Sean Conaty RIP
Obituary written by Pat Kennedy

The first time I met Sean Conaty we never exchanged a word and yet as soon as I saw him, it was as if something vital that had remained unknown and dead within me, sprang into life and finally found a source of connection.
Sometime later when crisis hit and desperation set in, I sought him out, resulting in my first face to face confession. I expected, and dreaded, shock, condemnation, rejection, anger; but instead I found a God, which until then, in a lifetime of Catholicism, I had never known. I felt love, compassion and acceptance; I found a firm guiding hand that brought me to see something within myself that I had never seen. I found a soul-mate, who through many conflicts, explosions, and many deathly silences when the phone never rang, believed in me enough to take a risk. A risk not many would take but the results and witness of which were blessed and life giving. Not just to me, not just to him, but to so many others also.

 I remember someone saying to me in the early days: “You don’t want to get too close to Sean Conaty – he can see through you to your very toes!”

He was a public face. Well known in Renewal Circles, locally, nationally and internationally, by the time I came on the scene. People travelled to listen to sermons, talks, seminars, and were never left without something, which challenged, enlightened or healed.

When he began to speak about the God he knew, about the Word he loved; he seemed to grow about two feet and his authority dominated the area in which he spoke. The people hung on his every word, he was held in awe and esteem by many. He was the Sean Conaty we all saw and heard; but the man I was eventually privileged to come to know was a very private person: in the midst of all the people, he served. He was lonely, feeling misunderstood, searching for acceptance, affection, relationship, the encouragement he had never had -  and affirmation, long hoped for, of a job well done.

Coming from an Irish farming community, a close family structure, he knew what it was to belong; but the early death of his father, robbed him of much of his natural teenage freedom and development. He felt a responsibility to his siblings and the need to support his mother. Expectations of him were high. His time in boarding school and seminary fed his mind and his joy of learning but he missed a great deal of family support and bonding, a time just to grow and mature as a boy of his age perhaps should,  and he therefore tended towards scrupulosity in trying to be as perfect as expectations of him suggested. All of this sense of isolation was exacerbated by his mission to England and eventually to South America. 

It was however in South America that his life changed dramatically. Within his fervent vocation to the priesthood he found his Mission of Service to the Word and to God’s people in a new way. He discovered lay community, lay friendship, and the priest’s role of leadership within collaboration; and in spite of living at times in fear of his life and health, he found a God he had never known before and a love which sustained him throughout his life. He has since been faithful to that God and to the Renewal, where he found, through lay people, his revitalised faith and his call to the present day.

There was no where he would not go, no group to which he would not speak, no matter how large or small, of the love of God and his evangelising mission to all, clergy, religious and laity alike, without exception.

On his return to England, his experience of the poor in South America whom he had served, initially caused an anger to rise in him when he saw the comparative life-style of those to whom he had returned. Often that anger would spill over into his teaching and would distract from the message he so eagerly preached. 

His enthusiasm, verve and fervour arising from his experience, and consequent message, was shocking even to some of his friends, on his return, and he once again lost the sense of belonging and was left feeling isolated and distanced from those with whom he was in fraternity.  

His energies and new found learning went into teaching and building up communities where laity had a role and their vocation was recognised and encouraged. In each of his parishes he called people and gave them a forum for voice, learning and service. This enthusiasm for teaching, enabling and evangelisation never waned; in fact in retirement it gained an even wider expression. His work in retreats and spiritual direction, here and abroad, with clergy and laity including religious, changed the hearts and lives of many. His gift and enthusiasm for languages increased his means of communicating the message and his giftedness in healing, deliverance and exorcism changed the direction and quality of so many people; setting them free from fear, bondage and captivity in so many areas with a confidence and authority which came from his deep assurance that he was carrying out the will of God for his people: “Go and set my people free as you have been freed.”

At home the telephone never stopped - people ringing with problems, large and small, all hours of the day and night, seeking Masses, prayers over the phone, advice or just to hear the sound of his voice speaking into their own  isolation and pain. 

Sean was a very free man. We worked together over a long period of time. We became friends, soul mates and mutual sources of support and advice. He had no problem with being friends with a woman. He would say, “My reputation others may take but no one can take our integrity.”

He was a very “simple” man in the sense that deviousness and manipulation were unknown to his experience. He was very “choosy” about food and what he ate. His diet was quite limited (even though healthy).
Once while giving a retreat in Scotland we took time out for personal reflection and prayer in Nunraw Abbey. On the way back to Portobello we stopped in Haddington. It was a Sunday and we were looking for somewhere to eat. I found a hotel open and went to see what it was like. Sean was looking in a shop window at the selection of whiskies.

I knew as soon as I went in that this restaurant would not do. It was not clean and it smelled strongly of tobacco smoke, but unfortunately there was no one else in and the waitress ran towards me with a menu. Sean arrived through the door. I walked towards him my eyes looking straight into his - giving a long steady gaze; hoping he would pick up the message. I said to him, “I have looked at the menu Sean so I think we should go and find the others and tell them what is on it and see what they say!!” I headed towards the door, smiling at the waitress. Sean didn’t move; he didn’t pick up any message; he looked at me and said: “Ok you go and tell them and I’ll wait here!” I eventually got him outside and in the reality of his response we lay on a wall and laughed until we cried; so much so a policeman came over to see if we were ok and to find out what the joke was.

Within our midst we truly had a giant of a man who lived for and with his people and his family, throughout his life, wherever he was; a man whose constant message in good health and lately in sickness was: “Do not be sad...the joy of the Lord is your stronghold...and then all the people went off to eat, drink and give shares away…since they had understood the meaning of what he had proclaimed to them” Neh 8;12

And this surely has to be his legacy to us all. 

    Pat Kennedy.   July 2011

