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The following paper was supposed to be a draft for a printed contribution to the Journal of the Irish Theological Association. On the 24th of April 2006 I spoke by invitation at their annual conference which was held in Mary Immaculate College in Limerick. I did not pull my punches. In fact I believe that it was as a result of my plain speaking that for the first time ever the proceedings were not subsequently published. I make no apology for the strong position I took. At the conference during a coffee break I met a troubled young man who claimed to have been sexually assaulted by a member of the Roman Catholic priesthood. He felt he had never been able to find justice and that nobody would listen to him. When I returned to Dublin at the end of the weekend I was to discover within a couple of days that this young man had taken his own life in a Limerick hotel. The bitter damage inflicted upon gay people in their “formation”, as the church likes to call it, still continues in Ireland to this day. 

Rough draft for the Irish Theological Association

24 April 2006

I am honored to receive an invitation from the Irish Theological Association to contribute a paper to this important conference on a subject that could not be more relevant in today’s Irish society. I was also chastened and humbled by the calibre of the other contributions, notably those of Bishop Henderson and the Rev. Dr. Enda McDonagh. You will not be surprised however to learn that in my case humility is a temporary phenomenon. Disparaging references have been made to rhetorical bomb throwing and the banging of gongs. I am by nature an intellectual incendiarist and it is rather too late for this leopard to change his spots, so hold fast for a few gongs and grenades.It is not my intention willfully to wound but rather provoke a new understanding, even if in the process some discomfort may be caused to the more traditionally minded. In any case some of you may know of the old adage about the shoe and the foot, in my opinion rather 
a wise saying. It goes along lines like this - if you want to find out if the shoe pinches you ask the foot and not the shoe. Today I am going to give you the perspective of the foot. 

Unlike the late Lord Denning I believe that when we are confronted with an appalling vista it is our moral duty to face the implications of that situation rather than to obfuscate in the hope of a quiet life. It is in my opinion a tragedy that many of the issues I will broach in this paper have not been approached with integrity at the highest levels of the church authorities although there have been some brave attempts by independent minded religious thinkers and social scientists within the various religious groups. Nor should I be taken as being anti Catholic although I vigorously oppose the use of political influence by the Vatican.

Let me at the outset present you with what lawyers would call my locus standi. I am an Anglican, a church going member of the Church of Ireland. However I have in my family tree a Roman Catholic Bishop of the penal period Bishop Delaney and, as I have recently discovered, a kind of half saint - Blessed Brigid Darcy. Indeed my mother’s family name FitzPatrick /MacGiollaPhadaig is a reflection of the story that an ancestor of mine the son of a local chieftain was given by his father to act as a guide to St. Patrick when he arrived on his missionary visit to Ireland. Nor do I revile all Popes, having a devotion for example to that saintly man Pope John XXIII. 

I am also gay. Coincidentally my public coming out occurred in about 1972 during the founding meeting of the Southern Ireland Civil Rights Association which I believe was chaired by one of our contributors at this present conference Rev. Dr. Enda McDonagh. This group was formed to show solidarity with the beleaguered Catholic Nationalist population of Northern Ireland who were suffering discrimination in employment and housing. Subsequently it struck me as a terrible and painful irony that in the 
Roman Catholic archdiocese of New York, the late Cardinal O’Connor, made successful moves to undermine legislation in New York State that would have given precisely these protections to gay people. This attitude has been sustained in recent years by a series of documents emanating from Cardinal Ratzinger which purport to give ethical substance to such discrimination.

At that opening meeting, somewhat irritated by our southern smugness in the Republic which assumed that there could be no kind of discrimination down here at all, I publicly acknowledged my sexual orientation and asked that the sanctions of the criminal law directed against gay men should at least be a matter of concern to a group calling itself the Southern Ireland Civil Rights Association. The initial response from the platform was rather patronizing and I vividly recall being told that the law was a dead letter and that if I minded my Ps and Qs and kept quiet little harm was likely to come to me. However I argued the point and am glad to say that the Southern Ireland Civil Rights Association became the first Irish organization of its kind to include homosexual law reform on its agenda although it never became a campaigning matter for the group.

