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The earthly life of 'Fr Roddy', as he was best known amongst his family and friends, ended on 

the 4th December, 2004, at St Margaret's Hospice, Clydebank. His remains were taken to the 

little church of his first parish and his final parish - St Mun's, Glencoe - on the evening of the 

8th December, and on the following day, after Requiem Mass at St Mary's, Fort William, 

concelebrated by Bishop lan Murray and many of the clergy of the Diocese of Argyll and The 

Isles, they were laid to rest alongside those of his parents in the old cemetery at Morar - the 

burial place of so many of the most illustrious priests of the Diocese and of their predecessors 

in the old Western District. 

 

Roddy was born at Mallaig on 4th November 1925, the only son of Alan and Catherine 

Macdonald. He was very young when the family moved to Fort William. There he received 

his primary education. He became a student at Blairs College but the progress of his studies 

was interrupted when he contracted tuberculosis. He had to spend over a year at the 

Sanatorium at Kingussie while he recovered. He resumed his course at Blairs and in the 

autumn of 1946 he was amongst those who were the first to return to the Scots College, 

Rome, after the Second World War. Roddy was highly intelligent and academically very 

gifted and it was no surprise that he should graduate relatively easily from the Gregorian 

University. What is perhaps more surprising is that he combined his learning with 

outstanding ability as an actor - a gift which was put to great effect in the first parishes in 

which he served after ordination. The three years that he spent at the Scots College, Rome, 

not only formed him for service in the priesthood but gave him a lifelong love for the city and 

for the College itself. He was ordained on 17th December 1949 and on his return to the 

Diocese was appointed to St Columba's Cathedral, Oban. 

 

As a young priest, Fr Roddy threw himself with enthusiasm into the pastoral work of the 

parish - both its spiritual and its social life. He formed a close relationship with Bishop 

Kenneth Grant, one of the great influences on his life. As was typical of the time, he was, by 

his own admission, scrupulously inclined towards the detailed observance of the law of the 

Church and the rubric of the liturgy. Telling stories against himself, he would describe the 

often hilarious and tortuous situations that he would find himself in as he sought to match the 

requirements of the universal law of the. Church with the circumstances of the priests and 

people of the Diocese. He worked on the Oban archives, saving and collating them, and in 

latter years arranged for their deposit at the Scottish Catholic Archives in Edinburgh. 

Although never considering himself more than an 'amateur', his researches into these papers 

led to the publication of a number of articles in The Innes Review. The work that he carried 

out on the history of the Catholic Gaidhealtachd and, subsequently, on the life of Bishop 

Andrew Scott of the Western District, will remain the 'baseline' for future generations of 

historians with an interest in the story of the preservation and growth of the faith in the West 

Highlands and Islands. 

 

At the Cathedral he became quickly renowned as an inspiring preacher - one who could 

attract hundreds to hear his evening 'instructions'. These sermons and 'instructions' were 

always meticulously prepared. Using all his considerable natural skills, he shed light on the 

mysteries of the faith in a manner that could be easily understood. To many, during this 

period at Oban, it was evident that Fr Roddy, with his pastoral effectiveness and his many 

talents, was destined for 'high office' in the Church. He enjoyed the 'favour' of the Bishop. He 
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was at the centre of life in the Diocese. At an early age he was given the scope to put into 

effect all that he had learned. If he himself entertained such hopes of 'high office', then it was 

solely that he would be better placed to promote the faith to which he was totally dedicated. 

 

He interpreted his appointment in February 1956 as curate at St Peter's, Daliburgh, South 

Uist, as evidence of the deterioration of his relationship with Bishop Grant. But, in reality, the 

explanation for this appointment may be more mundane. From the Restoration of the 

Hierarchy in 1878, the Bishop had been Parish Priest of the Cathedral Parish in Oban both in 

name and in fact. He normally had with him one or two newly ordained priests who carried 

out the pastoral work of the parish. This was the system that Bishop Grant had inherited when 

he became Bishop in 1946. Bishop Grant, though, always felt that he was being 'dragged' into 

the day to day running of the parish while his attention and time should be devoted to the 

running of the Diocese. In 1953, in order to more effectively realise that aim, the Bishop 

moved to the recently vacated Diocesan Estate at Letterwalton, a few miles outside Oban. 

After a time, it became clear that the Oban parish required the appointment of a more senior 

priest as parish priest and in 1956 the Bishop made the necessary changes. Fr Roddy was sent 

to South Uist principally to learn Gaelic. One of the few weaknesses in his considerable 

armoury of talents was that he was not a native speaker of the language. While at Daliburgh 

he learned sufficient Gaelic but again it was his pastoral enthusiasm, his preaching and his 

teaching that are best remembered. 

 

In 1958 Bishop Grant gave him his first appointment as parish priest to St Mun's, Glencoe. 

The former Parish Priest, Fr John Angler, who had been there for 22 years at this stage, 

remained in the house and continued to act as Parish Priest. Bishop Grant had not told Fr 

Angler about the new arrangement! It was a mark of the kindness of Fr Roddy that he happily 

allowed Fr Angler to believe that he was his curate! He set about his task with enthusiasm 

and built the much needed new church in the industrial village of Kinlochleven. 

