
Gay Byrne Homily, Fr Leonard Maloney 
 
It is a source of comfort for us, as we gather for the funeral Mass of Gay Byrne, to bring to mind the 
beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount. Here we see Jesus praising and making promises to the meek 
and the merciful, the pure of heart and the peacemakers, and, as we find ourselves today, the mourners. 
 
We think too easily, perhaps, that Jesus here is issuing abstract pronouncements about human life and 
conduct. But it's not so. The Jesus who stood on higher ground that day and spoke to the people from the 
region was the same Jesus who had spent more than thirty years living among them, sharing meals and 
conversations with them, listening to their hopes and their fears, and seeing them both when they were 
weak and when they were strong. He himself knew what it was like to share in the joy of families when 
children were born; and he knew too what it was like to share in their grief when loved ones died. 
 
He knows what it is like for us to grieve now, to mourn the passing of an extraordinary man. For as long as 
most of us can remember Gay was a remarkable presence in Irish life  a consummate broadcaster and a 
veritable choirmaster of the national conversation. But his greatness lay first in the intimacy of his family 
life, with his wife Kathleen, his children Crona and Suzy, his sons-in-law Philip and Ronan, his beloved 
grandchildren Cian, Sadhbh, Kate Saoirse and Harry, his sister Mary; and then in the richness of his life 
as a friend and a colleague. It is right and fitting that such a great number would mourn his passing. 
 
We think again of Jesus promising comfort to mourners. We think of his own experience, in those hectic 
days of his public life, when he came face to face with grieving families and friends. When Jesus saw the 
widow of Nain whose son had just died, St Luke tells us, "his heart went out to her". And when he went to 
Bethany after he learned of Lazarus's 
 
death and saw Lazarus's sister Mary and his Jewish friends weeping, according to St John, "he was 
deeply moved in spirit and was troubled". 
 
Commenting on this passage in St John, the great, newly-canonised English saint, John Henry Newman 
wrote: 
 
Jesus wept, therefore, not merely from the deep thoughts of His understanding, but from spontaneous 
tenderness; from the gentleness and mercy, the encompassing loving-kindness and exuberant fostering 
affection of the Son of God for His own work, the race of man. Their tears touched Him at once, as their 
miseries had brought Him down from heaven. His ear was open to them, and the sound of weeping went 
at once to His heart. 
 
We are not alone as we mourn. 
 
*** 
 
We have come together today  family, friends, colleagues, countless well-wishers throughout the country, 
especially from his beloved Donegal, where he and Kathleen so enjoyed the company of Podge and 
Bernie, and from further afield  to mourn the passing of Gay Byrne and to commend his soul to God. We 
do so gently, however, as we know that he reached the fullness of years and lived a great and memorable 
life, both as a family man and as a public figure. 
 
Those who were closest to Gay knew him as a kind, generous and simple man who would counsel them 
always to give people the benefit of the doubt because, as he used to say, "You never know what they are 
going through". He showed this same good grace and warmth wherever he went. The nurses and the 
cleaners in the hospital when he went in for treatment saw it. They felt befriended. And his grandchildren 
saw it too. They called him Ra Ra, Cian's monumental effort as a baby to say 'Grandad', which then stuck. 
 
When Gay knew he would gradually lose his hair because of his chemo treatment he decided instead to 
shave it all off in one fell swoop. The same Cian heard about what he'd done. Gay was over visiting when 
Cian came home, and instead of going over to him he went straight to his room. He needed time to get 
used to what had happened. When he felt ready to face his shaven headed grandfather he came back out 



of his room, walked straight over to Gay and kissed him on the head. The beatitudes come back to mind: 
Happy the gentle… 
 
Those who knew Gay well also knew him as a man of faith. His was not the kind of faith, however, that 
has all the answers; it was the kind that asks all the questions. 
 
"What's it all about? Why are we here? Is there a God? What happens when we die?" Gay began each of 
the interviews in his 'Meaning of Life' series with this litany of questions, and then he listened attentively 
as his interviewees strove to articulate what life meant to them. 
 
