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church structures, policies and preferments. However, we remain 
convinced that a robust questioning and a particular focus, while 
they leave us open to the easy and sometimes facile charge of 
‘negativity’, are effective and necessary tools in analysing what’s 
wrong and trenchantly proposing alternative positions or policies. 
It also needs to be said that, in the present situation where our 
parishes are haemorrhaging members and experts are using the 
word ‘trauma’ to describe our situation as a church (Kevin Egan, 
Cora Lambert, ‘Trauma in the Church, Naming the Symptoms’, 
The Furrow, June 2017) public figures have to face the real issues 
and accept the brickbats that come with that engagement rather 
than take refuge behind the shallow reassurances of hand-picked 
advisors who were chosen because they can be relied on NOT to 
speak the truth.

Other priests again, especially those who had particular reasons 
for maintaining the status quo – those who are part of a bishop’s 
inner circle or those with ambitions with a purple tinge – are 
conflicted by some of the things we say because even though 
their minds tell them that much of what we propose is sensible 
and necessary their ambitious hearts warn them not to be identified 
with a toxic association that might limit their chance of a promising 
invitation to the Navan Road. Clerical ambition, as Pope Francis 
keeps reminding us, is a significant problem in the church and it’s 
not confined to Rome.

After seven years the ACP has made significant progress and 
has successfully succeeded in deflecting efforts at different levels 
to encourage us to change our focus. While some may be happy 
to make the snowballs and let the ACP fire them, we’re aware 
of a debilitating fearfulness in the Irish Church, not least among 
clergy that we have to respect and allow for. For all sorts of 
reasons Irish clergy are extremely reluctant actually to say what 
they think, probably because, like the Garda Siochána, there’s no 
stomach for whistle-blowers in institutions where the future of 
its ‘junior’members is so dependant on satisfying the needs of its 
senior officers.

It isn’t our intention to help jolly people up or to pretend that the 
emperor is always fully clothed. Yes, we can be accused of having 
a narrow vista but we make no apology for choosing our ground 
and we won’t be deflected from it. 

The simple truth is that the work of the ACP should be supported 
and resourced not patronised and diminished because if human kind 
has learned anything from its history, it surely is the equivalent of 
knowing that if you try to keep the lid on a pot on a raging fire 
something eventually is going to give.
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Footprints and Fingermarks

Kevin Mullan

We were not here very long, those four decades and more ago, 
when the coal tip in Wales gave way and slid down on the school, 
burying its children. In the college jottings one of our number 
began his short poem Aberfan, abair paidir, modulating the sounds 
of the village name into the sounds of the heart, and nursing the 
elsewhere tragedy with the immediacy of absorption.

Today – looking back over those years – and at times maybe 
we can’t or shouldn’t – we know we have woven words into other 
people’s lives, and perhaps our own too – to comfort pain, to give 
hope, to raise a smile, to unlock the space where a soul may float 
in freedom, content.

With friends, with spouses and companions, with colleagues 
and soul mates, with one another – we have tried to live the words 
that promised that we would absorb one another and be together in 
courage, in searching, in preserving, in understanding, in gratitude 
for one another, and in joy.

And now there is that sense of an ending, coming at us – not 
only from those memory- laden names of the dead, dropping into 
our hearts where we played together at the outset of our adventures 
and their unfolding – but borne in on us from all that we have 
seen and heard along the road – the passing nature of things, the 
contingency of existence, the sun’s slow but inexorable burnout to 
darkness.

Our own footprints are on the journey of time, our own finger 
marks on the addenda of history or its substance; our own wishes 
germane to certain outcomes; our own influence and impact on the 
flowering or diminishing of some people’s lives – and then we are 
gone.

