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Charles Renfrew was born in Glasgow on 21st June, 1929, the youngest of five children, and 

after his education at Notre Dame Primary (Montessori) School and St. Aloysius' College, 

Glasgow, entered the Pontifical Scots College in Rome in 1946 to prepare for the priesthood, 

to which he was ordained in the Church of the Twelve Apostles in Rome on 4th April, 1953. 

In addition to the many other spheres of the apostolate touched on by the Archbishop in his 

homily at the Funeral Mass, he had been an assistant priest at the Immaculate Conception, 

Maryhill, before joining the staff of St. Mary's College, Blairs, and was the first Rector of the 

National Minor Seminary of St. Vincent's College, Langbank. He was for many years the 

devoted and much-loved and honoured National Spiritual Director of the Society of St. 

Vincent'de Paul. A Vicar General of the Archdiocese of Glasgow since 1974, he was 

nominated titular Bishop of Abula and Auxiliary to the Archbishop of Glasgow on 5th May 

1977 and ordained to the Episcopate by the Archbishop on 31st of the same month in. St. 

Francis' Church, Cumberland Street. His health declining for many years, during which he 

maintained his episcopal ministry to the full, he finally died in the Western Infirmary in 

Glasgow on Thursday, 27th February, 1992.  At his own request, his remains were brought 

on the Monday following to St. Peter's Church, Partick, where the Funeral Mass was 

celebrated the next day by the Bishops of Scotland, led by the Archbishop of Glasgow, and 

concelebrated by the Abbots of Nunraw and Fort Augustus and by a great number of priests 

from all over Scotland. Among the congregation, which filled the Church and the Parish Hall 

and overflowed into Hyndland Street, were representatives from other Churches, including 

the acting Moderator of the Presbytery of Glasgow, Rev. Tom Watson, and the Episcopal 

Bishops of Glasgow and Galloway, and of Argyll and The Isles. After Mass the cortege 

proceeded to the Metropolitan Cathedral Church of St. Andrew, where the committal was 

celebrated before the High Altar, in the presence of a capacity congregation, many of whom 

had waited after the celebration of the lunch-time Mass, prior to the deposition of the remains 

in the Episcopal Vault of the Cathedral. 

 

At the Funeral Mass, the following homily was delivered by the Most Reverend Thomas J. 

Winning, Archbishop of Glasgow: 

 

A day or so after the Bishop's death, I had an imaginary conversation with him about this 

homily. I felt it would only be courteous to consult him—as someone who was always ready 

with good advice I knew he'd have something valuable to contribute. 

"What about taking suffering as the main theme?" I asked. "Hmm. I'm finished with that. 

Better something else." 

"Your life story?" 

"No," he replied. "You might make a hash of it, and tell all the wrong things." 

 

Then as I paused for inspiration, I heard the sound of birds in the garden—and I said, with 

fresh enthusiasm, "I know what I'll talk about! I'll talk about what made YOU sing." After all, 

didn't Belloc say, "It is the best of trades to make songs, and the second best to sing them." 

"Yes," he said, "but keep it short! I've got other interests now." 

 

So, what was it that made Charles McDonald Renfrew sing? In one word: "Discipleship." 

The commitment he made early on in life to follow the Master was the prime motivation for 

all he was, and for all-with God's grace—that he accomplished. 
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His accomplishments were many and are well known. They do not need to be rehearsed 

here—save for his gentle witness to Christian discipleship. His adherence to Jesus Christ, to 

the values of his Kingdom, to the Church and to Peter's successor, has been a quiet source of 

inspiration to countless people moved by 

—his simplicity of life 

—his humility 

—his transparent honesty 

—his sparkling personality.  

 

Aware of the temptations facing any disciple, and of the human frailties which sometimes 

hinder us from following Jesus, the Evangelist Mark records the conditions Jesus sets before 

those who would be his disciples, the aspiring conquerors of the world for Christ. They are 

three in number: 

If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself, and take up his cross and 

follow me." 

