
PATRICK DOYLE AND SARAH RODDY

Money, Death, and Agency in Catholic Ireland,
1850–1921

Abstract

Between the end of the Great Famine and the end of the union with Britain, the
Irish Catholic Church was almost exclusively funded by ordinary lay people. This
article examines the financial relationship between clergy and laity, focusing on
payments related to death. In doing so, it argues three main points. First, it sug-
gests that previous conceptions of lay people coerced into giving their money to
the church are too simplistic and deny the complex agency of the people of many
social classes who gave the money. Second, it argues that using the financial
transactions of ordinary people gives historians a much-needed methodology for
recovering lives about which the archives are otherwise silent. Third, it posits that
the mediation of faith through money, specifically, must be added to the growing
body of work on “material religion.”

Introduction

The Catholic Church’s accumulation of wealth in post-famine, pre-indepen-
dence Ireland was considerable. Hundreds of elaborate and expensive churches,
cathedrals, seminaries, and convents constructed in this period stand today as
visible proof of that fact. This is to say nothing of the day-to-day financial sup-
port, via biannual “dues,” sacramental fees, and other payments, that supported
the thousands of religious personnel who worked in these buildings.1 Almost all
of this money was given by ordinary lay people within a “voluntary,” rather than
legally mandated, tithed system. As the historian Emmet Larkin has shown, the
economic strength it produced was a key reason for the church’s domination of
Irish life from the late nineteenth-century “devotional revolution” to the late
twentieth century.2 The church benefited from a new, post-famine economic re-
ality: Ireland now had an increasingly cash-based, rather than subsistence, econ-
omy and experienced vast rates of overseas migration and therefore received
plentiful cash remittances. For all of these reasons, living standards rose among
all classes of those who remained in Ireland.3 Yet the financial relationship be-
tween clergy and laity provoked much contemporary comment. Writers of fic-
tion, journalism, and travel literature questioned how a people who in their eyes
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still looked impoverished paid for the expanded church.4 Many concluded that
the money had been “extracted from a lean peasantry” by a priesthood that con-
tained too many with a “love of money.”5

Historians have, in less polemical terms, tended to affirm this characteriza-
tion of an extractive priesthood and a subject laity.6 Traditional conceptions
paint the priest-parishioner relationship in terms of an uneven, conditional au-
thority. Priests’ capacity to lead their congregations in most aspects of life, even
if sometimes “only in the direction in which the people wanted to go,” has been
the primary focus.7 As Ciaran O’Neill has well noted, this concentration on the
clergy has obscured discussion of the Catholic laity and their motivations.8

Recent work rightly shifts the focus to ordinary people. Historian Cara Delay
and sociologist Eugene Hynes are among those who have documented pockets
of often violent lay resistance to clerical authority, particularly in social matters,
by variously uncovering some lay people’s use of both harsh words and deeds to
contain and qualify priestly power.9 This exposure of a form of antagonistic lay
agency, based on close archival work, is an important corrective to an earlier
narrative of blanket conformity. Clearly, some lay people, when confronted with
clerical authority, did not mutely defer to it. Yet this reassertion of the agency of
the lay person must prompt us to reexamine old notions of why the laity con-
tributed such large sums of money to their priests. Glib assumptions about cleri-
cal coercion or bourgeois pursuit of social capital, consciously or not, have a
tendency to echo precisely the kind of politicized, critical commentary made at
the time. In these interpretations, the laity, poor though they may have been,
handed over cash to the church in such vast amounts either because priests
somehow compelled them into doing so or simply because it bought them some
facet of church-sanctioned social status or respectability.10

The problem with these explanations is that they wrench agency from those
who gave the cash and divorce the economic interaction from its religious con-
text. The shift of historical analysis from an institutional level to one focused at
the microlevel of individuals has presented a more nuanced understanding of
the lives of those who worshipped within the Catholic faith in Ireland. Yet the
focus on individual resistance of religious authority by this literature underplays
an important aspect of the history of power and agency in modern Ireland.
Closer examination of interpersonal relations between nineteenth-century Irish
Catholics—especially those between laity and clergy—shows the nuanced ways
in which individuals provided voluntary and often enthusiastic financial support
for the church.

This article therefore proposes that we think of the economic relationship
between priest and people using different rubrics. First, we must acknowledge
the concept, increasingly put forward by scholars of “emotional capitalism,” that
there is no isolated, rational, economic realm nor a separate, pure, moral realm
of religion.11 Rather, what Durkheim termed the sacred and the profane are im-
bricated in each other and coexist and interweave in lives as actually lived.
Second, in thinking about the economic links between a congregation and its
priest, the work of the economic sociologist Viviana Zelizer proves especially en-
lightening. In essence, Zelizer argues that relationships dictate both the amount
and format of money exchanged. In this view, money does not create and shape
the relationship; it merely confirms the existing definition of the social connec-
tion.12 She further asserts that individuals “earmark” money for particular
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purposes: money, then, is not a single, impersonal instrument, which rationalizes
or even taints human interaction, but is something shaped by and incorporated
into social relationships in multiple and different ways.13 Finally, Zelizer argues
that financial transactions have “negotiated meanings” for those on either side
of the exchange—both parties need not see them in the same way for the trans-
action to be of mutual benefit.14

