
Mary Margaret BARRY, RIP 

Requiem Mass (24/09/20) Homily Thoughts 

(some used, some not) 

 

 

A couple of years ago, for a parish Advent Day of Recollection, 

we looked at a series of paintings on religious themes.  By way 

of an introduction we considered ‘The Treachery of Images’, by 

René Magritte (1898-1967), perhaps more often known by the 

words that are a part of the painting: “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” – 

this isn’t a pipe, it is an image of a pipe.  We then looked at 

another painting this time by the American artist Tim Murphy 

(T.J. Murphy) entitled The Treachery of Pictures III which is a 

painting of a (careful enunciation required here) pitcher with the 

words “This is not a pitcher”, playing on the similar sounds of 

the words pitcher and picture. 

 

Why mention this? – car ceci n’est pas un éloge. 

En anglais … THIS IS NOT A EULOGY 

 

Mary loved language.  She would have appreciated that little bit 

of French.  It was a great joy to discover in her someone who 

loved poetry, someone with whom to play that reciprocal game 

of quoting a few lines of a poem and then to have the other 

person carry on.  That love of language extended to foreign 

tongues: a day trip to France, a conversation with a local at the 

site of le Camp du Drap d’Or; her stories of practising her 

spoken modern Greek when holidaying with friends in Aegina 

but having to use words from classical Greek when trying to 

buy a loaf of brown bread from the bakery. 

 



God communicates to us through his Word, and through words: 

the words of hymns – none of which we are presently permitted 

to sing in a church setting, words of Scripture, words of poetry.  

We reveal ourselves to others through our use of words even 

as God reveals himself to us through those same words. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

In Genesis 23:2 we read: 

‘Abraham came to eulogise (hesped) [our trans. “mourn”] 

Sarah and to cry (bekhi) for [our trans. “bewail” / “lament”] her.’ 

 

Hesped is the offering of praise for the worthy qualities and 

achievements of the deceased and bekhi is to arouse both the 

emotions and a sense of grief and loss in the listeners.  

Hesped would take place at the funeral or burial of the 

deceased, whilst azkarah [“remembrance”] is when such 

eulogies offered throughout the first year of one’s passing 

 

Mary spent many years, from the time it was first introduced in 

the Diocese, involved with the Rite of Christian Initiation of 

Adults (RCIA), accompanying adult enquirers to gain a greater 

understanding of the Catholic, indeed, sometimes the Christian 

faith, supporting and fostering their growing love of God and 

Christ.  I have seen her demonstrate how, within the history of 

Judaism and the experience of the people of Israel, there lie the 

roots of Christian faith and worship, including funeral practices, 

mourning rites and eulogies; she knew this, but: 

THIS IS NOT A EULOGY 

 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 



Paddy, 

When I die I do not want any eulogy or anybody to stand up 

and praise me.  Just a Requiem Mass to thank God for His 

goodness to me in so many ways and especially in giving me 

such a super family and good friends. 

Mary 

 

This instruction was left with Mary’s personal papers.  Such an 

instruction might indicate that Mary was all too well aware that 

the desire of those who knew and loved her would be to thank 

her and to give thanks for all she has been for us and given to 

us, yet her own desire is for our focus to be solely upon God 

and for our thanks to be given to him alone … an example 

perhaps of her modesty or humility.  In our living and our loving, 

even in our dying, we are called to point others to God, to be 

like John the Baptist pointing out the Lamb of God.  Each of us 

is called to be an example for others. 

 

In a sense, too, the words of the instruction might be seen as 

Mary’s last gift to each of you – those few gathered here in the 

church today, those many others who, through your shared 

remembrances, may come to know of what happened in this 

place today.  Mary describes her family as “super” and her 

friends as “good” – keep those descriptions close in your hearts 

and minds as a consolation for you in this time of grief and 

sorrow, and always remember that is how Mary thought of you.  

Coming from Mary, I would dare to call that praise indeed. 

 

This service is really in two halves with the Liturgy of the Word 

being divided between this place and the chapel at the 

crematorium.  At the crematorium, as you will see from the 

Order of Service, we will listen to part of St Paul’s first letter to 

the church in Corinth (1 Cor 4:1-5).  This might seem a strange 



choice for a funeral reading but it is entirely in keeping with 

Mary’s instruction to Paddy, for God alone gives judgement and 

God alone gives praise and reward, so to repeat:   

THIS IS NOT A EULOGY 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

[HOLD UP THE CARDS] … … …  

Yesterday, in preparation for this Requiem, I bundled up this 

small selection of the many cards I have received from Mary 

over the years.  I’m certain that all of you will also have 

received many cards and carefully crafted letters from Mary 

over the years.  Cards not only for birthdays, ordination 

anniversaries, Easter and Christmas, but also cards of thanks, 

encouragement, sympathy, support.  Mary was a great and 

faithful correspondent.  I’m not sure why I started keeping her 

cards and letters but I know they have often repaid re-reading 

and that she was innately skilful in the discovery of the mot 

juste. 

 

Postcards from holidays taken within the UK and from those 

spent abroad.  Mary enjoyed and took opportunities to travel: 

America, Egypt, Turkey (Istanbul), Greece, Italy (Rome, 

Venice), France.  Travel on holiday but also travel on 

pilgrimage. 

