
 

 
 

Dear parishioners, 
 
We have just celebrated the feast of the Ascension, and Pentecost – the patronal feast of our parish of the 
Holy Ghost – is drawing near. In these strange and unsettled days, the gifts and help of the Holy Spirit are 
more necessary than ever. Today we look at a saint who received his own ‘personal Pentecost’ and at the 
effects it had in his life. 
 
St Philip Neri 
This coming Tuesday, May 26th is the feast of St Philip Neri. It is very appropriate that his feast should fall a 
few days before Pentecost since his own story is closely tied up with that great solemnity. For this reason, 
among others, he is almost always depicted in red vestments, the colour worn on Pentecost, as we see him 
pictured here.  
 
Philip Neri was born in Florence in 1515, but left that city as young man, and never returned. Instead, he 
made his way to Rome, and had so great an effect on its people that he is known as ‘the second Apostle of 
Rome’ (the first, of course, being St Peter).  
 
The Rome to which the young Philip arrived in 1533 was in a sorry state. It had suffered the terrible sack of 
Rome by German troops in 1527, leaving much of the city in ruins. Morals were far from good, the Popes 
often failed to set a good example, and both Protestantism and Islam posed violent threats to the Catholic 
world. Famines and pestilence were a constant threat too – indeed, one of Philip’s great works was to 
establish a hospital to care for the sick and convalescent.  
 
At first, Philip lived as a layman, tutoring some young boys and spending much time in solitary prayer. It was 
while praying alone, in the Roman catacombs, on the eve of Pentecost 1544, that a great miracle took place. 
Philip had been praying to receive the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Suddenly, what appeared as a ball of fire 
descended and seemed to enter his heart. From that moment, he was a changed man. 
 
The change was in part a physical one – afterwards, Philip always felt hot, and went about in the coldest 
weather with his cassock unbuttoned and his shirt open. After he had died, an autopsy was carried out, and 
it was discovered that his heart was much bigger than usual, and had broken two of the ribs around it, to 
give it greater space to beat – the doctors who carried out the autopsy could find no natural cause for this 
phenomenon. 
 
But much more important was the spiritual change brought about in Philip. He was ordained a priest, and 
became a well-known figure in Rome. He worked numerous miracles – saw into the future, cured the sick, 
even raised a young man to life (this last miracle is well attested to, and to this day a Mass is said each year 
in Rome on the anniversary, in the palace where the miracle occurred). He sometimes floated above the 
ground when elevating the Host at Mass, or would go into ecstasy in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament. 
However, it is important to note that Philip himself made little of these miraculous gifts, and tried to conceal 
them as best he could. He went so far as to have joke books and comic stories read to him before Mass, in 



the hopes that this would ‘bring him back to earth’, both literally and figuratively! For Philip, the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit which really mattered were those which expressed themselves in less dramatic but equally 
powerful ways. 
 
We have already mentioned the hospital he founded to care for the sick, and he was also famous for his care 
of the poor and needy – sometimes going hungry himself to feed them. He also had a great concern for the 
spiritual welfare of his neighbours. He had a special ministry to young men, who (in late Renaissance Rome) 
were subject to great temptations – sexual immorality, casual violence, greed and ambition were all rife. St 
Philip founded his own religious congregation – called ‘the Oratory’, and still flourishing – to give them 
spiritual guidance and healthy occupation. 
 
Perhaps most notable of all, Philip’s gift of the Spirit expressed itself in his cheerfulness. He was famous for 
his good humour, his jokes and merriment. Someone called him ‘The Saint of Christian Joy’. Wherever he 
went, he raised peoples’ spirits. Cardinal Newman, himself an Oratorian, wrote of Philip: 
 
‘He could not bear anyone to be downcast or pensive, because spirituality is always injured by it; but when 
he saw anyone grave and gloomy he used to say, “Be merry”. He had a particular and marked leaning to 
cheerful persons. One day he restored cheerfulness to Fr Francesco Bernardi, of the Congregation, but simply 
asking him to run with him, saying “Come now, let us have a run together”. His penitents felt such joy as 
being in his room that they used to say, Philip’s room is not a room, but an earthly paradise…’ 
 
In our own times, in the challenging days we are passing through, perhaps this gift of joy and cheerfulness is 
one we ourselves need. This has been a difficult time indeed, the most difficult many of us have known. The 
uncertainties continue, and we can have no idea when ‘normal life’ as we used to know it, can fully resume , 
or whether a second wave of the pandemic awaits us. As we begin to emerge from lockdown, there will be 
grave economic costs, and a heavy toll on the mental and physical health of the nation. It would be easy to 
be despondent. St Philip Neri, perhaps, can teach us a better way – the way of trust in God, and, in particular, 
of trust in the Holy Spirit, given to us all in baptism. Let us conclude with a prayer written to St Philip by 
Cardinal Newman: 
 
Philip, my glorious advocate, who didst ever follow the precepts and example of the Apostle St Paul in 
rejoicing always in all things, gain for me the grace of perfect resignation to God’s will, of indifference to 
matters of this world, and a constant sight of heaven; so that I may never be disappointed at the Divine 
providences, never desponding, never sad, never fretful; that my countenance may always be  open and 
cheerful, and my words kind and pleasant, as becomes those who, in whatever state of life they are, have the 
greatest of all goods, the favour of God and the prospect of eternal bliss. 
 
Jean Flynn, RIP 
We are sorry to announce the death of Jean Flynn, a very long-standing parishioner who was for many years 
housekeeper to Father Bennett. Jean passed away quietly last weekend, fortified by the rites of the Church. 
Please pray for Jean, and for her family and friends who mourn her. Details of the funeral will be given in 
due course. May her soul, and the souls of all the faithful departed, through the mercy of God, rest in peace. 
Amen. 
 
Two requests – 
Lastly, we repeat two requests for your help, from last week’s newsletter: 
 
A request for help (1) – Getting the most from on-line Masses 
Going to Mass used to involve a change in our surroundings and maybe also in our clothes.  Such outward 
changes, although physical rather than spiritual, helped us organise our thoughts for what we were about to 
experience.  Watching the Mass in our living rooms, being live streamed on YouTube, deprives us of this 
opportunity to prepare and risks the Mass becoming another weekly TV show.  It must be particularly 



difficult to engage smaller children successfully! To help overcome this, it would be great if we could 
exchange ideas as to how parishioners are approaching this situation – do you light candles, or have a crucifix 
in front of the TV; do you read the Readings before Mass and discuss them as a family; do you ring a bell at 
the consecration?  We invite you to share the details of how you strive to preserve the mystery and dignity 
of the Mass whilst watching it in your homes so that we can share these ideas with other parishioners. You 
can email Fr Richard directly at richardwhinder@rcaos.org.uk 
 
A request for help (2) – web site developer 
For many years we have been blessed with having our web site managed by a parishioner.  Sadly, for personal 
and professional reasons, Sally needs to step down and we need to appoint a new web site professional to 
look after the parish web site.  With money being restricted in the current climate, we are looking ideally at 
a professional web site developer within the parish who would be prepared to take on the work on a pro 
bono basis.  If you are interested, please send your contact details to Fr Richard 
(richardwhinder@rcaos.org.uk) . At this stage, we really want to ascertain whether there are people in the 
parish with the required skills and experience. If there are people who express an interest, we will then send 
the job specifications and arrange a time for an interview (most likely via Zoom) in the next few weeks. 
 
With every blessing as we enter the last few days of the Easter season – 
 
Fr Richard and Fr Tom 
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