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A trip back in 
time to a truly 
sacred place
P

eople change, 
times change, but 
some things simply 
stay the same. As my 
eldest son and I 
pushed open the 

heavy wooden doors, it was 
as if we were walking back in 
time. The great vaulted ceil-
ings, the statues, the scent – 
all were as beautiful as I 
remember.

For years, I had longed to revisit St 
Joseph’s Church in Terenure in Dub-
lin. 

As a boy, I heard an American tour-
ist say: ‘This is not a church but a 
basilica!’ For me, it is that and much 
more.

Built in 1905, St Joseph’s stands 
with Romanesque grandeur at the 
centre of Terenure village. Inside, 
there is the great marble altar featur-
ing a sculpture of the slain Christ. 
Two of the stained-glass windows 
were designed by Harry Clarke, a man 
whose art was synonymous with 
sacred beauty.

At first, my son thought there was a 
giant mirror on the back wall. That is 
because it is a two-sided church, a 
replica of the original structure hav-
ing been built behind the altar. 

It is an architectural wonder that is 
alive with the ghosts of my youth.

We walked up the centre aisle 
towards the enormous crucifix that 
hangs above the sanctuary. 

As I gazed up, I saw what appeared 
to be a bishop’s mitre carved into the 
body of the crucified Christ. Shortly 
after his death in 1963, my grand-
mother was convinced she saw a 
vision of St pope John XXIII smiling 
from the same spot. 

It was from this church that she 
made her final journey in 1991. 
Indeed, three of my grandparents 
were buried from St Joseph’s. It was 
here also that my parents both made 
their First Holy Communion and 
Confirmation.

My earliest memory came to me as 
my son led me around the altar to the 
‘new side’ of the church. My maternal 
grandfather collected the offerings at 
the evening Mass on Sunday. 

I noticed the pew in which he always 
sat and then I remembered that, as a 
six-year-old, I saw him faint in the 
middle of Mass. 

In bringing me here, he had opened 
up a world of tradition, of love and of 
sacred things. 

He had shown me what it means to 
belong to something lasting, to some-
thing which transcends the transient 
things of this world. 

And now he had fallen at his post, a 
man of service brought down by high 
blood pressure due to smoking. 

Soon after, he was back on his feet 
and I was on the altar serving Mass. 
His pride was palpable, and so was 
mine. 

Two generations working side by 
side for a greater good.

Back then, Fr Alfred Tonge was the 
parish priest. He was an urbane man 

who always prepared for Mass by qui-
etly saying his Rosary in the sacristy. 
Aidan, the clerk, lounged against a 
sideboard chain smoking. 

Aidan always wore a black cassock 
which was invariably covered in ash. 
He used to poke gentle fun at the 
priests and was habitually kind to 
me. 

When my grandfather turned 70, 
Aidan was the first person to knock 
on his door. 

I showed my son the pew where 
Jenny used to sit. 

Jenny was an unusually tall lady 
who attended Mass twice daily. She 
was a gentle and graceful person for 
whom, I know, the angels had deep 
affection. 

I showed him where I made my First 
Confession, where I sat when I made 
my First Communion and how I used 
to serve at the altar. 

We marvelled at the old statues, the 
message from St pope pius X to mark 
the opening of the church in 1907, 
and the great organ which is still situ-
ated in the choir balcony. 

It was there, below the balcony, that 
many of the men used to kneel on 
their handkerchiefs.

We were strolling around a church, 
but I was taking a tour through my 
back pages. I had stepped into a 
world that had shaped my entire out-
look. 

And there they all were – the smiling 
faces of Fr Tonge, Aidan, Jenny, my 
grandparents and all the characters 
that made me fall in love with this 
beautiful ‘basilica’. 

M
 
 
y grandmother had 
seen a vision of a dead 
pontiff, but I saw ordi-
nary people praying 
and serving. I saw Fr 

Tonge lead a Corpus Christi proces-
sion of hundreds, his face full of radi-
ant faith. I looked into a confession 
box and saw my seven-year-old self 
shaking with fear. 

In every object, I saw something of 
significance, something that sum-
moned up the spirits of my past. 

And as I explained to my son the 
symbolism of each thing, I could see 
that he was joining up the dots. This 
was a pilgrimage into his father’s his-
tory, and thus his first real contact 
with his own heritage.

people change, times change, but 
some things, thankfully, stay the 
same. 

We pushed open the heavy wooden 
doors and there it all was, just as I 
had left it. The only thing that had 
changed was me, and yet in my son I 
saw an image of myself.

As we turned to leave, I glanced 
back towards the altar. Through my 
tears, I saw them all smiling and wav-
ing. After so many years, I had been 
reunited with those who, like me, 
once lived for this place. 

Then, I looked down and saw that 
my son was also smiling. In that 
moment I realised it was not me, but 
him they were waving at all along. 

Canal tragedy victim 
‘feared medical tests’
A 75-YEAR-OLD man, who feared 
medical tests for his abdominal 
pain, absconded from hospital 
and later died after he was 
recovered from the Royal Canal, 
an inquest has heard. 

William Walsh, from Clareville, 
Dublin 11, was spotted in the water 
near Cross Guns Bridge in  
Phibsborough on the morning of 
May 7, 2014. 

He had been admitted to  
Dublin’s Mater Hospital on May 3 
where he was being investigated 
for abdominal pain, Dublin  
Coroner’s Court heard. 

His brother, Fr Aidan Walsh, 
attached to Fairview Parish in 
Dublin 3, said his brother was 
worried and stressed.

‘He was worried about the tests. 

He wasn’t confused but he was 
under a lot of stress,’ Fr Walsh 
said. His brother had left the 
Mater and arrived to visit him at 
the parochial house on May 5, 
the inquest heard. 

‘He gave me his bank book. It 
puzzled me when he did that,’ Fr 
Walsh said. He brought his 
brother back to the Mater  
Hospital the following morning. 

Staff nurse Aoife Cleere Carroll 
said she checked on the patient 
at lunchtime on May 6 and found 
him ‘uneasy in his chair’.

‘I asked him if he was all right, 
he was tapping his fingers on the 
side of the chair, he didn’t 

answer,’ the nurse said. 
Mr Walsh absconded again that 

afternoon and was reported 
missing to gardaí at 7pm.

Mountjoy Prison officer Fergal 
Swain was cycling to work on May 
7 when he went to the aid of a 
man in the canal.

Mr Walsh was suffering a heart 
attack when he was taken from 
the water and returned to inten-
sive care at the Mater Hospital. 

He died on May 14 due to a lack 
of oxygen to the brain secondary 
to near drowning, according to a 
postmortem report. 

Returning an open verdict,  
Coroner Dr Brian Farrell said 
brain injury occurs once the 
brain is deprived of oxygen for 
between four and five minutes.

By Louise Roseingrave
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