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Father John Dalrymple, who had recently resigned as parish priest of SS. Ninian and 

Triduana, Restalrig, and was shortly to take up duty as an assistant at St. Marie's, Kirkcaldy, 

died suddenly at Bartow, Florida, U.S.A., on 4th September, 1985, in the 58th year of his age 

and the 32nd of his priesthood. Prior to the interment in the family vault at Leuchie, North 

Berwick, at. a Requiem Mass in SS. Ninian and Triduana's on 11th September, the following 

homily was delivered by Rev. Charles Barclay, parish priest of St. Marie's, Kirkcaldy. 

 

During a light-hearted conversation recently, a few people were fantasising—in that faintly 

absurd way we sometimes do—about the circumstances of their death. In his turn Father Jock 

said that, if he had a hand in arranging his own death, he would like to die while playing 

round of golf with a friend!    

 

It is not exactly the way you or I might have imagined the last moments of Jock Dalrymple. 

Discovered in the oratory on his knees in prayer, perhaps; visiting a parishioner in a cancer 

ward; or sharing a bowl of soup with a crowd of "down-and-outs" perhaps—but on the golf 

course? 

 

Yet typical though our pictures may be, the circumstances of his death in America do reveal 

something of the character of the man. Because he had gone to Florida to be with a friend, a 

missionary priest engaged in apostolic work in Latin America who was recuperating from 

illness. Mark you, I still want to know how the two men who have most disturbed my 

conscience about the oppressed of the Third World came to be playing golf in the heartland 

of middle America ... There's surely a touch of divine comedy in that. 

 

However we interpret the last days of Father Jock's life, we do know that the dominant theme 

of his life was his love for God, and "that by turning everything to their good, God co-

operates with those who love him". Certainly during these last ten years Jock felt that 

everything had "come good". As he told you himself, his ten years here in St. Ninian's were 

the happiest and most contented of his life; and his death at this time seems almost right. 

 

We've had a week to absorb to some extent the shock of his death. Father Jock had more than 

two years to prepare for that moment, since the first of his heart-attacks. Reflecting on his 

near-death, he realised afresh the old truth that, during life, each of us "dies" over and over 

again. Each of these "deaths" is surely painful. But they are also moments of liberation, for 

out of each "death" God draws us on to new life in Christ, a more vigorous spiritual life, a 

more profound participation in the paschal mystery of our Lord's dying and rising. In this 

Mass, we proclaim the death of the Lord, and celebrate his resurrection. With confidence we 

pray that in Father Jock Dalrymple the glory of the risen Christ will now be fully revealed. 

 

When you reflect on the scriptures, as Jock did daily, you meet not only with inspiration and 

consolation, but also with a challenge: to enter more deeply into the rhythm of the suffering 

and glorification of our Redeemer. The readings just proclaimed crystallise a challenge and a 

promise: be prepared to suffer and thus enter into glory.  

 

Like any of us, Jock was afraid of suffering. His intuition warned him, and experience taught 

him, that interior suffering can be as intolerable as physical suffering, and he recoiled from it. 

Through time, with generosity of spirit and perseverance, he did yield to the invading, yet 
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liberating force of God's grace; and discovered as we can, to his delight and surprise, how 

"our present sufferings cannot be compared to the glory which is waiting for us". 

 

Jock, you know, poked fun at fashionable attention to the "mid-life crisis". Yet it was during 

his own middle years, roughly the years at Drygrange and Canmore and Muirhouse, that 

significant liberations happened in him. 

 

By nature and education, Jock Dalrymple was rather conservative. But he surrendered his 

innate resistance to change when he responded to the teaching of the Church in the Vatican 

Council. His considerable intellect resonated to the major themes of the Council, especially 

those quarried from the Bible: the Church as sacrament of Jesus Christ, the embodiment of 

the risen Lord; and the Church as the pilgrim people of God. These took root in his heart, and 

twenty-five years on he could still thrill you with that vision. Mind you, he often had to screw 

his courage to the sticking-place to communicate his passion for the truth, as he saw it, for 

strong criticism was likely to follow; and from that too he wanted to shrink. 

 

It was that same courage which helped him overcome the liabilities of his sometimes painful 

shyness and marked introversion of temperament. For he often found it difficult to 

communicate at the level of his emotions. He had a warm, even passionate, heart, but was 

inhibited in expressing his affection for people. In the boisterous, outgoing communities of 

seminary and university, it was painful to be timid in relationships, particularly if you looked 

a little austere, a bit forbidding, and even regarded as somewhat aloof. Certainly, from school 

days on, he had always had a few close friends. But now the Lord prised open his heart, and a 

marvellous transformation took place, and he felt the freedom to enjoy an ever-expanding 

circle of friends. 

 

We can thank God for redeeming our emotions, liberating our hearts to love. But the Lord 

desires to free us at every level, even the deepest. You know, for example when you take 

seriously the call to "be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect", a curious twist occurs 

with the first fervour of conversion. It happened to Jock as well—we want to 'institutionalise' 

our spirituality; we want to domesticate and tame the Spirit of God, living by law rather than 

spirit. So we construct systems, invent rules, and settle for a religious externalism. It's the 

instinct within us to be in control of everything, including the Spirit of God. 

 

From this too we have to be released. But at what cost! Many of the certainties which give 

security are lost to us, they die within us, and we die to them. More and more we are brought 

to rely ultimately on God alone. Jock's study of the great spiritual writers, John of the Cross 

above all, helped him to overcome his fear and risk the uncertainties. 

