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In the gospel according to St John we hear these words.  “If everything Jesus did was written down, then I suppose the world itself could not contain all the books that would be written”.   I feel a little like St John this afternoon because what I will say about Dean Griffin will be totally inadequate and I feel certain I will omit many things which ought to be said. 

Nineteen years ago, at Victor’s request, I gave the address at the memorial service for his beloved Daphne here in this cathedral and little did I realise then that he had told his family that he wished me to speak at his own memorial service here.  I wish to thank Dean Morton for his invitation to give the address today and am grateful to him for allowing me this privilege.

Where to begin on an occasion like this?  Well I suppose it is fitting to use words from St Pauls’ second letter to the Corinthians and the thirteenth chapter which Victor himself quoted in his final sermon as Dean of this Cathedral in September 1991.  “Finally, my friends, farewell”.    Twenty six years ago, when Victor retired as dean, he most likely meant those words for he always told me that when you leave ministry, “close the door and don’t look back”!   Of course that never happened, for we all know that Victor’s love of this place never waned, in fact I believe it grew stronger with each day of retirement.  Just ask any recent dean and they will testify that Victor was always on hand to give advice, whether requested or not. 

Born in Carnew, Co Wicklow in 1924, Victor was educated in Kilkenny College and Mountjoy Schools before entering Trinity as an ordinand in 1942.  A scholar of the house, he was to become curate in St Augustine’s and Christ Church, Derry and later, rector of Christ Church, before being appointed dean of this cathedral in 1968 and his installation in early 1969.  

Many words come to mind when I think of Victor Griffin:  Political, Courageous, Fearless, Controversial, Author, Loyal, Friend, Family man and above all, Priest.





In the political arena, he had many adversaries, but twice as many friends, some of whom are with us today and I know he would have been so proud yet humbled to have Uachtarán na hÉireann, Michael D Higgins, Senator David Norris who read the lesson, government ministers, members of the judiciary, An Garda Siochana and many more here to pay tribute to someone they admired and respected.  President Higgins, in his statement on learning of Victor’s death last January said, “Victor was a man who dedicated his life to the creation of a more tolerant and pluralist society.  Those of us who were privileged to join him in that struggle will remember him as a man defined by an innate sense of justice, whose courage and vision were inspirational”.     Senator David Norris wrote, “ Dean Victor Griffin was a great prophetic voice in the tradition of Jonathon Swift.  Almost alone in the Church of Ireland, he stood out vigorously against the abortion referendum, in favour of divorce and the decriminalisation of homosexuality.  He established the annual Swift lecture which has led to the academic seminar each year.  His sermons were clear, concise and to the point and he was kindness itself in pastoral work”.   Just a few days ago I received correspondence from a former President of Ireland whom Victor supported in her first successful bid for a seat on the senate. Mary Robinson writes, “Dean Griffin was a true successor of Jonathan Swift.  He was warm, witty and courageous.  In his time as dean of St Patrick’s, he was an important presence in the life of Dublin and of Ireland and he served his God and his country with great distinction”. 

Throughout his ministry both here in St Patrick’s and previously in Christ Church, Derry, Victor championed the cause of inclusivity and pluralism and in times when he spoke out either in favour of or against certain issues,  was ostracised by politicians, sports associations and even his fellow clergy.  Yet that never deterred him from speaking out for what he believed in.  A tolerance so lacking in many groups in the 1960s, 70s and even 80s that he was accused of being anti-Irish, anti-republican, a protestant bigot and anti-Roman Catholic.  He was however, supported and upheld by liberal Roman Catholics, concerned members of the Church of Ireland, the Jewish community and people of no religion.  Victor’s mantra during that time was that Irish people should move away from exclusiveness to inclusiveness.   Thank God for Victor’s stance, for that is, in general, the Ireland we live in today.  Our political future is constantly being fashioned by people like Victor, taking risks, living out the gospel message of mutual love and respect for one another. He was indeed political, courageous and controversial.  






Fearless, is not a word I use lightly.  In ministry, Victor was never ashamed to wear his faith on his sleeve.  He was the first priest in a collar, to openly visit and support the patrons of Dublin’s first Gay bar at the top of Thomas Street.  He once told me, as did his faithful dean’s vicar, Fr. Bradley, “Never be ashamed to wear your collar in public, whether in the streets, hotels or local bars, for that is where you will find your flock and a fulfilment in your ministry”   I’ve never forgotten those words and even today, some people think I wear my collar in bed!   

 I am reminded of the time outside Dublin Castle following a mark of protest (the title of his autobiography), local bin men shouted to him from across the street, “Hey Victor, are you coming for a pint afterwards”?  A senior cleric to be acknowledged as one of their own is testament to his truly remarkable pastoral skills.   No doubt he did join them!    In liturgy, he revamped the services here in this cathedral.  He didn’t need permission from the bishop ….he was the dean and ordinary!  Archbishops and bishops alike, soon found that to be the case when they tried unsuccessfully to tell Victor how to run St Patrick’s.   But for me at least, it is his writings to which I turn when I need advice or simply to run a confirmation class.  I could list many of Victor’s books or booklets but the one to which I am drawn most often, as I suspect are many others, is Anglican and Irish.  A truly enlightening and informative book, which, if you have not read it, ought to be on your bucket list.  In this, Victor demonstrates the ignorance of many, within and outside our church who believe that to be Anglican one cannot possibly be truly Irish.  He puts paid to many myths which have grown up in our society and lays bare all that is good and bad within the Church and in our country.