It is important I think in these discussions to try to imagine the view from the other side of the mirror, something incidentally that as a gay man I have had to do all my life. We are always told that there must be a balance in our approach to these matters. But imagine the following scenario. Thieves break into your home, ransack the place, crap on the carpet, rape your wife and murder the kids. The police arrive; they seek to comfort you by saying “Ah well there’s twos sides to every question”. This appears to be the attitude among even some fairly progressive members of the church towards the historic and continuing violation of the rights of gay people. It is 
naturally one with which I strongly disagree. There are not two sides to injustice, unless by two sides one means the aggressor and the victim. In historical terms gay people at the behest of the churches have, like Jews, been consistently subject to segregation, discrimination, abuse and murderous violence. It is scarcely logical to blame the victims for this although it is frequently done.

I am not a theologian. I am a thinking person who strives to maintain a belief in God and in particular in the person of Jesus Christ. I do however firmly believe that the single most important theological proposition is the principle of positive doubt. One must be humble when confronting the idea of divinity. No one, and I mean no one, not the Pope, not the Grand Ayatollah, not the Chief Rabbi of Israel, not the Archbishop of Canterbury, nor the Imperial Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan knows if God exists with the same clarity and certainty that one knows even the trivial details of yesterdays news. Yet religious groups all over the world presume to read the mind of God with sometimes astonishingly contradictory results. It is moreover extraordinary to note the degree with which the mind of God is in each instance a reflection of the human reality of those who are doing the mind reading. It is I believe important to analyse critically these bland, self serving and comfortable moral pretensions. It is also helpful not to accept without question the usual anodyne statements about human rights. The statement that all persons are born equal is an obvious lie. Nevertheless this does not mean that we are absolved from the moral obligation to seek to provide in as far as possible equal opportunities for all. 

Religious authorities of all kinds and from time immemorial have played a prominent role in the area of human sexuality although this role has invariably been one of control rather than compassion. Similarly political authorities have cynically used religious prejudice against minorities for political gain. One recent classical example of this has been the cynical and amoral exploitation of religious prejudice by Karl Rove in a recent US Presidential election where he drew religious fundamentalists, who might not otherwise have voted, out of their seclusion with the bait of the threat of purported gay marriage legislation. 

Homosexual behaviour is as old as the human race. This can be seen from very early texts such as the Epic of Gilgamesh. The first real proscriptions against this behaviour originated with the Old Testament Jews. Of course their views as expressed in various codes were understandable in the circumstances of the time. That understanding moreover would help us to see how important is the notion of historicity. They were surrounded by stronger cultures such as the Egyptian and Greek civilizations which not only endorsed homosexual behaviour themselves, but even permitted a similar license to their gods. Therefore the children of Israel distinguished themselves from their stronger cultural neighbours by a very different and narrower view of human sexuality. This was a cultural thing. They also as a nomadic tribe were reliant upon the production of male offspring in order to defend their resources. Their attitude thus became not unlike that of Macbeth “Bring forth men children only”. In the Old Testament it is found in an injunction to the people to “Go forth and multiply”. 

This injunction has now been so enthusiastically obeyed that the planet is in danger of dying from it. The world population crisis is the biggest single problem underlying all others which confront this planet today. In fact the population of the planet has more than doubled since I did my Leaving Certificate. If God were to give an pronouncement in this area today it would more likely be along the lines of – “Mission (or emission), accomplished, now for My sake tie a knot in it”. This however does not prevent the major religious denominations from still regarding procreation as one of the defining characteristics of marriage. This leaves out of the equation situations such as that confronting the victims of Dr. Neary, infertile couples, or expressions of  sexuality after child bearing age. Indeed the attitude of some of the main Christian churches in approaching marriage appears to have more in common with animal husbandry than with moral theology. 

