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Exploring the full breadth of roles in the Vatican II Church  
In Chapter 7, I explored different lenses for understanding Kearney.  Having rejected the categories 
of ex-cleric, or lay person, I concluded with the title of Disciple.  But the role of Disciple might sound 
too generic.  If we want to clarify Disciple further, Vatican II reconnects us with the traditional 
threefold formula of the Tria Munera: three offices that Jesus plays and that all Christians through 
Baptisms are also called to play: Prophet, Priest and Leader.1776   

Historically, the institutional Church did not treat these as offices to be shared through Baptism but 
rather as signs of status to be reserved for only a few.  But Kearney lived through an era in which 
even an institution like the Catholic Church was willing to question itself and find new forms of 
freedom.   

Kearney’s work on Ivan Illich gave him a comparison for how institutions might need to change.  
Looking in particular at educational institutions, Illich had a strong view on what impact they could 
have: 

Institutions create certainties and, taken seriously, certainties deaden the heart and shackle 
the imagination.  It is always my hope that my statements, angry or passionate, artful or 
innocent, will also provoke a smile and thus a new freedom even though the freedom comes 
at a cost.1777 

Kearney comments on this: 

Illich has the courage to question the institution that was previously accepted as necessary 
by all shades of opinion, no matter how thoroughly they might question the internal 
organisation and methods.1778 

When he left the Marists, Kearney started to ‘question the internal organisation and methods’ of the 
institution that was the Church; now in the new-found freedom of working under +Hurley he would 
furthermore have ‘the courage to question the institution’.   

One way in which Vatican II was specifically willing to change was in ascribing the Tria Munera to all 
the baptised.  This is a dramatic move since, for most of the past millennium, they were only applied 
to that tiny category of Christians who were ordained men.   

Vatican II has widened this view of the Tria Munera.  Sharing in the threefold office of Jesus 
is now a hallmark of the baptised-confirmed and Eucharistic Christian, not simply of the 
ordained or hierarchical Christian.  When the bishops at Vatican II built their doctrine of 
Christian identity on this threefold office of Jesus, they clearly altered the older theological 
position that sharing in the Tria Munera of Jesus provided the specific identity for priests.1779  

 
1776 Drawing on the Old Testament, the usual English wording of the Tria Munera is ‘Prophet, Priest and King’.  However, I 
will use the term ‘Leader’ instead of ‘King’ since it is a) ungendered and b) not linked to a particular form of leadership.  For 
consistency, and to avoid confusion, I have also amended quotations from Vatican II and other writers. 
1777 Kearney, G Paddy. “Towards a Critical Analysis of Ivan D Illich’s Deschooling Society”,  M.Ed. dissertation  (University of 
Toledo, 1973) 115 (Quoting Illich’s words) 
1778 Kearney, “Towards a Critical Analysis of Ivan D Illich’s Deschooling Society”, 130 
1779 Osborne, Kenan B.  Ministry – lay ministry in the Catholic Church, its history and theology (Mahwah NJ: Paulist 1993) 
548 
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Perhaps subconsciously, Kearney made a comment in his 1973 dissertation which reflects this shift: 

For the child, the teacher pontificates as pastor, prophet and priest; an invisible triple crown 
like the papal tiara.1780 

He could be seeing the extension of the Tria Munera as a way of symbolically removing the power of 
the invisible triple crown.  It is interesting that, since the Council, no Pope has ever been crowned 
with the triple tiara that was the mark of a Papal inauguration.   

Not only is the Tria Munera extended from the clergy to the laity, but Apostolicam Actuositatem 
makes the clergy’s ability to perform their offices dependent on the willingness of the laity to 
perform theirs:  

As sharers in the role of Christ as priest, prophet, and leader, the laity have their work cut 
out for them in the life and activity of the Church.  Their activity is so necessary within the 
Church communities that without it the apostolate of the pastors is often unable to achieve 
its full effectiveness.1781 

However, as often with Vatican II documents, there is a paradox which remains unresolved.  
Osborne sets it out as follows:1782  

a) The official teaching of Vatican II attributes the sharing in the Tria Munera of Jesus himself to 
all baptised-confirmed and eucharistic Christians; 

b) The same official teaching of Vatican II then attributes the sharing in the Tria Munera of 
Jesus himself to all the ordained ministers; 

c) The same official teaching of Vatican II then states, without any explanation, that there is an 
essential difference between the ordained and the non-ordained precisely in the matter of 
the Tria Munera  

Osborne tries to resolve the quandary.  Is it that there is a difference in the degree to which each 
group share in Tria Munera?  But this would mean that the offices were divisible and that there is 
some part which is essential that the ordained have and the un-ordained do not have.  Both groups 
are sharing in the Tria Munera of Jesus so which share does Jesus have?  And is the discipleship of 
the ordained better than that of the un-ordained?  Vatican II seems to deny this. 

Or is there a difference in the way that the Tria Munera is shared?  e.g. “All Christians share in the 
teaching or preaching ministry of Jesus, but only the hierarchy possess a way of teaching or 
preaching which is ultimately authoritative.”  He rejects this as implying a quantitative difference not 
the qualitative (‘essential’) difference that Vatican II states is the case.1783 

Vatican II does not resolve this, or even attempt to resolve it; nor do subsequent documents of the 
Church.  But if we approach Kearney as a Disciple (and not as a lay person or an ex-cleric), the 
distinction between the two ways of fulfilling the offices becomes moot.  So I want to leave that 
issue to one side and, instead, explore each one of the offices and see how Kearney committed his 
life to being Prophet, Priest and Leader.   

 
1780 Kearney, “Towards a Critical Analysis of Ivan D Illich’s Deschooling Society”, 15  
1781 Apostolicam Actuositatem 10 
1782 Osborne, Ministry, 555 
1783 Osborne, Ministry, 548-54 
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Kearney as Priest 
By saying this, I do not mean the ways in which people mistakenly took Kearney for an ordained 
priest (as described for example in Chapter 7).  Rather I mean the way in which he lived out the 
office of priest that Vatican II extends to all the baptised.   

The supreme and eternal Priest, Christ Jesus, since he wills to continue his witness and 
service also through the laity, vivifies them in this Spirit and increasingly urges them on to 
every good and perfect work…. For besides intimately linking them to His life and His 
mission, He also gives them a sharing in His priestly function of offering spiritual worship for 
the glory of God and the salvation of humankind.1784 

This description ‘of offering spiritual worship’ might suggest that the lay person acts as a priest only 
when in an ecclesial setting.  But Lumen Gentium clarifies that the office is exercised through all 
aspects of our lives: 

For all their works, prayers and apostolic endeavours, their ordinary married and family life, 
their daily occupations, their physical and mental relaxation, if carried out in the Spirit, and 
even the hardships of life, if patiently borne—all these become ‘spiritual sacrifices 
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’. Together with the offering of the Lord's body, they 
are most fittingly offered in the celebration of the Eucharist. Thus, as those everywhere who 
adore in holy activity, the laity consecrate the world itself to God.1785 

So the action of the laity – even if linked to the celebration of the Eucharist – is actually in 
consecrating the world to God.  If the ordained minister exercises his priesthood through the 
consecration of the Eucharistic elements, the un-ordained ministers exercise their priesthood 
through the consecration of the world.   

In the manner of the men and women who helped Paul in spreading the Gospel … the laity 
with the right apostolic attitude supply what is lacking to their brethren and refresh the 
spirit of pastors and of the rest of the faithful …. Strengthened by active participation in the 
liturgical life of their community, they are eager to do their share of the apostolic works of 
that community.1786 

In paragraph 16 Apostolicam Actuositatem sets out various ways in which all lay persons can 
‘manifest the living Christ’:   

- ‘to announce Christ, explain and spread His teaching’ 
- ‘to collaborate as citizens of this world’ and live by ‘loftier motives of action in their family, 

professional, cultural, and social life’ 
- ‘to vivify their lives with charity and express it as best they can in their works’ 
- to do the above ‘through public worship and prayer’   
- ‘and through penance and voluntary acceptance of the labours and hardships of life’  

Interestingly, it uses the phrase ‘regardless of status’ but it is unclear what this is supposed to 
embrace.  Using the definition of laity from Lumen Gentium 34, then the category already excludes 
those who are ordained or vowed and so the only difference in status left would be married or 
single.  But if the definition is the one used in Perfectae Caritatis, then lay people includes the un-

 
1784 Lumen Gentium 34 
1785 Lumen Gentium 34 
1786 Apostolicam Actuositatem 10 
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ordained religious and so the difference in status would be vowed and unvowed.  If lay people 
means laos (the people of God) then it includes everyone and so ‘regardless of status’ would mean 
ordained and un-ordained, vowed and unvowed, married and single.  In fact, the five ways listed 
above could apply to ordained and un-ordained, vowed and unvowed, married and single. 

