Fr. Sean Conaty

Isaiah tells us that the Word of God is as efficacious as the rain and snow. In the readings from the Acts of the Apostles that we have in Eastertime, St. Luke traces for us the history of the Word. Opposition, persecution and imprisonment cannot prevent the proclamation and the progress of the Word. As the Word is proclaimed, the Church grows from Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria to the ends of the earth. 
The Second Letter to Timothy urges: “Proclaim the message, press it home in season and out of season…Whatever happens, put up with hardships, work to spread the Gospel.”

Sean accepted the challenge in Bells Close, St. Bede’s Jarrow, in Chile, in Longbenton, in Chester-le-Street, in Gateshead. He preached retreats, missions throughout the country, in Germany, Gibraltar and Spain. Chile was the significant step in his journey of faith. He admitted he had gone because he felt he had something to give. He discovered that the people had more to give him than he had to give them. As always, he took his responsibility very seriously and set himself the task of learning Spanish. He thought he was doing well until the day he asked a young lad for directions. He looked Sean in the eye and said “What is wrong with you, man ? You are speaking like a 2 year old!” In Chile, he discovered that option for the poor was not a pious thought or a theological concept but the reality of life. The military were present at his Mass to listen to his sermons. Every telephone conversation was monitored or ‘hacked’ in today’s language. He was arrested. It proved to be a frightening and sobering experience. The people made no attempt to protest against his arrest. When challenged by a fellow priest, “Could you die for these people ?”,   he was surprised to hear himself say “No.”

The return to the Diocese was not without complication. Chile had certainly been a liberation for Sean but he returned an angry man. His early telephone calls were short, sharp and abrupt. It was a side effect of his telephone experiences in Chile. The people of Longbenton and Chester-le-Street became an inspiration to him and he to them. 

Sean knew further liberation through Charismatic Renewal. At first, he was reluctant to be involved. He eventually responded to an invitation to attend a prayer meeting where he found himself next to an army colonel. So many people from so many different backgrounds coming to pray, inspired him. He was to become the voice of Charismatic Renewal, not only in the Diocese but in the country. I have never heard anyone preach about the love of God, the compassion of Jesus and the power of the Holy Spirit with the passion and intensity of Sean Conaty. 
He exercised the ministry of exorcism in the Diocese, a ministry for a select few. Students of demonology came to consult him. People sought his opinions at nation and international conferences on the subject. One fact is certain: he was fearless in confronting evil.

He was always very generous with his time. He would listen to people’s problems for hours. He has helped countless people grow in faith. My brother, Eddie, was with Sean for some time before he went to Kenya and he would have been preaching today had he been well enough, would say he was great company, with a powerful sense of humour and was great story teller. He would also say that Sean could not stand any kind of duplicity.
In the last months of his life, he shared with the Diocesan Evangelisation Group his journey of faith. He raised the question for himself: Have I ever really loved or have I only acted out of duty ? That sense of duty had always been with him. He had always spent hours in prayer. It was said that when he was with Canon Phillips, the only person who would be out of bed for morning meditation before the Canon, was Sean Conaty. He thought, he admits, that he could achieve salvation by his own efforts and merits. He discovered that only Jesus, with the gift of the Holy Spirit, could save. He could admit publicly: “I have fallen in love with Jesus.” Not a comfortable statement for many people. But the Word had become flesh in his life. 
It was a long journey.

We offer condolences to Mick and all the family. Mick, Sean has been a companion in your ministry. Of course, he has not had the same spiritual joys as yourself. He never knew the joy of sinking a long putt on a Monday afternoon!  It would be true to say that he was inspired by your ministry as much as you were inspired by his. Our thoughts and prayers are with you. We offer our condolences to Pat Kennedy, one of the countless people to be inspired by Sean. You have become a friend, a co-pastor and, in the last months, a very faithful nurse. Thank you for taking care of Sean. We feel for you in your loss.

At this point Sean would say: “Not to us, Lord, but to you be the glory.” As a Diocese we thank God for Sean: a man of prayer, a man of the Word and a man of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

May he rest in peace.