To return to the historical perspective, the strong input of religion can be determined by examination of the terms used in legislation to describe the 
sexual act between males i.e. buggery and sodomy. Buggery came from the middle French boulgre or Bulgarian because medieval Popes accused the Albigensian Heretics who originated in Bulgaria of what they regarded as unnatural sexual practices. As a result of this in 1209 the entire town of Beziers in the south of France with its many thousand of inhabitants, men women and children were mercilessly put to the sword on the order of the Vatican. This was on foot of accusations of sodomical practices. When the local commander appealed to Rome suggesting that perhaps women and children at least might be spared, the response was terse, “Put them all to sword. God will recognize his own”. This scarcely suggests a very high ethical standard.  

Interestingly in direct parallel with the attacks upon homosexual behaviour there were strikingly similar attitudes and laws enacted against the Jews. Indeed there is scope for a scholarly analysis of the virtually simultaneous development of anti gay and anti Semitic laws especially from the time of the early Christian emperor’s right up to the Nazis. Himmler published not only racial hygiene laws against the Jews but sexual hygiene laws against gay people. Moreover gay people with their pink triangles, were like the Jews, a specific target group for the Nazis. Gay people in their thousands were among the first groups to be targeted, confined, experimented upon, tortured and exterminated. It would take the ironic genius of Jonathan Swift to comment upon the remarks made by the Commandant of Auschwitz Rudolph Hoess who having observed the behaviour of homosexual prisoners commented that in almost all cases their perversion was so established that even in the camps they formed relationships with each other and then if one of the pair were to die, the other almost inevitably pined away and joined him in death. 
Unintentionally this beast of a man thus paid tribute to the divine spark of love within all mankind. Shockingly when I attended a meeting of the executive of the International Gay Association in the northern Italian town of Torre Pellice in Italy some twenty years ago I learnt of the subsequent fate of some of these victims. I asked one of their representatives why unlike the Jews they did not appear to have taken action for compensation against the German government after the war. I was horrified to be told that indeed they had. However instead of compensation the democratically elected government of West Germany presided over a system which saw them return to jail to complete the sentences they had received under the Hitler regime. 

This is among the reasons that I have said publicly that in the case of the then Cardinal Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict the XVI, I will not accept moral instruction from any person who wore a swastika on his armband while people like myself were being put into the ovens at Auschwitz. It is continually asserted by Vatican spin doctors that membership of the Hitler Youth was compulsory. This is not so. I know this not only from my own German acquaintances but have also confirmed it within the last year by contacting the German Embassy. Indeed the Pope himself  made clear, in one of his rare references to this period of his life, that the reason he joined the Hitler Youth was so as not to be educationally disadvantaged in his studies for the priesthood. This is perhaps understandable and is certainly a practical approach but it is scarcely at the highest level of morality. 

This puts into context the constant vitriolic attacks on gay people that issue from this Pope, or did do when he was in his role as Grand Inquisitor. He has repeatedly attacked the rights of gay people in employment, housing and respect for their committed relationships and employed the language of hatred – “objectively evil”, “intrinsically disordered” etc. the Vatican even 
allowed the Spanish hierarchy to go unreprimanded when, in dealing with the political issue of the recognition of gay relationships, they described such practices as “a virus”. This is nothing other than the language of Heinrich Himmler. It is also extraordinary and ironic that those very persons and groups who used to decry gay people for being promiscuous, now turn round and attack them for wanting to develop and have recognized stable relationships. 

When I wrote about this in an article in the Evening Herald the newspaper was deluged with abuse. However I telephoned the Editor and asked for a two page spread in order to expand upon this situation which I then did. It was quite intimidating to be met by the shower of abusive and often obscene messages which greeted the publication. However in the middle of this a very decent young man, always obliging, always cheerful, always helpful who I had not even realized was gay came to me and said “Do not be put off. You must continue to say these things. I was 19 when I was in the Church and I heard one of Ratzinger’s statements read out. I went home and attempted to kill myself. Only my mother found me in time I would now be dead. You owe it to other young people like me to expose this evil.” 

