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Grow old along with me!


The best is yet to be,


The last of life, for which the first was made:


Our times are in His hand


Who saith, ‘A whole I planned,


Youth shows but half; trust God: see all nor be afraid!’


– ‘Rabbi Ben Ezra’, Robert Browning
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Introduction


Written almost 3,000 years ago is a line from a song in the Bible which says: ‘The days of our lives are 70 years’. Not everyone remembers the next line, which notes the possibility, ‘by reason of strength’, of 80 years (Psalm 90:10, New King James Version). This is a bald statistic, but it is an average, subject to the usual variation. Some will make it to 90 or 100, maybe a little more. Others will get only 50 or 60 years, perhaps even less. Genetic inheritance, infection, accident, violence or suicide can cut the promised span.


Ageing is still associated with certain health problems – strokes, cancer, dementia. This is not because we are living too long. These problems are not intrinsic to ageing – many older people die without being affected by them, and gradually modern medicine is dealing with them. Those who have already reached 70 or 80 in good health are pioneers. This is what the psalm promises. It is a message to be celebrated; it should be proclaimed in our society, and needs to be taken to those parts of the world where infection and violence are still endemic. Older people, far from being a burden, are completing the natural human life cycle. This is not a matter only of chronological measurement – if you didn’t know your date of birth, how old would you think you are?


There is the objection that ageing is a descent into a second childhood. While we are children, we have to do what we are told; we don’t have money of our own; we know nothing of sex. Is a return to that kind of life – dependent, poor, single – still worth living?


As we grow up we are proud to stand on our own two feet, wanting to get our own way, taking pleasure in our first pocket money, feeling the first stirrings of psychosexual development. When we become adults we are encouraged to find a path in the world; a job gives us independence; friendship and intimacy beckon. Traditional marriage vows include a promise of obedience, the sharing of wealth and fidelity, forsaking sex with others. However, in order to keep a job, people constantly have to fit in with the expectations of others, if not through obedience then through loyalty or conformity. For most of our lives we have not wealth but debt, a mortgage being the most acute example. Mort-gage means ‘pledged until death’. Despite the surfeit of sex in the media, most couples try to be faithful to each other.


We are destined to end life the way we started. Sooner or later we will have to obey others, perhaps even our own children. In old age we have a diminished income and are not able to spend very much, at least on ourselves. We may live alone or have to face – for better and for worse – life with strangers, without kith or kin.


Not to put too fine a point on it, many of us end up as obedient, poor and celibate as monks, nuns or whatever is the equivalent in different traditions. A Hindu idea is that we should put our affairs in order before we make our final journey, hoping to be fit enough to complete the traditional trek to the Ganges before we are laid on the funeral pyre and our ashes are scattered upon the waters. Rather than abandoning ourselves to simply having to pass the time in old age, we should put more effort into preparing for it.


Cryogenics notwithstanding, who wants to live forever? Despite the provision of new knees and hips, stents and shunts, Botox and Viagra, our bodies will come to a natural end. Our eyes, ears and teeth tell us this. Bits will degrade. To ask more would be inhuman. We are born unable to do anything for ourselves, completely dependent on others. We die in the same way. To treat the time in between as being only for eating, drinking and having a good time is the vanity of vanities. Our bodies are not designed only for conforming, consuming and consummating.


It is tempting to treat the body as a machine. Many parts can be renewed or replaced. But there is more to life than the mechanisms of the body which allow us to realise our dreams, to make money, to have sex. No matter how rational people think themselves to be, in fact they do the most irrational things: the most intelligent can be selfish, greedy and lose their self-control. Biographies, to say nothing of court records, demonstrate this.


The 1988 French satirical film La vie est un long fleuve tranquille (Life Is a Long Quiet River) begins in Paris with the stylish mother of a large bourgeois family teaching Catholic catechism alongside a young guitar-playing priest. Then she finds out that, 12 years previously, one of her children was swapped at birth and has been brought up in a poor family on the other side of the tracks. She and her husband agree to take the boy back while paying the poor family to keep the one they have brought up. But the 12-year-old has learned all the tricks required to survive in the slums. These include stealing and drinking. Soon he has his new-found, and hitherto well-behaved, brothers and sisters imitating his bad example. The mother, distraught, starts swallowing liquor and popping pills. One day, one comes to tell her what he has been learning in school. ‘Maman,’ he says, ‘Jesus was a good man. And he got crucified. Maman, life is not a long quiet river.’


