Requiem Mass for Fr Gerry Nugent

Our Lady of Lourdes, Cardonald
January 12 2009
I welcome to this Requiem Mass the priests of this Archdiocese, and perhaps a few from elsewhere, who have come to pray for a brother priest whose sudden death has touched us all.  I welcome the faithful of this parish of Our Lady of Lourdes in which deanery Fr Nugent lived latterly, and which Church was considered large enough to accommodate those who would wish to attend this funeral Mass.  I welcome also those who have come from other parishes who at different times have known Fr Nugent.
I welcome those from other Christian communities who in solidarity attend this morning, and in particular the Moderator of the local Presbytery of the Church of Scotland, the Rev Bill Ferguson, and the Convener of Glasgow Churches Together, who on behalf of the member churches, sent me a letter of condolence and an expression of appreciation of Fr Nugent’s ecumenical engagements.
I welcome all who have come today, whatever their reason.  As Christians we must remember that when we ourselves pray for forgiveness we must be ready to forgive others, and it is in that spirit, as always at the beginning of Mass, that we turn to the Lord asking his mercy for ourselves and for those for whom we pray.

Homily

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, I preside at this Mass as I customarily do, unless prevented, in the case of every member of the presbyterate whose mortal life has ended. Priests are the closest collaborators of a bishop.  It is out of respect for their office as well as for their persons that the bishop customarily presides at their funeral masses.
It is more than custom that he should express on behalf of the Archdiocese condolences to members of the deceased’s family and friends and indeed all those who mourn his passing.  I do so very much aware not only of the sadness which every death brings,  but the shock which a sudden death causes.

It is also more than custom, it is in the nature of a commitment, that all the priests of this Archdiocese who are members of the Society for the Deceased Clergy will offer three Masses each for the repose of his soul, while those in other dioceses, also members of the same Society, will offer a Mass. Hundreds of Masses will be offered that the Lord may grant him eternal rest.

It is the tradition of the Catholic Church, and will remain so, that Requiem Masses are said in the first instance in suffrage for the departed, meaning that our prayers are addressed to the Lord that he may have mercy on the departed, for “The Lord is compassionate and merciful, he forgives sins, and saves in days of distress,” as we heard in the First Reading from the Book of Ecclesiasticus.

The second purpose of the funeral Mass is for our instruction. Death causes all of us to remember our mortality, and tends to shake us out of our complacency.  We recoil as naturally from the thought of death as from its event, and need to be reminded that at death “Life is changed, not ended.” As the preface of the funeral Mass continues: “The sadness of death gives way to the bright promise of immortality……. When the body of our earthly dwelling lies in death, we gain an everlasting dwelling place in heaven”.  That is our conviction as followers of Christ since we place our trust in Him who said to his Apostles: “I go to prepare a place for you so that where I am you may be also”.

“Hope is not deceptive,” wrote St Paul to the Romans, “because the love of God is being poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit which has been given us... What proves that God loves us is that Christ died for us while we were still sinners. Having died to make us righteous, is it likely that he would now fail to save us from God’s anger?...  Now that we have been reconciled, surely we may count on being saved by the life of His son?”
This was the message which Fr Nugent consistently offered to those he served as a priest. 
We can say that the third purpose in celebrating a Requiem Mass is in thanking God for the love that we show to one another and the service we give.  It is right that it should be acknowledged.
I have already written in a statement published in the press: “Though his ministry will be forever linked with the terrible events surrounding the death of Angelika Kluk, and his own shortcomings which were laid bare at the time, it would be impossible to ignore the enormous compassion and pastoral care which marked his priesthood”.  

After his ordination by Archbishop Scanlan, and just short of the canonical age of 24, Fr Nugent served as an Assistant Priest in St Peter’s Dumbarton and four years later at St Thomas’s Riddrie, followed by a five year spell at St Robert’s Househillwood and two further appointments as Assistant Priest at St Teresa’s Possilpark and St Philomena’s Provanmill before being appointed in 1989 Parish Priest of Our Lady of the Assumption, Ruchill for a nine year spell,  which was followed by an equal time at St Patrick’s, Anderston.  
It was during that latter period of service that he worked with a Church of Scotland Minister, Alastair Cherry, the Chaplain to the Glasgow Special Olympics. It was also while he was there that his ecumenical engagement was marked by several times his formally representing the Catholic Church at my request.  It was there too that an “open Church” policy brought him to the attention of a wider public so that his face was one of those which became familiar, during a series of advertisements illustrating “Glasgow, my city”.
Sadly it was also this “open Church, open house” policy which made him vulnerable to exploitation both in an active and passive sense.
It was his own big heart which was behind this “open Church” policy and, as I have also written elsewhere: “perhaps his own vulnerability made him particularly attentive to the most vulnerable in our Society: the homeless, those beset with addictions and the rejected”.  He may well have argued that he was following his Master in this respect. Did we not hear in the passage of the Gospel read to us, Our Lord saying: “All that the Father gives me will come to me and whoever comes to me I shall not turn him away”.  
In imitating the Lord we must always act with integrity and prudence.
It is these very same words which we would now want to use with regard to Fr Gerry Nugent himself: “The will of Him who sent me,” said Jesus, “is that I should lose nothing of all that he has given to me and that I should raise it up on the last day.  Yes, it is my Father’s will that whoever sees the son and believes in Him shall have eternal life, and that I shall raise him up on the last day”.
These words are consolation to all of us, for none of us is without sin.  Let St Paul’s words be the final ones: “Surely we may count on being saved by the life of his son? Not merely because we are being reconciled but because we are filled with joyful trust in God, through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have already gained our reconciliation”.

May the soul of our brother, Gerry, and the souls of all the faithful departed, rest in peace.  Amen.
