
Funeral Homily, Fr Ian 

In today’s gospel Jesus speaks of ‘children’, children graced by God with a revelation that is hidden 

from those who rely only upon their own native cleverness or learning. ‘I bless you, Father, Lord of 

Heaven and of earth’, Jesus says, ‘for hiding these things from the learned and the clever and 

revealing them to … children … for that is what it pleased you to do’.  

For Jesus’ first hearers, children were not the preternaturally innocent figures of late Victorian 

fantasy, somehow possessed of a simple wisdom and natural goodness. Rather, they were the 

vulnerable ones, in fact the most vulnerable ones of all, in any human community – always and 

wholly dependent upon the goodwill, the active support and generosity – the care – of their elders 

for everything that came their way. The child in the biblical world is the epitome of the one who is 

inherently needy, the one who can only depend upon others. 

And today it is appropriate at this funeral mass of farewell for our brother Ian, to recognise in him 

one who, through the circumstances of ill-health found himself living out that other gospel 

injunction to ‘become as little children’: to live as one who is vulnerable, one in need of the help of 

others. Of course, the ill-health that rendered Ian increasingly dependent on his carers and his 

brethren was not a choice he made. But his response to his situation was replete with choices – and 

it is from what we each observed of those choices that we may well find our most radiant and lasting 

memories of Ian.  

As we all know, Ian was a shy man, he was happier and more at ease in private one-to-one 

conversation, or with small groups of friends, than in the more rough-and-tumble interactions of 

large gatherings, even gatherings of his brethren; in those latter circumstances he would sometimes 

detect what he considered a certain ‘lowering of the tone’. Ian was a private man, who by force of 

circumstances found himself obliged to share so much of himself, and of his personal privacy, even 

with relative strangers.  

Our monk infirmarians estimate that over 50 carers and healthcare professionals came to be 

involved, to greater and lesser degrees, in the details of Ian’s life in his last 10 years. Since Ian’s 

death, many of them have joined his family, friends and monastic brethren in recording their 

favourite recollections of Ian. All of us, I’m sure, recall the delight we shared with him in 

experiencing that ‘radiant smile’ that often lit up Ian’s face, just like the sun emerging from behind a 

cloud, or the outbursts of laughter – what one friend called Ian’s ‘irrepressible sense of humour’ – 

that would bubble up, often in the most unpromising circumstances.  

Or, perhaps, you have been among those moved by Ian’s direct and deeply felt, ‘thank you’; a 

simple, everyday phrase, but one that Ian himself suggested (in the homily he preached for the 

golden jubilee of his priesthood in 2006) can be seen to contain everything necessary for prayer: ‘If 

only once in your lifetime you are able to say “thank you” and mean it from the bottom of your 

heart’, he wrote, ‘you will have done all that is necessary for prayer. Because thanksgiving contains 

all the elements of prayer; namely, the recognition that there is someone to whom we owe 

gratitude and the acknowledgement that all that I am and have is not my possession, but is pure gift 

from God’.  

I recall that when I spoke privately with Ian in the course of his last decade, when incapacity had 

begun to control so much of his life, he would sometimes say, ‘I cannot pray’. Nevertheless, until just 

a few days before his death he continued to say ‘thank you’ from the bottom of his heart. With all 

the adult vulnerability of the ‘children’ Jesus identifies in the gospel, Ian continued to do all that he 

had learned was necessary for prayer. 



In the Letter to the Romans, St Paul paints an unforgettable portrait of ‘the entire creation’ eagerly 

awaiting the fulfilment of God’s eternal purposes, indeed, he says, we ourselves are ‘groaning’ as if 

giving birth, ‘as we wait for our bodies to be set free’. It is not surprising that this passage is 

commended by the Church for us to hear at Christian funerals; it is perhaps especially apposite today 

for Ian’s funeral. Here was a man whose many gifts of intellect and of creative talent were coupled, 

perhaps to an unusual degree, with just those limitations that St Paul characterises as lying within 

the mystery of God’s purpose in His creation: ‘It was not for any fault on the part of creation’, Paul 

writes, ‘that it was made unable to attain its purpose. It was made so by God’. Within that mystery 

of God’s purpose, a mystery that we all struggle to understand, Ian is to be numbered among those 

followers of Jesus whose lives very directly carry the sign of a creation not yet able to manifest the 

‘freedom and glory of the children of God’. As our first reading from the Book of Wisdom puts it: 

‘those who trust in him will understand the truth … for grace and mercy await those he has chosen’.  

Let me borrow Ian’s own words once again: ‘there have been surprises and challenges [in my 

monastic life],’ he wrote, ‘and even some disappointments, but as the years have gone by I have 

become more and more aware of the generosity of God’. According to his own list, I am Ian’s 11th 

Abbot – I’m not sure whether I should be classed among his surprises, his challenges or – indeed – 

among the disappointments. But I am quite certain that for Ian the ‘generosity of God’, of which he 

was so aware, was especially manifested through his family, for whom he cherished a deep love and 

a sustained commitment. Ian demonstrated an unfailing concern for the brethren here at Worth and 

also at Quarr Abbey, which he always remained proud to have joined. We will each be conscious of 

his very profound affection for a large number of close friends, among whom his carers, the 

infirmary team, and his nurses over the last ten years came to occupy a unique place. 

As we say our farewell today to Ian, we recognise in him a man whose gentleness, overt 

vulnerability, and deep joy in family and friendship consistently overcame his natural reticence, 

allowing him to let others know how much he valued and needed other people. His need of others, 

we might call it his ‘groaning’ in St Paul’s language, a neediness he shared with God’s whole creation, 

was one he exhibited very openly; it was, if you like, a ‘winning vulnerability’, and it drew to Ian 

many friends whose affection he freely reciprocated and whose hearts he lastingly touched. 

In today’s gospel Jesus describes Himself as ‘gentle and humble of heart’; those of us gathered here 

today, who may feel we each have less claim upon that pair of epithets than did our brother Ian, 

nevertheless join together to implore Jesus, our gentle and humble Master, to look with love upon 

His servant, Ian, whom we commend to His eternal mercy. 

 

 

 