The Council allows that the laity might have a role to play in ‘public worship and prayer’; but it is still 
anxious not to blur the priestly role of the ordained and the un-ordained, and at the same time not 
diminish the role of the un-ordained. 

[Manifesting Christ’s message] is done mainly through the ministry of the Word and the 
sacraments, entrusted in a special way to the clergy, wherein the laity also have their very 
important roles to fulfil …. It is especially on this level that the apostolate of the laity and the 
pastoral ministry are mutually complementary…There are innumerable opportunities open 
to the laity for the exercise of their apostolate of evangelisation and sanctification.1787 

As so often when talking about the un-ordained, Vatican II promises more than it can deliver.  
Osborne concludes: “In order to safeguard the clerical role in the Tria Munera the prophetic, priestly 
and royal [leadership] role of the non-cleric is kept as far as possible away from the inner-
ecclesiastical arena of operation.”1788 

The concern would be, presumably, of moving to a more Protestant view that does not see a strong 
separation of an ordained priesthood.  Rademacher quotes Martin Luther on this subject: while the 
Council Fathers might have endorsed the second part of this statement, presumably they would 
have been less comfortable with the first sentence: 

We are all equally priests, that is to say we have the same power in respect to the word and 
the sacraments.  However, no one may make use of this power except by the consent of the 
community or by the call of a superior.  For what is the common property of all, no 
individual may arrogate to himself unless he be called.1789 

In response to a Lutheran view, the Counter-Reformation stressed the inequality of clergy and laity.  
Now Vatican II has the difficult task of navigating between the Scylla of equality and the Charybdis of 
difference: 

One result of Trent’s teaching on the indelible character was the continuation of the 
medieval ontologising approach to the priestly ministry.  It emphasised being in the state of 
priesthood, rather than doing the ministry.  This widened the gap between the ordained 
clergy and the non-ordained laity. 1790 

Rademacher argues that the approach fails when it starts at the top and works down.  He quotes 
Schillebeeckx:  

Here the higher stage possesses to an eminent degree what the lower stage has only to a 
small degree and with limited power. This hierarchy, focused on the top of the church, 

 
1787 Apostolicam Actuositatem 6 
1788 Osborne, Ministry, 563 
1789 Rademacher, William. Lay Ministry – a theological, spiritual and pastoral handbook (New York NY: Crossroad, 1991) 72  
1790 Rademacher, Lay Ministry, 74  
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devalued the laity at the base of the pyramid so that they became merely the object of 
priestly pastoral concern.1791 

He suggests an alternative approach: 

Shared ministry begins not with a downward distribution of the pie of authority by ordained 
ministers but with the recognition and celebration of the gifts of the baptised who share all 
things in common including the ministry.1792 

So even without being involved in the consecration of the elements, un-ordained people can read 
the Word of God and also distribute Communion at Mass.  Both of these are tasks which have in the 
past been carried out by ordained people and, initially at first, it was seen as exceptional for lay 
people to do this (for example, only when an ordained person was not available).  Thus, lay people 
distributing communion have been termed ‘Extraordinary Ministers of the Eucharist’.  But 
Rademacher gives us a different way of thinking about this:  

Often what is ‘extraordinary’ from the viewpoint of law is ‘ordinary’ from the viewpoint of 
theology and pastoral practice.  Eventually it also becomes ‘ordinary’ from the viewpoint of 
law.1793 

That is precisely what has happened in terms of reading and distributing communion.   

Nicholas Lash pointed this out in 1976 when he anticipated that the patterns of the Church’s worship 
are a better guide to the Church’s self-understanding than ‘the theoretical accounts of what it 
supposes itself to be doing’.: 

The shift in Catholic liturgical practice in recent decades has brought about, or is bringing 
about, a corresponding shift in the manner in which, pre-reflexively and informally, authority 
in the Church is experienced and understood.1794 

Although Kearney would have engaged in both these tasks, in Catholic parishes and also in private 
services, I do not think that this is the best way of understanding his exercising of the priestly office.  
We need to look beyond what is done inside a church and instead at what the Church does in the 
world.  Kearney’s work at Diakonia would certainly resonate with these words of Rosemary Ruether 
(quoted by O’Brien Steinfels):  

The fundamental ministry of the Church is not the ordained ministry.  It is the ministry of the 
people, the mission of the Church to the world.  The particular ministries of pastoring, 
teaching and celebrating exist only to nurture and promote the ministry of the people.1795 

 Instead, Apostolicam Actuositatem stresses the action of the Church beyond the Eucharist: 

ln her very early days, the holy Church added the agape to the Eucharistic supper and thus 
showed itself to be wholly united around Christ by the bond of charity. …For this reason, pity 

 
1791 Rademacher, Lay Ministry, 75  
1792 Rademacher, Lay Ministry, 170 
1793 Rademacher, Lay Ministry, 168  
1794 Lash, Nicholas. Voice of Authority.  (London: Sheed & Ward, 1976) 53 
1795 O’Brien Steinfels, Margaret. “Postscript – what is to be done?”. Challenge to the Laity. Russell Barta ed. (Huntington IN: 
Our Sunday Visitor, 1980) 134 
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for the needy and the sick and works of charity and mutual aid intended to relieve human 
needs of every kind are held in highest honour by the Church.1796 

It is by his many works of service to those in need – both directly and, more importantly, enabling 
others to serve those in need – that Kearney is best remembered.  This is how he can be said to have 
consecrated the world to Christ.  Hastings provides a useful way of seeing this service not as an 
alternative to worship but rather inextricably linked with it. 

 [The Church’s] mission is at once preaching the word (kerygma) and temporal service 
(diakonia), two things considered as constituting the ‘form’ and ‘matter’ of the sacrament 
which the Church is.  Kerygma is the message, an interpretation, essentially ineffective when 
it has nothing to interpret.  The matter for interpretation is the church’s diakonia – service, 
development, secular liberation.  Together, and only together, do they constitute the 
sacrament of salvation.1797 

Apostolicam Actuositatem makes it clear that such charitable enterprises are just the start of a 
spectrum.  First of all, it calls on people to: ‘reach out to all persons and all needs …food and drink, 
clothing, housing, medicine, employment, education… wherever people lack the facilities necessary 
for living a truly human life or are afflicted with serious distress or illness or suffer exile or 
imprisonment’.1798  The role of Diakonia was, in fact, not to provide these services but to enable and 
encourage member Churches and their congregants to do so.  With the Denis Hurley Centre, 
Kearney moved into the role of directly providing these services.   

But in both situations he was also conscious of the further challenge of Apostolicam Actuositatem: 
not just that you help others but how you help others: 

…it is altogether necessary that one should consider in one's neighbour the image of God in 
which he has been created, and also Christ the Lord to Whom is really offered whatever is 
given to a needy person. It is imperative also that the freedom and dignity of the person 
being helped be respected with the utmost consideration, that the purity of one’s charitable 
intentions be not stained by seeking one’s own advantage or by striving for domination, and 
especially that the demands of justice be satisfied lest the giving of what is due in justice be 
represented as the offering of a charitable gift.1799 

When the local mosque decided to partner with the Denis Hurley Centre feeding scheme (as 
described in Chapter 6) the comment was made that they were ‘surprised at how well the Christians 
treated the homeless’.1800 

Moreover, in both these organisations and in his other work of advocacy, Kearney was cognisant of 
two aspects in the final part of the paragraph – empowerment and co-operation: 

 
1796 Apostolicam Actuositatem 8 
1797 Hastings, Adrian. Mission and Ministry (London: Sheed & Ward Stagbooks, 1971) 47 
1798 Apostolicam Actuositatem 8 
1799 Apostolicam Actuositatem 8 
1800 Mahomed, AV. Personal interview by author, 15 September 2020 in Durban (Chair of Jumma Masjid Trust and Patron 
of Denis Hurley Centre) 
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Not only the effects but also the causes of these ills must be removed and the help be given 
in such a way that the recipients may gradually be freed from dependence on outsiders and 
become self-sufficient.…In so doing, they should co-operate with all people of good will.1801 

So Kearney demonstrated his commitment to ‘sanctifying the world’ through charitable acts: 
delivered directly and indirectly, and in ways that are consistent with the dignity of the poor, that 
drive towards empowerment and are based on co-operation.  It is also worth noting that Kearney’s 
work of consecrating the world was also through his personal generosity towards those in need.  
Examples were cited in a number of interviews but there were almost certainly many more that 
went un-noticed because of Kearney’s personal modesty and his attachment to Marist simplicity.  
Whilst Kearney would never seek recognition for what he did, he would certainly resonate with 
these words from Hastings:  

If a man is economically well established and sees others in need and yet refuses to share his 
affluence effectively with them, it is impossible that he be a Christian.  He may be a priest or 
a member of a religious order but he is not a Christian.1802 

Not only was this a standard that Kearney set himself, it was also a challenge that he laid before 
others.  Mxolisi Nyuswa recalls the words that Kearney shared with UKZN graduates when he 
received his honorary doctorate in 2009:  

As you are going out to your community, you are there with a Bachelors or a Masters, but 
you must not carry that on your head.  Take this degree as something that belongs to the 
community.  Don’t be a nuisance to the community.  Be of use to the community – even to 
the old gogo who cannot read.  Be someone who can guide or coach a local boy or girl so 
that they can achieve the same as you.1803 

There is an echo here of something that Kearney mentioned in his 1973 dissertation.  He cited Illich’s 
view that education, and especially tertiary education, is a regressive taxation because so few people 
benefit from it.  Illich felt that this was especially true because most of those who received a tertiary 
education:  

…do not see this opportunity as a means of future possible service to their poorer fellow 
citizens but rather in terms of personal advantage.  Rising per capita instructional costs 
increase the value of the people in his or her own eyes and on the market.1804 

Kearney was never one who sought to increase his value either ‘in his own eyes and on the market’.   

