BISHOP MCGILL APPRECIATION

Bishop Stephen McGill, retired Roman Catholic Bishop of Paisley, was a remarkable figure who bridged the gap between the pre-Vatican II era of Catholicism and the post-conciliar Church.

At the time of his death, at the age of 93, he was the last surviving prelate from the British Isles to have participated in that landmark event from 1962-1965 which redefined the relationship between the Catholic Church and the modern world.

Born into a solid Catholic family on the south side of Glasgow – a native of Holy Cross Parish – Stephen McGill had an unusual path to the priesthood, studying not at the traditional Scots seminaries in Rome or Spain, but at Le Grand Seminaire, Coutances in Normandy during the early 1930s.  

It was there, in the French countryside, beneath the soaring Gothic arches and the magnificent 13th century stained glass of the cathedral of the Virgin that he was ordained to the minor orders, before returning home to Glasgow to be ordained priest in 1936 at St Andrew’s Cathedral.
After a short period of parish work he returned to France and joined the Sulpician Fathers, founded in Paris in 1642, to specialise in the training of students for the priesthood.  Further studies at the Institut Catholique in Paris led to his Licentiate in Theology.

He volunteered to work in seminary training in Hanoi in Vietnam, but his superiors declined, sending him instead to teach in Bordeaux and Aix-en-Provence.
At the outbreak of war he had to flee France, which he did on a coal boat out of Marseilles. He eventually returned to Glasgow via a troop ship from Gibraltar, after having convinced the authorities that he wasn’t a spy!

Upon arrival he was sent to Blairs College Aberdeen, to continue in his specialisation – the training of seminarians. He was Spiritual Director there from 1940 to 1951, and Rector from 1951 to 1960, having a formative influence on generations of Scots priests and bishops, including myself and most of the current hierarchy. 

In 1960 he was named by Pope John XXIII as Bishop of Argyll and the Isles – a difficult appointment since his French was far more accomplished than his Gaelic and he had no great enthusiasm for seafaring!

Despite this he made a lasting impression on the Gaels. His infectious humour, great personal kindness and deep spirituality made him a popular bishop, and during his time there he opened eight new churches, published a Gaelic catechism and greatly boosted the number of seminarians.

His move to Paisley in 1968 saw him “come home” in many ways.  He enjoyed the governance of this small but populous diocese, and annually crossed it from end to end to confirm generations of primary school children.

Such ceremonies were legendary, and not only on account of their length!  Bishop McGill would let the teachers know in advance that in place of a sermon he would remove his precious mitre, don a lighter one, and wade into the congregation to ask the children what the Holy Spirit helped them to do.  They were to answer, “Grow up”.  This was the starting point for the Bishop to take each letter in turn, and deliver an impromptu lesson on “What G stands for” etc.  Though such ceremonies often lasted two hours and more, they were much appreciated by all who attended.

As Bishop of Paisley he implemented the directives of Vatican II with sensitivity and care. Though some criticised his cautious approach, history will judge him kindly.  He succeeded in introducing the changes to Church life with great prudence, avoiding the polemics which erupted in many other places.

And, at a time of crisis elsewhere in the Catholic world, he managed to guide his diocese to ever greater heights – once more increasing the number of seminarians well above the national average, keeping a close watch on sound finances and establishing seven new parishes, opening 10 new churches and introducing five religious orders to the diocese.

Upon reaching the statutory retirement age for a bishop of 75 he took up residence in Greenock, and there lived out 17 years of fruitful apostolate, contributing what he could when asked, but never interfering in the work of his successor Bishop John Mone.

Earlier this year, his health failing, he moved to Nazareth House in Glasgow.  As both his sometime pupil and eventual successor as Apostolic Administrator of Paisley, I was privileged to be one of his last visitors.  Another was his longtime secretary, Master of Ceremonies and friend, Mgr Tom Monaghan, whose care for the bishop far outstripped the call of duty.
One of his last major outings was to Aberdeen in 2002, to attend my Silver Jubilee as a bishop. He had been one of the co-consecrators at my Episcopal ordination in 1977 and the anniversary celebrations allowed him to make a final visit to Aberdeen, a city he had grown to love in his two decades at Blairs.

In his final years one of his most fruitful apostolates was letter writing.  Hundreds of people received delightful missives, in his magnificent copperplate handwriting, offering assurances of prayers and spiritual guidance.
In one letter, written in 2002, he wrote movingly of his feelings at the approach of death: “Now in my old age, I have a simple daily programme – and it’s excellent. First class. It was Our Lord’s own daily programme when He was on earth: “The things that please Him, my Father, I do always.”
“So in union with Jesus that’s what I try to do.  It makes for a great happy life – and that’s I’d love others to enjoy.  Keep me in your good prayers, and help me to cover these last miles with smiles of love and gratitude to Father, Son and Holy Spirit…”

It is for that smile that he will probably be best remembered. Indeed in his last pastoral letter as Bishop of Paisley he recalled how Pope John Paul II upon meeting him, would always refer him as “the smiling bishop”.

His life is perhaps best summed up in his Episcopal motto – Per Tuas Semitas – along your paths - for it was marked by a constant succession of unexpected changes of direction.  His own plans – to work in a Glasgow parish, to lecture in the far east, to teach in French seminaries, to stay at Blairs – were constantly changed by events, or as he saw it, by providence. His response was: “Whatever You wish Lord, per tuas semitas – along your paths.”

The night before he died, he quite unexpectedly announced to the Sister who was caring for him, “I am dying.”  He was anointed with the last rites of the Church, and, when asked whether he feared death, he replied, in typical style, “No, I have no fear, I am only sorry for my sins.”

Bishop Stephen McGill PSS STL, Bishop Emeritus of Paisley, born Glasgow January 4 1912, died Glasgow November 9 2005.