Taking these two sets of premises together, this article argues that for lay
Catholics of all classes in nineteenth-century Ireland, giving money to the
church could be just as much an exercise of agency as was not giving money or
objecting to giving money. By studying monetary donations within a religious
context, we illuminate the variety of ways in which money punctuated the mun-
dane expression of Irish Catholics’ faith. At one level, this might suggest a unify-
ing experience in which all parishioners habitually gifted money to the church.
However, as we show, the archival traces that remain paint a highly differenti-
ated portrait of how believers used individual donations to express their faith,
social and communal identities, and class status. What must be borne in mind at
all times is that, following Zelizer’s logic, money exchanged in clergy-laity rela-
tionships had meaning for both sides but not always the same meaning. While it
is tempting to make assumptions about donor motivation based on the injunc-
tions of clergy to donate, we demonstrate that quite different intentions behind
payments to the church can often be divined through the context and condi-
tions attached to them. Hence, in exploring the seemingly esoteric realm of
church finance, non-elite agency, normally so elusive in the historical record,
can be brought to life.15

A normative definition of agency suggests that, “At its most visible, social
structure can be said to operate through domination, and human agency through
resistance. This resistance is not usually manifested in the form of open rebellion
but can take a number of less dramatic forms.”16 We contend, along with
Cornelia Hughes Dayton, that those “less dramatic forms” can encompass non-
elite actions that are not necessarily subversive of power structures.17 The
agency of “ordinary people”—that is, people not normally thought of as having
power, such as women, racial or other minorities, the working class, or those
lower down the social scale—is not necessarily expressed only, or even primarily,
in actions that explicitly reject the status quo and their place within it. This
needs to be understood if we are not to, first, deny ordinary people in the past
their part in helping to create that status quo or, second, in the frequent absence
of their voices coming through clearly in the archive, deny them complex inner
lives. Non-elite actors related to authority in multiple, different ways, for multi-
ple, different reasons. Bequeathing money might denote an apparent acquies-
cence under the authority of the church. However, understanding more clearly
what the act represented to the donor—often a woman and often a person of
relatively little means—can show how that person had in fact found a way to
express their influence through faith-based action.

Lastly, our methodology of “following the money” to uncover insights into
non-elite lives needs to be highlighted. The financial records of institutions are
dry documents, often ignored by modern historians, but they frequently contain
the only archival trace that many ordinary people left. This is particularly true
for Ireland where engagement with the state’s administrative infrastructure
could be patchy. Yet church archives contain a rich reservoir of (mostly
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English-language) sources offering insight into the economic lives of clergy and
parishioners, including correspondence, receipts, wills, ledgers, and account
books. As early modern scholars have argued, such economic sources can pro-
vide vivid glimpses into the rich social lives people led in the past and can be
read as a form of life-writing.18 The financial transactions recorded in church
archives, we argue, were two-way interactions weighted with meaning for both
parties. These often occurred within intimate social relationships and demon-
strated forms of agency on the part of those who gave the money, which, in the
Irish case, allows us to move away from simplistic notions of clerical manipula-
tion and begin instead to analyze a much more complicated, symbiotic relation-
ship between clergy and laity. In a wider sense, modern social and cultural
historians’ deeper engagement with financial records as a way into lives other-
wise lost to history ought to be encouraged: reading what appear to be purely
quantitative sources qualitatively can enhance our understandings of the often-
elusive people whose transactions they record.

While multiple forms of financial transactions between priests and people
might be examined in this context, in this article we will focus on the various
economic exchanges concerning death. Irish death cultures have their own
growing literature,19 but the monetary customs and rituals surrounding death are
especially illuminating for our purposes. This is because, first, in the context of
an unavoidable life cycle event, they funneled considerable amounts of money
from the laity to the church, and, second, legal matters surrounding them throw
further light on the issue.20 Although many of these transactions were ostensibly
governed by the church’s own regulations, canon law was often in conflict with
civil law. In any case, there was no clear, codified, and universally applicable
version of the former until 1917. For most of the period under review, canon
law “resembled an ancient ruin buried beneath the drifting sands and accumu-
lated debris of a thousand years”21 and was, as a result, wide open to local inter-
pretation. Attempts to legislate financial transactions surrounding Catholic
death, whether canonically or civilly, can therefore reveal priests’ and peoples’
assumptions about money and faith and provide evidence of the different mean-
ings attached to different transactions. Likewise, the span of time we cover here
and the regional nature of church governance make for a variety of transactions,
although our essential argument that different forms of lay agency can be recov-
ered through these transactions holds true across them all. The article begins by
investigating the nature of economic exchanges between priests and people at
the deathbed and then explores the implications of “funeral offerings,” before fi-
nally addressing the power of the dead as expressed through the inclusion of
Mass bequests in last wills and testaments. Each of these transactions, we argue,
reveals a particular form of agency being enacted on the part of the donors: indi-
vidual agency, communal agency, and the agency of the dead.

