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Father Francis Kelly, retired Parish Priest of St. Mary's, Whifflet, Coatbridge, died on 26th 

October 1999, in the Victoria Infirmary, Glasgow, after a long illness. At the Funeral Mass 

on 30th October following in St. Augustine's, Langloan, Coatbridge, prior to interment in St. 

Patrick's Cemetery, New Stevenston, the principal celebrant was the Right Reverend Joseph 

Devine, Bishop of Motherwell, who delivered the following homily: 

 

Today we gather for the funeral Mass for Fr. Francis Kelly, or Frank, to his circle of friends 

among the priests of the Diocese. He is the 5th of our retired priests to have died in 1999, 

along with priests such as Canon John Sheridan, Fr. Kelly's first parish priest for all practical 

purposes, Fr. James Keegan, who twice served in Frank's home parish of Shieldmuir, Fr. 

Denis Power and Canon George Fryer. I will be remembering all of them, Frank included, at 

the memorial Mass for our late Bishop, Francis Thomson, in the Cathedral in early 

December, the month of the death of Bishop Thomson. But that is in the future. Today we 

have the celebration of the life of a gifted priest of this Diocese, Fr. Francis Kelly. 

 

He was born on 23rd of August, 1930, not the easiest time for any newborn of that era, so 

shortly after the Wall Street crash of the year before,leading to a recession in the world trade. 

Poverty was widespread. However, with the New Deal of 1934 under the remarkable Mr. 

Roosevelt, things became relatively easier by the middle of the 1930's when Frank began to 

attend school in St. Patrick's, Shieldmuir. He went to Our Lady's High School in 1942, at the 

mid point of the Second World War, where he gained distinction in his studies to such a 

degree that he proceeded to the Pontifical Scots College in Rome in 1948 to continue his 

chosen vocation in the priesthood. It must have been a wonderful experience to him to be 

there at that time, shortly after the college had been re-opened only a couple of years earlier. 

What he made of the formidable Rector of the time, Mgr. Clapperton, is not recorded, but I 

suspect that he greatly enjoyed the experience, for he retained a deep affection for the 

college, in the light of subsequent developments in his life. 

 

He was ordained in Rome on 18th December, 1954. Shortly before then, when he was a 

deacon, Mgr. Thomas Taylor of Carfin, was in Rome for a meeting of the Pontifical Mission 

Society. As he was a contemporary of Mgr. Clapperton, he was welcome to stay at the Scots 

College in Rome on such occasions. If you are unaware of the history of Mgr. Taylor, the 

older he became, ever more difficult for him was to hold on to curates, who wanted to find 

pastures new, anywhere else than in Carfin. So in the post war years, when in Rome, he 

tended to try and recruit possible future curates from within the student body. In the autumn 

of 1954, when in Rome, he chanced upon Fr. Jim Foley, a classmate of Frank, and asked him 

where he came from. On learning that Jim was a senior student for the Diocese of 

Motherwell, he asked him his name. Without a moment's hesitation, Jim replied, Francis 

Kelly! 

 

On returning home in the summer of 1955, Frank was spared that fate. He first spent an initial 

few months, a kind of summer and early autumn appointment in the parish of St. Barbara's, 

Muirhead, before going to St. Bridget's, in Baillieston for the next six years. He was very 

happy there and much liked by the parish community of that time. 

 

Then in 1961, he was transferred to Larkhall, a remarkable change by any standard, going 

from Baillieston to a town that has a reputation for the kind of religious intolerance that one 



associates with the previous century. But it did not turn one hair of his head to another colour. 

He enjoyed his time there, not least as its Catholic community rates among the finest of any 

parish in the Diocese of Motherwell. In 1965 he transferred to St. Patrick's, Coatbridge which 

was to be a short term appointment. 

 

In 1966, rather to his surprise, but much to his delight, he was off to Rome again, as Spiritual 

Director of the student body at the Scots College, but a very different kind of college from his 

student days. It was no longer in the city centre, but several miles from the centre on the Via  

Cassia. Nor was that the only change. The Second Vatican Council had concluded only a year 

before and change was everywhere, not least in seminaries. In a time of such innovation, it 

was not an easy role to fulfil, with its changed  expectations, changed study priorities, 

changing liturgies, a much changed staff from only a couple of years earlier. In fact, all the 

staff of the time were new. But Frank gave of his best to his role, in a college and in a city for 

which he ever retained a great affection. While there, he gained a licentiate in the new 

discipline of Social Sciences, then being offered by the Gregorian University. 

 

1969 saw him returning to Scotland, when he took up the post as assistant priest in St. 

