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The Catholic Irishman 
I am human. I am a man. I am Catholic. I am Irish. 

 
 

 
The Persistence of Childhood 

 
I watched the sun reflect off the old broken 
mirror in the hedge of my grandmother’s front 
garden. It was always there, though we never 
knew why. We never questioned its presence. 
Most Irish homes in those days had some odd 
knick-knacks or out of place bric-a-bracs tied 
up with bailer twine or stuck solid to dulled 
white washed walls. Our world was 
fascinating. Occasionally, my cousins and I 
would venture over to the mirror and peer 
inside. We would imagine another world in 
there with children 
and people just like 
us, watching us, 
wishing they could 
play with us, or that 
we could go on secret 
adventures into each 
other’s worlds. Those 
days never ended, for 
they were measured 
by life, not time. 
 
I remember walks 
through the fields, discovering streams in our 
bare feet, getting stuck in the bogs, catching 
frogs, racing our dogs, laughing, crying, 
panting, lying on the grass staring at clouds 
and feeling the breeze beneath fairy trees. Our 
parents were there, our grandparents, working, 
waiting and always welcoming our grubby 
little faces through the door for sandwiches 
and milk. My uncle would lift me on his 
shoulder; my aunt would wipe my hands with 
a wet face cloth and tell me what a great wee 
man I was, and would be someday. We would 
never feel so loved. 
 
Many times, on evenings, I stood before the 
fireplace, having been beckoned to sing a song 

for the room. How I would push out my chest 
and roll off my best rendition of “The Foggy 
Dew,” while everyone sat around intently 
smiling, or just listening quietly, for in our 
house singing was a venerated matter. I always 
struggled to hold back the delight and pride on 
my face when the applause rang out and my 
mother rose to embrace me, and my father 
reached over to pat me on the back. How 
worthy I was. How cherished…  
 

…and then I grew up. 
 
I was very blessed to have 
been born into such a 
wonderful family that 
cared for me so. My 
siblings and cousins all 
knew warmth, joy and 
peace. I am very aware 
that, for many children, 
this is not always the 
case. However, today I 
want to refer to ideals; 

that in life there is a perfect way of family 
living to be. I also want to explore what I 
believe is an innate expectation in all human 
beings, an objective reality. We seem to have 
this sense that others should be perfect. When 
we meet someone we rely they will be a perfect 
person. We do not enter into a relationship 
expecting imperfection. Even though we may 
hold certain judgments and biases toward 
people, these judgments and biases are based 
on how a person falls short of some ideal we 
hold them to. That ideal is perfection. We are 
made for perfect, and that means we expect 
people to care for us perfectly also. 
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It occurred to me recently that ‘care’ is a 
precious commodity that we must never take 
for granted. As people care less, we feel less 
like we belong, and so grows our kinship with 
loneliness. As children, we are indulged with 
genuine care from family. Family members 
respond more affectionately to the movements 
of their own children and they affirm and 
encourage beautifully all the idiosyncrasies of 
childhood. However, it will come as no 
surprise to most that as we grow the interest of 
other people in our accomplishments and 
abilities decreases until eventually when 
attending gatherings of friends or family we 
are no longer invited to sing or play. Other 
children with other acts have replaced us on 
stage.  
 
Why is this so?  
 
It is clear why our little children should 
endear us. That is no puzzle. What is 
confusing is why we stop being endeared by 
people as they grow older and also, to a greater 
extent, by those people who are not connected 
to us by the bonds of family.  
 
Childhood is indeed a beautiful time. We 
should cherish it. However, when it fades 
away, we often spend the rest of our lives 
searching for it again. Our desire for it is 
always there. We long for others to embrace us 
and place us center stage with the same loving 
embrace of our family. We journey through 
groups of friends searching, seeking, desiring 
the same flame of interest we experienced from 
our parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts. 
Yet it is rarely found again.  
 
It is not wrong to expect care from others as 
our family cared. On the contrary, I propose 
this expectation to be a thoroughly natural 
hunger. I speculate that when we look to other 
people it is our innate expectation to find 
perfection; and that perfection should include 
a genuine love and care returned by those 
people. In an ideal world we would love each 
other perfectly and that would mean perfect 
caring between others and us. We would be 
just as welcoming, even to strangers, as a 
father or mother is to their child. It is natural 
for us to expect this from others because this is 
how humans should be. It was as we were 
before the fall.  

 
Humans are fallen as a result of sin. We crave 
perfection in ourselves and expect perfection in 
others yet we rarely find it. People want to 
care. People try very hard to care. However, 
often their care is a shadowy reflection of what 
care should be when it is purified in the 
perfection of Holiness. If we were truly holy 
and those around us were holy we would 
experience always that same love and care we 
found in childhood. It is a love that is genuine, 
not superficial, and a love that has no self-
motive behind it. That is a love we can look 
forward to in heaven, for in heaven our 
childhood experience of being loved will be 
magnified beyond what our minds can now 
comprehend. Alas, on earth, the residue of 
perfect childhood care persists. It draws us 
constantly, beckoning us to live as ideal holy 
families for each other. 
 
When I visit the homes of friends and family 
today it is true I am no longer the main event. 
I no longer enjoy the doting of my aunts and 
uncles as they radiate their desire for my good. 
For all of us, there will always be a lonely 
longing for a perfect genuine caring response 
from others. It is a profound connection we 
seek and one that cannot be filled ultimately 
by others on earth. 
 
Where then can we find that care on earth? 
Where can we be completely loved? There is 
only one perfect Person here on earth and our 
longing for connection is a constant reminder 
that if we want perfect genuine caring, it can 
be found only in He who is perfect, in Jesus. 
He is with us, present in the Holy Eucharist. 
He will always welcome us. He will always 
love. He will always care. With Him, you will 
always be His love. It is only there before 
Him, in His reflection of perfection, that we 
will encounter true and everlasting warmth, 
joy and peace. 

 