The Death Bed and Individual Agency

Deathbeds could be contested places in nineteenth-century Ireland.
Emotional near-death conversions and sentimental scenes of religious prepara-
tion at the end of life, with the priest at their core, were familiar tropes of
Catholic and particularly Irish-American literature.22 These are part of what an-
thropologist Lawrence Taylor has identified as the attempted “capturing” of
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death by the Irish Catholic Church during the devotional revolution, which in-
volved the suppression of the wilder excesses of traditional “wakes” and the
recontextualization of death as a church-centered, clergy-led, set of rituals.23 But
the Catholic bedside was also the scene, contemporary critics alleged, of the fi-
nancial machinations of an avaricious priesthood. According to this line of argu-
ment, finagling priests exploited their position at sick- and deathbeds as an
opportunity to influence the ill, the vulnerable, and the not-of-sound-mind to
hand over more of their wealth to the church than would otherwise have been
the case. The ubiquity of this trope cannot be exaggerated and formed a fixture
of anti-Catholic sentiment. The passage of the Charitable Donations and
Bequests Act by Westminster in 1844, an ostensibly pro-Catholic piece of legis-
lation, which legalized the leaving of money to the church, reinforced this im-
pression. In particular, the provision that invalidated bequests made within
three months of the death was “viewed by the bishops as an obvious attack on
the integrity of the Catholic clergy,” with its implication that they preyed upon
the dying layperson.24 The greedy deathbed priest became a more obvious target
for anti-Catholic opprobrium at the turn of the century, as the wealth of the
church, symbolized by its vastly expanded infrastructure, became more visible.25

The prolific anticlerical author Michael McCarthy claimed, perhaps not entirely
inaccurately, that “It is at the deathbed priests acquire the bulk of their means.”
More contentiously, he continued, “They have exceptional facilities for acquir-
ing accurate information about the finances of their penitents. They exercise pe-
culiar influence over elderly spinsters and widows.”26

McCarthy’s allegation of “peculiar influence” assumes an uneven relation-
ship between the priest and the would-be testator and has tended to be uncriti-
cally accepted by historians of the lay-clerical financial relationship. Emmet
Larkin, in rightly noting that legacies and bequests formed an important part of
the church’s income, highlights the case of the elderly Misses Hamill of Belfast,
two spinsters who in 1906 found themselves with a hundred thousand pounds
worth of assets at their disposal, no family to leave it to, and an evidently strong
Catholic faith. They were, Larkin notes, the subject of competing charm offen-
sives from various clergymen, both regular and secular, in subsequent years. Yet,
unseemly though the wrangling among clergy for the Hamill sisters’ attention
surely was, Larkin misses a key point about the women’s own conduct in the
matter. As relayed by the bishop of Down and Connor, a cleric seeking to gain
their legacy, the sisters secured through his efforts a personal dispensation from
the pope which allowed Mass to be said in their domestic oratory. Then, to the
bishop’s disappointment, they cast him aside in favor of other religious suitors
and, one must presume, leveraged further favors from them.27 Though the
bishop (and Larkin) strongly imply that internal competition between various
clergy for the women’s patronage was fierce, clearly, the power in this transac-
tion was not all on the church’s side. The Hamill sisters were quite willing and
able to play the transaction to their personal and religious advantage.

Nor was lay agency reserved for the incredibly wealthy. People with far
fewer means also had such encounters. For example, in 1857 as he lay dying and
reportedly “in full use of his reason,” Pat Connolly, a police subconstable in
Rosslea, County Fermanagh, put twenty pounds into the hands of Fr. James
Donnelly, his parish priest, asking that the money be kept in trust for his infant
daughter. The transaction was witnessed and signed off by Connolly’s wife, her
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brother, and another policeman, and the money was deposited in a bank. It is
important to note that many sick- and deathbed transactions detailed in the
archives have an ostensible duality about their possible interpretation. It would
be easy to paint the priest’s role here as conforming to McCarthy’s predatory
characterization. Fr. Donnelly’s rebuffing of the subsequent efforts of Connolly’s
distressed widow to draw down some of the money in 1859 can seem a further
example of overweening clerical authority. The priest, having sought counsel
from certain local members of the laity, loaned Mrs. Connolly five pounds and,
noting his dismay that the loan was never paid back, refused her further cash
when she requested it. Yet even though this incident was certainly relayed by
the priest in a tone that suggested an uncaring attitude toward the widow, his
behavior, in another interpretation, merely exercised the express will of her hus-
band, who when alive had not seen fit, for whatever reason, to leave that partic-
ular sum of money in her care.28 The priest, as he later noted, “got at sundry
times great annoyance about the money” and did not benefit from it personally
in any respect over the years he controlled the trust.29 Thus, the deathbed could
be as much a site of creating financial and administrative obligations for priests
at the behest of the dying, as it was, in McCarthy’s monochrome view, a place
where priests “took their money.”30

