
9 JANUARY 2021  |  THE TABLET  |  15For more features, news, analysis and comment, visit www.thetablet.co.uk

fully informed on the poems and on the flood 
of commentary upon them. These chapters 
of close scrutiny demand a readership well 
versed in Heaney’s work.  

Quinlan shows how an imagined pre-
Christian Ireland plays an important role in 
Heaney’s conceptions of Irish identity. This 
paganism is both a celebration of rural Ireland 
– of light, wind and rain as well as of peat 
bogs and their contents – and also a liberation 
of the poet’s dream-self, distinct from the doc-
trines of the Catholic Church, if not from some 
ritual sites in Ireland. It gradually becomes 
clear the author of this study has himself trav-
elled far from the Irish-Catholic world of his 
youth, and from some Catholic assumptions.  

It is also made clear, by Quinlan’s discrim-
inating mind, one which understands 
orthodoxy and appreciates precision, that 
there is something unsettled and bewildered 
in the combination of a secular/agnostic men-
tality with a fideistic mood in some of Heaney’s 
later poems: poems in which the ageing poet, 
seeing things, clearing things, lightening 
things, can sound as if he is trying to persuade 
himself. These poems are much taken up with 
the death of parents, explorations of possible 
afterlives (Virgil and Dante help him here), 
and with visions and miracles. But around 
these visions there hovers Thomas Hardy’s 
“hoping it might be so”. Compared with these 
explorations, the earlier poems are more 
touchy-feely, sometimes excessively so, but 
at their best they also have more moral weight. 

 
QUINLAN FINALLY tries to evaluate Heaney’s 
true religious position by comparing him with 
a range of writers and thinkers, of whom 
Joyce, T.S. Eliot, Brian Moore and Czeslaw 
Milosz stand out. He sketches fairly and care-
fully the boundaries of Heaney’s position, but 
it eludes final definition. Heaney was a reflect -
ive poet who thought about the role of poetry, 
but not a systematic thinker. 

Many of those who write on Heaney leave 
aside his Catholicism as incidental, but it may 
play a residual part in his appeal. The Catholic 
Church is, not unreasonably, seen by its oppo-
nents as the international bastion of Christian 
belief in the West. Heaney became a repre-
sentative of poetry across the world. His voice 
was heard by some as affected by the shifts 
in the Christian underlay of Western culture. 
These shifts came to Catholics in Ireland sud-
denly and in a big way in Heaney’s lifetime, 
though differently to the minority in the North 
and the majority in the South. There have 
been other Catholic poets in Heaney’s day, 
for example Milosz and the Australian Les 
Murray. But for some reading poetry in 
English, the voice that spoke out of these com-
plexities was that of Seamus Justin Heaney. 

 
Michael Alexander is emeritus professor of 
English at St Andrews University. His many 
books include A History of English Literature; 
and Medievalism: The Middle Ages in Modern 
England. Seamus Heaney and the End of 
Catholic Ireland by Kieran Quinlan is 
published by the Catholic University of 
America Press at £67.50 (Tablet price £60.75).
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Liturgy has been annexed 
to the empire of the robots 
without anyone noticing

R.S. Thomas – poet and 
Anglican priest – was 
known to preach to his 
congregation on the evils 
of fridges, washing 

machines and technology in general. 
After months of lectures on Zoom, 
livestreamed Mass and e-commuting, I’m 
beginning to see his point.  

I didn’t expect to feel such a strong 
animus towards being forced to live 
online. I am, after all, a “digital native”. 
I’m used to my social life relying on a 
smooth wifi connection to function. But I 
suspect that’s exactly why I’m 
instinctively hostile to livestreamed 
Mass. In a world where everything from 
friendships to shopping is relentlessly 
disembodied, the insistent physicality of 
the Mass is a relief.  

Christians have had misgivings about 
technology for a long time. Vincent 
McNabb OP, priest and agrarian utopian, 
refused to take the bus or use a typewriter. 
Wendell Berry, a still-living poet and 
thinker, makes a similar point in refusing 
to use a computer – although he does use 
a typewriter (no doubt McNabb is raising 
an eyebrow at such modernism from the 
hereafter). Pope Gregory XVI banned gas 
lighting from the papal states as an insult 
to the natural order of day and night. And 
R.S. Thomas, peering down at modernity 
from his home in the Welsh mountains, 
saw what he called “The Machine” 
enchanting humanity – as it ate the world.  

One of the key influences on the 
present Pope – the theologian Romano 
Guardini – also had a dark view of the 
mechanisation of society. As early as the 
1940s, he speculated that a culture 
dependent on technology would end up 
subjugating human beings to technology. 
Human history began with the creation 
of tools. Now, Guardini warns, our tools 
create us. And rather than seeing 
ourselves as limited creations, dependent 
on God, on nature and on each other, we 
(mis)understand ourselves as self-created 
beings, reliant only on our own strength. 

I think livestreaming liturgy runs the 
risk of a similar inversion: presenting the 
Mass as a monument to human 
ingenuity, rather than divine love. That’s 
no one’s intention, of course. But – as 
Marshall McLuhan famously said – the 
medium is the message. Ironically the 
internet itself is an illustration of the 
limits of human ingenuity. We have 
digitised relationships: it’s made 
relationships statistically less common. 

We have digitised friendship: loneliness 
is becoming endemic. Apps dedicated to 
enhancing wellbeing proliferate 
ceaselessly – and mental ill health hits 
record highs every successive year. 

All this seems a frank vindication of St 
Augustine. Man, by himself, in all his 
terrific cleverness, inevitably turns 
towards his own ruin and misery. We 
might be, on the whole, a Pelagian species, 
convinced of our own essential goodness. 
But we live in an Augustinian world.  

Another Augustinian theme – the 
unity of the body and soul – is challenged 
by the cyber-inculturation of the Mass. 
The disembodiment of the liturgy – 
which we attend as participants, and not 
as spectators – presents a real issue here. 
Lex orandi, lex credendi: as we pray, we 
believe. Praying the Mass as a collection 
of bodiless intelligences might be suited 
to the angels, but not to human beings. 
Disincarnated religion – the “Fleshless 
Word”, as Edwin Muir called it – might 
be suited to a technologically mediated 
society. But it isn’t Christianity. 

The problem with addressing any of 
these questions is that the liturgy has been 
annexed to the empire of the robots in the 
same way they’ve already taken over 
swathes of our lives: without anyone 
noticing. Visiting Iona on a pilgrimage, I 
looked up at the sky one night. The stars 
above were strikingly bright and 
numerous. For the first time in my life, I 
fully understood the Bible’s many 
references to the stars as heralds of God’s 
presence. And I was unnerved by the 
realisation that we very rarely register their 
absence: in the space of a few generations, 
the abnormal has become normal.  

When my lunch was interrupted the 
next day by two cows enthusiastically 
performing the marital act, I conceded 
that urban life has certain advantages. 
Technology has provided incontestable 
benefits. And livestreaming Mass was 
unavoidable given the circumstances. But 
it strikes me that – as more and more of 
human life is absorbed into the black 
glass of our computer screens – we aren’t 
thinking about it anywhere near hard 
enough. We don’t need to 
preach on the evils of 
fridges to ask difficult 
questions about where 
our love affair with 
machines is taking us. 

 
Madoc Cairns is a graduate student at 
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