 

In 1962 Fr Roddy was appointed to Campbeltown. There, as was the case with every parish 

in which he served, he endeared himself to the people entrusted to his care. At Campbeltown, 

his ministry to young people was a feature of his life and to help to achieve that end he taught 

Latin at the local grammar school. His kindness to Fr James Webb, who had just retired after 

being Parish Priest for over 30 years, was as noted as his kindness to Fr Angler. 

 

St Mun's, Dunoon, though, was to be the parish where he spent most of his years as a priest - 

21 years in all. He arrived in 1969. Fr Roddy was always forward thinking. He was an 

enthusiast for the reforms introduced by the Second Vatican Council and in Dunoon, with his 

customary intelligence and determination, he proceeded to put these reforms into effect. 

Principal amongst these was the involvement of lay people in the celebration of the liturgy. 

But this had to be parallel to lay involvement in the running of the parish. He succeeded in 

explaining all the changes in such a manner that they could be understood and accepted by 

the people. St Mun's, Dunoon, was transformed into a model parish of the Council. He 

developed strong ecumenical relationships with the other Christian Churches in the town. It 

was as though the Council opened a door through which he could implement what he 

believed to be necessary for the Church in the modern age. All the assistant priests who 

served with him in the parish not only learned the best that was available in the Diocese in the 

running of a modern parish according to the mind of the Church, and benefited from his 

extensive knowledge of the history of the Diocese, but each in turn was to be grateful for the 

personal kindness that they had been shown and the respect that they were given. This 

kindness to priests extended to the American navy chaplains based at the Holy Loch. Some of 
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these, indeed, remained close friends with him long after they had left Dunoon. The enduring 

mark which he left in the parish is to be found in the persisting lively faith of the people. 

 

In 1990 he decided to move to a smaller parish. This was to be St Mun's, Glencoe, which had 

been his first parish and had provided him with so many happy memories. He thought that it 

was time to take things easier. Things, too, would be a bit easier for Peggy, his devoted 

housekeeper for 21 years. His physical strength was impaired but he would do his best. The 

quiet time which he had hoped for was not to be. The new Bishop, Bishop Roddy Wright, 

asked Canon Roddy to become his Vicar General after the untimely death of Mgr John 

Archie MacNeil in 1993. Bishop Wright had been his assistant in Dunoon iii the 1970s and 

they enjoyed a close personal relationship. The crisis which the Diocese was plunged into 

consequent upon the circumstances of the resignation of Bishop Wright in 1996 affected him 

deeply. Nevertheless, his awareness of his responsibilities, his determination, his intelligence, 

and his deep faith allowed him to rise above his personal upset to carry out his duties with 

distinction. Archbishop Keith O'Brien, who was appointed Apostolic Administrator of the 

Diocese, chose him as his delegate. During the next three years, with failing health and 

limited energy, he set himself to the task in hand with the same qualities that he had shown in 

every parish in which he had served. With limited regard for his own health he travelled 

where he could while at the same time dealing with his duties in his own parish. He sought to 

bring the priests together. And in the weakness of his being he showed the power of the 

determined faith of the people that he came from and whose distinguished history he loved to 

speak about. 

 

The last five years of his life was a time of increased physical suffering, more frequent and 

lengthy periods of hospitalization, until his final period at the Abbeyfield Nursing Home at 

Glencoe and St Margaret's Hospice, Clydebank. Despite the kindness of all who attended 

him, he felt it difficult to cope with the invasion of his privacy which illness inevitably 

brought. 

 

Mgr Roddy was a man of towering intellect who wore it so lightly that those of lesser 

intellect were not alienated unless they were pretentious in which case they would not be 

suffered. He was proud of his origins and he loved the Diocese and its people. He was a man 

who appreciated tradition and knew when and how to modernise. He loved the priesthood 

and shared that love with other priests. He was the great preacher of the Word of God who 

lived in his experience what he proclaimed in his words. He was deeply loved by the people 

in all the parishes that he served in. And when the call came to serve the Diocese in 'high 

office' in a manner that he could not have anticipated, he responded with determination, 

generosity, and with faith. The Lord called him to lead not when his powers were at their 

height but when they were diminishing and through his weakness he gave us strength. In 

these latter years of his life especially he followed the motto of the College that he loved, the 

words of St Andrew the Apostle 'Salva me bona crux' (Save me good Cross). 

Mgr Roddy had a self-deprecating sense of humour which was always an endearing quality. 

After giving a guided tour of the priests' graves in Morar graveyard a few years before his 

own death, he turned to his companion and said: 'In a hundred years from now others will be 

walking round this place and, looking at my stone, someone will say - "I wonder who that 

Roddy Macdonald was!" 

 

He served Christ in the priesthood for almost fifty-five years - a service both dedicated and 

distinguished. His remains lie, awaiting the final resurrection, along with those of his people 
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and amongst the priests that he admired. His lustre shines as bright as any of his predecessors 

for the service which he gave to the Diocese in its darkest time. 

May he rest in peace. 

 