Nyuswa felt that Kearney understood better that anyone else the role of the Church and the role of 
the Church leader.  If that sometimes meant he was confused with being a priest, it was because he 
exemplified what a good priest should be. 

Paddy lived what is expected of Christians and what is expected of those in leadership 
positions.  That is why he was often confused with being a priest.  In deep rural areas he was 
able to share people’s experiences.  His speeches were in very simple English.  Talked about 

 
1801 Apostolicam Actuositatem 8 
1802 Hastings, Mission and Ministry, 52 
1803 Nyuswa, Mxolisi. Personal interview by author, 5 May 2022 via Zoom (Head of KwaZulu Regional Christian Council) 
1804 Kearney, “Towards a Critical Analysis of Ivan D Illich’s Deschooling Society”, 91  
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the ministry of simplicity.  He did not try to use difficult words to make his speech 
inaccessible to others.   

Nyuswa was a lay Christian leader who saw Kearney working usually in Christian settings.  Gouden, a 
Hindu who saw him in inter-faith situations, has something similar to say: “Paddy was always in the 
middle of the mix unlike other Church leaders.  That is why he was effective.”1805 

Moreover, if Kearney did sometimes allow people to confuse him with being a priest, it was not for 
his benefit but for theirs.  De la Croix explains: 

There were women at the Cathedral who put him on a pedestal, approaching him a bit like a 
priest.  But he would not burst their bubble.  He let people go along with the myth – not to 
serve his ego but because it helps them.  His self-image did not matter to him.1806 

Verryn, who is a Methodist Minister with an international reputation for courage and priestly 
devotion, is not afraid to use the term priest of Kearney.   

Paddy was a priest in every sense and in the correct sense of the word.  His was a profound 
dedication to the poorest of the poor.  He was courageous, not cowed by danger.  He 
opened up spaces for people to engage, spaces most people would avoid.  He was the 
consummate servant – nothing that he was too important for; no one he was not prepared 
to engage with.1807 

 

Kearney as Prophet 
Just as the office of Priest was extended by Vatican II to include all the baptised, so was the office of 
Prophet.  The Conciliar documents speak in poetic words about this office: 

Christ, the great Prophet, who proclaimed the Kingdom of His Father both by the testimony 
of His life and the power of His words, continually fulfils His prophetic office until the 
complete manifestation of glory.  He does this not only through the hierarchy who teach in 
His name and with His authority, but also through the laity whom He made His witnesses 
and to whom He gave understanding of the faith (sensu fidei) and an attractiveness in 
speech so that the power of the Gospel might shine forth in their daily social and family life. 

Let them not hide this hope in the depths of their hearts, but even in the program of their 
secular life let them express it by a continual conversion and by wrestling ‘against the world-
rulers of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness’.1808 

Throwing himself for 20 years into the Struggle against Apartheid, and then for the next quarter of a 
century into the fight against indifference and poverty, Kearney showed himself to be courageous in 
‘wrestling against the world-rulers of this darkness’ – through his work at Diakonia and the Denis 
Hurley Centre, as well as other organisations such as the International Centre for Non-Violence 
(ICON) and the Gandhi Development Trust (GDT). 

 
1805 Gounden, Vasu. Personal interview by author, 18 February 2022 in Durban (Executive Director of Accord) 
1806 De la Croix, Berenice. Personal interview by author, 30 September and 9 October 2020 in Durban (personal friend) 
1807 Verryn, Paul. Personal interview by author, 21 March 2021 in Johannesburg (Methodist Bishop) 
1808 Lumen Gentium 35 
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Many examples could be given but here are a few from Kearney’s own press archive.  One shows a 
photo of Kearney, alongside +Hurley as Chair of the Durban Council of Churches and Rubin Philip, 
then the parish priest of Wentworth.  They are at a church meeting in Clairwood to resist it being 
closed as a residential site and turned into an industrial area.  This is an unusual photograph because 
it shows Kearney alongside the religious leaders rather than in the background.  Present are also two 
other lay people: a representative from the SACC and the chair of the Residents Association.1809 

Kearney was involved in a host of campaigns throughout his time at Diakonia many of them ones 
where he was taking an unpopular stand and drawing attention to issues that others would prefer to 
keep hidden.  What is more, his approach to prophecy was not just to be a wailing lonely John the 
Baptist, but to engage others to be part of these campaigns.   

For example, he has kept in his archive a long article from a secular paper in Durban reporting on the 
1982 Archdiocese of Durban synod.  (The article makes the point that it is the only diocese in South 
Africa to hold a synod and among the few in the world to do so and also stresses the interracial mix 
of the group.)  Though the article is not in his name, the tone suggests that Kearney greatly 
influenced its content.  It explains that the Synod voted a motion of support for the SACC ‘for its 
prophetic work’, calling on the SACBC to sign up, and also condemned detention without trial and 
the mixed marriage act.  It also says that the Synod must not only make statements to send to 
government ministers but also resolve to set up education programs to raise awareness about these 
issues.1810 

After Vatican II, inspired by what Paul VI called the ‘encyclopaedia of issues’1811 in Gaudium et Spes, 
the Church is not afraid to express opinions about areas of injustice – and Kearney is not afraid to 
encourage Church leaders to do so.  Bishop Dowling, a cousin of +Hurley and a man well-known for 
his prophetic stand in protecting people from AIDS, describes well the role of religious leaders: 

My primary role is to discern what God seems to be saying in all the situations in which God 
seems to be absent and in which the Church maybe is absent in terms of its presence and 
ministry.1812 

Kearney encourages religious leaders to do this and, as a prophetic Church not just speak out against 
others but also address its own issues of injustice.  To quote from a famous Vatican II commentator: 

The Church, it is made clear, is in the modern world, not above it, not below it, not for it, not 
against it.  Therefore, like everybody else in the world, the Church must assume its share of 
responsibility for the well-being of the world, not simply denounce what it finds wrong.1813 

Donahue explains that the test of justice in the Old Testament is being in good relationship with the 
Covenant and that the prophets continually need to remind Israel that they have forgotten the 
covenant when they fail to show concern for the poor and oppressed.  

 
1809 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/H/3 “1981-1987” (The Leader, 13 May 1983; The Southern Cross, 29 May 1983)  
1810 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/H/3 “1981-1987” (Daily News, 27 May 1982) 
1811 Hebblethwaite, Peter. Paul VI the First Modern Pope (New York NY: Paulist Press, 1993) 421 
1812 Dowling, Kevin. “Bishops as Theologians: Listening, Discerning and Dialogue”. The Church we want – African Catholics 
look to Vatican III. Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2016) 10 
1813 O’Malley, John W. What happened at Vatican II? (Cambridge MA: Harvard, 2010) 297 
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The prophet is one who is called not only to speak on behalf of Yahweh but one who speaks 
on behalf of those who have no voice.1814  

Kearney could be the voice; but to be effective as a prophet, Kearney needed people to be willing to 
hear that voice.  The Hudsons felt that he did this very effectively.   

Paddy had the dreams and he would take people along with him; facilitating them all the 
way.  Some prophets talked about injustices in a way that just drove people into their 
laagers; but Paddy had a way of luring them out.  He had a quieter way of doing things.1815 

Goemans contrasts Kearney with someone whose strategy was not as effective: 

Some people were just not successful at bringing people the message even if it was a 
message they wanted to hear.  I remember that Dan Berrigan [American Jesuit peace 
activist] was staying with us at the Grail for Holy Week in 1964.  By the end we could not 
wait for him to leave – I had had enough of feeling guilty!1816 

De Haas points out that this was one of the reasons why the mainline churches were losing members 
in the 1980s and 1990s.  “Whites were flocking to evangelical churches as a way of avoiding the 
justice issues – it was all part of the millenarian movements.”1817 

One of the aspects of Church injustice of which Kearney was aware – and which he drew to the 
attention of others through his immersion programmes – was the differential in the way that black, 
brown and white ministers within the same denomination were housed and paid, thus replicating 
within the Church the inequities of Apartheid.1818  Another example (mentioned in Chapter 7) was 
his willingness to challenge the Archdiocese of Cape Town for its treatment of the WAACSA 
organisation.   