 

But his surest ally in this process was not the mighty John of the Cross, but a young 

Carmelite nun, Therese of Lisieux. Her "little way" of gospel simplicity inspired Jock to 

surrender the desire to be in control, and let go, really believing that God "has revealed these 

things to little children and concealed them from the learned and the clever". It was not of 

course (it never is) a once and for always event. It is a process which has to be repeated often, 

even daily, this surrender, this dying to fear that we might live more perfectly in love. 

 

God, however, has chosen to redeem us, not as mere individuals, nor in isolation from one 

another. We belong to the human family and are called into a community of salvation. 
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Even more mystifying, God invites you and me to join with him as trusted collaborators in 

his great work of liberating men and women from every kind of bondage—"... to share your 

bread with the hungry, and shelter the homeless poor, to clothe the one you see to be naked; 

to break unjust fetters, to let the oppressed go free". 

 

John Hamilton Dalrymple's share in the work of redemption was through the priesthood. It 

meant a kind of "walking away" from his family, despite his great love for them; from a 

career; and from married life. For more than three decades he strove to minister to the flock 

of Christ, and through them and with them to care for a world desperately in need of Christ's 

liberating love. All his energies and talents, his limitations and weaknesses even, were placed 

at the disposal of this ministry of priesthood. 

 

The conviction that the gospel opens up glorious possibilities for everyone compelled him to 

invitations here, there and everywhere to speak on Christian life. His prowess as a speaker 

and preacher paved the way for another apostolate, this time in the written word, and he spent 

himself unstintingly in both fields in his efforts to communicate Christ, crucified and risen 

from the dead. 

 

Not only in word, but in action as well. While he was in the Cathedral parish, with Greenside 

as his district, he developed an affection for the Gospel's poor; those who live, as the 

Americans say, "on the wrong side of the tracks"; the marginated, those deprived in any way 

whatsoever. It was this zeal which prompted the founding of Martin House—a foolhardy 

adventure if ever you saw one—which for twenty years offered warm hospitality and realistic 

care for women in a variety of difficult situations. 

 

It is not enough, the Lord tells us in the Gospel, to offer shelter or bread or clothes: we are to 

offer ourselves. For Father Jock this meant that his home—Marionville, Canmore, his room 

in Drygrange—was not only his, but belonged to anyone who cared to avail themselves of his 

hospitality. How remarkable that this intensely private person should become virtually public 

property. I found myself, when looking forward to having Jock as a partner-in-ministry in 

Kirkcaldy, wondering rather ruefully how I would cope with having my home-life turned 

topsy-turvy. 

 

But Father Jock, you know, had quite a way with him. And before you knew it, you were 

caught up in what he was doing. He would encourage and enable others to share with him in 

his enterprises. Members of the St. Ninian's team ministry know this only too well. People in 

the parish also know this only too well. The ministry to poor became, in Jock's wry phrase, a 

ministry of the "up-and-ins" to the "down-and-outs"—and the mutual advantage of them 

both.  

 

Jock's concern for the "fourth world" at home was matched by his concern for the needs of 

our sisters and brothers in the "third world". With characteristic gusto, he threw himself into 

learning from the oppressed peoples of the southern hemisphere, and prompted discussion 

and action in the great issues of justice and peace throughout the world. 

 

Father Jock spent twelve years in Drygrange. He contributed thoughtfully to the re-shaping of 

seminary life, raised radical questions about the best ways of forming men for the priestly 

ministry. But it was as spiritual director that he made his greatest impact, particularly 

devoting his energies to developing a solid life of prayer in the priests of the future. In 

discussion, then as in later years, he delighted in tossing into the debate, provocative and 
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sometimes outrageous statements, to startling effect when your opinions were shallow or ill-

thought-out. To disconcerting effect, he employed, in personal counselling, the long, pregnant 

pause, which has become legendary among those of us who were with him as students. And 

he provoked much laughter when he would protest that his counselling was of the non-

directive kind. 

 

Even when he left Drygrange, many priests found in him a helpful and sure guide, a 

compassionate confessor, an understanding confidant. Though gentle, he did not compromise 

the radical demands of the Gospel urging you to rise above mediocrity, believing the dictum 

that "the good is often the enemy of the best". 

 

As a priest, Father Jock always intended to point to Christ: "He must increase, I must 

decrease". More than any self-conscious advertising for vocations, his manner of living the 

priesthood has helped make ordinations in this parish church an almost annual event. 

 

Sinner that he knew himself to be, Jock threw himself on the mercy of God. "This poor man 

called and the Lord heard him and rescued him." The crucible of Father Jock's liberation was 

prayer. Despite his fluency in writing about prayer, his facility for teaching the ways of 

prayer, Jock did not always, perhaps even rarely, find praying easy. Yes, he disciplined 

himself rigorously to prayer. But like Jacob, he wrestled with God in long, lonely hours of 

prayer. Liberation came here when he ceased to struggle and wrestle, and was schooled to 

surrender himself to God. His prayer became less complex, as did his life, and more of a 

gentle and serene merging with God at the ground of his being. What wonders the Lord has 

worked in him. And, he would have us know, what wonders the Lord is working in our lives 

as well. 

 

In a recent article Father Jock wrote: 

"When we have found our soul we can live fruitfully the ever-present tension caused by our 

high ideals received from the Gospel and our distressingly low performance. United in God 

in the depth of our being we can not only survive this tension but make it an instrument of 

our priestly work. At that deepest level God meets me and I meet God. At that level all is 

grace and sheer thanksgiving." 

(Clergy Review Sep. '85). 

 


