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Spirituality

beauty of the liturgy, how the music, readings, prayers of the faithful,
eulogy all combined to celebrate the life of their uncle. I know that
all Masses cannot have the lofty grandeur of a funeral Mass, but it’s a
great pity that many are so far removed from the daily experience of
people, and of young people in particular.

Losing someone close to you brings your faith into sharp focus. What
lies beyond the threshold of death? Will God be there to accompany
us on the journey into the vast recesses of eternity? Will we be reunited
with our loved ones who have gone before us? I must admit to harbour-
ing a certain apprehension about death: its finality disturbs me, the
way it wipes out a human life and leaves behind a gaping void. I had
many interesting conversations with my father about the afterlife. As
far as he was concerned, Heaven is a state where one has the certainty
of being in the presence of the Godhead, a certainty that brings with
it a deep peace and happiness that can never be found on earth. That’s
all well and good, but what about the joy of living in the presence of
family and loved ones? What about the wrench of separation from the
beauty of nature, the changing seasons, the pleasure of seeing your
children and grandchildren make their way in the world. Dad died at
82 and his 10" anniversary took place in June 2015. He was not afraid
of death and I take succour from that fact.

I am also encouraged by the knowledge that when my life is approach-
ing its end I will have a priest or priests around to help me on my
way. One of these will be the French priest and writer Jean Sulivan,
who died in 1980 and who has been a constant source of inspiration
to me down through the years.” I translated into English the memoir
he wrote describing the life and death of his mother, Anticipate Every
Goodbye, which is an unadorned, raw and honest account of the
devastation the death of a loved one can have on a person. Towards
the end of the memoir, we read the following lines:

I am now the son of nobody. I will have to go alone now, mother,
like an adult, towards my maker. You were a sign that He existed;
I knew through you of His presence. But I was probably too close
to you to recognise what was happening. Now that you are gone,
mother, there is nothing else between me and death, that is to say
between me and God. Alleluia.®

God and death are synonymous according to Sulivan, so maybe we
should stop fearing it and start embracing it. Engagement with religion
is not a simple thing. It requires commitment and tolerance, patience
and fortitude. Priests are there as intermediaries between us and God.
They are not without fault (what human is?), but in my experience
the vast majority of them are admirable human beings that dedicate
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themselves to their ministry in an commendable manner. As a teacher,
I worked with Jesuits in Clongowes Wood College for 12 years. I ad-
mired their learning and the way they could accommodate radicals and
conservatives within their ranks — I had the privilege of interviewing
Peter McVerry, a past student of Clongowes, as part of research I was
carrying out on marginality. He is someone whose work and persona I
admire hugely. When I get mad with the Church, especially in relation
to its teaching on homosexuality, or its poor handling of the clerical
abuse scandals, or its recent stance on the recent referendum of same
sex marriages, it is always salutary to reflect on the many good priests
like Peter McVerry whose commitment to the less fortunate members
of society, to those who have lost loved ones in tragic circumstances,
to those in pain because of neglect or bullying, is nothing less than
exceptional. Is it any wonder that the figure of the priest in literature
holds such a fascination for me?

The last lines of John A Weafer’s recent study of the lived experience
of the diocesan clergy provides a good summation of my personal
experience of priests and explains why they interest me to the extent
that they do:

Above all, they want to be priests and they are willing to accept most
restrictions placed on their lives by celibacy, obedience, and their
commitment to Christian service in a clerical ‘grey zone’, with few of
the certainties of the pre-Vatican II Church. They believe they have
been called by God to be priests, and, for most of them, it is probably
the best job in the world.®

My father did me a great service by exposing me to a group of men
who live primarily for others and who are a real source of succour in
times of need.

Oh, and by the way, the next instalment of the series will deal with
Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory.

Asking the Father:
A Study of the Prayer of Petition
Gabriel Daly osa

Asking the Father is a new edition of a book of
which the late Sedn Freyne wrote that it ‘not only
answers the questions people have ... but gives us
| amore mature understanding of what faith in God
means.” 96 pages Paperback €9.99

Dominican Publications,

42 Parnell Square,

Dublin 1
Tel. +353-(0)1-872-1611 Fax +353-(0)1-873-1760

239