Moreover even though an attempt might be made to provide biblical support for some of these views, what has been universially lacking in these attempts is a sense of historicity. Many people have argued that even the most literary minded of fundamentalist Christians are prepared to be quite a la carte in their interpretation of the Levitican Code when it suits them. It is  telling to recall that twenty or more years ago a very distinguished biblical scholar the Jesuit Dr. John McNeill completed and published perhaps the most authoritative work so far in the area of the scholarly interpretation of the moral attitude towards same sex behaviour in the Bible especially the Old Testament. 
The story of its publication is instructive. McNeill applied for permission to publish the book which was granted by the Church authorities. However the minute it was successful they realized their mistake, attempted to have it withdrawn and silenced McNeill. So much for the much vaunted dialogue of which both this Pope and his predecessor have so dishonestly spoken. A question of moral responsibility is also involved.  One must bear in mind the example of the late Enoch Powell MP. When he made his infamous Rivers of Blood speech in Wolverhampton, he may well, as a brilliant academic have been able to provide some arcane justification in professorial terms for his words. However there is no doubt that he was morally responsible for the outbreak of Paki bashing that followed. I can here attest as a leader of all the significant gay organizations operating in Ireland over a period of many years that every time such pronouncements were made there was a consistent increase in the incidents of gay bashing. 

Returning once more to the historical perspective - homosexual behaviour was regarded as a sin according to the ecclesiastical courts until the early 1530s when Henry the VIII took control of the monasteries and coincidentally of the ecclesiastical courts which pronounced on matters such as sodomy. It was thus merely a matter of historical accident that in the English speaking world homosexual behaviour made the transition from sin to crime. Curiously however this situation did not extend to Ireland for over a hundred years. By the 1630s Bishop John Atherton Anglican Bishop of the Diocese of Waterford and Lismore discovered this loop hole and decided to exploit it in a “save Ireland from sodomy campaign”. In this he was successful and the Act was extended to Ireland. With a delicious irony however Bishop Atherton who had alienated many people in his campaign was accused of the very crime he had helped legislatively to create. He was found guilty of sodomical practices with his Tithe Proctor and subsequently taken and hanged by the neck until he was dead in December 1637 in Dublin. 

Thus came into being the basis of the legislation which I eventually managed to challenge successfully in the European Court. The precise items of legislation involved were the 1861 Offences Against the Person Act and the La bouchere Amendment of 1885. Many people were shocked to discover that under Section 11 of the Offences Against the Person Act a gay man could be sent to jail for ten years for private consensual sexual activity with another male whether in public or in private. However this was in fact a liberalizing Statute, which in 1881 reduced the penalty from death, the last such sentence having been carried out some fifty years previously. The 1885 Act was introduced by Henry La Bouchere a former friend and business associate of Oscar Wilde without debate in Westminister after a late night debate as an adjunct to a bill to which it had no clear connection. This came to be known as The Blackmailers Charter as it criminalized without definition any act of gross indecency between males, leaving criminality to be assessed in terms of case law and precedent. 

Some of the precedents were to say the least unusual, as for example one notorious situation in the early 1950s when two RAF airmen were convicted on the basis that they had looked at each other lasciviously. In Wilde’s case an atheistic wife abuser - the Marquess of Queensberry - succeeded in destroying Wilde having him sent to jail, bankrupting him and causing the sale of his  home. So much for family values. The most poignant ricochet from this case that I have come across is a bill of sale for Wilde’s home at Tite Street the last item of which is listed as “one bundle children’s toys, 6 pence”. How this can have been construed as defending the family is beyond me. But then I often find heterosexual logic difficult to follow. For example, one of the judges who held against me in the Supreme Court case, within a year gave a legal determination in a case of nullity in which he maintained that no valid marriage had existed because of the homosexuality of the male 
spouse. It strikes me as odd that a judge who on the one hand had signed a judgment indicating that the retention of the criminal law was necessary in order to coerce gay people into marriage, could within a year discover that those self same marriages were in fact invalid because of the husband’s homosexuality. So much for respect for the homosexual person. 