The Ancient Greek philosopher Socrates said ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’. These days, as we age, we have the opportunity to examine our lives; our retirement plans should include time to be alone, silent, contemplative. During the ‘extra’ decade that falls roughly between 70 and 80, we can more easily see the bigger picture and how our lives fit into it. The premise of this book is that those years are not designed only for rest and recreation. They are for reflection on what our existence has been all about. We need to understand not only the benefits but also the limitations of power, money and sex. Monks and nuns give up their own will and property, renouncing sex and comfort. Perhaps we should all attempt this. As T.S. Eliot says, in Four Quartets: ‘East Coker’, ‘In order to possess what you do not possess / You must go by the way of dispossession.’


This book has three sections, dedicated respectively to obedience, poverty and celibacy. They cover the stages of a life – my own – from birth to old age, facing at each stage the challenges that have come from trying to live in the world as a Roman Catholic priest. Priests are not just cogs in an institution; they are called to live according to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. This ‘good-spell’ questions why the majority of people have to survive without choices so that a minority can live in peace. Since priests don’t exercise choices that others regard as routine, they should be free to speak up on behalf of those in the family of humanity who have no voice at all.


These thoughts are offered to those seeking to complete their lives ‘grace-fully’. I have kept diaries and notes from an early age. From these I have concluded that the so-called ‘evangelical’ or Gospel virtues – obedience, poverty and chastity – can give a fuller meaning to life. We are all more obedient, poor and celibate than we care to admit, but when we use our ‘extra’ decade from 70 to 80 to reflect upon our life, we discover that we are not merely stardust destined only to fertilise the earth. This is the age at which I chose to leave the city and move to a hut in the woods. Some of those who visit the hut betray a certain envy. We have all, in our older age, far too much stuff. It is time to dispense with most of it and focus on that which remains – our selves.


For those thinking of writing a memoir, it is worth considering the words of R.B. Cunninghame Graham: ‘Why strip the soul stark naked to the public gaze without some hesitation and due interval, by means of which to make folk understand that which you write is what you think you feel; part of yourself, a part, moreover, which once given out can never be recalled?’


What I have written is what I have felt during the extra decade. Hopefully the reader will have felt something similar. Sooner or later we all have to face the same issues. If we have obtained a degree of satisfaction with the life we have led then we are entitled to contentment. It only remains to complete the cycle of life with grace-fulness.




Part 1


Obedience
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Birth


Although I think of myself as Scottish, I was born in England. My parents happened to be there at the time. My father’s father had been a master potter in the world-famous Belleek Pottery in Ulster. He had been invited to the Blue Pottery in Glasgow, where he met Jean Macauley, whose family origins were in Stornoway. They had seven boys (of whom my father was the second) and two girls. My mother came from a family of six girls and one boy. Her name was Sarah but she was known as Sadie or, because of her lack of height, ‘Tote’ (Scots for tiny). Her mother died in childbirth and the children were brought up in a large flat in Springburn by their father, Felix McCann, a signalman at nearby Cowlairs Junction. The family traced their origins to the Irish who came over after the 1840s ‘Great Hunger’ as labour in the brickworks at Heathfield near Garnkirk in Lanarkshire. I think of my mother as a Catholic Calvinist: she was strong on the work ethic. An uncle described her as ‘very religious’. She trained as a pawnbroker and later opened a draper’s shop. She taught us to say our prayers each night by our bedside. Some prayers were learned off by heart, and we were encouraged to remember friends and neighbours.


My father had mistakenly been called up for the First World War – he often told us of his delight in pointing out to the recruiting sergeant that he was too young. He remembered the man calling him a cheeky young pup as he flicked back the king’s shilling. He qualified in the 1920s as an engineer at the North British Locomotive works in Springburn, Glasgow. With 8,000 employees, it was the biggest railway builder in the British Empire, sending steam engines all over the world. There are iconic photographs of them being lifted onto ships in the River Clyde by the enormous Finnieston crane. The company custom was to dismiss apprentices as soon as their time was up, so that they could avoid paying full wages – so, as he came from a musical family, instead of pursuing an engineering career in Glasgow, my father set himself to become a professional pianist. He was soon leading a small band that played in a city-centre café. He also became a first-class oil and watercolour artist, producing paintings that contributed to the household budget. However, when he proposed marriage to my mother she told him she would not consider bringing up children on such an unpredictable income. In anticipation of another war, engineering work was picking up in England, and friends got him a start in the Bristol Aeroplane Company, where their factory in Filton was the largest aircraft facility in Europe.