Nonetheless, relatives and others disappointed with their inheritances
tended to agree with McCarthy’s charge of improper clerical influence at the
deathbed. This does much to explain its appeal as an explanation for the high
level of religious bequests in the entire period in our scope. The role of some
priests who helped to draft or redraft wills came under particular scrutiny.
Though impossible to quantify on a national scale, anecdotal evidence points
toward a definite priestly ability to shape the final character of these documents.
Yet one must be wary of perceiving that influence as inherently suspicious,
rather than, as it clearly was for many laypeople, part of a perfectly proper, end-
of-life dialogue with their priest, in which they exercised their own agency. In
one case in the parish of Gort, County Galway, Monsignor Jerome Fahey found
himself accused of undue influence over his parishioner Margaret Spelman.
Spelman, a shopkeeper, left various bequests for religious and charitable pur-
poses in the Diocese of Galway, including a gift of a thousand pounds for Fahey
to carry out repair work on Gort’s parish church, which drew suspicion.31 On
December 8, 1910, Fahey had been called to attend to Spelman’s spiritual needs
as she lay on her deathbed. Perceiving she was close to death, Fahey urged her
to make a will and suggested that he call a solicitor; Spelman refused because,
ironically, “if her will were drawn by any solicitor her affairs would get talked
about.” According to Fahey’s own account, he drew up Spelman’s will at her re-
quest “though I was reluctant to do so.”32 However, the priest’s role as a will-
maker appeared to be common knowledge in the locality. He had previously
drawn up five others including that of Mrs. Spelman’s husband at the request of
both partners. Fahey’s capacity to draft wills was not limited to the well-off and
served an economic as well as social function. He additionally helped two small
farmers “whose possessions were of such trifling value and who could not very
well afford to employ a solicitor.”33 The challenge to the Spelman will was ulti-
mately deflected, in part because an independent witness, Mary Donnellan (ei-
ther a friend or caregiver of the deceased), attested that Spelman had been eager
to see and obtain financial advice from the priest in the run-up to her death.34
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Donnellan noted that Spelman had particularly wanted to discuss forgiving all
the debts on her shop’s books with the priest, a move that she hoped would
mean that, in turn, “God may forgive me all my sins.” Evidently, if there was in-
fluence by Fahey over the provisions of the will, it was an influence that, far
from being “peculiar,” the testator had been keen to court.

The three incidents detailed above put the familiar image of the predatory
priest at the deathbed into sharp perspective. There is evidence in each to sup-
port the notion that the elderly, the sick, and the dying, ostensibly vulnerable
though they may have been, were nonetheless deeply conscious of their agency
within the often intimate deathbed scene and that each were entering into eco-
nomic transactions with their own distinct purposes in mind. That was an
agency that might be expressed in various ways. It could mean gaining rare reli-
gious dispensations from (and then rebuffing) particular clerics who vigorously
sought bequests. It could involve entrusting individual priests to administer,
without compensation, sums set aside for a distant time. Or it could entail hav-
ing clergy frame the last will and testament as part of a distinctly private balanc-
ing of financial and spiritual accounts. Key to our understanding here is Zelizer’s
emphasis on monetary transactions as two-way, often with different meanings
for giver and receiver. Thus, even if one were to accept that the clerics in these
particular cases were acting in hope of a bequest—and that seems certain—that
still does not negate the notion, dismissed by McCarthy and others, that those
making the bequests acted in full knowledge of their own minds and in pursuit
of personal and spiritual aims that were deeply significant to them. Moreover,
that all of these episodes left traces in the archives because they attracted a de-
gree of controversy at the time—primarily in the form of challenges from disap-
pointed would-be heirs and legatees excluded from these end-of-life bargains—
indicates that the broader picture of deathbed financial transactions was not
nearly so driven by clerical predation and greed as contemporaries like Michael
McCarthy alleged. Many more mutually beneficial, if differently understood,
deathbed bargains will have aroused less controversy and left no mark in the ar-
chive. Yet as even these disputed deathbed transactions show, it was very often
the layperson on the bed, and not the clergyman by its side, who held most of
the cards in such exchanges.

Funeral Offerings and Community Agency

If the alleged financial machinations of priests at the deathbed were the
subject of much anticlerical and anti-Catholic commentary in Ireland and be-
yond, the next phase in the economy of a Catholic death could attract similar
ire. According to some critical authors, especially visitors to the island, funerals
saw an unseemly form of payment to priests. As the dissident nationalist politi-
cian Frank Hugh O’Donnell described in 1910, “At a funeral in a congested dis-
trict [underdeveloped regions along the western seaboard] the pecuniary
collection extorted by the Churchman from the friends of the deceased, ‘on the
coffin lid,’ amounted to £193.”35 The use of the term “extorted,” the scare
quotes around “coffin lid,” and the suspiciously high sum of money for the re-
gion indicate what may have been something of an exaggeration on the part of
O’Donnell, but it did its job in conveying to readers the supposed moral dubi-
ousness of the particular financial practice of “funeral offerings.”36 This trope
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was echoed by Patrick MacGill in his 1915 novel The Rat-Pit.37 The notions
that priests demanded offerings be placed on the very coffin of the deceased and
that they, as MacGill’s fictional cleric does, rushed through funeral rites to get
to the point where the congregation laid down their coins were gifts to those
who wished to display the priest as venal, money-obsessed, and without
decorum.