In fairness, as my Fianna Fail friends often say, I have to pay tribute to two very decent Roman Catholic priests who gave evidence at the original trial in the High Court. One was the sociologist and statistician Dr. Michéal Mcgréil SJ  and the other was Dr. Joseph O’Leary a very brilliant young theologian. I well recall the pugnacious expression on the face of the Government’s Counsel as he addressed Dr. O’Leary saying “Do you mean to sit there Dr. O’Leary in your roman collar and tell me that you think it is natural and not a sin for one man to perform the act of buggery upon another”. His use of the word natural is interesting. There is no doubt it comes from Christian theology and the Christian world view. Under any ordinary meaning of the word homosexual behaviour is now known to be completely natural. To quote the American scientist Professor Wainwright Churchill “Homosexual behaviour exists throughout the mammalian order increasing in frequency and complexity as one ascends the phylogenetic scale”. Senior researchers in the 1930s such as Margaret Meade and Ford and Beach discovered that among primitive peoples homosexual behaviour is acknowledged and to some extent at least institutionalized in well over 60 percent of such societies. It is therefore difficult to sustain an argument that such behaviour is unnatural unless one is using the word natural in a highly specialized sense. The Church had of course already decided that this was a crime against nature and also found that it conflicted with what is described as natural law in theology. 

Here I have to utter a warning to theologians. Ordinary people are getting very tired of a use of language that is selective, specialized and remote from their experience. If the language of theological debate inverts the meaning of 
perfectly ordinary words in order to mystify the citizen then theology itself is in trouble. Of course this is all part of a further power play. I know perfectly well that whoever controls a language system can win any argument that is conducted within it. It is largely for this reason that I treat all statements from the Vatican now as political in content rather than spiritual. 

The logic of this can clearly be seen from the extraordinary announcement by the Vatican that all Roman Catholic politicians were to vote against human rights legislation for gay people. This came about specifically in terms of the legal recognition of gay unions. Cardinal Ratzinger indeed produced an entire document on this point. I am one of a small number of people in Ireland from the general public who have read this document in detail. I subjected it to a rigorously analytical scrutiny and published the results in the Irish Times. The intellectual content of the Cardinal’s paper which was full of bluster, bullying, bland assertion and logical inconsistency would be a disgrace to a first year student when I was a teacher in Trinity. Interestingly not a single squeak was uttered from the establishment in defence of the Vatican either in an answering article or in the letters column of the Irish Times in which it was published. It continues to amaze me that Cardinal Ratzinger has acquired the reputation as a man of intellectual substance, although it is perhaps understandable in the light of the fact that he has managed to diminish, dismiss, silence or exile from their employment virtually all of his intellectual and moral superiors within the Church. 

Not only historicity but history itself should come into play here. Professor John Boswell of Harvard University actually unearthed convincing evidence 
for the existence of a specific rituals for the blessing of same sex unions in the early Church among the extensive archive in the Vatican itself. So much for the weary old joke about God creating Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve. In any case if God didn’t create Steve who did?  

In preparation for the High Court case I attempted to contact the Irish hierarchy through the then Archbishop of Dublin to see if they wished to put forward their point of view or appoint a spokesman, as I preferred to have them stating their case in court rather than by the usual more surreptitious  means. Strangely even registered letters appeared not to arrive. I phoned Archbishop’s Palace in Drumcondra only to be met by evasion and so eventually called around and delivered a letter by hand. By subsequent telephone call I was informed that the Church did not intervene in specific cases. 

Ultimately of course we did prevail in the European Court of Human Rights. I have to say that I was proud as an Irishman in Seanad Eireann listening to the Minister Maire Geoghegan Quinn introducing reform of the criminal law. She was faced by mean minded opposition amendments attempting to introduce a discriminatory age of consent just in order to make gay people feel that they were second class citizens. She said something that should have been quite obvious but in the circumstances of the day seemed remarkable i.e. that as a Minister of Justice in an Irish Government she would require clear factual and cogent reasons to introduce a measure of discrimination against any Irish citizen”. As such reasons had not been provided she would not do so. 

This victory lead on to a subsequent battle to establish full civil rights for gay citizens in the area of recognition of relationships, taxation issues etc. With regard to the question of the recognition of gay relationships, as early as 1967 in the Review of the Constitution conducted under Declan Costello 
the committee had gone out of their way in dealing with the question of marriage to rule out any possibility of marriage involving same sex couples. What was strange about this was that such a matter should have been on the agenda at all in 1967 even if only by negation.   