 

Donny Renfrew was aware of those words—and only too aware that much is expected of 

those to whom much is given. He was a realist in the true sense of that word. The realism 

which helped him sing through life was not of the kind which entices us to swim with the 

current, to compromise, to follow the crowd,' to join in destructive criticism, to remain silent. 

 

It was, rather, a realism guided by these words of Jesus: 

What gain, then, is it for anyone to win the whole world, and forfeit his life?" 

 

In choosing to renounce himself by putting God first 

and becoming a disciple of the Lord 

by presenting himself for ordination 

by accepting the office of bishop 

and in countless other ways known only to God or, perhaps, to some who mourn his passing, 

he sang a song which invites each one of us to 

"Ring out our joy to the Lord, 

Serve the Lord with gladness." 

 

A measure of his willingness to put self second can be gleaned from the way he handled a 

tragedy which hit him as a teenager. A few days before setting off for Rome to begin training 

for the priesthood his aunt died. She was killed in a road accident. She was a particularly 

special aunt—more like a mother—for she had reared him, and his brothers and sisters, after 

their mother's death when he was just ten months old. He had to leave Glasgow for Rome 

before her funeral could take place. As you can imagine, it was a big sacrifice to make—but 

Donny knew he had already `put his hand to the plough.' He knew that, for him, there could 

be no turning back.  And there wasn't. 

 

Donny Renfrew also knew that handing himself over to God is not the only requirement of 

the disciple.   He has to "take up his cross." Whatever form it takes, accepting the cross 

always means pain and—more importantly—identifying with the suffering Christ. 

 

Though robust in character, in dedication, and full of the joys of life, our friend never enjoyed 

ill-health. He accepted its challenge, he fought it, quietly and without complaint. Indeed, 

through it he grew as a human being. He never let it play-down on him, and he never played 

it up, as a means to avoid any aspect of his ministry. 
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The song he sang was never a sad song. And, when the Lord called, he went-quietly and 

without fuss. 

"If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross, 

and follow me." 

 

As his body lies here in death, it is good to remind ourselves of what following Christ meant 

for him. 

Christ's vision became his vision, 

Christ's values, his values, 

Christ's prayers, his prayers, 

Christ's compassion, his compassion. 

His trust in Christ became effective through .Christ's trust in him. Christ's promise of 

forgiveness and resurrection was his hope and the reason for his childlike confidence in God's 

providence. 

 

Today, as we bid farewell to Charles McDonald Renfrew, the best friend anyone could, wish 

for, and a devoted servant of the Gospel, I wish to take this opportunity to say some words on 

his behalf, words which I know he would want me to say.Quite simply, those words are 

"Thank you." 

"Thank you" to his parents for the gift of life, to his family, his sisters; nieces and nephews, 

for the gift of love 

"Thank you to Rome, for all it meant to him as a youngster and as the home of the Vicar of 

Christ. 

"Thank you to the staff and students of the two seminaries he ministered in, and to their 

families-all of whom shared his hopes for a Scotland enlivened by the bright light of 

Christian faith. 

"Thank you to all the religious in the Archdiocese with whom he shared a special ministry. 

"Thank you", in a special way, to the Sisters of Bon Secours, whose love and kindnesses 

meant so much to him, and to the doctors and nurses of the Western Infirmary who did so 

much to enhance his quality of life, and prolonged his stay with us. 

"Thank you to his brother bishops, and to the priests of the Archdiocese whose support, 

companionship and friendship he valued so much. 

"Thank you" to the people, the little people of Glasgow, to the teachers in our schools and 

especially to the children of the Archdiocese, whom he regarded as second to none in the 

whole world. 

 

His love for you, and your love for him, can never be overestimated. 

Above all, on your behalf, I want to say thanks to God, for giving us—in Charles Renfrew—

an example of selfless discipleship, a man who had time for everybody. 

 

May Mary, Mother of the Church, Our Lady of Lourdes,' whom, he loved so much, greet him 

as he sings a new song to the Lord in Christ's Kingdom, where every tear will be wiped away 

in the glory of the Risen Christ. 


