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A fictional priest 
brought me face 
to face with all 
God’s grandeur

L
ast year, a film called 
Calvary was released. 
It tells the story of Fr 
James, a Catholic 
priest played by 
Brendan Gleeson. 

Fr James ministers to a small 
Irish town where human 
life unfolds in all its tragic 
drama.

the film was lauded by critics and 
clergy across the world. Without 
 giving away its remarkable plot, Cal-
vary shows people at their best and 
worst. It depicts a place crying out to 
Heaven for redemption, and that is 
something which Fr James offers to 
each of the protagonists. 

that I am only able to write about it 
now, so long after its release, is testa-
ment to the profound effect that Cal-
vary had on me. I had written a book 
on Catholicism, yet I was no closer to 
the truth of what it really means. In 
Fr James, I came face to face with 
spiritual grandeur at its most 
 sublime. 

He is not a refined man, neither is 
he someone you would expect to see 
in a cassock. and yet, he wears that 
ancient robe as a symbol of his love 
for Christ and for his small flock. 

that flock is so bruised and 
 emotionally beaten that only some-
one like Fr James could provide the 
healing they need.

I did not know what to expect 
before I viewed the movie. However, 
as the final credits rolled, I sat silently 
with a stream of tears flowing down 
my face. 

the exquisitely talented Irish com-
poser Patrick Cassidy wrote the 
score, and he closes the film with a 
hauntingly beautiful rendition of the 
Beatitudes. It is chanted in Gaelic by 
Iarla ó Lionáird and it is, for me, the 
most glorious recitation of those 
sacred words I have ever heard. as 
the music played, it felt as though I, 
too, had been healed.

I had witnessed the story of a man 
who lived very much in this world, 
but was not of it. It was the story of 
someone for whom humanity, even 
with all its terrible faults, is still 
 worthy of love and respect. this was 
a priest who continued to labour in 
the vineyard when the Church he 
served was mired in the awful sin of 
child sexual abuse. 

Fr James was a shepherd who felt 
the pain of his parishioners, who 
walked with them to Calvary, who 
bore their crosses and had nothing 
but compassion. Beneath the dark-
ness of their shattered lives, he saw a 
light that could shine again. In that 
gruff man, I saw what it means to live 
out the Beatitudes in a world that no 
longer counts its blessings.

‘Blessed are they who mourn for 
they shall be comforted.’ throughout 
my life, I heard those words a million 
times. However, it is only when you 

see the healing hand of someone 
like Fr James that you realise why 
they are much more than pious 
sentiments. 

to comfort those who mourn, who 
are sad and afflicted, is the supreme 
Christian calling. We can be as devout 
as saints, and yet if we cannot com-
fort those in agony it is all in vain. 

Fr James reached out to those who 
most of us would run to the other side 
of the street to avoid. In so doing, he 
acted on Christ’s words: ‘It is not the 
healthy who need a physician, but the 
sick.’ 

‘Blessed are the merciful for they 
shall obtain mercy’.

as Calvary edged towards its climax, 
I found my heart weeping. Fr James 
peered into the abyss, descended into 
the depths, and yet he still poured 
out mercy and forgiveness. 

Indeed, if this film is about any-
thing, it is forgiveness. and what it 
teaches is that true forgiveness can 
never be on our terms. It is a gift that 
must be freely given irrespective of 
the consequences for us. 

‘Blessed are the peacemakers for 
they shall be called children of God.’ 
Peace is such a rare thing, and it was 
certainly not very evident in Fr 
James’s village. that he brought 
peace to everyone through his simple 
words and heroic actions showed me 
why such people are indeed blessed.

For more than a year, I have thought 
hard about Fr James. If I write about 
him now just before Christmas, it is 
because Calvary taught me what the 
event we are celebrating asks of us. 
Christmas is beautiful and heart-
warming, but it does not stop at the 
threshold of the crib.

 

F
 
 
r James walked through the 
stable to the other side, and 
there he found the road to 
Calvary. He found the lost 
sheep, the lepers and the 

lame, the prostitutes and tax collec-
tors. He sat and ate with them, wept 
with them, and then he healed them. 
He walked the talk and was given the 
strength to do so.

the star rises above the stable to 
herald a new dawn. the sun breaks 
and light shatters the darkness. 
those who mourn find comfort and 
those who thirst for righteousness 
are satisfied. In the light, those who 
seek mercy find it and those who 
bring peace inherit the earth.

Calvary is not easy viewing, but then 
neither is real life. If, however, we are 
to understand the true meaning of 
Christmas, we must walk in the shoes 
of that extraordinary priest, Fr James. 
to do so is to see life as a pilgrimage 
leading from Bethlehem to Calvary. It 
is to walk with the lonely and afflicted, 
the saints and the sinners.

that is where the light of Christmas 
leads and blessed indeed are those 
who follow it.