 

Some few of her own words from these many cards to me 

might again reveal her own humility and something of her 

sense of self: 

 

“As a would-be teacher who is convinced of the efficacy of 

visual aids …” 

 



“You almost succeeded in convincing me that I am of 

some worth …” 

 

“You are in my prayers – such as they are …” 

 

If we are instructed not to speak about Mary, then we must 

hope and allow that this celebration and our choice of readings 

offers an eloquence for us that is both sufficient and replete. 

 

THIS IS NOT A EULOGY it really is a homily. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

How difficult to choose just one Gospel passage for this 

celebration. 

A possible solution: to turn back to the name by which she was 

called by God in baptism. 

There are, of course, so many Gospel passages about Marys, 

whether the Mother of God or any one of several others, and 

given that today is a Marian feast day of significance in England 

(Our Lady of Walsingham) that might seem an obvious choice. 

Perhaps Martha and Mary in the Gospel according to Luke 

(10:38-42): Martha, active, busy, distracted; Mary, sitting at the 

feet of her Lord, stilled, attentive, focussed.  Spiritually we each 

embody Martha and Mary sides, but the deepest truths about 

the prayerful side of our lives may often be unknown, private 

and hidden to those around us.  As a priest and, I hope, a 

friend, it was a privilege to learn and to share in something of 

Mary’s own rich life of prayer.  In the parish, the Mary we most 

often saw, was the Martha side, always busy, always doing for 

others, always actively concerned.  So that Gospel didn’t feel 

entirely appropriate. 

 



Her other given name is Margaret, a name from the Old 

Persian word for pearl.  Hence the choice of “The Parable of 

the Pearl” or “The Pearl of Great Price” (Matthew 13:44-46). 

 

Another possibility would, of course, have been that part of the 

Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 7:6) where the evangelist 

records the warning about casting pearls before swine.  On one 

occasion I was telling Mary about a friend who was newly 

appointed to teach at the Angelicum in Rome and who had 

written to tell me that this scriptural verse summed up his first 

term’s teaching experience.  (It was the usual and unfortunate 

sort of clergy appointment: well qualified in the subject matter, 

completely untrained in teaching methodology.)  Mary was 

appalled: students were never ‘swine’ and my friend clearly had 

much to learn, as effective teachers received as much from 

their pupils as they attempted to offer to them!  I passed on 

Mary’s comment.  Michael grew to enjoy teaching in Rome and 

was there for almost ten years.  It would be nice to think that 

there was some connection between the two events! 

 

Pearls in antiquity were once more highly valued than 

diamonds, rubies or sapphires.  The pearl was complete in 

itself, fashioned by God in nature whereas other gems required 

the intervention of human beings in mining, cutting, shaping, 

polishing.  Ask a child to draw or paint a picture of a diamond 

mine, and you will see walls studded with ready-to-dig-out or 

the ground covered with ready-to-pick-up diamonds, perfectly 

shaped and perfectly cut.  The real picture, as we know, is 

something else entirely. 

 

We would be wrong, however, to think of the pearl that was 

Mary, as coming to us fully formed, already completely 

fashioned by God.  She was shaped and formed in many 



different places, in many different ways and through many 

different encounters with people: her family, her friends, her 

lifelong sense of calling and service (Faithful Companions of 

Jesus), her own education and continuing studies (National 

Catechetical Centre at Corpus Christi College, London – Hubert 

Richards, Peter de Rosa, Charles Davies).  We, who knew her, 

benefitted from everything that had made her who she was; 

and, in some small way, each of you, too, contributed to the 

continuous making of who she was.  In God’s sight we are 

always work in progress. 

 

“The kingdom of Heaven is like treasure hidden in a field which 

someone has found; he hid it again, goes off in his joy, sells 

everything he owns and buys the field.  Again, the kingdom of 

Heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls; when he 

found one of great value he went and sold everything he owned 

and bought it.” 

(Matthew 13:44-46 – Revised New Jerusalem Bible) 

 Cast in the past tense – something already obtained 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

In conclusion I offer on your behalf, by way of petitions of 

thankfulness, some of Mary’s own words originally addressed 

to others but now applied to her, changing only the singulars to 

plurals: 

 
(I am grateful that my mind “has faggots stored to kindle fire on darkest night”.) 

 

 In remembering you, Mary, we are grateful that our 

minds “have faggots stored to kindle fire on darkest night”. 

– our personal and our shared stores of memories. 

 



(It is good to know that there is somebody who can reward you as we cannot.) 

 

 Mary, it is good to know that there is somebody who can 

reward you as we cannot. 

 
(I can but fall back on the basic expression thank you and ask the Source of all gifts 

to do for me what I cannot do.) 

 

 We can but fall back on the basic expression ‘thank you’ 

and ask the Source of all gifts to do for us what we cannot 

do. 

 

May she rest in peace.  Amen. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

We are not alone in our loneliness, others have been here and 

known griefs we thought our special own … (Patrick Kavanagh) 

 

‘The Shattering of Loneliness’ by Eric Varden 


