. 

The way to dialogue is through mutual respect and un-
derstanding. A religion will not retain or regain respect 
in society by blaming all the ills of the world on secular-
ism and humanism (or more often on other religions) or 
by claiming that religions have a special right to be 
heard. The problems of society are much more complex 
than these attitudes suggest. 

David McConnell is Honorary President of the Humanist  
Association of Ireland. This article first appeared in the Irish 
Times on 31st August.
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avid McConnell’s article received some letters in 
reply. Sarah Carey (4th September) asked where 
did these secular virtues arise? Her answer was 
2,000 years of Christianity, which spread all over 

the world preaching a gospel that there is no Jew and no 
Greek, that all were born equal in the eyes of God and 
the lowest in society are the most loved by him. She even 
suggests that the entire concept of ‘secular’ – a separate 
sphere of power distinct from religion – is a notion in-
vented by St Augustine. She adds that the UN’s Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights is a Christian document. 

Ellen Sides responded to Carey’s letter on 7th September, 
pointing out that most of the major world religions share 
an almost identical moral code. The precept at the basis 
of all our morality, she suggested, is summed up in the 
phrase “Do not do to others which you would not like 
for yourself”. This is written in The Analects of Confu-

cius circa 500 BC and so predates Christianity by half a 
millennia. Ellen noted that philosophers from the period 
such as Protagoras and Democritus concluded that our 
morality comes from our deepest inner core and is devel-
oped through our experiences as we live our lives both as 
an individual and as a member of society. If all religions 
were to disappear from our world tomorrow, we would 
still remain moral because our morality is the essence of 
our humanity. 

  u 

Brian McClinton, the editor of this magazine, had a letter 
published the same day. The text follows. 

SARAH Carey ('Where do atheist values spring from?') 
thinks that secular values such as equality and human 
rights derive from Christianity. It is true that many secular 
ideas developed in the west during the Christian era but 
to say that one caused the other is to commit a common 
fallacy that correlation implies causation. Of course, all 
thinking has its origins in earlier thoughts and that is true 
of Christianity as much as any other belief system. The 
Golden Rule, for example, is found in Confucius who lived 
in the East about 500 years before Jesus. 

Much depends on interpretation and it could be argued 
that secular values actually developed in opposition to 
Christianity. Paul was speaking for Christianity when he 
told slaves to obey their masters and said that he would 
not suffer a woman to teach. And Jesus told the poor to 
turn the other cheek and accept their state (‘render unto 
Caesar...’) because they would receive justice in heaven. Is 
this not a deeply reactionary message in opposition to 
any struggle for equality and human rights? 

Arguably, this is exactly why Roman Emperors from Con-
stantine adopted Christianity as the official religion: it was 
a mechanism of power over the people. Seneca, a con-
temporary of Jesus, said it well: “Religion is regarded by 
the common people as true, by the wise as false, and by 
the rulers as useful.”  

There is therefore a more likely process of causation, 
namely that ideas such as equality and human rights chal-
lenged Christianity and contributed to its decline in west-
ern society. 

u 

Sarah Carey wrote in an article in the Irish Independent 
on 11th September, repeating her argument. Alan 
Tuffery replied as follows (his letter was unpublished): 

SARAH Carey (11th September) attempts to persuade us 
that secular values are derived from Christian values. In 
doing so she ignores much history. While it is true that 
Western society has been permeated by Christian values 
and that those values influenced the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Right and other modern ideas of human 
dignity, it is absurd to imply that there were no values 
before Christianity. (Catherine Nixey in The Darkening Age 
has detailed the bloody Christian campaigns to eliminate 

every vestige of earlier ‘pagan’ values and cultures.)  
Curry et al. (Current Anthropology vol. 60, 2019) have 
shown that 60 cultures share seven broad common val-
ues, namely helping kin, helping your group, reciprocat-
ing, being brave, deferring to superiors, dividing disputed 
resources, and respecting prior possession. Similarly, 
Dahlgaard et al (Review of General Psychology, vol. 9, 2005,) 
showed many of those values are shared by all the major 
religions, several of which, such as Athenian culture (Plato, 
Aristotle), predate Christianity.  

The present state of knowledge of human evolution gives 
us a better reason for these shared basic values, than 
stories of Bronze Age nomads in the Middle East or the 
Christian writings of two millennia ago. Humans are pro-
foundly social beings, which places a high selective advan-
tage on co-operation and shared learning.  

Our prodigiously developed brains and language skills 
equip us for empathy and shared experience. Throughout 
our lives our behaviour is approved or disapproved by 
those around us. These forces tend to foster convergence 
on a range of ‘acceptable’ behaviours.  
  
Secular morals are social and based on the premise that 
humans are fundamentally good. This is in contrast to 
Christian morals which are selfish, concerned as they are 
with individual salvation and assume that humans are 
fundamentally bad (‘Original Sin’).  

The assertion that there was no morality before Christ 
simply will not wash. That view is a remnant of Christiani-
ty’s wish to dominate all other world-views.                       q
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