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I remember 
the tears for 
Pope Paul VI
I

t was the morning of 
August 6, 1978. I was in 
Coventry on my summer 
holidays. As I ventured 
downstairs, I heard 
someone softly sobbing. 

I entered the kitchen and 
found my grand-aunt in tears. 
‘What’s the matter?’ I asked, 
perturbed that a woman nor-
mally so vivacious seemed so 
troubled. ‘The Pope is dead,’ 
she mumbled.

I had never heard those words 
uttered before. Pope Paul VI had led 
the Catholic Church for 15 years. In 
that moment, this eight-year-old real-
ised that popes are not immortal.

My grand-aunt was sister to Dr 
Martin O’Donoghue, the then minis-
ter for economic planning and devel-
opment. The Irish community in 
Coventry were honoured that one of 
their own should have such a celeb-
rity as a brother. This was also a 
community whose identity was 
strongly shaped by its Catholic faith. 

Pope Paul was not a superstar like 
his successor, St John Paul II. He was 
neither charismatic nor a people’s 
pope. In overseeing the Second Vati-
can Council, he was blamed by con-
servatives for dismantling the ancient 
traditions of the Church. In reinforc-
ing the Church’s ban on contracep-
tion in the encyclical Humanae Vitae, 
he was denounced by liberals. 

To those like my grand-aunt, none 
of that mattered. He was the ‘Holy 
Father’, a figure who inspired love 
simply because he stood in the shoes 
of the fisherman. Although his death 
was expected, it still shocked her 
when it happened. 

I did not cry when I heard that Paul 
VI was dead. However, in seeing those 
around me mourn the Pope, I realised 
that, for Catholics, Peter’s successor 
really is a father. He is a living symbol 
of their faith.

Pope Paul was a constant presence 
in my life. When I started serving 
Mass in 1977, I became friendly with 
an old priest who had great devotion 
to the Pope. 

Canon Union was retired and con-
fined to a wheelchair, his cassock 
permanently covered in snuff.

On Sundays, a younger priest 
would wheel Canon Union to one 
side of the high altar. Each week, he 
would beckon me to his chair for a 
chat. ‘One day, I will bring the altar 
boys to see Pope Paul in Rome,’ he 
regularly exclaimed. 

Even then I knew this was fantasy 
but it triggered in me a lifelong fasci-
nation with the papacy.

Pope Francis says that Paul is one 
of his models. This is not surprising 
given that Paul abandoned many of 
the trappings that then surrounded 
the papal court. He was a man of 
deep simplicity and piety, one who 
wore a hair shirt during Lent. He was 

also the first ‘pilgrim pope’, visiting 
all six continents. 

Still, he was a remote and seemingly 
austere figure. For much of his pon-
tificate, Paul seemed incapable of 
offering clear guidance to a Church 
that was in serious crisis. 

As he wrote in his diary in 1975: 
‘What is my state of mind? Am I Ham-
let or Don Quixote? On the left? On 
the right? I don’t feel I have been 
properly understood.’

Yet, the tears of my grand-aunt 
told a different story, one mirrored 
in the surprising support for Paul 
from traditionalists such as Canon 
Union. What they saw was a holy 
man heroically trying to hold the 
Church together in the midst of 
unprecedented turmoil.

They saw a man once described  
by John Paul II as ‘fatigued by love’ 
who carried his cross until the bitter 
end. For them, he was a symbol of 
continuity in the face of change. He 
oversaw the reforms of Vatican II yet 
he was at pains to preserve the 
Church that he undoubtedly loved. 

I say all this now because, on 
Sunday in Rome, Pope Francis will 
conclude the Synod on the Family by 
beatifying Paul VI. This means he is 
now only a step away from sainthood. 
Benedict XVI, whom Paul regarded 
as a ‘remarkable teacher of theology’, 
is expected to attend.

Paul’s last words before he perished 
were those of the Lord’s Prayer. As he 
died, a small alarm clock rang on his 
bedside table. It was one he had 
brought back from Poland in 1923.

O
 
 
ne month later, I heard 
those words for a second 
time. ‘The Pope is dead,’ 
said my grandfather, this 
time speaking of John Paul 

I. The long era of the Polish Pope was 
about to commence. 

In the excitement that followed 
John Paul II’s election, it was very 
easy to forget that few popes in the 
history of the papacy had changed 
the face of the Church more than 
Paul VI. His plain wooden casket lay 
on the ground before St Peter’s Basil-
ica, adorned only by the Book of the 
Gospels whose pages fluttered in the 
breeze. As he requested in his will, 
the late Pope was then laid to rest in 
the earth. 

There is much in the reforms of 
Vatican II that I don’t like. However, 
as he is ‘raised to the altars’ next 
Sunday, I shall fondly remember 
those who were thankful for Blessed 
Paul VI. I shall recall my dear old 
grand-aunt, Canon Union and all 
those who, even then, believed he was 
a saint.

They loved and wept for their pope, 
a misunderstood ‘man of constant 
sorrow’. 

Perhaps now the world may finally 
understand why they did so.

Judge queries mother’s 
claims of father’s violence
A MOTHER has been accused of 
making up claims that her former 
partner was violent towards their 
six-year-old daughter.

It was alleged that she had 
invented the claims in a bid to 
stop him from seeing the child.

The Family Court in Dublin was 
told that the man is ‘at the end of 
his tether’, having been blocked 
from seeing his daughter on 
access visits 32 times since the 
accusations were made. 

After hearing there was no 
objective evidence to support 
the claims of violence by the 
father, Judge Sarah Berkeley 
expressed doubt about the moth-
er’s claims and ordered an urgent 
HSE inquiry.

The judge, who voiced concerns 
about a lack of State resources to 
examine childcare matters, said: 

‘The mother clearly doesn’t want 
the father having any access. 
What chance has that child got 
with her mother?’

The couple split four years ago 
and now live separately. Judge 
Berkeley said she was concerned 
that the woman might simply 
wish to exclude her ex-partner 
from their child’s life. 

The HSE will now investigate the 
child’s circumstances and decide 
if any action is required. Judge 
Berkeley ordered the HSE to fast-
track the inquiry.

After hearing evidence from 
the mother yesterday, Judge 
Berkeley said she had concerns 
about the mother’s attitude. The 
mother, in her 40s, said the child 
did not want to see her father. 

However, Judge Berkeley pointed 
out: ‘Any normal six-year-old 
wants both parents.’

The Circuit Court’s family divi-
sion heard how earlier this year, 
gardaí were called to investigate 
claims the girl had been punched 
in the eye by her father. 

The mother-of-two previously 
claimed her daughter had been 
left with a black eye. But after 
examining a photo, Judge Berke-
ley said she could not see evi-
dence of a black eye. The mother 
replied: ‘The child had a mark on 
her eye... Anybody else in my posi-
tion would do the same.’

The father’s solicitor, Chris Hor-
rigan, said there was ‘no objec-
tive evidence of assault’, adding: 
‘He’s at the end of his tether.’ 

The case will come before the 
court again in January. 

By Paul Caffrey
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The Irish Daily Mail has 
teamed up with  
The Body Shop® to offer 
readers €5 off when you 
spend €25 in a single 
transaction in any of the 
11 The Body Shop ® 
stores located across 
Ireland.
To claim €5 off when you 
spend €25, cut out the 
voucher below and take 
it along to your nearest 
The Body Shop® store.
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