The River Thames froze over for the first time since 1888 on the day of my birth in 1940. This was followed by an ice storm. Things only got worse: Bristol suffered badly from German bombing because of the aerodrome beside which we lived. Over 1,000 civilians were killed and 81,000 houses destroyed. My father would run from the air-raid shelter to the house to heat milk for me. He felt, he told me later, part of the ‘spirit of Dunkirk’. War production increased and Rolls-Royce opened an aircraft division in Glasgow. He transferred, reckoning the family might be safer there. So although both my sister (two years older) and my brother (two years younger) were also born in England, we were brought up in Scotland.


My father regarded his Catholicism as a healthy antidote to the attractions of Communism which, after the Russian Revolution of 1917, was a significant influence in Glasgow. The Gaelic poet Sorley MacLean wrote of ‘the great cause’ and of ‘a new star lit in heaven’. The family locale of Springburn was a particular bastion of the Communist Party. ‘Wee Johnny’, as my father was known, was in George Square when strikers gathered there in 1919. They were fighting for a reduction of the working week from 54 hours to 40. Churchill, the Secretary of State for War, was blamed for ordering in armed troops to quell the spread of what the Secretary of State for Scotland called a ‘Bolshevik uprising’. When a tram was overturned, young Johnny ran all the way home.


The parish priest in Springburn, Canon McBrearty, regarded the Slavin family as ‘brainy but arrogant’. Two of my father’s brothers did veterinary surgery at Glasgow University and both went on to Leipzig for further studies. Another brother emigrated to New York and one became a Justice of the Peace in Glasgow.


As a parent, my father was much more laid-back than my mother, and softened her discipline. Children should be free to express themselves, he thought. The nearest he got to discipline was a knuckle touching the top of the head with the admonition to ‘do what Mammy tells you’.


In those years children were seen and not heard. They tended to accept their parents’ opinions as Gospel truth – and my father was free with his opinions. His hero was Clement Attlee, the postwar Labour prime minister who nationalised the public utilities. His greatest enemy was a somewhat mythical Duke of Argyll, to whom he attributed all Scotland’s ills. He put down his lack of promotion to Masonic influence but he was a ‘contrary’ character. Once, having on a Sunday walked the requisite distance to a hotel to qualify for a drink as a bona fide traveller, he was asked to remove his cap. ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Is there going to be a religious service?’


From my father I inherited this contrariness. Power, prestige and position meant little to him. My mother, on the other hand, wanted her children to ‘get on’. And she passed on her dogmatic tendencies. My parents remained in a certain sense independent of each other. When they disagreed about something my father would say to the three of us: ‘A Hindu died / a happy thing to do / for forty years / he had been married to a shrew.’ We laughed. Still, they were part of each other. They might have had a streak of anarchism about them. They trimmed their sails to let us fly. They might have hoped we would not fly too far, but they left that decision to us. Obedience, though not conformity, was taught as a virtue.


Being born into the working class provided the discipline necessary for growing up. ‘Working class’ can be misunderstood to mean mere factory fodder, but there were skilled occupations – such as engineers, coal miners and shipbuilders – of which the practitioners were justifiably proud. The world was ill-divided, but there were rules and regulations. If you obeyed these you would make progress. My parents were better off than their parents, and they worked hard to make sure their own children were better off than them. As they saw it, you could conform to social expectations enough to make a good living, but you should still keep your conscience clean and be your own person: you must remain obedient to what you believed in, no matter what you had to do to conform and get on.




2


Boyhood


I started primary school in 1945, in the month the atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. At enormous cost to all sides, the war was over. The name of our school was St George’s. People ask how in Glasgow you could get a school called after England’s patron saint. The parish priest, Canon ‘Geordie’ Galbraith from South Uist, called it after himself. He was the best-known priest in the city. He had a Military Cross from the First World War for ‘dedicated duty under fire’ while a chaplain with the Highland Light Infantry. Later he received the MBE. He insisted that the lamp posts which the Corporation of Glasgow painted green in the rest of the city be painted blue on the road to his church. This was the traditional colour of the Virgin Mary, patron of his parish of Our Lady of Lourdes. And the road had to be signposted not Lourdes Avenue but Lourdes Ave (for Ave Maria).


