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

 
 

 
The End of the Line 

 
I locked in the last shovel-full of soil, and 
tossed it over my shoulder as wee Barney 
called me to grab my coat. He was a man 
pushing seventy-six years of life. Yet, here he 
was, spritely as a man half that, jumping in 
and out of the back of 
lorries and heaving 
even the heaviest 
loads. He had worked 
his days on some 
building site or other. 
He wore the face of a 
well-grafted soldier 
dedicated to his craft, 
and yet his craft was 
humble. He dug holes 
for a living, mixed concrete and shifted dirt. 
He did what he was toul’ to do, and he was 
known to have faced even the rancid jobs, that 
lesser men have ran from.  
 
I watched him bounce into the trailer on the 
back of the oul’ blue lorry, now as old, worn 
and concrete covered as he was. The lorry 
stood in stark contrast with the dreary, rain-
drenched, red brick buildings surrounding it. 
“Hi lad, com’ere and gee’ma hand,” he called 
over, with a cigarette danglin’ from his lower 
lip. I helped him pull the mixer on. He placed 
it. Then down he pounced, and up into the cab. 
They talked about him you know? “Good 
worker,” they said, and he was surely. 
 
Barney’s fortune with health was short. He 
took a stroke not five years after that day, and 
it laid him up. It bound him to his home, and 
now he is rarely seen. The priest carries him 

Communion every Sunday on his rounds. He 
is taken care off by his son and daughter who 
live near by. 
 
I listened to Barney all those days we worked 

together, me a young man 
earning my name, and him 
a forgotten hero with claim 
to fame. We became close 
as the days passed, for 
those situations tend to 
elicit an Irish man’s bond. 
We grafted together, allied 
in a common struggle to 
achieve our goal. He had 
such stories to relate and 

yarns to spin. He imposed upon me journeys 
of navigation and crimes of negotiation. He 
was a wanderer, a riddler, a rogue, and a 
swain. As truth attested, he was a fine 
footballer, and he even played for his county. 
He was a heavy drinker, smoked like a train 
and he certainly appreciated feminine 
affection. Indeed, what a life he led, and yet, in 
spite of his pride, here he was in the cab of our 
lorry, chowing down a sandwich and staring 
into some unknown place, exuding an 
underlying melancholic aura, which my 
younger mind was unable to place at the time. 
 
Barney had lost his wife not long before we 
worked together. He still had his children, but 
you could tell that losing her weighed heavy 
upon his breast. The more we sat together, the 
more he related to me the circumstances of her 
last moments. He harbored anger and 
resentment about the manner under which she 
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went. Strong though he was, he was powerless 
to prevent it, and those that held the power had 
let him down. In his life, her presence had 
meant something profound to him, and yet he 
rarely noted it. She was always there for him, 
to take him back even after long absences, 
where he squandered his money and time on 
anything but his family duties. She was his 
home and his warmth.  
 
When I think about Barney now I remember 
his deep regret at the way he lived his life. He 
had two beautiful children who longed for his 
fatherly guidance and masculine presence. He 
had a wife who could have benefitted from his 
friendship and support, his input into the 
running of important household matters. While 
he was out drinking, his boy was growing, 
playing football, getting involved in 
friendships and relationships that could have 
used Barney’s experience to help him traverse. 
His daughter was waiting, forming her image 
of male interaction and finding only the empty 
chair of a father who cared more for a glass of 
amber liquid. Barney knew he had let them 
down and he understood the consequences. He 
had awareness of how things should have 
been. I know he sensed that his role was to 
have been there. He should have been 
available for them when they needed him. He 
should have been there to shepherd them when 
they strayed and to hold them when they fell. 
Alas, they had to do it without him. 
 
Giving up your life for others is never easy. It 
is far more enjoyable to sit in a pub with your 
buddies and to drink to the small hours. There 
is nothing hard about ordering a pint. It is 
never difficult to yell agreement with others, 
telling them exactly what they want to hear, so 
you receive a pat on the back or a laugh. How 
comfortable it is to leave the hard work at 
home and to abdicate your responsibilities to 
your family. While you sit on your padded bar 
throne swallowing to forget, your wife is 
wiping their noses, cleaning their wounds, 
tucking them to bed, reading them stories and 
answering their prayers.  
 
Sitting in the cab of that old blue lorry, Barney 
considered what he had squandered.  He had 

chosen a life of meaningless momentary 
amusements and lost what was worth all the 
gold in heaven. No doubt he had other men 
who applauded him and gave praise to his 
“independent living”, but the emptiness of 
their words echoed now like crackling frost in 
his ears. Finally, he recognized that strength is 
the man who gives his last breath to his wife 
and children, who places himself at the heart 
of his family and raises it up like a pillar. At 
last, he perceived that joy is the reward of a 
man to roll his children in his arms, to watch 
them bloom. Assuredly, he now 
comprehended that true comfort is to hold 
your wife, and love her. Oh God, if only more 
men realized this before it was gone. What a 
nation we would have.  
 
Dedicated fatherhood breeds confidence in a 
child, admiration in a woman and unity in a 
family. It’s influence reaches beyond the walls 
of the home and instills a wider devotion to 
the good of the community. Neighbors commit 
to the good of neighbors because fathers 
committed to the good of them.  
 
In silence, I pondered my old friend as he 
wrestled with his demons and I was sad for 
him. I wished he could take back his life and 
relive again. But here at the end of the line all 
he had were regrets, and recognition that his 
time was gone. My prayer today is for young 
men to awaken to the model of Saint Joseph as 
father and to rededicate their lives, no matter 
how hard or tiresome, to loving the families 
with an active and involved love. In that, they 
will discover the peace of the baby Jesus. 
 
God bless you this Christmas! 
 

 


