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Music of the 
angels made 
my tears flow
M

y day started 
with a song and 
ended with an-
other. They were 
completely dif-
ferent tunes, yet 

in my mind they became one. 
Linking them together were a 
kindly priest, a talented thes-
pian and a gifted young boy. 

Our eldest stood in the centre of the 
sanctuary. He had just served Mass 
for a priest of rare gentility and 
 kindness. Father Michael Simpson 
was leaving the local church and 
these were his final moments.

Dressed in pink vestments to 
 symbolise the dawning light of Easter, 
Father Simpson paused with our son 
as the choir bid him farewell. The 
choir is not young but they are excep-
tionally versatile and melodic. They 
chose to sing John Rutter’s A Clare 
Benediction, a hymn so tender, 
 moving and sublime.

‘May the Lord show his mercy upon 
you; may the light of his presence be 
your guide. May he guard you and 
uphold you; may his spirit be ever by 
your side.’ 

When they sang those poignant 
words a tear trickled from my eye. My 
son was standing beside a man of 
deep holiness, someone who shows 
what it means to live in divine love.

‘Blessed are the meek for they shall 
inherit the earth.’ That being so, 
Michael Simpson is set to receive a 
great bequest.

Rarely have I met someone who 
shines with such purity of heart.

As the choir delivered the last line 
of Rutter’s masterpiece, Father Simp-
son turned to the congregation and 
smiled. ‘May God bless you now and 
evermore,’ they sang, and with that 
shy smile he seemed to return the 
compliment. And then, with a bow, 
my son led that living saint off the 
altar for the last time. 

In an age of disbelief, we can be 
 cynical about the role of the clergy. 
One encounter with Father Simpson 
would cure us of that cynicism.

We were lucky enough to have met a 
man who saw the good in everyone 
because he has so much goodness  
in himself.

The words of A Clare Benediction 
were a fitting tribute to someone who 
embodies the virtues of faith, hope 
and love. 

My tears were an expression of 
 affection for a man who showed my 
son what it means to be genuinely 
religious. As they disappeared, I knew 
our little boy had seen a light that 
shall never fade.

I dried my eyes and hurried from 
the church. We were headed to a 
 poetry and music festival organised 
by Paul and Ciara Cullen of Arclight 
Drama Studio in Dublin.

Like Father Simpson, Paul and 
 Ciara have devoted their lives to the 
happiness of others. The selfless 
 encouragement and guidance they 
give to countless children is an 
 inspiration. ‘I love acting,’ Paul told 

me, ‘but I live for teaching.’ And you 
can see that, for him, teaching drama 
to children of all ages is a true voca-
tion. When his students flourish, Paul 
receives his real reward. 

Our middle son had taken gold in 
the poetry competition the previous 
afternoon. Now, however, we had to 
prepare for something very different. 
As he took off his vestments after 
Mass, our eldest knew that this would 
not be the last time he would have to 
dress up that day.

He had entered the Musical Drama 
competition. In full costume, he 
would sing The Music Of The Night 
from The Phantom Of The Opera.  
For weeks, he had worked with his 
mother on perfecting the vocals.

It is, however, a different story when, 
as a boy of 11, you have to stand on 
stage before a large audience and 
sing a solo to full dramatic effect. ‘I 
can’t let Paul down,’ he said to me as 
we took a quick walk. It was obvious 
that he was petrified.

We arrived at the hall and took our 
places. With his usual caring touch, 
Paul was preparing the contestants 
for their big performance.

Our son was no less nervous, but I 
could now detect that he was deter-
mined to see it through.

For the second time that day, he 
stood before a large crowd. This time, 
however, he was the centre of 
 attention. And then this: ‘Night-time 
sharpens, heightens each sensation. 
Darkness stirs and wakes imagina-
tion. Silently the senses abandon 
their defences...’

As he belted out the tune, you could 
see that his senses had, at last, aban-
doned their defences. ‘Softly, deftly, 
music shall surround you.’ It did and 
once more my tears began to flow.

T
 
 
O thunderous applause he 
left the stage realising that 
he hadn’t let down Paul or 
us or anyone. Indeed, the 
hug he received from Paul 

backstage meant more than the gold 
he picked up later. Our son had been 
part of something special – something 
that gave each child a chance to excel 
and shine.

I returned home exhausted but 
overjoyed. As I settled down to sleep, 
two tunes kept running through my 
head. A Clare Benediction and The 
Music Of The Night have little in 
common, except that I shall never 
hear one without thinking of the 
 other. From now on, both songs will 
conjure up the memory of a saintly 
priest and two thespians who sacri-
ficed their own stardom so that 
 children like my son should succeed. 

From the sanctuary to the stage, 
one little boy showed how to do 
things with decorum, dignity and 
high drama.

His aim was to ‘look after’ Father 
Simpson and to do Paul proud.

That he did so, despite his trepida-
tion, proves that anything is possible 
once you have been touched by the 
angels.
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Primary teachers vote 
for action on workloads
PRIMARY school teachers have 
voted by an overwhelming 
majority for industrial action 
over increased workloads and a 
curb on promotions.

Members of the Irish National 
Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) 
backed a call from the union’s 
executive for action, with 97% 
voting to stop all involvement 
with the Department of Educa-
t i o n ’ s  p r o g r a m m e  o f 
self-evaluation. 

Ballots of primary teachers 
took place in each of the union’s 
157 branches last week with the 
result announced yesterday. 

A union directive on non-coop-
eration is to be issued to primary 
schools in the coming days. 

The union wants to end the ban 
on promotions in primary schools 
that was introduced in 2008 and 

the re-instatement of promoted 
posts lost in the last eight years. 

INTO general secretary Sheila 
Nunan said: ‘Teachers are not 
prepared to see the department 
continually ramp up require-
ments and pressures on schools 
while ignoring a ban on promo-
tion that has devastated school 
management structures. 

‘The department cannot expect 
schools to endlessly expand the 
self-evaluation of teaching and 
learning and take on board the 
self-evaluation of leadership and 
management in schools while 
watching leadership and man-
agement structures built up over 
years being dismantled.’

The INTO wants the Department 

of Education to respond posi-
tively to its demand for a lifting of 
the moratorium on posts of 
responsibility in schools and to 
help alleviate workloads. 

Ms Nunan added: ‘It is simply 
not possible for schools to con-
tinue to innovate, deal with 
increasingly societal problems 
and meet endless bureaucratic 
demands without the proper 
resources.’ 

INTO spokesman Peter Mullan  
said the action ‘will not involve 
school closures or parents hav-
ing to make alternative arrange-
ments for their children’.

He said the industrial action will 
affect ‘work that teachers are 
required to do after school hours. 
It’s planning work and analysing 
work that goes on after school in 
meetings with teachers’.

By Sarah Burns


