Only Son
(Homily for Fr. Frank O'Rourke,C.SS.R.)

January 7, 2016

This time of year we have been celebrating the birth of an only son born well over 2,000 years ago who made a tremendous impact on the world and civilization.  Today at this Eucharist we celebrate his death and resurrection.

At this mass we also celebrate and remember the life of another only son. Four score years and 6 months ago James and Theresa O'Rourke gave birth to their only son.  They carried him into his lower church for baptism; they walked him across the street for his 1st Communion and Confirmation. They watched him serving as an altar boy and years later they thrilled from the front pew upstairs as he celebrated his first solemn mass.  

One day long ago a disciple approached Jesus and asked , “Where do you live?”  Our only son did a similar thing.  The gospels tell us that when Jesus answered “Come and See.” they went and stayed with him the whole day.  Our only son went and stayed with Jesus  - not for a day – but for 58 years as a Redemptorist and 53 years as a priest.

Jesus had many titles – so did this only son.  He was Francis J. O'Rourke; he was Frank, Frankie, Franny.  He called himself F.O'R. But we knew and loved him as BIF – B.F. which were the initials for Big Frank.   Jesus' life had a great impact on the world.  Our only son had a great impact on all of us and  thousands of others.

Fr. Frank O'Rourke was  big man – bigger than life itself.  His physical size was mere miniature to the size of his heart which was huge with love,laughter, compassion and generosity.  Fr. Frank O'Rourke became one of our Redemptorist icons.

Our paths crossed some 65 years ago.  It was our first year in North East.  We had just de-boarded the train and walked the quiet streets to St. Mary's Seminary. As we sat next to each other for our 1st breakfast there, I pulled from my suit coat pocket a soup spoon, a tea spoon, a knife and a fork.  This was the very first time I heard Frank's wonderful laughing wheeze as he said to me, “You're going to go far in this place, Reds.”

Frank loved to laugh; he loved to make us laugh – often laughing with us, never at us.  We passed our young years together – 13 years as classmate seminarians.  We knelt on the same chapel floor to pronounce our Redemptorist vows; we prostrated on the same ordination marble and stood up priests forever.

What a great priest Frank was!  He spent his years priest-ing people here in OLPH, in Brazil, in Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Philadelphia, Annapolis and Kent Island, Seaford, Delaware, as Provincial Consultor at Shore Rd. and 15 years as the jolly inn keeper of OLPH on East 61st. St. in Manhattan.  As a priest Frank was loved by the thousands. People would often ask us, “Do you know Fr. O'Rourke?”  He was our gentle giant.  How blessed and graced we all were to have him in our lives. 

Frank had qualities similar to that other only son – Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus inaugurated table ministry.  He was known as the meal man. Many of his parables, his miracles, his teachings took place at the table.  The best way we can contact him today is at the Eucharistic table.

Well, Fr. Frank O'Rourke never met a meal he didn't like.  He could unlock any fridge, pantry or cooler in Christendom.  Since we were always hungry as seminarians, Frank became our Robin Hood.  He  rob bed the rick to feed us.
Jesus was a lover of the underdog. He made a definite option for the poor. Fr. Frank O'Rourke championed the little people.  He sided with the folks and confreres who were in the background. He wanted all of us in the Province to be able to have a vote for our provincial.  So he pushed and sponsored legislation that made it all happen.  

So many people experienced his expansive generosity and compassion.  He kept in touch with the men who left the priesthood – became their virtual chaplain, attended their re-unions, preached their homilies, made them laugh, and always welcomed them.  They may have left the Congregation but they never exited Frank's community or family.

Jesus said: “I will not call you servants.  I will call you friends.”

What a great blessing it was to have Fr. Frank O'Rourke as your friend.  Similar to what Clarence, the angel in the film “It's a Wonderful Life” said - if you had Frank O'Rourke as a friend, you were never a failure. Frank was a friend to all of us.
Fr. Tom O'Connor and Frank were great priestly friends. They are now  forever friends in glory.  Frank once said that Tom O'Connor became the brother that he never had.

Ask Artie Gildea about being a friend to Frank O'Rourke – they were friends from way back - all the way to the very end.

Ask Dennis Foley.  Frank preached at Dennis' 50th jubilee of ordination and gave us the greatest description of the priesthood I have ever heard.  He told us all about the wonderful grace it was to have a priest as a friend.  Frank definitely was that grace.

Ask Sr. Rose about his love, support and friendship through the years.

Ask Mary Beth Brolly and her sisters – friends with Frank since they were grammar school kids here at OLPH.

