FROM THE PASTOR: May 9, 2010


I spent the past couple of weeks clearing out Fr. Joe McGovern’s room.  This is one of the duties of a Jesuit “local superior” – a “hat” I wear in addition to my “pastor” headgear.  It was an interesting experience – bittersweet, as you might imagine.  When my parents passed away in late 2006 and early 2007, I was 7 hours away by car; so while I did what I could by phone and on my occasional home visits, the primary “caregivers” were my sister and brother.

Fr. Joe, on the other hand, is the first of my Jesuit “parents” to die while living in the same household as myself; and he was certainly the first for whom, by virtue of my office, I was the primary “caregiver.”  I honestly think – life is odd that way – that I was closer to Joe than I was to my own dad.  I certainly knew more about the details of his life history and his inner world.  As a result, in going through his personal effects, I became acutely aware of just how much I miss him.  


He was an ever-cheery presence around the house, remarkably self-sufficient, and generous in helping out in whatever ways he could.  He was surprisingly spry and energetic, particularly for a 92-year old.  He loved life – and people – with a passion.  He had a wry (but gentle) sense of humor, and a twinkle in his eye that gave it away.  And he was known and is remembered by all as a kind, gentle, gracious man – something, alas, which cannot be said of every Jesuit!

As I “excavated” his room, the contents confirmed and deepened my impressions of the man.  His love for people – many, many people – and theirs for him was confirmed by the hundreds and hundreds of greeting cards which I found.  Virtually all of them were from the final six years of his life, which he spent with us here at Old St. Joe’s.  (After the funeral, I was glad to hear from his “baby” sister, Dot – herself ninety! – that he had often told her he was never happier than during those final years here, in his much-loved native city.  I was also comforted to hear from her, as well as from him before he passed, that he felt well looked after by myself and the Jesuits here during his last month at Jefferson Hospital…)


His room also contained hundreds of photographs – fitting for a man who seemed to have a photographic memory.  Some were of family, probably as much as 100 years old.  And the 1935 senior portrait from St. Joe’s Prep shows an impossibly young Joe McGovern, eyeglass-free yet unmistakably himself, beaming that same warm, gentle smile that we all knew from decades later.  I saved that photo and the 1935 SJP yearbook for the Province archives.  

Later photos documented his Jesuit formation (all those black cassocks!), and his travels as a priest (Ireland, Rome, the Holy Land).  What I would love to know – and have every intention of asking him, when we meet in the sweet by-and-by – is whether the beautiful landscapes and nature photos which I unearthed are his own work.  I suspect that they are; and if so, they reveal him as a very talented amateur photographer with an artist’s eye and a poet’s soul.  


His books were almost exclusively in the areas of theology and spirituality; and judging by the copyright dates, he was still collecting and reading widely and avidly well into his eighties.  I did find a few books of poetry here and there – Gerard Manley Hopkins (S.J.), Maya Angelou, some North Carolina poets (who I suspect were friends), and some Celtic bards.  Fr. Joe’s love of Ireland, and also of Appalachia, was equally evident in his music collection – CDs of banjo players, fiddlers, and the like.

I had the room cleaned today for Fr. Ed O’Donnell, S.J., who will be moving in a few days from now.  You are a kind and welcoming community, so I know that you will get to know him and will make him feel at home.  But also don’t forget, next time you are in the church hall, to stop and look at the quilt on the wall, and to read the description beside it (newly installed) which describes how Fr. Joe’s family commissioned it, and how Fr. Joe helped to design it in memory of his brother, Jack, who died in the Korean war.  (I “met” young Jack in the photo collection as well; and those photos went into the McGovern family box…)  While you’re admiring the quilt, say a prayer of thanks for Fr. Joe – for his life, for his nearly 62 years of priestly service in the Society of Jesus, and for his six blessed years here with us.  I know that he’ll return the favor and say a prayer for you.  That’s the kind of man he was.  Is.
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