Miss Annie Campbell, one of two sisters from the island of Barra, was our teacher. She was a strict disciplinarian, believing that although all her pupils were working class there should be no limit to their aspirations. ‘Education opens doors,’ she said. In the Scottish Qualifying Examination for Secondary School our class received the highest marks in Glasgow. Miss Campbell died of cancer not long after we left primary school. Such was her influence that members of the class have continued to meet in her honour to the present day.


The school football team played in St George’s colours, with red and white stripes. In my final year we reached the Glasgow Schools Cup Final. Since the parish was Our Lady and St George we were given a gift of blue socks, Mary’s colour. The final was played on the park of a junior team, Maryhill Harp, which had Irish origins. When we ran out in red, white and blue we got a hostile reception and were 3–0 down before we rallied to 3–3, only to lose 4–3.


We were within walking distance of Ibrox Park, where we were lifted over the turnstiles for free to see epic encounters such as between the Rangers ‘Iron Curtain’ and Hibernian’s ‘Famous Five’. My father went with a busload of supporters from the Rolls-Royce factory to Wembley in 1949 to see Scotland beat England 3–1. He had also been at the Rangers–Celtic match in 1931 during which the Celtic goalkeeper John Thomson was fatally injured. He spoke of the silence when the Rangers manager came on to the pitch and the spectators realised the seriousness of the incident.


Most families where we lived in Penilee were connected through the employment of men in the Rolls-Royce plant, which had its own pipe band. We were intrigued by one of the drummers having a wooden leg, revealed by his kilt. Father was fit, and cycled to work. Time-keeping was strict, and we would sit at the window sure to the minute of his return, when we would run out to meet him. He didn’t take factory work too seriously and referred to Rolls-Royce as ‘Dodge City’ – the tool crib in which he worked was regarded as a nest of ‘bolshie’ characters. He enjoyed telling us the story of an inspector coming up from Derby to check one of the first bits of automation. ‘Can’t that machine go any faster?’ he boomed. ‘Sure bloody thing,’ said one of the engineers, turning it up to full speed and nearly wrecking it.


I was a member of the Cubs, where the leaders (called ‘Akela’, a Kipling character) were two sisters, idolised by the boys. We followed Oor Wullie and The Broons, cartoons of the most dysfunctional families imaginable, perhaps a safety valve in strict households. Bizarrely, although it was perhaps a similar safety valve, my father insisted on reading out to my mother ‘Little Stories from the Police Courts’ from the Weekly News on Friday evenings, in which downtrodden women got their own back on feckless husbands.


When we played far from home in summer the sun seemed always to shine, while winters were snowy – we were able to sledge in the field at the end of the street. In 1947 the snow came over our wellington boots and the school milk had to be thawed out on the classroom stove. Fog was a regular problem too, and occasionally it was impossible to see across the road. Our street led on to three farms, round which we walked of a Sunday. Of course, we went to church on Sundays too. Some people went to different places of worship. This was not experienced as sectarianism, despite the tensions between Catholics and Protestants in parts of Glasgow (I was 12 before I saw an Orange band).


There were two cinemas within walking distance. There was another we were not allowed to go to because the children threw stuff at each other. Occasionally we were taken by bus to the Lyceum, one of three ‘picture houses’ in Govan. We had to agree to go first to confession in St Anthony’s Church across the street from the cinema. Our greatest delinquency – the only thing we could seriously confess to – was stealing chocolate from a biscuit factory in Hillington estate. There was a van came round weekly from the Band of Hope which showed films with a religious background. I once won a pencil at it but my mother snapped it in two since I wasn’t supposed to be at a ‘non-Catholic’ service – a reminder that children should do what they were told.


There was no way of questioning the instructions of the various parental figures of childhood. Memory suggests that they were benign authorities. The school janitor, Mr Gilfedder, was more immediate to us than the headmaster. His word was law. It was assumed that he and others like him were interested only in our good. They made every effort to improve us. Children were cherished and protected. Parents, teachers, clergy and others were concerned that we should find a good place in the world. To some extent they sacrificed themselves for the sake of the next generation. The message was: if you did as you were told, you would succeed. The practice of religion reinforced the moral code of obedience. It all fitted into what is generally known as a happy childhood.
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Blairs College


Boyhood ended with a parish mission conducted by the Re-demptorist Fathers in 1951. Their hellfire-and-brimstone style of preaching is captured in the school retreat in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. However, on this occasion one of the priests had a much gentler approach. He was young, and had a double-barrelled name, Father Lumley-Holmes. One of his tasks was to speak to the top primary class to enquire whether any of the boys were interested in the priesthood. There had been an exhibition about vocations to the religious life in the Kelvin Hall that year – up till then the Hall had been mostly the cavernous venue used at Christmas for the carnival and circus. Three of us put up our hands. I was under the age to be accepted but the other two who volunteered, Charles Corrigan and George McKell, went on to be ordained as Redemptorist priests.