I did manage through the Senate, using the debate on the Finance Bill, to persuade the Minister to provide for a more lenient taxation regime in inheritance matters for couples gay or straight outside marriage. This followed on an extreme case which was brought to my notice by a constituent. In this an elderly gay couple in Cork had been severely penalized. The older partner was in his 70s the younger in his 60s. The older man contacted Parkinson’s Disease and being a caring spouse decided to put their home (which in fact had been his own birth place) into the name of the younger man. Tragically however the younger partner got cancer and died leaving the older one facing a very large bill for the privilege of continuing to live in his own home. Thus he was confronted not only with his increasing age, difficulties with his disease and the grieving process but also with a State-induced financial disaster. This was not about sex, or indeed the plumbing aspects of the sexuality of gay relationships upon which the “Christian” right loves to dwell, but about decency, fairness and justice. No one could doubt the gross unfairness of this. 

When I raised the matter in the Senate, far from ridicule I was met on all sides by similar stories involving heterosexual people. It was this that made me determined in framing my partnership bill to address not just the sectional interest of the gay community, but the issue in its entirety, which involved also heterosexual couples in committed relationships outside marriage. This view was further strengthened by a case that was given wide publicity on the Joe Duffy show on radio within the last year. A young woman came on air and told how she had lived for a number of years in 
great happiness with a man outside marriage. He died suddenly. His family were sweet as pie to her until after the funeral when they moved in, cleared out the bank accounts, evicted her from the house and even went so far as to hire a garage hand to hotwire the couples car. She was not an aggressive person but even she had had enough. She went to a solicitor only to be told that despite their years of cohabitation in the eyes of the law she was a stranger to her partner and had no rights whatever. 

On the 16th February 2005 I introduced in Seanad Eireann my Civil Partnership Bill 2004. In this bill as I stated in the Explanatory Memorandum that accompanied it, I deliberately avoided the use of the word marriage. This was for two reasons. Firstly I have never thought it practical to engage in unnecessary battles. I suspected that as has subsequently been proven true in Britain, in for example the press coverage surrounding the legal commitment of Sir Elton John to his male partner, popular usage would in any case describe the registration of their relationships as marriage. In addition to this I saw no reason to provoke the churches or indeed to preempt any debate which they might have internally. I have always believed in the separation of Church and State. But this works both ways. If one holds that it is wrong in almost every circumstance for the Church to interfere with the business of the State it is also clearly wrong for the State to interfere except in exceptional circumstances with the business of the Church. The churches place a sacramental value on the institution of marriage. At least for the present the major churches do not wish to extend  sacramental blessing to same sex relationships or indeed to relationships of any kind outside marriage. On the other hand, as I have frequently said, I have noticed over the last few years priests of various denominations blessing bombs, warships, tractors and pets. As far as I am concerned if they 
are prepared to bless goldfish, it wouldn’t burst them to bless a couple of dykes while they were at it, and in any case how do they know the goldfish weren’t lesbian? According to the scientific evidence of Professor Wainwright Churchill they may well have been. And with goldfish its practically impossible to tell. They all look – well, goldfishy. 
The governing clause of the bill I placed before the Seanad was section 6 which attributed to the registered partnership all the tangible legal benefits that flow from the recognition of marriage. It has been suggested by some including (although now I am glad to say much more tentatively) the Minister for Justice Michael McDowell TD that such a provision could be held to be unconstitutional on the basis that it undermined marriage. However many other senior legal figures including learned counsel consulted by the Law Reform Commission have stated quite clearly that such a bill could only be held to undermine marriage if it presumed to give to the new institution greater status and protection than that afforded to marriage. 