In his work as prophet, Kearney was influenced and encouraged by a number of other people of 
faith, lay and ordained.  One specific example is Steve De Gruchy, a theologian and a Congregational 
minister who was much younger than Kearney (and died at the tragically young age of 48).  In 
various of his works De Gruchy drew attention – as Kearney would have appreciated – to the need to 
turn words into actions.   

For example, he takes Karl Marx’s quote about philosophers and applies it to theologians: “they have 
only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.”1819  In another place, he cites a 
speech of Julius Nyerere (founding President of Tanzania and a Catholic) in which he argues that the 
Church must become actively involved in rebellion against unjust economic organisations and social 
structures if it is to remain relevant and in order to show God's love for human beings. If it does not 
do this “the Church will die and - humanly speaking - deserves to die because it will then serve no 

 
1814 Donahue, John R.  “Biblical perspectives on Justice”.  The Faith that does Justice - examining the -Christian Sources for 
Social Change. John C Haughey ed. (New York: Paulist, 1977) 74 
1815 Hudson, Norman and Estelle. Personal interview by author, 18 September 2020 in Pinetown (Methodist Bishop & wife) 
1816 Goemans, Loek. Personal interview by author, 15 October 2020 in Johannesburg (member of The Grail) 
1817 de Haas, Mary. Personal interview by author, 30 September 2020 in Durban (fellow activist and mother-in-law to 
Kearney’s niece) 
1818 Snyman, Deon. Personal interview by author, 6 January 2021 in Malmesbury (Dutch Reformed Church Dominee and 
Co-worker at Diakonia) 
1819 De Gruchy, Steve. “Integrating Mission and Development: Ten Theological Theses”.  International Congregational 
Journal (2005: 5(1)) 32 
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purpose comprehensible to modern man.”1820  And he also points out that in the creation accounts 
‘being’ is always linked to ‘doing’: “the affirmation of human identity being made in God's image is 
coupled with the vocation of being a responsible actor in the created world.”1821 

One of the formative experiences on Kearney’s interest in prophecy is Ivan Illich.  Not only was Illich 
the focus of his Master’s dissertation but, when at the University of Toledo in 1973, Kearney was 
able to visit Illich and study with him in Mexico.1822  In a later interview, Kearney explained his 
interest in the subject and how Illich used his role as a facilitator for American missionaries to 
influence which ones were able to come: 

The Church was sending people to Latin America at that time saying that there was danger 
of communism taking over in Latin America and was sending missionaries down there to 
prevent that.  Illich was saying that these people, who were coming from America to Latin 
America, were really bringing all the wrong values and he would make it his task to prevent 
as many of them as possible.  He was supposed to be encouraging them and he made it his 
task to prevent them getting there.  He kind of sifted out [the ones who were coming] and 
just a few who really understood what was happening in Latin America were allowed to go 
there.1823   

This points to a strategy where the prophet – rather than shouting out loud – instead deftly uses the 
opportunities they have to achieve their desired goal.  In a similar way, Di Oliver comments on how 
skilful Kearney was at using events to the advantage of spreading the right sort of information: trying 
to inform people who did not want to be informed.   

He was so plausible and that helped him to gain entry into various forums on the strength of 
appearing to be moderate.  He said radical things but always with a gentle voice.  I don’t 
know if he did this consciously or if he was just living his commitment.1824  

+Nuttall also feels that Kearney used his reputation for being quiet and humble to his advantage in 
order to be a prophet:   

Paddy was self-deprecating.  That meant he could be a challenging voice but not strident.  
His was a reasoned voice – firm in his convictions.  He was a man of amazing courage, a 
quiet leader.  He got people to listen without having to shout from the rooftops.1825 

Another Anglican bishop and close co-worker, +Phillip, stresses Kearney’s ability to be self-effacing 
but also to speak Truth to Power:1826 

Paddy sharpened my thinking on social theology; Catholics have a far elevated 
understanding of the Church compared to rest of Christendom.  Chairing the Diakonia 
Council was among the best experience of meetings that I attended since there was such a 

 
1820 Haddad, Beverley. Keeping Body and Soul Together: Reflections by Steve de Gruchy on Theology and Development 
(Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2015) 67  
1821 Haddad, Keeping Body and Soul Together, 70  
1822 Kearney, “Towards a Critical Analysis of Ivan D Illich’s Deschooling Society” 
1823 Houston, Gregory.  “Interview with Paddy Kearney”. Unsung Heroes and Heroines of the Liberation Struggle  (Cape 
Town: Human Science Research Council, 2013) 5 
1824 Oliver, Di. Personal interview by author, 5 January 2021 in Cape Town (co-worker at Diakonia) 
1825 Nuttall, Michael. Personal interview by author, 23 September 2020 in Howick (Emeritus Bishop of Natal) 
1826 This, in fact, is the title that Kearney chose for the abridged paperback version of his biography of +Hurley: Kearney, G 
Paddy. Truth to Power (Pietermaritzburg: UKZN, 2012) 
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sense of unity, shared values and common purpose.  Paddy was able to create that through 
who he was and through his leadership.   

But it was not necessarily in the meetings themselves; he was very good at working behind 
the scenes.   Paddy did not stand up on a soapbox to preach but it was evident that his faith 
informed his social involvement; there was no doubt.  That is why Church leaders felt so 
comfortable with him.  He could raise some very sharp issues.  This was a great quality to 
have: people listened to him.  His strength was not in shouting; it was in his argument which 
was always soundly theological.1827 

And a onetime Methodist bishop, also in his day Chair of the Diakonia Council, remembered another 
example of Kearney being willing to stand as a prophet: 

It was a Good Friday service and we were resisting the imposition on silencing orders on so 
many people who were resisting Apartheid.  It was Paddy’s decision to have everyone in the 
march wearing gags.  It was a brave move and it was never questioned by anyone – perhaps 
because of Paddy’s humility.  He was always a strong witness.1828 

For Kearney, Diakonia was not just a place to raise issues of justice but also to model what he saw as 
a just way of behaving.  Yeats recalls why Kearney was not initially keen on leading Diakonia.   

Another director was planned but that fell through and so Kearney was the reluctant 
Director.  He was aware of a possible tension between the black Church leaders and the 
white Church leaders.  Diakonia was one of the few places at the time where activist black 
people could show leadership.  He did not want another white person in charge.1829 

But then having taken on the role, Kearney’s very first appointment was of a black woman, Liz 
Mkame, followed by a number of women thereafter, of all colours.  One of those women 
commented on his prophetic role at Diakonia and in particular his decision, radical at the time, to 
introduce a completely flat salary structure. 

At Diakonia in those early days, because of Paddy, there was absolute equality between all 
staff members on salary and everything else.  For example, even the driver was entitled to 
claim a six-month sabbatical [after six years’ service].  There was also absolute egalitarianism 
in staff meetings.  Every Monday, everyone gathered and shared what they were doing, 
including the cleaner and the driver.1830 

The flat salary policy did not last too many years as Kearney realised it had an impact on attracting 
good people to the organisation.  His successor commented on why she felt it worked: 

The flat salaries were a very Paddy thing.  I don’t think that it was the money that was the 
issue; it was about the cause.  But it did not feel like he was imposing his own values on the 
organisation.  We were comfortable with it and it resonated with who we were.  There was 
at first no resistance.  But I wonder if it would have worked with someone other than Paddy.  

 
1827 Phillip, Rubin. Personal interview by author, 25 May 2022 in Durban (Emeritus Bishop of Natal; Patron and sometime 
Trustee of Denis Hurley Centre) 
1828 Hudson, Norman and Estelle. Personal interview by author, 18 September 2020 in Pinetown (Methodist Bishop and 
wife) 
1829 Yeats, Charles. Personal interview by the author, 18 May 2022 via Zoom (Conscientious Objector) 
1830 McKay, Anne. Personal interview by author, 21 October 2021 in Durban (communications officer at Diakonia) 
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Later on [when he did start introducing differences in salary] he then made sure that the gap 
between the director and others was not great.1831 

Though he did not try this strategy at the Denis Hurley Centre, he certainly set up the organisation 
with below-market salaries.  Moreover, although he worked for it almost like a full-time job, Kearney 
never took any salary or even expenses for himself.  He was also keen to do what could be done to 
further narrow the gap on salaries.  For example in 2018 he compliments the Board’s strategy to 
increase the lower tier of salaries by 8% and the rest by 6% (which was inflation).1832   

Another Diakonia staff member at the time commented on the consonance between Kearney’s 
policies and his way of living: 

Was Paddy middle class? I suppose he was.  He was well-educated, articulate, well-travelled, 
refined.  But his lifestyle was not middle-class: he lived simply.  There was no flashiness, no 
materialism.1833 

The example was given in Chapter 2 of how Kearney (and his then wife Rickard) made a point of 
travelling many miles to a coloured parish to show solidarity with the people there, instead of 
attending the Cathedral which would have been his natural parish at the time.  Cardinal Napier (who 
has family in Wentworth and would probably have seen Kearney there when he was a young priest) 
reflected how many years later Kearney again used his presence in a community as a prophetic act 
of solidarity.   