It was a time when young people dreamt of one job for life, whether that was as an engineer or a teacher. There was a definite idea that everyone had a vocation in life. No matter what the work was, the person should do it not just for wages but because it was something that needed to be done. Trying to be a priest or a nun might be more difficult and take a longer training, but it was in a sense a job that any boy or girl might feel called to. There was some glamour around the religious life – Boys Town (1938), in which Spencer Tracy played Father Flanagan, was an enduringly popular film; later on, Jennifer Jones had won an Oscar for her role as a visionary and nun in The Song of Bernadette (1943). I would not have been identified as ‘holier’ than the rest of my classmates; it would have just been recognised that I had the ability to give it a good try. There was certainly no persuasion. Our local priests weren’t in the business of recruitment, while the teachers were careful not to have favourites. My parents might have been apprehensive, since there was an extra cost involved.


So it was that I received the first letter addressed to me personally: an invitation to attend the entrance exam for Blairs College, Aberdeen, the secondary school for those who applied to join the local diocesan priesthood. The news that I had passed the exam was sent to my parish priest, who was left to tell my parents. Presumably he was to find out what they could contribute to the fees for boarding. My mother went out of her way to say that I should not expect to be treated any differently from my sister or brother. My father, credit to him, was able to say that if I felt it wasn’t for me I shouldn’t hesitate to return home. It was indeed a bit of a culture shock – I remember on the train to Aberdeen being told by older boys that, ‘no, you can’t smoke’ (I had been helping myself to the occasional cigarette from my father, unknown to him). I also learned it wouldn’t be necessary to wear my socks up to knee length, as in public schools.


Day-to-day management of the boys in Blairs was in the hands of the Master of Discipline. At the time I arrived this was a fairly austere character, ‘Wally’ Crampton. Later it was an eccentric polymath, Danny Boyle, who once chased boys stealing apples from the orchard and claimed to have them ‘surrounded’. The rector was the benevolent Steve McGill, later Bishop of Argyll. Father Jack McKee (nicknamed ‘The Belloc’ because he was constantly quoting the Catholic apologist Hilaire Belloc) taught history in an imperialist British style. I still have a paper I wrote for the history club. The subject was ‘Nelson: the English Admiral’; in it, the words English and British are used interchangeably. The other ‘profs’ made it fairly clear that they were in Blairs under orders from their bishop. One told us so in as many words. Several had studied at Oxford and Cambridge but had not been trained as teachers. Our form master, Father Frank Duffy, was a well-known musician who was keen that his form year put on plays and musicals for the entertainment of the College.


In providing a boarding school for those whom it foresaw would be the ‘officers and gentlemen’ of the institution, the Catholic Church was aping the wealthier elements of society. In Scotland few boys or girls went to boarding school. They were, in the words of Miss Jean Brodie, the ‘crème de la crème’. Blairs followed the classical curriculum of public schools. It also imitated their so-called muscular Christianity. There was little academic ambition. Although it was not oppressively religious, there was a daily programme of devotions from morning Mass to Night Prayer. There was little, if any, room for individual expression of thought. Obedience was top of the list of criteria for progress.


We would return home briefly at Christmas and Easter and had longer summer holidays, when we would meet up with family and friends. Occasionally boys would not return from vacation, having decided the priesthood was not for them. There was a ritual of scoring out their names on the noticeboard and writing RAS, being the Latin rediit ad suos (‘he has returned to his own’). Names were also scored out for those who left during term-time. They had been ‘domied’, that is, they had gone home (domus), or more likely had been sent home for some infraction of the rules. There were so many rules it seemed relatively easy to be ‘shied’ (expelled).