The debate in Seanad Eireann was conducted in a civilized way and virtually all participants acknowledged the need for some degree of recognition for same sex couples and those outside marriage in committed relationships. There were however a few irritants. A case for example was proposed by Senator Martin Mansergh, who considers himself to be prominent in the Church of Ireland and others, that legislation should be extended to cover a variety of other non sexual, non marital relationships. In extreme circumstances this extended according to some debaters down even apparently to that of a man and his pet dog. That is why I described it in the Senate as the moral equivalent of a dog license. I found this to be yet another 
insulting attempt to define people like myself into second class citizenships. I will have none of this. I demand the respect due to me as a human being and to which lip service is so prominently paid by those who like Senator Mansergh liberally quote the Proclamation of 1916 and its commitment to “cherish all the children of the nation equally”.

That there is need for such legislation in terms of the social good is by now perfectly clear. However as far as gay people are concerned in Ireland under this present Government matters have been travelling backwards at an alarming pace. For example the Government established an Equality Authority and an Equality Tribunal. About two years ago a male gay couple employed in the transport industry were denied the travelling privileges accorded to both married persons and heterosexual partners outside marriage. The Equality Tribunal found unequivocally in their favour. Nevertheless instead of addressing the injustice thus revealed by one of its own agencies the Government in the person of Minister for Social Welfare Mary Coughlan moved to consolidate the discrimination by introducing legislation redefining the term spouses in order specifically to exclude gay people and discriminate against them. This was part of the same package as the savage sixteen cuts. I opposed all of them including very successfully discrimination against widows. In this I received a lot of support and a good deal of media coverage. However there was once more silence on the discrimination against gay people. 

Despite all this at a recent conference in the Law Society it was made clear by all speakers, including some like Professor William Binchy from a conservative Catholic background, that there is no doubt that legislation for partnership rights is coming inevitably. The only question, the audience was told, was whether it would be imposed as part of European legislation or whether we will have the self respect as a nation to deal with the issue for 
ourselves. Moreover recent opinion polls such as that conducted by the  Examiner newspaper, demonstrate quite clearly that the public mood is overwhelmingly in support of this kind of legislation. I have in fact had a series of recent meetings with both the Taoiseach Bertie Ahern and the Minister for Justice Michael McDowell T.D. on this issue.  From these meetings it is clear to me that the Government is preparing to enact legislation. Although it was also indicated to me that while the legislative basis may be agreed before the election it is highly unlikely that legislation would come to the Oireachtas before the next election. Naturally I very much hope that it would be my own bill that would succeed, but I await with interest the Government’s proposal. 

Lest it be thought that my arguments in this paper are directed entirely against the Roman Catholic establishment let me point out that this is not the case. There has been a fraught debate within the Anglican Church especially since the consecration as Bishop of the Episcopal Church in the US of the Rev. Dr. Gene Robinson. In this controversy Archbishop Peter Akinola of Nigeria for example has used inflammatory language at least as hateful as that employed by the Pope. However nobody is prepared apparently to describe him as he is - an ignorant beast because (a) he is black and (b) he controls by far the largest diocese in the Anglican Communion. This demonstrates both a complete moral failure on the part of the Church and also a species of inverted racism. 

Nor is such authoritarianism confined to the Christian Churches. I was made aware late last year of the case of two Iranian youths aged about 16 and 17 respectively. They had been engaged in a friendship that became sexual. The religious police were informed and the youths arrested. They were held in prison for many months, savagely beaten and at the end of that time taken out to a public square, humiliated in front of their community and slowly strangled by being hung from a crane mounted on the back of a lorry. 

I pray every Sunday for the peace of the souls of these two poor young lads. Imagine their situation. In the social context of Iran it is highly unlikely that they even had the comfort of thinking of themselves as gay martyrs. Frightened, ashamed, publicly disgraced, they were murdered by their own people. I am not sufficiently Christian to wish forgiveness either for the executioners or for their hypocritical masters. Instead I wish for them the torment of realizing fully the blasphemy against man, God and decency that they have committed. We are far from that thank God in Ireland. I shall continue to fight for full civil and human rights for all peoples on this island. In the words of Edith Piaf’s wonderful song “J’en ai le Droit d’Aimer”, despite the cruel laws of man I have (and claim) the right to love and to have that love fully respected.   

