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A Rebel Priest
Dr. Walter MacDonald of Emil, Mooncoin, was the sub

ject of an entertaining lecture given by Professor Denis Gwynn 
to members of the Kilkenny Archaeological Society.

Dr. Gwynn s a id : “I have been asked  to speak to you 
abou t one of the m ost distinguished and  m ost lovable K ilkenny 
m en of the past hundred  years, Dr. W alter M acD onald of 
M ooncoin.”

As th e  lecture proceeded, it  was quite clear why this 
claim was made. Indeed ano ther could also have been pressed 
— th a t Dr. M acD onald was a rebel, always on the side of 
those in  trouble, oppressed and trea ted  unfairly.

Even still he is a  legendary figure in M aynooth, w here 
in his tim e he was affectionately know n as W atty , even though 
he held  th e  exalted position of professor of Dogm atic Theology 
and was head of the post graduate school in the D unboyne In 
stitu te .

Always a controversial figure, he could m any tim es have 
been dism issed for advocating policies and  reform s w ith which 
the hierarchy disagreed.
DEAN OF OSSORY

H e was born in 1854 in Emil, M ooncoin, son of a substan
tial farm er w ith priest relations in bo th  his m o ther's  and 
fa th e r's family. H is uncle was president of St. K ieran 's and  
la ter became the Dean of Ossory. I t  was he who helped the 
young lad through  college and so set him on the road to M ay
nooth.

“W atty ” spoke affectionately of his happy days around 
M ooncoin and his period in St. K ieran 's, b u t he condem ned the 
teaching m ethods and the lack of literary  facilities.

These criticism s he also drilled a t M aynooth, w here he 
was ordained in 1876, and to  which he re tu rned  in 1881, the 
in terim  having been spent in St. K ieran 's w here he developed 
a trem endous gift of teaching an d  s ta rted  on the lonely road 
to  reform  w herever he saw  it was needed.

H is “R em iniscences” provide a splendid h isto ry  of the 
church in Ireland for a period of ju st 40 years. H e w rote th a t 
there were 2 m atres e t m ag istra l, Rom e and Ireland. H e made 
this s ta tem ent because so m any Irish priests were to  the fron t
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all over the  w orld —  in Am erica, in A frica and in far away 
A ustralia.
FIRST BOOK

His first book, “ M otion ,” was debated by the Rom an 
censors and pu t on th e  index. Therefore from  then on  he could 
no t get the  necessary Im prim atur for any  of his w ritings in 
theological subjects. This d id  no t quell his sp irit for he con
tinued  w ith his challenge of au th o rity  — and never, despite 
his con tinuous cam paign in all directions, d id  the Irish  bishops 
a ttem p t to  dism iss him.

A m ong the reform s agitated  for was the right of M aynooth 
professors to  be appointed by open com petition  an d  this to  be 
followed by security  of tenure. A s professor of Canon Law he 
regave clear safeguards against dism issal, the bishops often 
ignored it.

He insisted  th a t no  appoin tm ent should be m ade unless 
the candidate had given proof in published w riting of his f it
ness for th e  position.

This is how he cam e to w rite th e  controversial “M otion” 
a book on a difficult sub jec t — a m etaphysical study involv
ing discussion of the freedom  of m en 's actions and thoughts, a 
d isserta tion  on the  relationship  betw een o rthodox theology and 
science.
ON THE INDEX

One of his colleagues said th a t it conflicted w ith  the 
C hristian  doctrine of free will. Rom e placed it  on the index 
and  Dr. M acD onald asked  why. H e m ight as a resu lt have 
been dism issed under a cloud, b u t he was n o t and continued 
in D unboyne, loved by h is studen ts b u t often exasperating his 
colleagues.

H e held th a t the In stitu tion  should be a place of re
search. C ardinal Logue and o th ers  held th a t the prim ary du ty  
of the college was to place and to  tra in  reliable and indus
trious clergy. “W atty ” m aintained his stand th a t the clergy 
should  be le t en te r into in tellectual controversies.

In this, as in o th e r points, V atican Council has proved him 
right so far in advance was his opinion of lectures in Latin. He 
said “ the language of o u r daily lives will be the vernacular 
wherein we do ou r th ink ing” .

He also believed th a t  the  laity should have a d irect
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hand in parish finances and th a t the best way to  in terest 
them  in such affairs was to  publish a budget.
STRONG VIEWS

On m atters ou tside the church he had equally strong 
views. He, w ith three o thers, publicly sent subscriptions to  the 
Parnell fund when it had been condem ned by Rome. H e d e 
fended Dr. H ickey who was dism issed from M aynooth for d e 
nouncing the bishops w ho opposed essential Irish  in the N a t
ional U niversity. He even advised Dr. H ickey to  appeal to 
Rome.

For his p art in th is  controversy, he becam e a friend of 
Sean O 'Casey. He was one of the few clergy w ho felt sym 
pathy for Jim Larkin and trade union m ovem ent. He showed 
his sup p o rt during the long and anguished strik e  by refusing 
to  take a tram  in Dublin.

He strongly  and em phatically  criticised the m anagerial 
system  in prim ary schools and restored  th e  rights of the laity 
who provided the funds to  m aintain the system. He becam e in 
volved in  discussions about encouraging C atholics to  en te r T rin 
ity College. H is form er an tagon ist, C ardinal Logue, asked him 
to speak on this problem  a t a m eeting of the M aynooth union.

The inv itation  cam e m ost unexpectedly as the C ardinal 
m ust have know n th a t Dr. M acD onald 's suggestions would be 
“unusual”. “I th in k  th a t the true  policy would be to  go in a t 
once in an organised body”. He added  th a t T rin ity  should be 
made in to  a true  centre of Irish  lite ra tu re  and science. This, 
am ong o th ers  thereof, w ould help to stop em igration and would 
also strengthen  the C atholic press.
MADE BISHOPS

As the years w ent by, Dr. M acD onald saw m any of his 
form er studen ts m ade bishops. Ic was som etim es said th a t the 
a ttitu d e  of the hierarchy was th e  resu lt of personal d isappoint
m ent. This is far from true— he had no desire for a change 
in his own life, no t even to  be m ade president o f M aynooth.

Speaking of a form er president — Dr. Russell, Dr. M ac
Donald said  : “I t looks as if he com m itted the fault th a t so 
m any men of h is type com m it, of giving up the line of w ork 
for which he was em inently suited, for one w hich did no t su it 
him . . . Good presidents are very well, bu t professors are so 
m uch rarer — and b e tte r” .
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