For the last 10 years the Cathedral has become an almost entirely black community.  I notice 
how Paddy stayed as the lone white in the Cathedral structures – for him it was a form of 
quiet protest.1834 

One of the marks of Kearney’s office as prophet was consistency.  He stood up against the injustice 
of the Apartheid regime but was also not afraid to speak out against injustices perpetrated by the 
new democratic Governments.  The themes of the Good Friday marches every year – during 
Apartheid and in the years after Apartheid – always pointedly drew attention to an important area 
of justice.1835   

Nyuswa recalls a particular occasion in recent years: 

When Zuma became President in 2009, there were so many things that Paddy did not agree 
with (e.g. accusations of rape and corruption).  He made his point very clearly in informal 
gatherings e.g. before the start of a meeting.  Paddy would speak against such practices 
without naming a person.   

He would say: ‘We need a Government that is for the people and is aware of the lives of the 
people.  We do not need a leader who has been selfish and focused on himself and his 

 
1831 Mvambo-Dandala, Nomabelu. Personal interview by author, 26 May 2022 in Durban (Kearney’s successor as Director of 
Diakonia and sometime Patron of Denis Hurley Centre).  Incidentally, this was not a policy that she continued in her time in 
charge of Diakonia.   
1832 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/6 “2018” 
1833 Warmback, Andrew. Personal interview by author, 21 Oct 2020 in Durban (Anglican priest and co-worker at Diakonia) 
1834 Napier, Wilfrid. Personal interview by author, 28 September 2020 in Durban (Cardinal Archbishop of Durban) 
1835 Diakonia. Pilgrimage of Hope (Durban: Diakonia, 2009) 
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family.’  But he would not name the leader.  However, I don’t recall him openly challenging 
the people who continued to vote for such leaders.1836 

Kearney never spoke of himself as a prophet.  But in a speech he gave in 1987, he did talk about 
Hebrew prophets (Amos, Isaiah and Micah).  He uses a number of Scriptural quotes ending with 
these famous words: 

What is good has been explained to you, this is what the Lord requires of you, only this: to 
act justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God. (Micah 6: 8) 

Kearney said that this quote made it clear that God is actually worshipped and honoured by deeds of 
justice rather than simply by prayer and worship.  He compared the three Hebrew prophets to three 
modern-day prophets; his Catholic audience must have been surprised that alongside Archbishop 
Romero he added a Jew (Abraham Heschel) and an Anglican (Bishop Colenso).  Kearney explained 
that the Micah passage had been the choice of Bishop John William Colenso when in March 1879 he 
preached on the special day of ‘Humiliation and Prayer’ after the great disaster of Isandlwana, where 
many colonists had died at the hands of Zulus. 

Colenso said how the colonists and British government had in fact neither done justly, nor 
loved mercy, nor walked humbly with their God, in terms of the way they treated Zulus.1837 

Kearney saw himself in a line of prophets, willing to speak truth to power, that went back through 
Catholic history, through South African history and to the Jewish roots of the Scripture. 

 

Kearney as Leader  
The third of the three offices of Christ that are the inheritance of all Christians by their baptism is the 
one that I am terming ‘leader’ instead of ‘king’.  In fact, this is distinction which is easier in English 
than in the language of the Council.  In an article soon after Vatican II, +Hurley points out the 
advantage of the word ‘leader’ in English which has no equivalent in Latin and recalls how he had to 
contort himself in the Council to render the idea in Latin.1838 

Apostolicam Actuositatem stresses the importance of (Catholic) Christians being willing to take on 
positions of leadership in society. 

In loyalty to their country and in faithful fulfilment of their civic obligations, Catholics should 
feel themselves obliged to promote the true common good.  …Catholics skilled in public 
affairs, and adequately enlightened in faith and Christian doctrine, should not refuse to 
administer public affairs since by doing this in a worthy manner they can both further the 
common good and at the same time prepare the way for the Gospel.1839 

But Nolan reminds us: “The values of the kingdom are different from, and opposed to, the values of 
this world.”1840  This is something that Kearney would have imbued from his exposure to the 

 
1836 Nyuswa, Mxolisi. Personal interview by author, 5 May 2022 via Zoom (Head of KwaZulu Regional Christian Council) 
1837 Kearney, Faith in Action, 33-7 (“What does the Lord require of us?”, address to St Mary’s Catholic Church, 
Pietermaritzburg, 1987) 
1838 Denis, Facing the Crisis, 101 (Hurley, Denis. ‘The Bishop at Prayer in his Church’, Concilium, February 1970) 
1839 Apostolicam Actuositatem 14 
1840 Nolan, Albert. Jesus before Christianity (Cape Town: David Philip, 1976) 60 
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Gospels, his experience of seeing +Hurley as a leader, and his formation as a ‘Little Brother of Mary’.  
His friend and colleague +Nuttall was also unafraid to voice this counter-cultural view of leadership, 
even when speaking at Michaelhouse (in 1982), the most elite Anglican school in Natal: “What really 
matters?  Not success in your career or acquiring money or status but was I a good husband/ 
father?”1841 

This is the model of servant leadership, originally coined by Greenleaf in 1970 and now fashionably 
talked about in business schools, with its roots firmly in the life of Jesus and his early followers.1842  
This was the natural model of Kearney, reinforced by the fact that his first organisation, Diakonia, 
was designed to offer servant leadership to the Church leaders who were its members.  As +Nuttall 
recalls: 

Paddy demonstrated the charism of sound administration (see 1 Corinthians 12), thorough 
and well-considered without fail, always willing to support church leaders in this way.1843 

Servant leadership is the description of his style instinctively given by Davine Thaw who is herself a 
consultant in organisational development and who assisted Kearney both at Diakonia and the Denis 
Hurley Centre.   

I recall being with him at a ‘Directors’ lunch’: we were all new at the game of being leaders 
and not sure how to do it.  Paddy saw himself as a leader but as a servant leader.  His 
religious foundations were very powerful; his desire to fight injustice was very clear.  There 
is a Lewinian model in which you create the vision and work backwards.  But the problem 
with that is you are always in deficit and so always unhappy.  Paddy’s approach was more 
Confucian – work in the present.   

This sometimes looked as if you were making it up as you went along!  But that was not the 
case.  He was not a self-belittler; not a self-doubter.  He was very good at working in the 
present – he did not necessarily have a clear end goal in mind.1844 

I hope that it is appropriate at this point for the author to share a personal recollection of how I first 
encountered Kearney’s style of leadership.  In fact, there is an interesting contrast between the way 
in which I was recruited to the two different jobs I have held in South Africa.  The first (which was 
when I first met Kearney) was as Director of the Jesuit Institute in Johannesburg for which I was 
recruited by the then Regional Superior of the Jesuits in South Africa who had also been Provincial 
Superior of the British Jesuits when I was a member of that Province.  (The joke that is made among 
Jesuits is that the term ‘Superior’ is supposed to be a noun but that most Jesuits who hold the office 
treat it as an adjective.  David Smolira was no exception.)  He approached me as a CEO might 
approach someone he wants to recruit: he explained that he had done his research, that there had 
been a logical process, that he felt that I was the ideal candidate for a variety of specific tangible 
reasons and that he was making me an offer.   

Kearney’s approach a few years later was very different.  He did not contact me: I seemed just to 
bump into him in Durban.  He mentioned a few things about the Denis Hurley Centre and hinted that 
someone else thought I might be appropriate as Director.  When I initially turned down the role, he 

 
1841 Nuttall, Michael. A Personal Anthology (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2015) 83 
1842 Between 2010 and 2015, this author as head of the Jesuit Institute, regularly led leadership development courses at 
élite business schools in South Africa and the United States and a theme that participants were often interested in was 
servant leadership.  e.g. Greenleaf, Robert K. The Servant as Leader (Mahwah NJ: Paulist Press, 2002)  
1843 Nuttall, Michael. Personal interview by author, 23 September 2020 in Howick (Emeritus Bishop of Natal) 
1844 Thaw, Davine. Personal interview by author, 21 February 2022 in Durban (consultant to Diakonia and DHC) 



Appendix F: Tria Munera: the Threefold Office – Page 434 
 

did not chase me but left me for a few months.  He then hinted at it again.  When I said that I would 
be willing to consider it, to my surprise he made me apply for the job and put me through a 
competitive interview process.  Strangely, the less insistent he was on me getting the job, the more 
determined I was to do so.   