My first spiritual notes were on the highly individualistic American Trappist writer Thomas Merton who later said he was ‘scandalised by his own Catholicism’. I accepted his, at the time, rather pious account of monastic life. The most popular reading to increase our piety was The Imitation of Christ written in the Low Countries by Thomas à Kempis in the fifteenth century. There was no reference to the fact that it was written for adult lay people who were part of the pre-Reformation ‘Modern Devotion’ movement, which was independent of the clergy. Our hero was St Thérèse of Lisieux, who had got special papal permission to enter a convent at 15 in 1888 and died of TB (tuberculosis) at 24. It was impressed upon us that life was a unique opportunity and we should not presume how much time we had to make the most of it.


I must have been conformist enough, since in my final year I ended up as senior prefect.


In 1956, when the first revolt against Bolshevik Communism took place in Hungary, my mother spoke to us about accepting one of the child refugees who had fled to the West. The family thought this was taking Christian charity a bit too far. At the same time Britain and France briefly invaded Suez to protect their interests in the Canal. I don’t remember this being discussed at all. We assumed the British Empire was part of our lives. The new music of Tommy Steele and Glasgow’s own Lonnie Donegan were more the subjects of conversation. The social changes this kind of music presaged through Bill Haley and Chuck Berry were not yet on our horizon. We were warned about the dangers of the hip-swivelling Elvis Presley.


Looking back, I have often thought that if you had to go to school, a granite building in ample grounds on the banks of the River Dee wasn’t the worst. It had football and cricket pitches and woods to wander in of an afternoon. Many boys, including those who did not become priests, remained life long friends. There was a certain camaraderie among the boys over and against the staff. Psychologists suggest the influence of one’s peers may be greater than independent thought or even genes and IQ. It could be reasonably concluded that Blairs left some room for individualism but not for much.


One of the customs at Blairs was that on the last full day of the summer term, at the end of the annual prize-giving, it would be announced where sixth formers, if they were thought suitable, would go for further studies. In our case seven were to report after summer to Cardross, the seminary near Dumbarton, and five to Drygrange in the Borders. Two were to go to Valladolid in Spain and two to San Sulpice in Paris. Five were to make their way to the Scots College in Rome. Those going there were traditionally called out last. Since my name was not among the other destinations I was able to figure out that I was going to Rome. This announcement determined the rest of our education. There was no discussion or questioning. It says a lot about the habit of obedience which had been inculcated in Blairs.
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Bagarozzi


In 1957 it was a 48-hour journey to Rome – overnight from Scotland, boat train across the Channel and another overnight train journey through Switzerland, being wakened by border guards to show our brand-new passports. The only one amongst us who hadn’t been in a junior seminary had lingered in prayer in Westminster Cathedral and missed the boat train, but was able to get the next one from London and catch up with us. He had been joint dux at St Mungo’s Academy, Glasgow. We were joined by another who had been at an English seminary. The others had been with me in Blairs. Peter Moran, a future Bishop of Aberdeen, was the senior student deputed to deliver us safely to the Scots College.


When we arrived in Rome the students were at the summer villa at Marino in the Alban Hills. Before joining them, we had to be outfitted with full-length dress-like soutanes, which meant we were immediately identifiable as clerics. We were told this was in case we were tempted to sneak into a café or bar. There was considerable anti-clericalism in Rome. The clergy, including clerical students, were known by the Romans as bagarozzi, meaning black beetles. The word came from a Communist poster depicting the clergy as parasites. Our uniform was a purple cassock with a red sash. The only students who were more conspicuous than the Scots were the Germans, whose soutane was a bright red.


In those days the Catholic Church was being compared by the Reader’s Digest to the American car manufacturer General Motors for its efficiency. The Vatican was the biggest and oldest multi-national in the world. However, it was hardly more than a decade since the Second World War, during which the behaviour of the Roman pontiff had been at best perplexing (he helped the Jews in Rome but not in Germany). Within a year of our arrival, Pius XII died in Castel Gandolfo and we hurried to see him. For some of us it was our first sight of a dead body. His embalming was botched and after we had seen him, his body had to be put into a closed coffin; half a million people passed it in St Peter’s before he was buried privately.


We didn’t know it at the time, but it was the end of an era.