Did he have answers to the questions himself? Somewhat coyly, he wrote in the introduction to the book 
of the series: "Search me, I'm just the fella who asks the questions. Don't expect me to be able to answer 
them!" 
 
Answer them?  perhaps not. But ponder them he certainly did. As he said in an interview with Barry Egan, 
"I've been conscious of death from the age of 60. When you're 60 that's when you start becoming aware 
of death and that you are in the final run-in". He didn't elaborate, and indeed he was usually reticent to 
speak about such matters in public, but these questions certainly ran deep in him. In this context, the 
Eucharist had a central significance. He was often seen at weekday or Sunday Mass even in the latter 
stages of his cancer. 
 
Gay's cancer treatment took a huge toll on him. As he told Ray D'Arcy in one of his last interviews, his 
regimen of eighteen tablets a day caused him great agitation and anxiety. But, typically, he only said this 
in order 
 
to express how grateful he was to Kathleen and the family for looking after him and for being so 
understanding of his suffering. And as Kathleen told me, even if he did get upset and resistant around his 
treatment, he was always quick to say 'Sorry'. Happy the peacemakers… 
 
If Gay was hesitant about addressing the big questions himself, he had no problem in sharing the secret 
of how to get good answers out of others. 
 
"What's the secret of getting people to talk?" he wrote. "The great secret is that there is no great secret. 
It's obvious: If you want someone to talk, listen. And keep listening." And as Kathleen attests, and we all 
know, he was a great listener. 
 
To be able to listen well, to pay attention, is a true spiritual gift. Writing about prayer, the poet Mary Oliver 
remarks: 
 
I don't know exactly what a prayer is. I do know how to pay attention. 
 
Gay certainly knew all about paying attention. This was not merely a professional talent. It came from a 
deeper place than that. It came from a belief that nobody, no matter how ordinary they appeared to be, 
both to themselves and to others, was really ordinary after all. 
 
Gay often devoted large segments of his two-hour radio programme to reading extracts from the moving 
and often harrowing letters sent in by women from all over Ireland telling, perhaps for the first time ever, of 
sufferings and violations visited on them. 
 
He did this at a time when there was little space in the public realm for stories like these to be told. He let 
their voices be heard. He recognized their dignity and he validated their experience. They were precisely 
the 'poor' to whom Jesus refers in today's gospel. 
 
Happy those who hunger and thirst for what is right… 
 
Gay's programmes could of course engender controversy, if not downright fury, at times. But his sense of 
humour and witty ripostes could help diffuse potential timebombs. A bit of a comedian himself, he enjoyed 



and nurtured the irreverent or satirical humour of others. We laughed with him down the years. And 
laughter, as Pope Francis remarks in his letter Rejoice and Be Glad, is one of the ways of finding God's 
joy. 
 
The founder of the Jesuits, St Ignatius of Loyola, had a myriad of profound insights into the human soul 
and the spiritual life, all of which could be distilled down to one great theme  gratitude. Gratitude for the 
gift of life and for the love and mercy of God. Also, though, for the love and friendship and for all the acts 
of kindness and mercy which others show to us. 
 
When Gay was anointed by Fr William O'Byrne, the uncle of his son-in-law Ronan, he simply said, 'That 
was nice. Thank you'. Amen. In one of his conversations with Kathleen, he told her, 'We've had a charmed 
life'. 
 
In one of his interviews in The Meaning of Life series, Gay put his customary final question to Martin 
Sheen: "Suppose it's all true, and suppose you get to meet God at the pearly gates. What will you say to 
Him?" 
 
After hardly a pause, the seasoned actor said: "Deo gratias. Thanks be to God". 
 
"Say no more," Gay responded: "That's a perfect ending." 
 
*** 
 
We commend Gay to God on this November day, with the shadows of winter falling on us. But for Gay 
himself, as St John Henry Newman wrote in a letter to a grieving widow about her husband, "Shadows 
have departed for him and he is with his God". Echoing what you said Kathleen, in recent days, to your 
children and grandchildren. 
 
We follow Gay's cue from his interview: For a life well lived, Gay, for all that you were, all that you gave, 
and all that you will be, as you shine forth "like sparks through the stubble', we say Deo gratias. Thanks be 
to God. 

 