When I asked him about this after he appointed me, he explained that his strategy was that I should 
do it because I wanted to, not because he wanted me to.  “But did you want me to?” I asked.  “Yes of 
course I did.”  “And what if I had said no?  Was there a plan B?”  “No, there was no Plan B.  I always 
knew that you would say yes.”1845 

This quiet confidence – without arrogance, without insistence, with complete authenticity was (I 
later discovered) how Kearney made sure that he achieved the outcome he desired.  I have since 
learnt that there is a term for this in Durban among the many people whom Kearney persuaded to 
do things that he wanted them to do and that they also eventually decided they wanted to do: 
“You’ve been Paddied!”.  Thaw explains this: 

No one would ever turn Paddy down: because we trusted him and because you felt you had 
been chosen.  It was a function of his authenticity.  His orientation to the poor was 
completely authentic.1846   

When the small pedestrianised street outside the Denis Hurley Centre was named in his memory in 
2019, it was decided that it should not be called a Lane or a Mall but ‘Paddy Kearney Way’ – 
“because Paddy always got his own way!”1847 

Evidence of this quiet form of leadership was already visible to those who knew him when he was a 
Marist. 

Paddy was very firm in his opinions.  Even though he was not involved in any sporting 
activities, this did not make him any less liked or less trusted.  He was too strong a character 
– he always had an opinion.  You could not help but notice him.  But he did not try to 
dominate.  He was strong but not argumentative.1848 

Paddy was – to use a New Testament image - leaven in the bread. He was always 
influencing.  He was a very caring person: sincere, gentle, unassuming, generous, smiling, 
soft spoken, intense, great humour.  And he was also extremely well organised!1849 

Those who saw him in his days at Diakonia and supporting the End Conscription Campaign, also 
describe this quiet but effective form of leading without dominating. 

In many ways, Paddy was an unlikely leader. On face value at least, he was such an apparent 
contradiction: small framed, slightly stooped, physically timid, wearing nondescript clothes, 
and taking up little space and energy.  His physicality masked an enormous personality, 

 
1845 Author’s personal recollection of a conversation around March 2015. 
1846 Thaw, Davine. Personal interview by author, 21 February 2022 in Durban (consultant to Diakonia and DHC) 
1847 “Update November 2019” Denis Hurley Centre website http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-
newsletters (accessed 7 September 2022) 
1848 McCrindle, Tim. Personal interview by author, 15 October 2020 in Johannesburg (fellow Marist novice/ brother) 
1849 Campbell, Alex. Personal interview by author, 18 January 2022 via Zoom (former Oblate priest) 
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subtle tenacity, a brilliant mind and enviable strategic prowess. He lowered his voice to 
make himself heard. And people listened.1850  

Paddy liked to be in control but was not controlling.  He insisted on equality in the workplace 
which was very unusual in those days.  Diakonia led the way in what companies should look 
like.  Everyone was given a say even if your idea was not used.1851 

Paddy never tried to manipulate – he would suggest and he would propose.  His general self 
was never hegemonic or dictatorial or authoritarian.  His was a model of shepherd 
leadership – watching from behind, nudging the direction.1852 

Paddy was always in the background – he let the leaders take on the profile.  Paddy was 
often not mentioned in the press afterwards but everyone knew he was behind it all.1853 

You know, people hardly noticed Paddy.  +Hurley was larger than life, he looked like he was 
the driver of the organisation.  The genius of Paddy was the way he knew strategically how 
to use the church leaders.1854 

Paddy saw himself as serving; not putting himself in the forefront saying ‘I am the leader’.  
He did speak with authority but he also stepped back to allow others to take a lead.1855 

There is a mythology that people are longing for ‘the good father’ and perhaps Mandela and 
+Hurley have been that for some.  But Paddy did not want to take on that role.  He wanted 
to be the good leader not the good father, and he got a quiet joy from that.  He did not need 
to be the person on the stage – but he did need to be the person who set up the stage and 
cleared things away afterwards.1856 

Paddy was always a facilitator, an enhancer, a generator.  He was never the ring master, 
never bossing people around.  He is a great example of how we should all live; we need to 
divest ourselves of our interfering egos.1857 

The lack of ego was evident in his reluctance to accept honours (and the embarrassment of his Papal 
medal was discussed in Chapter 7).  When rooms were being named after people at the Denis Hurley 
Centre he was insistent that nothing should be named after him; the street-naming referred to 
above was only possible posthumously.  In a similar way, Joseph recalls that when he retired from 
Diakonia (after 28 years as Director!) they wanted to name something after him and his reply was 
“When you are naming a toilet, name it after me.”1858 

His leadership style was also focused on getting the best out of those who worked for him and 
alongside him. 

 
1850 Thompson, Illa: 28 September 2022 in Durban (member of End Conscription Campaign, PR consultant to Diakonia and 

Denis Hurley Centre) 
1851 Joseph, Hester. Personal interview by author, 17 March 2021 in Durban (co-worker at Diakonia) 
1852 Steele, Richard. Personal interview by author, 27 October 2020 in Durban (Conscientious Objector) 
1853 Hudson, Norman and Estelle. Personal interview by author, 18 September 2020 in Pinetown (Methodist Bishop & wife) 
1854 Vorster, Mike. Personal interview by author, 16 March 2021 in Durban (co-worker at Diakonia and Methodist Bishop) 
1855 Hemson, Crispin. Personal interview by author, 10 March 2021 in Durban (Director of ICON at DUT) 
1856 McKay, Anne. Personal interview by author, 21 October 2021 in Durban (communications officer at Diakonia) 
1857 Argall, Jane. Personal interview by author, 8 October 2020 in Durban (librarian at Diakonia; co-editor of book of 
+Hurley’s letters) 
1858 Joseph, Hester. Personal interview by author, 17 March 2021 in Durban (co-worker at Diakonia) 
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People recognised his commitment; he was hard on himself and so that gave him permission 
to be hard on other people.  He had high expectations of you but was gentle with people 
while he challenged them.  He was always trying to get people involved but did not come 
across as uncaring; he was always kind.1859 

As a boss Paddy was very supportive and nurturing, keen to see people grow and develop.  
He was not full of himself; he was humble and approachable, always accessible.1860 

You could not refer to him as ‘the boss’ or ‘Mr Kearney’.  I found that very strange at first.1861 

His style of working with people was to be gentle but still make demands.  Paddy expected 
people to work as hard as he worked and got most people to follow him.  He would almost 
embarrass you into action.  I also recall him at disciplinary meetings – he would give people 
a chance to redeem themselves but when he needed to take action he would be clear 
especially if it involved fraud.  But he was always extremely fair.1862 

This final comment above is from Costas Criticos who worked with Kearney on two major 
infrastructure projects: re-organising the home of Diakonia and then creating the Denis Hurley 
Centre.  He was at pains to stress that even if gentle and modest, Kearney was not indecisive and 
knew when he had to make hard decisions. 

Initially Kearney was not responsible for the building in which it was a tenant: the 
Ecumenical Centre had its own Board.  There were inefficiencies in how it was run but these 
had been papered over by the centre’s anti-Apartheid credentials.  Then money started 
drying up in early 90s and the Ecumenical Centre got into debt and tenants (including 
Diakonia) considered abandoning the Centre and moving out.  Paddy was not afraid to tackle 
this and we worked together so that he could take charge of the Ecumenical Centre (now 
called the Diakonia Centre): Diakonia became the employer of the staff to run it. 1863 

There are many other examples cited by interviewees of Kearney being fair but decisive in resolving 
a problem.  I want to add two examples that I witnessed myself which, for balance, provide some 
counter-examples.  They are both tests of what happened when Kearney’s personal generosity and 
kindness came into conflict with making a fair decision for the organisation.  Recognising that 
exercising ministry sometimes is in a context of sinfulness, we might agree with at least part of a 
famous quote from Charles Journet “The Church, which is not without its sinners, is nevertheless 
without sin.”1864 

My first example involved a case of fraud which (as Criticos mentioned above) was something that 
Kearney was always anxious to address.  Early on in the life of the Denis Hurley Centre, I started 
hearing rumours that a staff member, who was involved in collecting and distributing goods for the 
homeless, was personally benefiting from some of the donations.  It was a relatively easy task to 
monitor several of his activities, find clear evidence of theft, call in a lawyer to conduct a disciplinary 
and fire the individual.  Kearney was completely supportive of this process.  But it was interesting 
that the rumours of these misdemeanours actually dated back to before the Denis Hurley Centre 

 
1859 Moore, Anne. Personal interview by author, 17 Oct 2020 in Johannesburg GP (member of The Grail) 
1860 Mvambo-Dandala, Nomabelu. Personal interview by author, 26 May 2022 in Durban (Kearney’s successor as Director of 
Diakonia and sometime Patron of Denis Hurley Centre) 
1861 Franks, Vanessa.  Personal interview by author, 2 October 2020 in Durban (secretary of Kearney at Diakonia) 
1862 Criticos, Costas. Personal interview by author, 4 September 2021 via Zoom (building consultant to Diakonia and DHC) 
1863 Criticos, Costas. Personal interview by author, 4 September 2021 via Zoom (building consultant to Diakonia and DHC) 
1864 Rademacher, Lay Ministry, 103  
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was created and when the project was part of the Cathedral parish.  Even though they were aware 
of the rumours, neither  Kearney (nor Fr Stephen Tully, Administrator at the Cathedral) had 
investigated them further, perhaps for fear of what they might find.   