In his place was elected, to the surprise of many, the 78-yearold Patriarch of Venice, Cardinal Roncalli. As Pope John XXIII, one of his first acts was to announce 23 new cardinals, which took the total above the previously fixed limit of 70. He did a number of other things which were not in the tradition of recent popes – like greeting a Jewish delegation as his brothers. He was not going to be a prisoner in the Vatican like Pius XII, who had jealously protected the independence of the Holy See – which had been guaranteed by the Fascist dictator Mussolini (ironically, this made Pius XII reluctant to act contra the policies of Mussolini and his German ally). He visited Regina Coeli prison at Christmas and in January came to our university, the Gregorianum (known to us ‘the Greg’), to the great delight of the students. The Christian Democrats who had ruled Italy since the war announced an apertura alla Sinistra (opening to the Left) – but only to the Socialist party, not the Communists.


Pope John tried to start a programme of reform in the Church by holding a synod for the diocese of Rome. The clergy cheerfully agreed to ban the visiting of bars; they then poured out into the streets to enjoy their cappuccinos in the same bars. They agreed not to attend ‘spectacles’ but later decided this didn’t include football matches. The conservative status quo effectively nullified the Pope’s attempts at change. It wasn’t any better in the Scots College. One of the staff told us that the greatest document in the Church was the 1908 papal encyclical Pascendi Gregis (On Feeding the Sheep). This was Pius X’s effort to prevent ‘Modernism’, a movement at the turn of the nineteenth century to try and introduce some liberal thinking into the Catholic Church. In 1958 there was little liberal thinking in Rome.


On 25 January 1959 Pope John stunned the world by announcing an ecumenical council – the first since the Vatican Council of 1869–70 – to determine the role of the Catholic Church in the modern world. Our rector, Philip Flanagan, had previously been rector of the Scots College in Spain and was a self-confessed supporter of Franco. He prepared the Scottish bishops who came for the Second Vatican Council (also commonly known as Vatican II) by advising them to favour a conservative stance. This might not have been difficult, given that Archbishop Campbell of Glasgow told us he said the rosary during the Latin speeches. An Irish bishop was quoted as saying it was a waste of time: ‘They talked about nothing except theology.’ A bishop from Texas said: ‘Are our churches not full?’ One of our professors, the Dutch Jesuit Sebastian Tromp, had been used to writing the papal encyclicals without help from more liberal colleagues.


The Greg was a fairly solemn, usually quiet place but one morning, not long after the Second Vatican Council started in 1962, it erupted in a roar. The Curia (the Vatican civil service) had prepared a traditional document on Divine Revelation for discussion. Most Council members had rejected it but without the necessary two-thirds majority. Consequently the Curia intended to go through it line by line. There were students acting as secretaries. The roar at the Greg was in response to a telephone call from one of them to say that the Pope had intervened to remove the document. We later learned this had been under pressure from certain episcopates and their advisors (including a young Father Ratzinger, later Pope Benedict XVI). The roar signalled the beginning of the end of unthinking obedience.


There would now emerge into the open a struggle between the traditionalists and those who were designated progressives. Pope John’s intention had been to ‘open the windows’. He saw that the ‘Barque of Peter’ risked being beached while the world moved on. Those who saw the Church as resisting modern trends wanted to defend the values it represented. These were mostly Italians and Spaniards. Opposed to them were bishops from Germany and France, together with those of Belgium and Holland. They had experienced the irrelevance of the Church in the Second World War, when bishops on both sides had blessed their respective bombs. North Americans (though not the Canadians) sided with the traditionalists while the South Americans proved more progressive. The Irish and British bishops appeared to have little to say. Some of them were more Roman than Rome.


Instead of the decree on Divine Revelation, one on the liturgy was introduced because this was thought to be non-contentious. In the 1950s Pius XII had already started the reform of Catholic worship by restoring the Easter Vigil. But the emphasis remained on the ritual rather than the meaning. Amongst ourselves at the Scots College there was disagreement about how we ought to change, with some unwilling to sign a letter to the rector proposing minor changes at the Mass. In the Brazilian College they were opening wide their arms during Mass, while we were told to imagine we had an elastic band restricting them. A newly ordained priest caused amusement because he didn’t know which fingers to use when touching the host (wafer) at Benediction. We had taken it upon ourselves to read the tomes on the liturgy by the great German scholar Jungmann. It was quite different from what we saw being done in the College. Gradually what one did – or didn’t – do in the liturgy became a test of conformity.