Aloysius'. Chapelhall. Again, he felt very much at home there, at the centre of Lanarkshire, 

for in the very best sense, Fr. Kelly was very much a Lanarkshire man, doubtless, in great 

part due to his upbringing in Shieldmuir and his identification with the values instilled into 

him by his good parents and the parish community of the time, a time when many young 

people of his teenage years and later were to enter the priesthood and religious life from that 

parish. 

 

Chapelhall would have been a quite similar kind of community. Therefore, he would have 

had no difficulty in settling back into the pastoral life and mission for which he had been 

ordained. During his time in Chapelhall he began a long record of service to the Diocese on 

the Education Committee of the old Lanark Council, followed by the Lanark Division of 

Strathclyde Regional Council, a role in which he served from 1972 until 1989. 

 

But 1974 was to be a red letter year for him when he became parish priest of. the old parish 

of St. Mary's in Cleland, a parish which celebrated less than a month ago its 125th 

Anniversary of foundation. He was to remain there for eight years and loved every day there. 

It was such a happy time for him, perhaps the place he enjoyed most in the 41 years in the 

active ministry. Had he been able to do so, I am certain that he would have loved to have 

gone back for the celebration there just a month or so ago. 

 

In 1982 he moved to St. Mark's, Rutherglen, about as different from Cleland as any parish in 

the Diocese, a relatively new parish, much bigger in its population size than Cleland, with a 

congregation few of whom were natives of Rutherglen. Most had come there from the south 

side of Glasgow. Unemployment was widespread and the area was beginning to suffer from 

the kind of vandalism and crime that he would never have met before in any of the parishes 

where he had worked. I arrived in the Diocese the following year and it soon became clear 

that he was not very happy at being on the periphery of the Diocese, as the Archdiocese of 

Glasgow and the huge Castlemilk housing scheme was literally just across the road. 

 

So when Fr. Foley moved to St. Augustine's to follow the beloved Canon John Moss in 1985, 

I offered him the vacant parish of St. Mary's in Whifflet. I did not need to ask him twice, as 

he was thrilled to return to much more familiar territory. He was to remain there for the 

following 11 years. For over much the greater part of that time, he continued to build up that 



fine community, enhancing the beauty of the church and proving to be such a good friend to 

those committed to his pastoral care. 

 

However, by the end of this decade, it was clear that his health was declining and with 

increasing frequency he was in need of support, readily supplied for so long by Fr. John 

Givens. 1996 was really a kind of nightmare year for him, with recurring bouts of illness', 

culminating in a throat operation that was to rob him of his vocal cords. Ever a fighter, even 

then he did not want to retire, even although that was the only option. Providentially, the 

former chapel house in the parish of Holy Trinity and All Saints became vacant at that point. 

So with his devoted housekeeper, he moved into it in the September of 1996. Many a day in 

the past 3 years must have been a trial to him as his health declined, seemingly close to death 

on several occasions, but making a recovery except for his final illness. 

 

I am sure that what kept him alive for as long as he did was the excellent care that he 

received, both medically, and domestically. He died on the morning of last Tuesday, some 3 

months after his 69th birthday. 

 

Today, as we pray for his immortal repose, we do so in the context of readings that are full of 

hope for one who lived the Christian life and exercised the ministerial priesthood. For such a 

one there is an eternally equivalent table and meal for all who celebrated the eucharist, that 

banquet on God's holy mountain where all the Lord's faithful servants will be housed, cared 

for and fed. 

 

Surely among these are to be found those whose lives graced the lives of others, so many 

others. Few lives more grace the lives of others than that of a priest. Over his 45 years of 

ministry, think of the scores of weddings that Fr. Kelly conducted, the hundreds of children 

he baptised, the thousands of Masses that he offered and the many thousands of confessions 

he heard, to touch but only three of the sacraments. In all of these, he acted in persona Christi 

whose ordained minister he was, for Fr. Kelly never doubted his vocation to Christ's 

priesthood. 

 

But the greatest challenge for all of us is the Gospel for today, the very heart of what it means 

to live the Christian life. All of us struggle to meet its demands. In sickness and in health, so 

did Francis Kelly. He had few ambitions for himself. He was not a kind of person to be 

interested in power or wealth. Instead, he liked people. They were his wealth, along with a 

fine sense of humour and a generous heart. So it is with confidence that we entrust him to the 

generous judgement and welcome of the Lord, whom he sought to serve as best he knew 

how, to the end of his days. With no less confidence, therefore, we now pray: 

 

"Eternal rest grant unto him, 0 Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon him. May he rest in 

peace. Amen. 