After the individual was fired, a number of people in the parish came and congratulated me on 
taking action: “We all knew that Ismail had been stealing for years,” they said.  When I asked why 
nothing had been done about it, the reply was: “Oh, we didn’t want to ruin his reputation.”  I do not 
know that this was Kearney’s attitude – he was keen to act when the evidence was found; however, 
he had not been keen to look for the evidence.  

The other example was also the result of actions before the Denis Hurley Centre was formalised and 
involved a staff member who had misrepresented his qualifications for his role and was not 
technically able to do most of the things expected of him.  Rather than end the employment 
relationship, Kearney initially insisted on creating a new lesser role, though at the same salary, and 
employing someone else to do the tasks that this employee could not do.  The individual then 
became very sick and was allowed to claim sick leave for much longer than was his statutory right as 
well as expecting ex gratia payments for various interventions.   

In the end, it became clear that he would not be able to return to work, and that even if he could, 
the role created for him was not really justified.  But Kearney was repeatedly reluctant to make the 
difficult decision to terminate employment.  He wanted to be kind to the individual.  But he did not 
see that he was being unfair on other employees (who were paid less and were doing jobs that really 
mattered) and indeed unfair on beneficiaries (since the money spent supporting this employee was 
not available to be used for other services).  In the end, Kearney supported the Board’s decision to 
end the employment, though reluctantly.  It is indicative of Kearney’s kindness, but perhaps also a 
failure to appreciate boundaries, that he continued to support the individual from his personal 
resources. 

Part of the tension in the above stories was that both the individuals concerned were refugees and so 
part of the communities that the Denis Hurley Centre was designed to help.  It is an easy trap to fall 
into to help someone by enabling them rather than holding them accountable.  They were also both 
prominent members of the Cathedral parish.  One of the tests of Kearney’s leadership that I witnessed 
was his ability to navigate the emergence of the Denis Hurley Centre from the Cathedral parish. 

In a pre-Vatican II era, this would simply have required negotiation with the omnipotent (if not omni-
competent) parish priest.  But (as South African bishop, +Lobinger recalls) whereas in the past it was 
always the clergy that led the communities today the laity is part of the leadership of Church 
ministries.1865  

Present-day communities consist of the laity that has a voice and is not afraid to give opinions 
on the issues it is faced with.  There is more empowerment of the laity.  The communities or 
parishes are led by Parish Pastoral Councils (PPC) and Parish Finance Committees (PFC) or 
Councils. The laity has taken a lot of responsibility in terms of serving humanity according to 
Lobinger.1866  

Kearney himself was part of those structures, serving as a member of the PPC of Emmanuel 
Cathedral for many years (and at one stage as Chair).  He was thus well-placed to work with the then 
PPC in fostering the initial service projects that would be incorporated into the Denis Hurley Centre 

 
1865 Ngcobo, Nkosinathi. “The Evangelisation of the Catholic Church in Southern Africa: Community Serving Humanity”.  
M.Th. dissertation (Durban: University of KwaZulu Natal, 2016) 53 
1866 Ngcobo, “The Evangelisation of the Catholic Church in Southern Africa”, 47  
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and also to oversee the replacement of the old Parish Centre with the Denis Hurley Centre.  Whilst 
technically both these buildings eventually belong to the Archdiocese of Durban, the appearance 
was that the Parish Centre belonged to the parish which then created confusion about whether the 
Denis Hurley Centre also did.   

As the years went by, new members were elected to the PPC who had not been part of the original 
discussions and questioned the situation that had resulted.  With great care, fairness, but also 
decisiveness, Kearney prepared a paper to address some of the misconceptions among the new PPC 
members about the links between the Denis Hurley Centre and the Parish.1867  It is interesting that in 
this, Kearney does not disguise the fact that the original intention (parish projects overseen by a 
parish-dominated board) was outgrown both by the needs of the area but also the scale of the 
fundraising.  He shows that it was with the agreement of all sides (including the Archdiocese of 
Durban) that the Denis Hurley Centre building and projects would be governed by an independent 
Trust, separate from the Parish and the Archdiocese, though with suitable representation from both 
and recognition of a special link to both organisations. 

One of Kearney’s diplomatic ways of resolving any further tensions was to create a series of 
‘Dialogue Meetings’ that would bring together key players from both the Parish and the Denis Hurley 
Centre.  There were four significant techniques he used in making these effective: a) people were 
invited to attend, but that meant that if they did not, they could not complain; b) a common goal 
was articulated form the beginning ‘working in partnership for shared use of the Centre’; c) 
everyone would have a chance to voice their opinion; d) it was made clear what was already fixed 
and so not open for renegotiation.    

Kearney had an ability as a leader to see the way through to a solution and present it, usually, in a 
way that was bought into by all sides.  This mostly worked but sometimes it did not.  Part of his skill 
as a leader was to recognise which battles were worth fighting and when to admit defeat – or at 
least a temporary truce.  Let me give one example of such a strategic retreat from my own 
experience of him.   

The setting up of the Denis Hurley Centre (as explained above) meant that certain existing outreach 
projects came under its management.  Kearney commissioned Douglas Ross, a well-regarded local 
doctor, to conduct a review of the projects and Ross recommended that they be absorbed into the 
DHC since this would strengthen them in relation to governance and finances.  This did happen for 
those that had been set up by the Cathedral parish.  But there was one project, the Refugee Pastoral 
Care (RPC) service of the Archdiocese of Durban, that refused to become part of the Denis Hurley 
Centre structures even though it would operate from the building.  Ross’ report contained an 
ominous comment in relation to RPC that it was ‘doing well financially but needs a lot of attention to 
good governance’.1868 

This turned out to be a premonition since Kearney’s archives contain a detailed memo four years 
later about RPC.  The concerns are listed: poor accountability for the R3M spent in the previous four 
years after the death of the founder; little fundraising since then; little prospect of new money; 
salaries continuing to be paid; no strategy to deal with the funding crisis; and lack of oversight since 
another priest left.  Kearney had added “long before that” in the margin.   

Kearney’s concerns are not just about good governance or the plight of those refugees RPC is 
supposed to serve, but also the reputation of the Denis Hurley Centre: “we are conscious that any 

 
1867 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/6 “2017” (Crucial steps in the development of the Denis Hurley Centre and its 
relationship to the Emmanuel Cathedral Parish) 
1868 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/3 “2014” 
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failure on the part of RPC will reflect not only on the Archdiocese of Durban but more specifically on 
the Denis Hurley Centre.”   

Kearney (with this author) submitted a report to the Chancellor of the Archdiocese and later (when 
one was appointed) to the Vicar-General.  But no action was taken.  When in the director’s report a 
comment is made that the Archdiocese of Durban continue to defend the mismanagement of RPC, 
Kearney comments: “they don’t see it as mismanagement”.1869  It was clear that Kearney did; but he 
also recognised what battles he was and was not able to influence as a leader. 

Kearney’s theology as a leader can be summed up in these words of Nolan 

Service is the key.  Power should be used to serve people, to protect them, to save them and 
give them freedom….In South Africa today we call it people's power – power that is shared 
by all, for the benefit of all, and as a service to all.  The Bible calls it God's power.1870 

These words are both optimistic and generous.  Many who appeared to believe in this vision have 
since become leaders but have reverted to a much more traditional model of leadership.  Nolan 
himself mentions Boesak’s distinction between ‘power over others’ and ‘power with others’: but his 
book predates the fall from grace of Boesak and others for whom power (and money) became too 
tempting.   

 

Kearney as Teacher 
I want to consider one other title because it is one which has a strong Gospel foundation: in fact, the 
only title that is ascribed to Jesus in public is Rebbe (teacher).  Kearney as a Teacher is certainly 
defendable – he initially held this title at secondary level (as a Marist and after leaving the Marists) 
and then at tertiary level.  Moreover, even when he was not formally operating as a teacher, his 
interaction with many people was as a kind of informal teacher.  

This also ties in with the Vatican II commitment to support the laity in their apostolate: 

The formation for the apostolate presupposes a certain human and well-rounded formation 
adapted to the natural abilities and conditions of each lay person. …Since formation for the 
apostolate cannot consist in merely theoretical instruction, from the beginning of their 
formation the laity should gradually and prudently learn how to view, judge and do all things 
in the light of faith as well as to develop and improve themselves along with others through 
doing, thereby entering into active service to the Church.1871 

Since the works of charity and mercy express the most striking testimony of the Christian 
life, apostolic formation should lead also to the performance of these works so that the 
faithful may learn from childhood how to have compassion for their brethren and to be 
generous in helping those in need.1872 

Most lay people would be astonished to hear that the Church was supposed to be providing such 
formation (except perhaps for children); and most parish priests and bishops would have little idea 
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of how to provide it.  Marciniak criticises the clergy for completely abandoning the temporal order 
and only taking an interest in lay people when they stray back into the ecclesial.   