When I started Divinity I bought a Bible. It was the Catholic version by Monsignor Ronald Knox. The spiritual director at the Scots College, Father Matt Kinsella, asked why I had done this. I replied that I intended to read it. He said he thought that wasn’t a very good idea, believing it to be ‘not a book for the young’. Sedatives and tranquillisers were just coming onto the market at that time. Wee Mattie thought ‘purple hearts’ were better than the Bible for calming the students’ nerves and making them more obedient. Reading the Bible didn’t come into his scheme of spiritual development.


I have notes from my time in Rome that speak of the will of the Superior as the will of God. Rules were a revelation of God’s will. Christ was obedient and we were called to be ‘other Christs’. I wrote that ‘if I find myself thinking like a layman I am on the wrong track’. However, I also wrote that I should not confuse the sign with what is being signified: that there is a difference between men and God. Our spiritual director at that time was Tom (later Cardinal) Winning, who told us obedience was more characteristic of the Catholic clergy than celibacy.


For a while I was in charge of providing textbooks for the students. I made an effort to get the latest texts, since the books that had been popular up till Vatican II clearly weren’t going to be of much use. In theology we supplemented our studies with books like The Resurrection by the French author F.X. Durwell, which opened our minds for the first time to the centrality of Easter. We were restricted by looking at material within the Roman Catholic tradition. Honest to God had just been written by the Anglican Bishop John Robinson. The American Harvey Cox’s The Secular City was about to become a bestseller. During the war the German Evangelical Dietrich Bonhoeffer had spoken of ‘religionless Christianity’. The Death of God debate followed. The Jesuit Teilhard de Chardin’s posthumously published theory on the evolution of human consciousness, The Phenomenon of Man, led to his being disowned by the Vatican. The emphasis in the Greg at the time, even among those who wanted change, was on Catholic orthodoxy. We were offered relatively little scope to explore different ideas.


The thesis I chose to present for my final theological exam in Rome was a study based on the writings of Cardinal John Henry Newman and his relationship with the First Vatican Council (1869–70). Since Newman was brought up as an Anglican, his was not the theology we were being taught, so the choice of subject might have seemed ambitious. I expressed regret that the effect of the Modernist crisis of the 1900s was to limit the influence of Newman in Rome: in the Greg, a Scripture professor gave us references which were all pre-1900.


We should have been studying the arts and sciences instead of learning by rote snippets of medieval philosophy in Latin. A dose of Dante might have done us more good. We were supposed to imbibe ‘the mind of the Church’ by some kind of osmosis, possibly because we were living next door to its HQ. But the priority seemed to be a conformity to form, rather than individual development. It wasn’t entirely the fault of our teachers. Amongst others we had the distinguished English historian of philosophy Frederick Copleston SJ, and a Canadian Jesuit destined to become even more famous, the philosopher Bernard Lonergan. Oddly, we didn’t do much Canon Law, which, because Catholic life was determined mostly by the rules of the Church, was a staple of seminaries elsewhere.


A visiting Jesuit gave us ferverinos, spiritual pep talks. I noted in my diary: ‘Same tripe every time!’ He was succeeded by a Scot who was a Vatican astronomer, so at least we learned something about the stars. Generally, our studies felt irrelevant: one senior student, having been told he had passed the final exams, gave away all his books since he believed he wouldn’t need them anymore, only to be told he had been appointed to teach in a seminary. It wasn’t only the students who felt that what we were being taught was going to be of little use beyond the College – one of the more up-to-date profs at the Greg told us to forget what we had been taught and start again when we got home. People might try to tell us what to do, but they were only trying to prolong a past that had served its purpose.


To get ordained as a priest in the Roman Catholic Church the principal criterion is a promise (not a vow) of obedience to a bishop. In the 1960s there is no doubt that obedience in the sense of conformity to the rules was essential, although that might have been true of most jobs. It was like France during the Nazi administration: after the war everyone claimed to have been in the Resistance. But, as the 1985 documentary about the Holocaust, Shoah, revealed, to risk family, job, life, you had to be a nonconformist. And that is rare. Even before the two world wars Freud had said, ‘Only very few civilised people are capable of existing without reliance on others or are even capable of coming to an independent opinion. You cannot exaggerate the intensity of people’s inner lack of resolution and craving for authority’ (‘The future prospects of psycho-analytic therapy’, 1910). Priests didn’t have to be deeply religious. What was expected of them was a good grasp of ritual and a willingness to follow the minutiae of the regulations. This goes some way towards explaining the behaviour of the majority of Catholic clergy during the Second World War, when they did little to aid the Jews.
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