Helen 
Prayer of St Teresa of Avila


Let nothing ever disturb you,


Nothing affright you;


All things are passing,


God never changes.


Patient endurance


Attains to all things;


Who God possesses


In nothing is wanting;


Alone God suffices.

It was Sheila’s wish that her much loved prayer of St Teresa of Avila, which Rosie read at the start of the service, should be central to her funeral service, and part of any address.  At first I struggled with this - phrases such as  “Let nothing disturb you” and ”patient endurance” … must belong more to a quiet and passive existence.  Surely “To fight and not to heed the wounds” would be more appropriate to the mother I knew?
It is lovely to see so many here to celebrate Sheila’s life with us, but I expect all of us are remembering her in rather different ways – as a loyal friend or colleague, a faithful church warden,  Darcy’s wife, as mother or grandmother.   Sheila was someone who poured herself smiling and wholeheartedly into any role she undertook, yet managed to remain essentially very private.   
Rather than attempt to cover the full 86 years from her birth into a Dublin rectory, I wanted  simply to remind you of some of her key themes.   Right up until her death, people commented on her sharpness of mind, and quick wit, her wonderful letters – she was an exceptional scholar, graduating from Trinity with a first in Classics in 1946.  Even after moving to Cambridge she continued to attend, and rigorously prepare for, any study group which she could reach without getting lost.
Her passion for sport was less obvious, but from the arrival of our first television, ordered for the Tokyo Olympics in 1964, she avidly followed athletics, rugby, soccer, golf, tennis, snooker – her breadth of interest and knowledge were startling .  But that passion was born from being an international athlete herself, securing a regular place on the Irish hockey team as soon as she left school.

You will all have been aware of her large extended family.   She took enormous pride in the achievements of her children and grandchildren – particularly those who overcame some form of adversity or took a slightly unconventional path to greatness.  She never felt life should come too easily.  

And then there was Darcy, her unassailable partner through life from their earliest student days.  Physically larger than life, a charismatic teacher with a personality and energy to match hers, they made an unforgettable couple.  They shared a commitment to family life, to the service of their community and their church, which they discharged with vigour, compassion and always humour.  Our home was full of warmth, the conversations rapid and astringent, and laughter was never far away.  

Her extraordinary tales of working in West Belfast always took people by surprise – you can imagine the reaction they provoked in Cambridge.  She had struggled with the years at home with young children but returned to University at the age of 43.  She  became an educational psychologist, agreeing to work in North and West Belfast, without actually realising that this included the Ardoyne, the Shankill, the Falls and Ballymurphy,  deprived areas then at the very epicentre of the Troubles .  But for whatever reason, Sheila the middle-class suburban housewife entered joyfully into this chaotic arena.  Indeed, she said it felt like coming home.

Her hatred of injustice was stirred at finding so many children whom the education system was failing – illiteracy was widespread, some schools simply excluded children rather than address their problems.  She developed her own network amongst the rather anarchic community workers and priests that those unique times brought to the surface.  While her reports and files for the Department were always meticulous, she did those at home in the small hours.  During the day she was out pursuing whatever unconventional solution would work for any given child, to the overt consternation of her employers.  She would simply smile and pat her exemplary paperwork.   She was never one to leave bullets behind for others to use against her.  

From her earliest days, Sheila’s faith was at the core her of her existence.   In her work in West Belfast, some of St Teresa’s words start to resonate –“Let nothing ever disturb you, nothing affright you”…she was truly fearless in those times, never contemplating any course other than that which she thought was right.  Her faith was a fortress from which she was willing to do whatever God demanded of her.   

But what of “God never changes, patient endurance attains to all things…” – she would say rightly that she had many blessings.  But there were trials.  Being female made impossible her greatest wish, which was to be ordained, to devote her life completely to the service of God and the church.  In later life neither old age nor widowhood sat easily with her.  Despite her revolutionary heart, perhaps the message she wanted to leave with us, was that to achieve simple, trusting, acceptance of God’s path when we don’t understand it is the hardest but most important duty of all.  