As lay people we have been wooed for our money and our time – toasted if we gave, 
roasted if we did not.  We have been assigned the seats of honour if called to a Church 
vocation.  But what of our worldly vocation as lawyers or labourers, journalists or factory 
workers, teachers or typists, home-makers or government workers?  The work to which God 
has called us has been depreciated in everyday practice.  Conspicuously, the Church’s 
priorities go elsewhere.1873 

As if this is some comfort, he argues that this is true in other denominations as well.  He quotes 
Christianity and Real Life by a Lutheran writer, William Diehl, who bemoans the lack of support, skills 
training, ethical guidance, request for accountability or even interest that his Church has taken in his 
30 years in a steel company: 

I must conclude that my Church really doesn’t have the least interest in whether or how I 
minister in my daily work.1874 

Marciniak points out that this is quite out of keeping with the New Testament in which, he says, you 
can count mention of 40 different jobs.  “If the four evangelists can use ordinary occupations to tell 
the Christian story, so can those who draft pastoral letters.”1875 

There are some secular jobs where the Church has made an important contribution through training 
and nurturing – perhaps not coincidentally roles like nurses and teachers where historically women 
religious played a large part.  But even that has waned in recent decades.  Given the promise of 
Vatican II, and the general failure of the Church in most aspects of training, it is therefore reassuring 
to see that Kearney (at Diakonia and beyond) saw training as a key part of his ministry.  That of 
course also reflects his background as a teacher – the role he played when a Marist and in the years 
immediately after he left the Marists.   

Many of those people who worked with him commented spontaneously on the teaching and 
nurturing role that he played for them. 

From the Diakonia period, Anne McKay commented “Paddy loved to develop people; he had huge 
patience and care.”1876  Daphne Goad added: “Paddy fostered us without us being aware of it.  He 
gave me opportunities that people of colour would not have had.”1877  She particularly cited the 
system whereby anyone who had completed six years gained a six-month sabbatical (regardless of 
how junior they might be in the organisation) pointing out that this was usually four months of work-
related development and two-months of personal rejuvenation.  Andrew Warmback describes 
Diakonia as ‘a community, a movement, a theology’.  “It was a place of learning, a place of 
mobilisations, of welcome, of acceptance.”1878  Deon Snyman, who was part of Diakonia towards the 
end of Kearney’s time, recalls that every day a little hand-written letter would be placed by him in 

 
1873 Marciniak, Ed. “On the Condition of the Laity”. Challenge to the Laity. Russell Barta ed. (Huntington IN: Our Sunday 
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1876 McKay, Anne. Personal interview by author, 21 October 2021 in Durban (communications officer at Diakonia) 
1877 Goad, Daphne. Personal interview by author, 29 October 2020 in Durban (co-worker at Diakonia) 
1878 Warmback, Andrew.  Personal interview by author, 21 Oct 2020 in Durban (Anglican priest and co-worker at Diakonia) 
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each person’s post box.  “He was the ideal example of a catalyst: unassuming but very strategic.  The 
great thing is that even though Paddy was so gifted, no one ever felt threatened by him.”1879 

One of the best examples of Kearney’s commitment to formation was his relationship as a mentor to 
someone with whom he met every month for two hours from 2004 for 6 years.  Kearney was 
commissioned by the KZNCC to assist the regional ecumenical structures to become independent 
and Mxolisi Nyuswa was building up KRCC (the one in rural Zululand).  What struck Nyuswa was that 
the process was driven not by Kearney as the mentor but by him as the mentee.  Thus, although 
other individuals were offered the same support, it was only he who really took advantage of it and 
gave it the necessary commitment.  Nyuswa felt by the end: “He loves me genuinely as a person.”1880  
Nyuswa is quoted above as recalling what Kearney said when he received his Honorary Doctorate; 
Nyuswa was especially honoured that he was chosen (along with one of Kearney’s brothers) to be 
one of the two guests at the occasion.   

While recognising the value of Kearney’s work in forming individuals, a senior priest from Cape Town 
and fellow Struggle activist reflected on the general failure of the Church to educate the post-1994 
generation.  Peter-John Pearson commented: “It is just too simplistic to say that the ANC or Zuma 
are bad.  Our failure is that we have not provided the nurseries for political education – we are also 
responsible for people not speaking up for democracy.  Why did we not put in the energy for civic 
education?1881 

De la Croix, a friend of Kearney who is also involved in mentoring, felt that one of the reasons 
Kearney was so committed to this was that he loved seeing the underdog succeed.  “He was so good 
at building self-esteem, at giving people work to help them is that is what they needed.”1882 

One of the questions that was asked of each interviewee was if there was any book or author that 
they recall Kearney recommending to them.  It is somewhat surprising that very few people could 
cite something: after all, Kearney was very well read and his own library demonstrated that he 
appreciated the value of books in promoting ideas.  The fact that he seemingly did not regularly 
promote specific books would, however, support the idea that his teaching style was non-
prescriptive: he was not trying to impose an idea or someone but rather help them to find their own 
way.  An example of this was suggested in Chapter 5 in the context of the C.O./ ECC movement.   

The only book that was mentioned more than once, curiously, was a populist self-help book by 
Eckhart Tolle – a man with a mediaeval name but a very modern marketing machine.1883  To my 
mind, the book is a curious mix of pop psychology, new age spirituality, pick-and-mix eastern 
mysticism and repackaged aphorisms: ‘the truth that is within you’, ‘the joy of being’, ‘nothing exists 
outside the now’, ‘all problems are illusions of the mind’.  But the author talks about the 
contribution the book has made to the transformation of the human consciousness and the impact 
on millions of readers.1884  Perhaps Kearney felt the same; perhaps he just felt that any book that 
helped people to see that they could take control of their own lives – rather than expecting 
enlightenment to be delivered to them by someone else – had value.   

 
1879 Snyman, Deon. Personal interview by author, 6 January 2021 in Malmesbury (Dutch Reformed Church Dominee and 
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Office) 
1882 De la Croix, Berenice. Personal interview by author, 30 September and 9 October 2020 in Durban (personal friend) 
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The best example of Kearney’s commitment to formation comes from the words of someone who 
knew him very well and for all her life.  Sarah Kearney is the daughter of his older brother Jack 
Kearney and feels keenly how she was nurtured by her uncle.  She recalls how much she idolised him 
from a young age: “I remember so vividly his long hair and his long beard, and being convinced he 
was the living embodiment of a person so alike to Jesus himself, that perhaps he was Jesus 
returned.”  Over the years, he helped her in many ways and often engaged her to help him at home 
with various tasks (including the preparation of his personal archive for which this author is 
indebted): 

I sensed he had faith in me.  I sensed he had no doubt I would complete the task.  I felt a 
profound sense of calm and love wash over me….and so it was that, from being a vegetable, 
my brain came back to life and my cognitive skills were reignited….   

This story encapsulates how one person’s profound faith and abiding love transformed a 
person relegated to the dustbin by academia and revived a brain.  The power of love and 
faith were manifested in the most profound way.  I am sure and have no doubt that this kind 
of character of Paddy’s must have impacted on many other people’s lives and I think it is 
testimony to the fact that an individual can wield enormous power.  Not worldly power but 
spiritual power.1885 

 

Conclusion 
The Tria Munera provides a useful way of unpacking the different offices to which the Christian 
disciple is called.  It is an especially relevant lens when looking at the post-Conciliar Church since 
Vatican II was intentionally attempting to revive the offices of ‘Priest, Prophet and Leader’ and 
ensure that they were available to all baptised Christians.   

I hope that I have shown that – whether consciously or not – Kearney in his various ministries 
attempted to live out these three offices.  I also have added a fourth office – perhaps not one that all 
Christians are called to but one which Jesus certainly exercised and that Kearney fulfilled formally 
and informally – that of Teacher.   

From the comments of those who knew him best and worked with him (including the author’s own 
experiences of Kearney), it is clear that he lived out all these offices in ways that were creative, 
sensitive, committed and authentic.  Of course, he did not always get things right, but even then he 
was able to admit when he was wrong and learn from his mistakes.   

Vatican II, and the commentaries afterwards, still struggle to articulate how the three offices can be 
enjoyed by all the Baptised but exercised by the ordained (and possibly the religious) in a different 
way.  But looking at Kearney’s life it is clear that his commitment to these offices (and that of 
teacher) are evident throughout his life – ‘regardless of status’ – and this for me further reinforces 
the authenticity with which he lived them: they were not roles that he performed or jobs that he 
was given but rather – gifts bestowed on him (and on all of us) through Baptism: gifts that are then 
to be placed at the service of others. 

 

 
1885 Kearney, Sarah. Personal interview by author, 17 September 2020 (niece of Kearney) 


