[bookmark: _GoBack]Reflection on Daniel O’Leary RIP
 
The 13th century Persian poet Rumi said: “Look for a man’s character in the hearts of others.”

When asked where one could find God, Daniel, or Donal as I know him, used to always advise: “Begin with the heart” —  the Meister Eckhart quote he loved and that Canon John mentioned.

When I look around at all of us gathered here today to honour and celebrate Donal’s life, I wonder what’s in our hearts? A sense of deep loss for certain but beyond that a profound thankfulness for the gift he was for us. I’m sure, like me, your life has been touched deeply by Donal. Each of us will have our own personal memories but beyond that, his public witness, in his writing and his teaching, has spread all over the world. This is evident from over a hundred emails that immediately flooded into his website from grateful people not only here and in Ireland but In Australia, NZ Canada, Africa and Sri Lanka.

Where to start to talk about Donal! He was a writer to the core of his being and that’s where many of us here today met him – through his books and articles.

He loved life. He was full of life. He believed in bigness — in our hearts and in the universe and he worried that too often we confine God to our own limited imaginations and conventional constructions. In contrast, Donal’s was an expansive God, a God of cosmic proportions and whenever he heard of any new scientific discovery about distant stars or the origins of the universe he would be so excited, seeing it as yet another manifestation of divine energy. Donal would be filled awe and wonder at every new example of the magnificence of the Creator.

His charm, his playfulness, his sense of fun, his love of dancing and music, especially Mozart’s music, which he felt was one of the most sublime expressions of God’s beauty, and which he listened to lots in the weeks before he died. He loved sport and especially Irish rugby. An Australian friend recalled the fun and banter they exchanged whenever Ireland played Australia remembering how Donal could hardly contain the tension in the big international matches. He got so worked up and more than once wondered whether it was all too much for his blood pressure.

Of course it wasn’t too much because he was an athlete himself and always kept himself fit and healthy. A great sprinter in his youth, he was very proud of winning a medal in the All Ireland senior sprint Finals and was even prouder that he did it in front of his beloved mammy.

Donal was an insatiable reader, especially of theology, always wanting to push horizons toward greater understanding and he was often asked to review new spirituality and theology works. He read widely, loved poetry, always bought the latest novels he couldn’t wait for the next, down to earth thriller to be published, which gave him great delight too.
As all of us who have heard him talk will know, Donal was a great storyteller himself and loved starting his presentations with a joke or an engaging tale.

Donal loved people and he listened, genuinely listened, so that we felt he shared our pain and our joy and our lives. He wanted us to know, always, that whatever happened in our lives, however much we might feel we fail or fall short of the ideal, we are eternally and unconditionally loved by a God who only ever delights in us.

Donal’s energy, sense of adventure and passion for life were remarkable.  One of the first messages we received after his death was from a friend who wrote: “It’s no point praying for eternal rest for Donal. He’ll be so excited and delighted now, wanting to discover and explore his new reality.” And that’s very true. Talking with him in hospital once, after he had been told yet another life-limiting prognosis, I could see a light in his eyes and he began to explain an image that gave him great hope. 

“Imagine what it must be like for a baby in the womb. How could a baby possibly have any sense of the bright colours, the shapes, the scents, the sounds, the faces it would see – the whole wonderful world that is there to experience once he or she is born. That’s what it will be like when I die. There will be unimaginable beauty, vistas I can’t possibly conceive of now. Oh it will be so wonderful.” And he meant it.

Donal gave almost 59 years of faith-filled priestly service and his ministry was always one of hope, encouragement and healing. Donal simply brought people to life, opening us to new possibilities, helping us discover gifts we never knew we had but these gifts were to be shared. Donal enabled us to use our gifts, especially when he was in our parish in Garforth, only ever wanting that we lift each other up so that we could be co-creators in building God’s reign of love, justice, peace and care for creation, which is what he saw the church’s role to be. That’s why we’ve chosen a gospel Donal loved for today, John 14: Jesus himself telling us we can do all that he did, in fact we can do even more.

Absolutely central to Donal’s faith was his emphasis on the meaning of Incarnation.

Donal’s lifelong enchantment with how to convey the mystery of incarnation in our lives was his enduring passion. For Donal, the unique Christian message of God becoming human in Jesus was to reveal the divinity of our own humanity. No line any more between the sacred and the secular, between the holy and the profane — all is one. That’s why we chose the first reading from 1 John 1 for our Eucharist today. Donal quoted this a lot to illustrate the sheer physicality and earthiness of Jesus as reported by John. He wanted us to see how John was using all the senses to get across the humanity of Jesus, someone he could touch and feel, see and hear. Here we meet the enfleshed God, experiencing all that we experience. Many of us here will recall that more recently he would often use the word visceral — to emphasise that gut-level, deep inward feeling rather than an intellectual knowledge.

He was fearless in critiquing the church whenever it excluded or limited the participation of all and he risked pushing boundaries but always from within and always after deep discernment. His touchstone was always the forgiving, loving humanity of the Jesus of the Gospels.

