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‘RENDERING THAT DARKNESS AT THE HEART OF THE PRIESTHOOD’

And then there is the accompanying guilt and the resolve to avoid oc-
casions of sin. People close to Brian spot that all is not well with him,
but he manages to hide what exactly is causing his disquiet. His final
break with Niamh leads to heightened drinking and self-loathing. Fr
Tim Sheridan remarks to his younger colleague that the role of a priest
has changed a lot in that he is now meant to be warm and friendly
with parishioners while at the same time keeping his distance from
them. ‘In my time, they accepted that the priest kept apart.” (137).
When Brian’s friendship with a nun, Sr Margaret, begins to head in
the same direction as his liaison with Niamh, she recognises that this
will cause problems for them both and decides to erect barriers in order
ensure that their relationship remains purely on the level of friendship.
She becomes alarmed at the deterioration in his appearance, however,
and learns from a bit of background research that he is developing a
dependency on drink. On one occasion, she suggests to him that he
might try a different way of breaking his drinking habit: ‘Or maybe
absolving yourself. Do you think you can do that or will you keep
reproaching yourself for the rest of your life?” (156).

When reading through 7The Strangled Impulse, one gains some insight
into the routine of priestly life. Towards the beginning of his time in
Melrose, the following is the description of what the new curate’s life
is like:
What worried Brian more than all that was his own lack of
interest, as if his enthusiasm had drained away. Yet he limped
along, said Mass, sat in the confessional of the empty church
on a Saturday night, gave the school cleaners their cheques and

notified the police when the alarm went off in Holy Trinity (the
local school). (31)

Witnessing the harsh and unfair treatment meted out by Fr Brannigan
to the nun, Sr Fidelis, who comes in to help him with the paperwork,
makes Brian wonder what gives the parish priest the right to speak to
people the way he does. When questioned about the episode by Brian,
Fidelis remarks: ‘T don’t wish to be uncharitable, but that man doesn’t
know when he is giving offence. What you saw just now was mild in
comparison.’ (35) In a sense, his age makes Fr Brannigan a very differ-
ent proposition to his curates. He is used to making decisions without
consulting anyone, to laying down the law and to silencing anything
that he perceives as opposition to his authority. The following evening,
alone in the confessional after listening to an elderly parishioner, Brian
reflects on what was the point in ‘continuing a system that compelled an
old man to come out and confess what had been nothing more than a
healthy impulse?’ (37) He thinks back to the early years of his ministry,
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when young women agonized over the use of contraceptives and he,
a twenty-five-year-old priest, ‘with set answers to every problem’ (37),
had had no compunction about trotting out the party line contained
in the Pope’s encyclical on birth control. His approach changed over
the years and he became more compassionate in the advice he handed
out to women who were encountering difficulties with the Church’s
ban on artificial contraception. Fr Hegarty had no qualms on that score
and openly revealed his curmudgeonly disdain for a social worker called
Harding who, according to him, was advising women to leave their
husbands and to go on the Pill. He designated her a ‘silly bitch’ with
no dress sense (she wore dungarees that only served to emphasise her
‘fat arse’) and was merely ‘putting silly ideas into women’s heads’. (81)

At the end of King’s novel, Fr Brian reaches some kind of accommoda-
tion with his ministry. He gets to grips with his drinking, takes more
exercise and contemplates whether or not to continue life as a priest.
It is not an easy choice, as he knows only too well. But he is equally
aware that he cannot turn his back on it easily: ‘Of this he was certain:
the mysterious appeal that drew him to that sanctuary (the church) still
called, except now he knew the price to pay if he continued to answer’.
(184) I am sure that the vast majority of priests face this choice at some
stage in their lives: to leave or to stay. To enjoy the companionship
of a partner and family, or to continue ministering to people whose
appreciation of your work might not always be apparent. In the last
pages of the narrative, we witness an animated discussion between
the parish priest and Fr Hegarty, over the advisability of buying a new
machine that would help them regulate the movement of the Bingo
balls, an exchange that causes a smile to form on Fr O’Neill’s lips as
he realises that, for all its drawbacks, life as a priest is his destiny. The
concluding lines bear this out: ‘Brian unzipped the black cover of his
breviary, blessed himself and read the final prayer of the day.” (186)

The Strangled Impulse was a brave undertaking. William King knew that
his fellow-priests would feel that it was bad enough for the media to
be piling opprobrium on priests at the time it was published, without
one of their own adding fuel to the fire by writing a novel like this. But
he consoled himself with a comment by Cardinal Suhard: ‘One of the
priest’s first services to the world is to tell the truth.” (188) Telling the
truth sounds easier than it is and that is why The Strangled Impulse is
an important document in assessing the evolving role of priesthood
in an Ireland that was moving from blind devotion to Catholicism
to a more secular society in which the role of the priest would be
significantly different.



