Homily preached by Fr. Sean Coghlan on 21st December 2003, the day before Fr. O’ Rourke’s funeral

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,



Today, instead of speaking about Advent or the fast approaching feast of Christmas I want to share with you some thoughts about Fr. Paddy O’ Rourke who died last Wednesday in this chapel and who will be buried from here tomorrow.



Wah Yan College moved from Robinson Road to this site on Mount Parrish in 1955.  Fr. O’ Rourke took up residence here in August or September 1958 and has lived here ever since.  Before his ordination in Ireland he taught for one year in Robinson Road after two years of Cantonese studies in Battery Path.  48 years of Fr. O’ Rourke’s nearly 80 years of life were spent in Hong Kong, 46 of them in Wah Yan.



He will be remembered by generations of Wah Yan students.  Many of you will remember him too.  For the last few years of his life his health made it impossible for him to go out for Mass on Sundays.  Instead, he looked after this chapel with great care.  He was always standing down there at the back of the chapel or hearing Confessions and then he would come up to the altar to help the celebrant distribute Holy Communion.



Fr. O’ Rourke taught for most of his life and even after his retirement he assisted the teachers and students in a wide variety of extra curricular activities.  He was Minister of the community for many years.  That is, he looked after the material needs of his fellow Jesuits.  He knew where every pipe in the building was.  He did the jobs that needed to be done.  He was that essential person in a religious community who can be relied on to be around, keeping an eye on things.



Fr. O’ Rourke was chaplain to the Hong Kong Regiment (“The Volunteers”).  Until quite recently he would offer Sunday Mass & preach in St. Margaret’s &St. Jude’s Parishes and Christ the King Chapel.



Fr. O’ Rourke was a good footballer in his younger days and played tennis on Sunday afternoons on the court beside the chapel, just a few yards away from where we are now.  His partners were Mr. Frank Yung, Mr. Anthony Ip and Fr. Derek Reid.



He was a simple man but shrewd and somewhat skeptical by nature.  He did not get wildly enthusiastic about new ideas but was absolutely reliable in all his commitments.  He lived very simply.  His room was almost bare.  It will be very easy to clean up.  Some Jesuit rooms take much time and energy to clear up after the occupant has left us for the Lord.  Remember Fr. O’ Rourke was 45 years in the some room!.



Fr. Deignan was speaking to Fr. O’ Rourke’s nephew on the phone last Thursday.  His nephew said too that he was a very simple man.  He was quite content to stay around the old home, wandering about the farm and cycling on the bicycle which is still there.  Fr. O’ Rourke was very interested in local history.  On holidays in Ireland he would visit the local parish churches and look up the publicly available marriage and baptismal registers.  He would go to the local government offices and study the title deeds to the local farms and properties.  These records stretched back many years.



On one occasion I asked him to look up some details about my family.    When I asked him about his findings he said with a twinkle in his eyes.  “If I were you I wouldn’t look too deeply into the matter, some of the dates are a bit difficult to reconcile”.  Fr. O’ Rourke was very humorous and enjoyed having a good laugh and causing a good laugh.



Fr. O’ Rourke lived in the country.  His home was nine or ten miles from the nearest town where there was a Jesuit school.  He cycled to school and back home in all kinds of weather.  That was hard at times.



When Fr. O’ Rourke was in school Ireland was going through difficult years.  It had recently become independent.  The economy, nationally and internationally, was bad.  Farmers in particular faced difficult problems.  But Ireland was a Catholic country.  It had a tremendous missionary tradition.  Young women and young men like Fr. O’ Rourke became priests and nuns and went to bring God’s light to many different parts of the would.  Fr. O’ Rourke was one of those who, despite very difficult economic conditions, received a good education.  He was available for God’s work.



Now life is very different in Ireland.  The economy is booming.  But Ireland has not adapted well to prosperity.  There is a crisis in the religious life of the people.  The number of practicing Catholics has dropped drastically.  Vocations to the priesthood and religious life have diminished correspondingly.  It has to be said, too, that the Church has not coped well with the crisis.  It is a very different scene from the one Fr. O’ Rourke was familiar with.  I would ask you to pray that God will recall his people to a richer and more mature faith.



    I think that Ireland is at one with the rest of the Western world in a certain tiredness and sickness.  It seems to lack creativity and imagination in finding spiritual and humane answers to the challenges of a new world.



If one reads the financial and business pages of our newspapers and journals one finds that the experts are divided as to whether India or China will be the great economic force of the world in the not too distant future.  Are the countries of the East emerging as the power houses of the world?



Prosperity and a spiritual outlook on life do not always go hand in hand.   However, a general awakening and growth in one area of life may be accompanied by a growth in other areas.  There is a hunger for spiritual meaning in many Eastern countries.  Religious novitiates in Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, India and Korea have many candidates.  In China there are many young men and women preparing for the priesthood and religious life. 



Lay Christians are active and confident.  Recently I met a young Hong Kong woman who has already spent seven years with a Catholic refugee service in South East Asia. She is now preparing to commit herself for life to the work.  She is one among many lay people from Hong Kong and other parts of Asia who are “on mission” to the world.



In God’s loving plan the Western world brought his light to the world for many centuries.  Could it not now be the turn of the Eastern world to bring spiritual values to a world which thirsts for meaning?



Fr. O’ Rourke came from a farming community, fields stretching down to the River Shannon, the hills of Clare rising from the fields on the other side of the river.  Now it may be the time for a young man or woman from the green fields of Korea or from one of the immense bustling cities of China to bring God’s light to those who long for it.
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