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In contrast to the views of many of his clerical contemporaries, he had already argued in favour of 
Catholic emancipation on the pragmatic grounds that ‘every species of restriction has a tendency 
to disseminate, instead of repressing, the opinions against which it is directed’.9 In Rome, he was 
critical of the behaviour of his congregation both in their crowded conversation in church at the 
end of the Anglican morning service and also in their raucous attendance at vespers at St Peter’s 
where they ‘do not behave even with so much decency as they would at a concert’.10 It was to 
become a recurring theme in his sermons to the English congregation for which he was ‘prepared 
for a good deal of opposition’.11 

But Shirley courted controversy not only from his Anglican congregation. In stressing ‘the 
importance of our example [of church behaviour] to the Roman Catholics’,12 he roused the 
indignation of English Roman Catholics who took ‘the greatest offence’ at the plain insinuation 
that Anglican liturgy and conduct could ‘demonstrate that a purer faith would be productive of a 
more holy life’.13 With rather touching honesty, Shirley admits: ‘I used one or two expressions 
which I should not have used, had I been aware of the extreme suspicion and irritability which 
prevails here’.14 And perhaps he had learned a political lesson when he reports that ‘the English 
Catholic Bishop has sent me word that he would be glad to see my sermon; but I know better than 
to let him have it’.15 

 