However, other accounts of these kinds of “funeral offerings” show, particu-
larly where they were retained into the twentieth century, that the surface onto
which the plate for offerings was placed might just as easily have been the altar
or an ordinary table located inside the altar rails.38 Attendees at the funeral
Mass made their contributions one by one, beginning with the closest relatives
and working outward. According to one Clogher diocese priest familiar with the
routine, “the priest standing at the table announces the name of the donor and
the amount paid,” with set expectations of appropriate amounts depending on
the closeness of one’s relationship to the deceased.39 A final total would also be
announced to the crowd. The origins of this practice are not entirely clear. By
some accounts, it went back to the Famine of the 1840s, as a partial reimburse-
ment by the congregation for occasions when individual priests might have paid
for a Christian burial for destitute victims.40 A more likely origin story dates it
to the early modern period and the anti-Catholic penal laws, when Irish priests
lived a twilight existence and such offerings were “the only levy allowed.”41

Others point to such a custom as being “as old almost as Christianity itself,”42 a
plausible premise given the practice’s echoes of ancient burial rites that saw bod-
ies buried with often precious grave-goods. It is not such a leap of imagination
to see a placing of money over the corpse as an adaptation of these much older
rituals, and indeed, folkloric evidence of money placed in coffins at wakes in
County Longford backs this up.43 By the nineteenth century, funeral offerings of
this type were most closely associated with the northern dioceses in Ulster, along
with a few pockets of the midlands and Galway.44 Regardless, the Clogher priest
was clear that where funeral offerings were in operation, no other funeral fees
were charged directly to the family, and they tended to form the larger part of a
priest’s overall income, so that other sources of clerical revenue (dues, “stole”
fees, etc.) were lower as a result.

That caveat surely would not have dissuaded anticlerical writers from cri-
tiquing what they regarded as an especially primitive practice, but given the
patchy geographical nature of the instances of funeral offerings—most dioceses
outside Ulster had bereaved families pay a fee directly for the priest’s services—
it is unsurprising that there were criticisms of their use even from sympathetic
Catholic commentators and parishioners. The practice was, noted poet Padraic
Colum in 1912, “galling to many families,” presumably because of the “social
feeling” that entered into the amounts offered. As he explained, after a funeral,
offerings could be employed as a monetary gauge of the deceased person’s popu-
larity and respectability: “not much was thought of her. The priest didn’t get £1
in offerings at her burial”; “He was a respected man. There was £10 in
offerings.”45 Funeral offerings, publicly declared as they were, were regarded as a
measure of the esteem in which the dead person was held by her family, friends,
and wider community, even though the money itself went directly to the
priest.46 That was made clear in one indicative case that arose in 1921, after the
codification of canon law. An anonymous Ulster priest writing to the Irish
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Ecclesiastical Record’s notes and queries column complained that canon law as
written deprived him of the funeral dues of a parishioner who had recently died
in another parish at the end of a seven-month stay in a hospital there. The
priest of the “quasi-domicile” parish was now, “indecently” in the correspond-
ent’s view, entitled to all of the funerary offerings, even though he did not at-
tend to the deceased throughout their life nor even conduct the funeral. The
IER was unsympathetic to the claim that this thwarted the intentions of the
parishioners who contributed the dues: “From all the inquiries which we have
made on this matter we understand that the only express intention which most
of the contributors have is to show respect to the deceased and to the friends of
the deceased: paying offerings is practically equivalent to attendance at the
funeral.”47 In other words, the amount of the offerings had nothing to do with
the priest or the esteem in which the congregation held him.48

In the considerable number of parishes in the north of Ireland that were
subject to the funeral offering system, therefore, the priest’s relationship with his
congregation was potentially quite different from the “horse-whipping” charac-
terization that certain contemporary commentators promoted.49 While Frank
Sweeney suggests that clerical pressure was brought to bear on the amounts
given in offerings,50 it seems more logical that rather than expending energy in
excoriating his flock publicly and engendering social pressure and competition
that might boost his coffers, the priest had an interest in promoting the opposite:
social harmony. For if the families in his parish envied rather than esteemed one
another, the funeral offerings on which he so relied would necessarily be de-
pressed.51 Nonetheless, as the writer William Carleton noted, another form of
“emulation” entered into the offering system, in that funeral-goers were
“jealous . . . of having any degrading suspicion attached to their generosity” and
thus made sure to pay visibly and pay well. Again, however, although this was
all “exceedingly beneficial to the priest,” he himself was not discernibly in con-
trol of the rumor-mongering and shunning to which the ungenerous might find
themselves subjected.52 Ultimately, communities used this form of payment of
the priest to serve what was for them an important social function of expressing
mutual, interfamilial respect and mourning, another aspect of the important
“social work” that folklorists have attributed to funerary customs.53 Funeral
offerings, in this sense, represented a communal expression of agency and, in
Zelizerian terms, had a meaning for them as givers that was quite distinct from
that which the receiver (the priest) attached to them. While the link to the per-
sonality of the individual cleric in question may have been negligible, however,
the religious, ritual character of the monetary exchange was central to the mean-
ing with which communities imbued it. The priest’s public receipt of the money
during a key life cycle moment made the transaction, for many, a more palpably
sacred and meaningful one.

Mass Bequests and the Power of the Dead

From a secular position, death and the funeral service might be viewed as
marking the inevitable endpoint of one’s social and financial commitments.
However, in the cosmological worldview of nineteenth-century Irish
Catholicism, death ushered in an important new phase in a person’s social
relations and an opportunity to purchase a valued service. Prayers to God on
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behalf of the soul of the departed meant that an individual’s relationships con-
tinued and even gained in importance after death. The key broker in managing
this complicated set of interactions between the dead, the living, and God was,
especially via “Mass bequests,” the priest. Catholic wills therefore document the
way in which the everyday lives of Irish Catholics were defined by the fact that
economic transactions, religious belief, and an intimacy with spiritual confessors
mingled together.