Donal saw creation as the first incarnation — the outpouring of God’s love from the very beginning of  the evolutionary story. For Donal, evolution is the unfolding of God’s loving energy embodied within the universe itself. He believed passionately that we can only truly experience God in all of life, indeed AS life. To help us grasp this he chose words like 
unearthing 
discerning 
disclosing 
recognising   
revealing 
— what is already within

Over and over and every which way possible he wanted to convey that the place we encounter God is in the everyday ordinary happenings of our lives. This is the astonishing secret he wrote about in his latest book — it is in the very materiality of the universe and in all our encounters that God dwells. 

Very important to Donal was to trust our lived experience, which was why he was constantly trying to find new images, poems, illustrations to help us do this and he always invited us to write and tell him our stories of breakthrough or illumination. Donal loved and celebrated that this world of ours is already holy, already blessed, already imbued with the divine. We don’t need to look anywhere else.

Donal really did trust that if we could look with fresh eyes and an open heart and see our world in this way, we would become more attuned to noticing the deeper reality and our lives would be transformed.  He said we had to develop a sacramental vision and a truly catholic imagination. I can’t think of anyone else who was excited as Donal whenever he’d got a glimpse, a new window, a minuscule moment when he’d recognised a deeper presence or when anyone told him of their own similar experience.

And in case you think I’m making Donal out to be a hopeless romantic, someone who denied the shadow — that is far from the truth. He knew well his own failings, his vulnerability and his weakness. Donal’s lifetime prayer was to become more authentically human. He never denied the necessary paradox of pain and suffering and he never denied the cross. He knew from lived experience that in our darkest moments, when life seems at its lowest ebb, that in fact can be the most precious time of all. It is the most challenging time but it also carries within it the possibility of being the most transforming. When we are at our weakest, if we dare let go of all masks or pretence or fear, then God can reach us most profoundly. 
He loved to quote the Albert Camus lines: “In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer.” 
Light always overcomes the darkness and that is the truth in which he trusted, most especially the last six months.

When he was diagnosed with advanced bowel cancer Donal’s life changed radically. His future was no longer travelling and giving retreats. Instead Donal knew he had to give just as full commitment to the new journey he was now on. Overnight all his retreat bookings into 2020 were cancelled. He now had to direct his best energy to the surgery, the chemotherapy, the hospital visits and he approached all of these in the same spirit of trust, no matter how difficult it became. 

It has been a genuine privilege to journey with Donal these last six months, not just in the practical ways – visits to hospital appointments, etc. where every time we went it was even more bad news, but more to witness how he wanted to accept, ever more deeply, that no matter what was happening to him he was completely and utterly safe in God’s love. 

Donal suffered great pain at times, reacted particularly badly to one of the chemotherapy drugs, encountered all the usual trials, including feeling fearful and depressed and grieving the diminishment of his physical capabilities, his more limited powers of concentration, the loss of energy and appetite. For someone of great independence and great ability this was a painful journey on top of the physical symptoms. Donal certainly had his own Gethsemane, his hours of fear.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

 However, throughout all of this, he prayed not for a cure or a miracle; he didn’t want to “battle” with cancer nor deny the unhopeful prognosis. Rather, he wanted to learn how to embrace it and to find what it had to teach him. Donal wasn’t satisfied with answers that were too easy but wanted to look deeply into what was happening and grow in acceptance and trust. If he had preached all his life that we find God in our everyday experience then God was here too, not willing it, Love never could will that for us, rather but suffering with us and experiencing the pain too.

Throughout these last months Donal chronicled what was happening, especially what the darkness has felt like, but also, more importantly, what had sustained him. These deeply personal and courageously honest reflections, quite different from his previous books, will be published posthumously later in the spring. I think in this, his last book, we will find extraordinary wisdom. Indeed this week’s Tablet has a published an article on the same theme that he finished only days before he died. I’m sure you will be very moved when you read it. 

Donal most certainly experienced the cross these last months but even more surely he believed that the light within it was always stronger, that something beautiful awaited him. 

So we give thanks for you today Donal, for all that you shared, for the 
blessing you were in our lives, for the gift of friendship and the fun you offered us. 

Life will never be the same for Maura and Michael without you, and we think of them especially.

Donal you were a true friend, my anam-chara. I will miss you dreadfully, too, as we all will. 

The Church will miss you too for it has lost a visionary and a prophet.

59 years ago Donal chose the priestly ministry of service and he lived that vocation faithfully, creatively, lovingly. I want to finish with a tribute written for him by Bernard O’Donoghue, Emeritus Professor of Medieval English and Modern Irish at Oxford. 
Donal and Bernard were neighbours as children and Bernard wrote it in honour of Donal’s Golden Jubilee. He remembered him as a sprint runner, using this as a motif for the poem. I think it’s a beautiful summary of a life well lived, fully lived and lived lovingly. 

The Tape
We turned to the Examiner’s sports pages
every Monday that summer, to see you
breast the tape ahead of your competitors
in the national sprints. We boasted ‘Yes, we know him:
a clerical student from All Hallows and Rathmore.’
Somebody might say: ‘It doesn’t seem fair,
that he has all the talents.’ But see how
he has used them, all the days of his life:
still now to the fore, hands still stretched out
to reach, not the winning tape, but other hands,
able to make us feel, however bad
things might have seemed, or seem, life is still worth
the winning at end. Measure it and weigh it
how you like: the spirit’s still triumphant.

Bernard O’Donoghue