St Patrick’s, this national cathedral and its environs meant so much to Victor.  In 1972, he launched the major appeal for the restoration of the cathedral and not only reached the target set, but exceeded this by almost £100,000.  Around the same time, he set about negotiating with the Department of Education (as it then was) for new school buildings for the choir and grammar schools.  The provision of pre-fabricated units saved the schools from closing altogether and the present development on the school site is the fulfilment of what Victor began in 1973.  Both he and Daphne, almost single headedly saved the deanery in Kevin Street from being demolished as a potentially dangerous building and they worked tirelessly to have this famous Dublin landmark restored and protected.  When the government of the day decided to widen St Patrick’s Street, leading to Christ Church Cathedral, Victor strenuously objected and with the help of so many friends in politics and the local community as well as one Charles J Haughey (with whom Victor became great friends as well as respected adversaries), the project was amended to allow for the widening of the 


public pathway around the west end of the cathedral and the neighbouring park.   Everything in this magnificent building enables all people, worshippers, pilgrims and tourists alike to find God.  That is something Victor instilled in me as a chorister, deans’ verger, choir man, minor canon and friend.  He has taught me that wherever the worship of Almighty God is conducted, one cannot but be drawn to meditate and in time to find God present and not least here in this place.  I think it was a subsequent Dean, Maurice Stewart who said,  “This cathedral is not only a setting for worship, it is itself, an act of worship. From the smallest detail to the strong pillars and lofty arches, all proclaim the majesty of God”.   Victor’s love for this place is legendary, and as with all legends, there is truth in what is told of his devotion to St Patrick’s and not without some humour either.  

On one occasion, he received a letter addressed to Dean Jonathan Swift, from a professor in America, requesting him to sign a release for a quotation from his recently published work, Gulliver’s Travels.  Victor, thinking this a hoax,  threw the letter in the bin.  However,  this was followed some time later by another similar letter.  Victor’s response was brilliant.  “Dear Professor, Jonathan Swift left St Patrick’s in 1745. Unfortunately, he did not leave a forwarding address. Where he is now, God only knows. However, in his name, I accede to your request and should he return in the near future, I shall doubtless experience his savage indignation on informing him that I had the audacity to give you permission to quote from his Gulliver … without even negotiating a fee”.   

Victor was a true friend and colleague. Ask some of the errant Priests whose licences were revoked.  They found in Victor, a friend who used his connections around the world so they could exercise a priestly ministry, despite whatever shortcomings they had or were perceived to have.  Victor always maintained that everyone should be given a second chance if they failed or were found to have done something wrong. He was loyal to a fault, yet I cannot let this opportunity pass without saying that he was not always correct in his approach when dealing with challenging issues.  There were times when his judgment was blurred by his loyalty to friends, colleagues or cathedral personnel which led in later years to difficult situations.  No one is perfect and overall, one cannot but admire such loyalty in a man of great honour.  Many of us here today had the privilege of visiting Victor in Limavady late last year, just weeks before he died.  What should have been short half hour visits, turned into two hours or more, for as usual, he reminisced about his time here in St Patrick’s and the many friends he made in this place. 





His family was so important to him and he was devoted to his beloved Daphne and his twin sons, Kevin and Timothy.   He was always proud of their achievements especially when they joined An Garda Siochana and The Defence Forces respectively.    To Kevin and the entire family circle, we extend our ongoing and heartfelt sympathy.   You have lost a father which you had to, but willingly share with this cathedral and with this nation and we thank you for that.      Kevin with Betty, Sonia, Alison, Stephen and Leona as well as Timothy’s family, Janice, Hazel and Conor have asked that I make mention of one person in particular.   At the funeral service in Limavady, the rector thanked so many people for their kindness and dedication in caring for Victor.  They have asked me to pay special thanks to the rector himself, Canon Sam McVeigh for his duty of pastoral and spiritual care for Victor, not just when he was ill, but throughout his retirement.  

Finally as a priest of God.  No matter what Victor was involved with, socially, politically or with family, he seldom missed being present here in this place at the daily office or on Sundays.  He, along with his long-time friend and colleague, Canon Bradley, insisted on perfection in liturgy and even on occasions when there were only one or two communicants at the early Eucharist, Victor used to echo Cecil’s words ..  “Where two or three are gathered together, child”; followed immediately by…….  “and so with angels, archangels and all the company of heaven” …..  signifying we are never just one or two or three, but surrounded by a multitude of saints joining in our worship.   

So I conclude as I began, with words from Victor’s final sermon in this cathedral.  “Finally, my friends, Farewell.  Strive for perfection, be strong, be of one mind, live in peace and the God of peace will be with you. The Lord God omnipotent reigns, because Christ is alive and has won the victory over sin and death.  By his resurrection we know that love is stronger than hate, good stronger than evil and life stronger than death”.  

We thank God for the life and witness of Victor Gilbert Benjamin Griffin, one time dean of this cathedral, and for the privilege of knowing and loving such a remarkable man.   In paraphrased words from today’s first lesson from the book of the prophet Isaiah, we can all say of Victor Griffin,  “The Lord anointed him to bring good tidings to the afflicted, he sent him to bind up the broken hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and the opening of the prison to those who are bound”. 

May Victor, his beloved Daphne and his son, Timothy, 
Rest in Peace to Rise in Glory.         Amen.  
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