It was money bequeathed for Mass intentions that emerged as the most con-
troversial element of Catholic wills during this period; according to Michael
McCarthy, “a bare bequest of money for masses is the most objectionable.”54

This practice entailed testators looking beyond the material world to contem-
plate the welfare of their own soul and those of their loved ones in purgatory,
prompting them to set aside an amount of money for a priest to dedicate a Mass
or Masses and offer prayers on their behalf. Even for those without the Hamill
sisters’ immense resources, such dedications for “the repose of one’s soul” were
within reach.55 Indeed, the dead, regardless of their level of wealth in life, had a
surprising degree of power over the clergy when it came to such clauses. The
consequent relationship between faith and money straddled a complicated con-
ceptual space that moved between the spiritual, the financial, and the legal.
Certainly, the legalistic language used to frame the will usually failed to express
the spiritual motivations behind a person’s decision to leave a Mass bequest.
This language was in part a consequence of the strictures and interpretations of
the aforementioned Charitable Bequests Act of 1844, which had, controver-
sially, allowed people to leave legacies to the institutions of the Catholic
Church for the first time.56 Over the following decades, opinion wavered as to
whether Mass intentions qualified as charitable or not. The fact that the chief
baron, Christopher Palles, delivered two different judgements on the matter in
1876 and 1906, shows the extent of the wavering.57 In 1876, Palles found that
Masses could only be considered charitable if celebrated publicly, but this was
an argument essentially ignored by the Irish courts, which continued to hold
these gifts as exempt from charitable status. When the older Palles met with a
similar case in 1906, he dismissed the difference between private and public
Masses and laid down a legal precedent, deeming that the spiritual efficacy of a
service must be determined by the doctrines of the religion concerned. If the
Catholic religion professed that a Mass led to a public or spiritual benefit, then
according to Palles, within the law the Mass must be deemed charitable.58 Yet
throughout the period, the juridical limbo Mass bequests occupied meant that
careful legal framing of such testamentary clauses was urged.59

Outside of these politicized tensions between canon and civil law, the phe-
nomenon of Mass payments in wills has been little considered by historians, out-
side of a brief discussion in Ciara Breathnach’s exploration of twentieth-century
testamentary behavior.60 Yet closer examination of earlier bequests uncovers a
complex spiritual marketplace in operation. This market was defined by a differ-
entiated series of relationships between laity and priests, within which highly
complex economic transactions occurred. Mass intentions, to use Zelizer’s termi-
nology, were deemed a special form of payment by both laity and clergy, ear-
marked by both, albeit in different ways. The money thus given by a parishioner
to a priest made sense to both parties, but that, again, did not mean that the
logic and motivation that underpinned the exchange was identical for both
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parties. For the lay person making their will, Mass bequests can be seen as hav-
ing important spiritual and affective functions. They were, first and foremost,
regarded as a way to quicken one’s entry from purgatory—a liminal, penitent
state of indeterminate length—into heaven, by having one’s priest and fellow
parishioners pray for one’s soul in the afterlife. They thereby performed signifi-
cant emotional work for the testator and their relatives, allowing them to re-
main connected after death.61 They could also reflect, in some cases, an
intimate social bond between the testator and a named priest whom they
regarded as their specific intermediary with God in life and whom they wished
to act similarly in death.62

While priests would not have disagreed that Mass intentions worked in the
ways that testators believed, the money they received through these transactions
was special in a different way for most clergy. First, the widespread inclusion of
Mass bequests in wills by the end of the nineteenth century meant that they
were one of the more frequent and important sources of church income. For ex-
ample, by 1883, the Jesuits at Milltown Park in Dublin found that these sums
could constitute as much as 10 percent of their overall annual income. In that
year, the community received more than £440 in Mass intentions in total an-
nual receipts of £4,400; this was the largest single type of income outside divi-
dends from investments.63 Principally, however, Mass bequests formed an
important part of an individual priest’s private income, as financial records from
parishes and religious houses show. In 1892, for example, the archbishop of
Dublin ordered Fr. Nicholas Walsh to work out the financial viability of St.
Agatha’s parish on North William Street. In listing each source of income that
might be used to dissolve the considerable debt of fourteen hundred pounds due
on the church, Fr. Walsh refused to incorporate the money the parish priest and
curates received for Mass intentions, telling the archbishop that itemized funds
did “not include the dead list [of] £40 which they divide equally and which I do
not think is fair to take into calculation in the payment of the debt.”64 In
Cloyne diocese, Mass payments were treated as part of the clergy’s “indivisible
dues,” kept by the individual priests to whom they were paid.65 Priests, in other
words, were deemed, by widespread custom, to be entitled to this money as a
part of their individual, discretionary earnings.

