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The Diocese of Motherwell together with the whole Church in Scotland mourns the sudden 

death on 22nd November 1983 of Monsignor Philip Flanagan, one of the truly great priestly 

characters of this century, first and foremost a man of prayer, a priest who was an example of 

pastoral zeal, a man of brilliant intelligence and a most accomplished practical administrator. 

 

Perhaps his most amazing feat was the transformation he successfully underwent in 1967 at 

the age of fifty-four and after thirty-eight continuous years of living and working in what 

some would regard as the rarefied atmosphere of various colleges. It was then that he became 

a parish priest in his own Diocese of Motherwell. And for a further sixteen years, what an 

example he was as a parish priest, both to the people entrusted to him and to his fellow 

clergy. Had there been any doubt, and there never was, this more than anything else showed 

the wisdom of the Scottish Bishops in nominating him as rector of two of their colleges at a 

critical time in the history of each of them. Surely there could not have been a better priest to 

direct the training, not merely the intellectual but primarily the pastoral training, of several 

generations of future priests. 

 

'Twenty years ago no-one would have prophesied that Philip Flanagan would have been 

remembered in history as other than a most successful college priest. Now he will be 

primarily remembered, especially in his own Diocese of Motherwell, as a working priest of 

the diocese, one who gave himself heart and soul for the ordinary people of the two parishes 

in which he served, one who was assiduous in his sacramental care of them, one who was 

constantly there to comfort the sick and the dying, and particularly one who was constantly 

going round knocking on doors, and especially at the doors of those who had become careless 

in the practice of their faith. It is relatively seldom that the reconciliation of such unfortunates 

requires recourse to the bishop, but on numerous occasions Philip Flanagan found it 

necessary to approach his bishop. Only God knows the full total of those for whom he was 

the instrument of grace and forgiveness. And in dealing with such people he manifested a 

compassion which tempered law with mercy that many might not have expected from one 

with his precise theological mind. 

 

His was always a happy presbytery where he went out of his way to ensure that his assistants 

would realize that the presbytery was their home no less than his. He loved the company of 

his fellow priests, and particularly if he could bring the discussion round to a theological 

argument. Then he could become dogged, and even obstinate, in maintaining his opinion, 

even to the extent of boring his audience. 

 

He was born on 2nd January 1913 in Baillieston. There he attended primary school before 

proceeding to St. Aloysius' College, Glasgow. In 1929 he entered the Pontifical Scots College 

in Rome as a student for the priesthood. Ordained priest at the end of 1935 his brilliant 

academic record ensured that he would remain there for further studies. His choice of 

Cardinal Newman as the subject for his thesis for the doctorate led to his lifelong admiration 

for the cardinal and his interest in his writings. He took a particular delight when his 

suggestion that the new secondary school in Bellshill should be named after Cardinal 

Newman was adopted by the education authority. 

 



In 1938 he was appointed vice-rector of the college, a post he was to occupy for fourteen 

years, although for six of these only in name. For the outbreak of the Second World War 

brought about the closure of the college in Rome and the war years were spent by him in St. 

Mary's College, Blairs, where he taught philosophy and was in charge of the philosophers 

who were temporarily lodged there. 

 

A feature of his work with students was the immense personal interest that he took in each 

one of them. Long afterwards when he had not met them for many years, he would still 

recognize them and be able to greet them by their first names. 

 

In 1952 he was appointed rector of the Royal Scots College in Valladolid, Spain. The college 

in Spain had been closed since a year after the outbreak of the Civil War in 1936 and had 

only recently been reopened. It was a daunting task for Monsignor Flanagan, unfamiliar with 

the language and customs of the country, to go there with the responsibility of rebuilding a 

tradition of study, spirituality and community living, and of renovating a building which had 

been neglected and lacked many of the amenities of modern living. But Philip Flanagan had a 

loyalty to his ecclesiastical superiors which demanded that he should fulfil with persevering 

tenacity whatever commission might be given to him, no matter how nearly impossible. He 

would learn to be fluent in Castilian, and he did. He would learn how to deal with Spanish 

administrators and Spanish lawyers, and he did. The present success of the college is a 

memorial to the work which Monsignor Flanagan inaugurated in 1952 and continued for 

eight years. 

 

In 1960 he was appointed back to Rome as rector of the college. Here was another mammoth 

task, to implement the decision of the bishops that the old college in the Via Quattro Fontane, 

so well loved by generations of priests and students, should be sold and a new college built in 

its place. Again, we have another permanent memorial to Philip Flanagan, the magnificent 

new college on the Via Cassia, now known to many pilgrims since international travel has 

become easy and relatively inexpensive. 

 

He loved Rome, and he loved Italy, and he was always happy to return there for a holiday 

after his term as rector was completed. But his overriding love was for those committed to his 

pastoral care, be they students for the priesthood or, in his latter years, parishioners. 

 

In 1967, stating that, if he did not make the change now, it might later on be impossible to 

adapt, he chose to resign as rector, and he was appointed parish priest of Sacred Heart, 

Bellshill. Eleven years later, he was transferred to St. Aloysius', Chapelhall, where he died 

still working for his people to the end. 

 

Some weeks before his death, we were reading in the Sunday liturgy words of St. Paul that 

were probably amongst his last words before the martyrdom of the Apostle. These words 

form a fitting epitaph for Philip Flanagan: 

 

"I have fought the good fight to the end; I have run the race to the finish; I have kept the faith; 

all there is to come now is the crown of righteousness reserved for me". 

 

 

 


