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It was a shock in the diocese to hear of the sudden death by heart attack of Father John 

Fennell, on Sunday 28th December 1997, while John was on holiday in Dublin, visiting his 

sister. John was preparing to say Mass that Sunday morning. He had been a priest of our 

diocese for over 43 years. 

 

John was born in Dublin in November in 1929  and some of his education took place there  at 

Belvedere College, Dublin and at Clonliffe Seminary (University College Dublin). He later 

resided at the French College and subsequently the Scots College, Rome. He obtained a BA 

in Dublin and then a Licence in Theology and a Licence in Canon Law in Rome. He was 

ordained on 17th April 1954; His Canon Law studies were the beginning of over forty years 

of work with the diocesan marriage tribunal. 

 

John's first appointment was as curate to Kettering, where he served under two other canon 

lawyers, Charles Grant and Gerard Collins. To this day John is remembered with fondness in 

Kettering, as in his other parishes. While next a curate in Norwich, he also served as chaplain 

to the University of East Anglia, There followed a series of appointments as parish priest in 

Sawston, at St, Patrick's, Corby, St. Anthony's, Farnham Royal, in Biggleswade and finally at 

Wellingborough, for the last seven years of his life. He was Officialis of the Tribunal from 

1969-1977 but later had the less onerous task of a Tribunal Judge. 

 

Latterly he missed the intimacy that can exist in a small parish such as Biggleswade, where 

priest and people work together and know each other well. He nevertheless adapted well to 

the greater demands of Wellingborough and lived to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the 

parish's second church of St. Edmund Campion. He gave a fine and moving sermon on the 

saint at an anniversary Mass in early December 1997, not long before he died. 

 

John was clearly a learned man with an astute mind but he wore his abilities lightly. His 

particular contribution over so many years was in the sphere of Canon Law which he took 

very seriously, perhaps at times too scrupulously when under the pressure of being the sole 

canon lawyer in the diocese working on marriage cases for the whole of the "old" diocese, 

from Slough to the Wash! While he did his utmost to help petitioners in marriage cases obtain 

a just judgement, he was motivated by a wholly pastoral sense for "the good of souls".  

 

John was buried In Dublin where Bishop Leo McCartie presided at his funeral Mass. A Mass 

was offered for him in Wellingborough within days of his death but later a diocesan Requiem 

Mass was celebrated at St. Edmund Campion, Wellingborough, in January 1998 at which 

very many diocesan priests were present and a memorable sermon was preached by Father 

Stephen Reith, a long-standing friend. 

 

With a good and gentle manner and sense of humour, he served his parishes and the diocesan 

marriage tribunal with devotion and compassion. His priestly service and friendship will be 

sorely missed. May he now rest in peace. 

 

Contributed by Canon John Koenig. 



 

 