Disparities in earmarking such cash between the parties to the exchange
made the trade in Mass intentions a fraught one. While Mass bequests had the
appearance of sheer personal income for a cleric, the very strict stipulations of
canon law meant that the wishes of the faithful who left the money had to be
diligently carried out.66 This created an obligation for priests and made a great
claim on a cleric’s time and resources, as he was limited, again by canon law, to
the performance of only one such Mass per day. In essence, wills formed a type
of contract in which the testator employed the priest from beyond the grave.
This was in evidence even before the codification of canon law in 1917. For ex-
ample, Anne Caraher of Dundalk left fifty pounds to a Fr. Harbison, in which
she requested, “as a matter of conscience but not of legal obligation,” that the
priest “will expend said sum in masses for the repose of my soul.”67 The claim to
conscience shows how an expectation existed that the priest who received the
money would be duty-bound to say the Masses, which accords with canon law
as later written. Eugene Hynes also notes folkloric tales of the unsettled after-
lives of priests who failed to say Masses for which they had been paid.68 The

Money, Death, and Agency in Catholic Ireland 809

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jsh/article/54/3/799/5640463 by M

aynooth U
niversity user on 16 N

ovem
ber 2023

Deleted Text: , 
Deleted Text: , 
Deleted Text: ,
Deleted Text: ly
Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text:  &pound;1, 400 
Deleted Text:  &pound;50


dead therefore possessed an ability to shape the working lives of priests, and,
once a bequest was bestowed, the likes of Fr. Harbison found themselves morally
and canonically committed to carrying out their wishes.

In theory, there was no conflict of interests here: the testator got their
Masses, and the priest got his spending money. But insofar as Mass payments
represented a type of commodification of religious services, the pricing structure
was opaque. In many wills, the precise number of Masses to be offered for the
sum of money left was not detailed, even where specific requests for its expendi-
ture were. For example, William Coogan of Drogheda bequeathed a sum of two
hundred pounds to Archbishop Dixon of Armagh to be expended by the Sisters
of Charity on poor relief. In return, he requested that the Sisters “shall pray to
the Almighty for the salvation of my soul.”69 Others could be more precise in
their claim. Anthony Cassidy, a Dublin merchant, left in his will £785 of stock
along with his interest in other stock options to the Trustees of St Patrick’s
College, Maynooth. Cassidy applied the money to fund the education of semi-
narians, making a stipulation that all students who benefitted from his gift “shall
be under an obligation to say each year during his life two Masses for the repose
of my soul and the souls of my deceased relatives.”70 Cassidy thus entered into a
complex working relationship with priests who had yet to be trained and
ordained in order to create a long-term contract in which Masses would be of-
fered for himself and his family. However, even in this case, the set amount of
time remained uncertain: the stocks may well have stopped paying dividends a
century ago, or they could still, conceivably, be contributing toward seminary
bursaries today.

Thus, as testators left money for Mass intentions, it was not always clear
precisely what they received. How many Masses did their money purchase? For
what length of time would Masses be offered in their memory? In some cases,
perpetual Masses were sought and agreed, often in respect of large gifts that paid
for specific projects. Bishop James Walshe of Kildare and Leighlin agreed to al-
low Fr. Turner of Clane parish to perform such a service for the souls of Michael
and Mary Anne Dunne on “the first Monday . . . of every month for ever.”
(italics added) Walshe allowed this because the Dunnes had donated a hundred
pounds to build Clane church.71 But the case of perpetual Masses raised a prob-
lem about the feasibility of their completion. Over time the burden of Mass
intentions required some pragmatic management. An exploration of perpetual
Mass intentions in existence since the 1850s and offered by the Oblate Fathers
in Inchicore was eventually resolved when a series of obligations were parceled
up and sent overseas for missionary priests to perform instead.72 Requests for per-
petual Mass intentions were common, therefore, but were increasingly viewed
with disapproval by church leaders. In 1891, a Mrs. O’Hagan asked for Mass
intentions for her late husband Judge O’Hagan and herself when she made a gift
of over twenty-seven hundred pounds to erect altars and complete the Jesuits’
chapel at Milltown Park. In a memorandum on the matter, Fr. Nicholas Walsh,
SJ, recounted that he requested a perpetual Mass to be offered for this generous
benefactor but that “The R. Fr. General would not, could not, consent to a per-
petual Mass.”73 The unevenness of the Mass bequest market, both over time
and from region to region, thus becomes clear: one hundred pounds bought
some a perpetual Mass intention, while twenty-seven hundred pounds was not
enough to secure one for others.
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On occasion, it is possible to discern a clear market value attached to
Masses. These prices seem to reflect local customs and reveal some change over
time. The price paid for Masses with the Capuchin Order in Kilkenny in 1866
ranged between two shillings and two shillings six pence.74 In Limerick in 1883,
Fr. Denis Hallinan at Newcastle received a ten-pound bequest, which worked
out as five shillings per Mass.75 But the value of Masses could oscillate wildly. In
November 1915, William Delaney of Boleybeg, Queen’s County, left five hun-
dred pounds to three local priests, stating that he valued the gift at “one Pound
for each Mass.”76 Most mass bequests were neither so clear nor so generous,
however, and they could cause genuine irritation to the priests who were obliged
to fulfil them. Fr. O’Donnell from Limerick diocese expressed his confusion and
annoyance to his bishop in one case in 1917. “I have seen by the Munster
News” he wrote,

that a sum of £100 has been left to me for Masses by the late Mr Power. I have
not yet got this money and perhaps may not get it for months, nor have I heard
how many Masses are to be said, but I suppose they will be at the rate of 5/-
each—although I am told his offering during life was only 2/6 . . . I cannot
complain of want of intentions here, as latterly I have had to give away over
£20 for Masses every year. It looks a big thing, but between Sunday, retrenched
holidays and corpse Masses (for many of which no offering is given) there are
really only from three to four days in the week free for other intentions.
Consequently should I get the bequest of £100, I cannot put more than about
£10 of it into my own pocket. Latterly I have a difficulty in getting priests to ac-
cept intentions as those I offer them are only at the rate of 2/6.77