Our young people at the Feis back home were reading from 
Gabriel Rosenstock’s volume of tiny but richly packed poems, 
Sasquatch. An imaginary animal, the last of its species, encounters 
life and death in the other creatures and things of earth and water 
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and sky around him: learning to be noble, learning to be cautious, 
and then – looking into the eyes of a deer –

Stopann tú chun bhreathnú orm
ní fhiafraíon tú cad tá ionam
agus toisc nach dteitheann tú
leánn ár bhféachaint
tuiscint bhreise anois agam don neach atá ionam.
(You pause to look at me
and ask not what I am
and because you do not flee our gaze melts
I now know something more of what I am.)

He learns from the bees that there is sweetness to be found by 
those who search and agrees with the setting sun that darkness is 
a companion and a component of life. And then he is lost in the 
water, drowned.

ní raibh éinne dá mhuintir beo
éinne in aon chor a chaoinfeabh é
(None of his ilk survives
to weep for him.)

This may owe something to Eastern religious graspings at the 
unseen within and beyond the visible. But we too have existed in 
time, living between the seen and the unseen, the deceptions of 
the tangible, and the hints of the eternal, engaging with and being 
engaged by …. We would probably put other words on our story, 
though we have so much in common with our fellow creatures, 
necessarily so.

Searching for words to weave into the growth and decay and 
questionings of other human beings, we draw on a belief that 
we have absorbed – or may still grapple with – that the invisible 
revealed itself, and dwelt among us in love and fragility, its victim 
and its victor.

We may meet them at close of day, when the evening is spread 
out against the sky, when the day has not answered every need, 
and Mister Godot has not come. These moments may be today’s 
customary places of prayer, as Luke describes the spot where Paul 
met Lydia outside the city walls (Acts 16:11-15), outside the places 
of relentless doing and slaving; these moments when the soul 
demands to be heard, and questions come through tears of fear and 
doubt, or something reassures and must be true.

Jesus loved those conversations with the questioning soul, and 
listens in on ours. He invites us to walk with courage on water of 
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unfathomable depth, for love is at the furthest depth of reality. The 
Spirit of truth has convinced us to believe ( John 15:26-16:4 ).

We return within the city walls to live the truth in love in its 
squares and market places, in its teaching halls and places of 
governance, in its feeding places and nursing stations, in its courts 
and prisons; to delay with Bernanos’s curé in its dark corners with 
its poor and desperate, its victims, and be ourselves victims of its 
anger, sometimes deservedly, sometimes by accident; to love those 
who are different, those who are dangerous; to forgive even as we 
are forgiven.

Martin Luther’s 500 year old spectre challenges us to live by that 
grace and live graciously. Within the Catholic Church – semper 
reformanda, but where our intellect and emotions find food - we 
have become children of our own time’s reformation, the Council. 
We have passionately and loyally tried to bring its joy and hope to 
humankind.

The cloud of the journey, the néal maidine, has come down 
upon us and our hearts have stirred for God. We have caught fire 
from the tine oíche to defy the darkness. We have eaten the bread 
and supped the cup of our God’s eternal commitment to his people. 
In boldness and humble repentance we have tried to be faithful 
storytellers to our fellow pilgrims and to children’s children.

May those who will carry our bones and walk upon them know 
what we have been blessed to know – and more, until, in the joyful 
mercy of the Love which is beyond all understanding, we know 
even as we are known – and we see one another in God.

The part that lies behind. This is part of what I see as my own 
life’s pilgrimage, that search for an understanding of what ‘lies 
behind’. What lies behind the idea of ‘pilgrimage’,  what lies on or 
behind ‘the holy mountain’, whether it be Kailas, Tabor or Croagh 
Patrick, a mountain amongst the holy mountains of the world? 
While the Reek has become closely associated with a particular 
form of Catholic devotion, I think to find the real sense of it we 
have to look further. We have to look at other religions and other 
pilgrimages to come to an understanding of what lies at the heart 
of all of them.

–	 Patrick Claffey, Atlantic Tabor: The Pilgrims of Croagh 
Patrick (Dublin: The Liffey Press) p.163.


