John Durkan – A man of the Church - An appreciation

My dear brothers and sisters

I am very glad of this opportunity of offering a very brief reflection of John Durkan – a man of the Church.

The first thing that needs to be said is that John was an outstanding Catholic layman who made an enormous contribution to the life of the Catholic Church in Scotland in the 20th century.

His ground-breaking historical research and publications transformed our understanding of late medieval and early modern Scotland. His work speaks to us (through the prism of history) of the relationship between religion and national identity, a topic of great contemporary relevance.

John Durkan’s scholarship and amiability did much to break down the barriers of prejudice which for too long disfigured even the intellectual life of Scotland. In a way he personified the emergence of a Catholic intelligentsia and was one of its finest exemplars.

His historical work is a permanent tribute to the man, but perhaps our own generation is blessed to continue to enjoy the living tradition of his churchmanship.  
Many of us here will recall the erudition, yes, but also the personality of the man who loved good company, holding court in Glasgow hostelries and Roman restaurants. His infectious enthusiasm for his subject, his zeal for his Catholic faith and delight in debate won him friends and admirers in all walks of life.

John was in many ways a Vatican II layman whose own lifespan – he was just 50 when the council ended - allowed him to capture the insights and aggiornamenti of the Council and put them into practice.
Much of his formation was due to the religious orders who had educated him, (the Marist Brothers and the Dominicans) offering him the tools of erudition and learning which he used to great effect to emerge (and help others emerge) from the poverty into which he was born.

Though I suspect history will recall John Durkan the historian, it might equally call to mind John Durkan the ecumenist (his ecumenical interest predated the opening of Vatican II) or John Durkan the educationalist (his vocation as a Catholic teacher took up the greatest part of his life).

In all of these areas, John was a fine Catholic layman – a living example of the vocation which the conciliar decree on the apostolate of the laity defined in exalted term as follows: “Since the laity, in accordance with their state of life, live in the midst of the world and its concerns, they are called by God to exercise their apostolate in the world like leaven, with the ardour of the spirit of Christ.” (Apost Actuos, 2)

John embodied that “ardour of the spirit of Christ” in an exemplary way, and in every environment in which he found himself, he would be a leaven for good.

Now is not a time for revisiting the learned tomes of his historical output. His name graces countless volumes and students for years to come will appreciate the seriousness of his scholarship.

Today I would simply say, “Si quaeris monumentum, cicumspice”. If you’re looking for a monument to this man, look around you…

Look at this liturgy. Look at the affection of those who are gathered here to remember him. This event speaks volumes about John Durkan the churchman, a designation recognized in 1993, when the then-Archbishop Winning had the honour of decorating him with the insignia of Knight Commander of the Order of St Gregory bestowed by Pope John Paul II.
In a life which spanned nine decades, he lived the life of a Catholic layman, or perhaps better, he lived out the vocation of the Catholic layman, in an exemplary manner.

May he rest in peace.
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