As pat Woods and Al Bradley.  Ask any Redemptorist in our Province.

Frank was the friend to all of us.  “I'm an orphan and you guys are my family.”

American folklore gave us Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.  As Redemptorists we had the dynamic duo called “Bif and Locky.”  They didn't hold up trains like Butch and Sundance.  Bif and Locky stole our hearts and tickled our years with their delightful legendary exploits.  Ask Frank Lockwood about his friend Frank O'Rourke.

The Gospels speak about the 3 faithful women who at break of day went to the tomb where Jesus lay.  The 3 faithful women in Frank's life were his cousins; Clare, Rita and Fidelma.  They loved Frank dearly and cared for him during his good days and his sick days.  Like the women at the foot of Jesus cross, they stayed close by and ushered him off to resurrection.  Frank really appreciated your tender loving care.  You were his family and he cheers and thanks you now from the halls of heaven.

Like Jesus Frank was never afraid to speak the truth to power.  He often came across as light and humorous.  Yet beneath that laid back surface was a man of deep and insightful convictions about the Church and about the Redemptorist congregation.  Frank was a teaser yet underneath his many self disclaiming one-liners was a very serious and spiritual priest.

Just as Jesus did, Frank O'Rourke loved life and all the ordinary experiences of this world.  

He had his heroes; St. Patrick of Ireland and Gil Hodges of the Brooklyn Dodgers.

Frank love soda.  He could make a case of coke disappear faster than Jesus made those 6 stone jars of water disappear at the Cana wedding. 

Frank loved Ebbetts Field and the streets of Brooklyn.

One of the last things he said to me was “Isn't it great that I am now back here in OLPH on 59th St. where I began.  My first home was in the  house just across the street.”

And just like Jesus, Frank suffered at the end.  He had many health crises in his life but the cross never flattened his contagious happy spirit.  We are now into the year of Mercy and Frank was a man of mercy.  “Be kind to the little guys” was his mantra.  He once said to Fr. Mike Hopkins, “I think God is going to punish me for being too kind to people.”  Hardly, Frank.  God is now rewarding you for your goodness, generosity and kindness.  Didn't Jesus tells us “As long as you did it to the least of my brothers sisters, you did it to me.”

Now what about us?  How are we to handle Frank's passing?  We have need to remember that we believe in Resurrection; we need to open our eyes of faith and see things from Frank's viewpoint.  He is home. He is at peace.  For Frank, there is no more pain, no more suffering.  

Meister Eckhardt, the medieval mystic, was once asked where do the dead go.  He answered by saying they go nowhere.  They are here with us.  Our deceased are with God.  And if God is everywhere so are they.  They are right here.  St. Paul tells us that in the letter to the Hebrews: “We are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses...”

We pray for them because we believe that a vital flow of life continues to exist between ourselves and our loved one even beyond death.  We remain in communication with them so we can hold on to each others hand beyond death.  Communication with our loved one after death is our privilege.  Fr. Frank lives on in our minds, in our memories, in our prayers and in our hearts.

One of Frank's favorite places was county Leitrim in Ireland.  The song “Lovely Leitrim” tells of a man who had a pleasant dream that he was back in lovely Leitrim where the Shannon river flows.

Last Thursday, the last day of our year, Frank struggled though the doors of death and entered eternal life.  What he saw was not lovely Leitrim but the streets of this parish. He saw all the people of Kent Island, the out chapels of Brazil, the big red building on E.61st St. in Manhattan that he cared for, and so much more.  He saw all the faces and places that he loved in his 80 years among us.  He saw again his mother and father.  His cousin Steve was there and Okie O'Connor and scores of confreres cheering and clapping him home.  There was St. Patrick, St. Alphonsus, St. Joseph and his Mother of Perpetual Help with her Son, the very first Redemptorist – all with their arms extended in a welcoming embrace.  They wore giant smiles on their faces and they will be smiling for all eternity because another only son has come home.

I have referred to Frank throughout as an only son.  Now that I think of it, he really was not an only son.  He had many, many brothers and sisters.

Allow me to paraphrase the Lovely Leitrim ballad and sing it to Frankie:

“Last week he had a pleasant dream he woke up with a smile

He dreamt that he was back again in dear old Erin's Isle

He thought he saw Lough Allen's banks in the valleys' down below

It was his lovely Leitrim where the Shannon waters flow.
He's traveled far from this great land from the east and to the west

but of all the islands he has seen he loves his own the best.

And if ever he returns again there's one place he will go

It will be to lovely Leitrim where the Shannon waters flow.”

Caed mile Failte, Frank.  A hundred thousand welcomes!
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