This is worth unpacking: the priest was given a legacy for saying Masses, of
which he had no warning, having to read about it in the press. He was unlikely
to have the time to say most of the Masses for which the money was left and
therefore could keep little of the legacy himself. He might have difficulty off-
loading them to other clergymen if the Masses were capped at too low a rate.
Nonetheless, under canon law, the priest was still obligated to ensure these
Masses were said. The legacy, in other words, proved to be more an administra-
tive headache and a financial burden than the great boon it seemed to those
looking in from the outside.78

The trade in Mass intentions is therefore an interesting case study of diver-
gent meanings attached to the same monetary exchange by those on either end
of the transaction and is, further, indicative of Zelizer’s theory of “special mon-
ies,” “earmarked” for particular purposes in particular social relationships, and
therefore separate from utilitarian, market-derived understandings of finance.79

The money behind a Mass intention was special for both priests and people but
in different ways. It was, from the layperson’s point of view, a payment that
seemed to ease the path to heaven and ensure ongoing communication with the
living; while from the priest’s perspective, it was either an important part of his
personal discretionary income or, in the case of some larger gifts, a sum that
funded a favored building project. The money set aside in wills in respect of
Masses for the souls of the departed came loaded with sacred and emotional
meaning for the donor but loaded with obligations for the recipient. Custom,
morality, and later canon law dictated that much of the agency in the exchange
fell on the side of the person making the Mass bequest. If even the dead could
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thus calmly exercise their agency in respect of a supposedly dominant priesthood
in late nineteenth-century Ireland, the capacity of the living, of all classes, to do
likewise should not be underestimated.

Conclusion

Fiction, travel journalism, and pamphlet literature addressing late nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century Ireland offer us stereotypical renderings of
clerical avarice for every occasion. Yet historians, although confronted with a
church and clergy that reaped huge dividends even as much of its laity remained
relatively poor, must not fall into the trap of simplistically echoing these con-
temporary critiques, nor, conversely, of passively accepting clerical defenses
against them. The archives of the church offer ample evidence that many lay
people challenged certain clergy on the basis of their greedy financial
demands.80 But the full spectrum of the archive needs to be considered when
evaluating these complaints. First, that individual lay people, across the class
spectrum, felt able to complain directly, and often vociferously, to bishops sug-
gests that everyone was aware that clerical greed was an objective wrong, ought
to have been an anomaly, and was something that could and should be cur-
tailed.81 Second, if we turn our eyes from correspondence files, which by their
nature contain much that is out of the ordinary, to more mundane, everyday, fi-
nancial records, we find lengthy lists of payments from laity that suggest far
more of them gave unquestioningly to the church than complained about giving
or being asked to give. That they gave unquestioningly, however, is not the
same as saying that they gave unconditionally.

It must be emphasized that those giving their money exercised various forms
of agency and choice in doing so. As this article has shown, lay men and women
gave money to their clergy because it served multiple and important purposes in
their outward social and their interior religious lives, in both its earthly and an-
ticipated spiritual forms. It is not satisfactory to imply, as contemporary critics
did, that a kind of mass deception or mass delusion drove financial payments to
the church; rather, genuine belief and self-interest on the part of lay people dic-
tated much of it. Whether that belief took the form, in matters of death, of an
intimate trust in the priest as a social and religious mediator; a communal resort
to ritual customs of respect with potentially ancient, quasi-pagan roots; or an ac-
ceptance in the existence of purgatory and seeking end-of-life comfort by paying
for a way out of that state of suffering, it was, as the evidence of the church’s
considerable income generation shows, deeply held by many lay people.
Mediating one’s spiritual faith through the material, as work on consumption of
ecclesiastical and domestic religious goods is beginning to show, was an impor-
tant factor in late-modern piety;82 we suggest that mediating one’s faith through
money, specifically, was equally significant and merits further investigation.

Finally, examining the nature of monetary gifts to the church also presents
us with both a new perspective on non-elite agency, and new ways of accessing
it. First, the above demonstrates that agency does not always entail deviation
from convention. While scholars of Irish Catholicism have, rightly, identified
protest against clerical payments via “collective pressure and overt griping” as
“quintessential weapons of the weak,”83 historians need also to find ways to ac-
commodate the idea that evidence of ordinary people’s agency is not found only
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in irruptions against authority (in this case clerical authority) but also in subtle
and not-so-subtle molding of authority. The voices of these people are only
rarely found in the archive and tend to come through only in mediated form.
But if we can assume with some confidence that, more often than not, they put
their money where their mouth was, then using extant financial records to care-
fully uncover the economic exchanges that ordinary people were party to goes
some way toward also uncovering their lost voices.
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