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Homily:

There are many dates that are red letter days for The Willows and so it is easy to find 

a reason for celebrating many notable anniversaries in the life of this parish.

The Willows has its origins in the chapel built at Mowbreck Hall in 1762, yet there 

had been priests resident at Mowbreck for 150 years before that.  Many  of you were 

here 14 years ago for the 150th anniversary of this present church dedicated to St. John 

the Evangelist  when Cardinal Winning preached.  Tonight’s celebration has a lesser 

preacher but it’s a much greater  event:  200 years since William Irving,  priest  at 

Mowbreck moved to the land called The Willows and had built here a chapel-house. 

It was dedicated to The Holy Cross.   I hold the distinction of being the last parish 

priest to live in that property until its demolition  in  1992.

I’m here to preach a homily – not to give a lecture – but inevitably some history 

should be told.  William Irving was born on 10th September 1776, the son of Joseph 
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Irving of Kirkham and his wife Alice Sherburne.  He was educated first at Mowbreck 

and then went to St. Alban’s College, Valladolid where he was eventually ordained 

priest in 1800. He left Spain two years later and found himself appointed chaplain at 

Mowbreck in 1803.  When the tenant of the Hall died he bequeathed some £300 or 

£400 to Irving so that an independent chapel could be built on this site.  Irving set to 

with great  drive and by the spring of 1809 the new building was completed and 

opened with some ceremony.  Irving, however, was destined only to be here for a 

further four years because on 4th August 1813 he was appointed Rector of Valladolid 

and  arrived  there  from The  Willows  in  November.   Curiously  there  is  far  more 

documentation  about  his  time  at  the  College  than  of  his  ministry  here.   This  is 

probably explained by the disastrous situation he inherited (he must have longed to be 

back at The Willows) and there is a collection of his letters detailing the sorry state of 

affairs at the College.  Irving was Rector of a College with no students and a property 

that was almost derelict and on which thieves, vandals and arsonists had all left their 

mark.  Also there was little money and the possibility of admitting students for the 

priesthood seemed remote.

Whether it was his experience of building from scratch here, or whether his success at 

borrowing or begging funds that made him the right man for the job – who knows? 

But certainly he is credited with getting the College back into good shape so much so 

that in 1820 seven students sailed from Liverpool to Bilbao in order to start studies at 

the College.  Of the seven students, five were from Lancashire.

William Irving died on 3rd August 1822 at the age of 46.  The Rector of the Scots 

College  in  Valladolid  wrote  this  to  the  Bishop  of  the  Northern  District:  “it  is 

incredible what William Irving has done and, if God had spared his life a few years 

more, he would have left St. Alban’s College on an entirely brilliant footing.”



The monument in this church rather understates the man.  It reads:  Rev. W. Irving to 

whose zeal this mission chiefly owes its being.  During ten years he was the watchful 

pastor of his flock and died Rector of St. Alban’s.  A victim to duty - pray for him.

There are several thoughts this evening.  The fact that he is spoken of as “the watchful 

pastor” remind us of words from the prophet Ezekiel:  “You, son of man, I have made 

a watchman for the house of Israel” – and it would be easy to dwell on the attributes 

of a good watchman.  When Irving is called a “victim to duty” there comes to mind 

words from the Gospel of Luke:  “we are all unworthy servants; we have done only 

what is our duty”.  Or, of course, there are the readings from today’s Mass:

- the prayer of Solomon in thanksgiving that the Ark of God has now 

been fixed in a suitable place

- or the various spiritual gifts that promote the well-being of the church 

as St. Paul details

- or the Gospel that speaks of the love that brought the church into being 

and in which divine grace still enables fruit to be borne.

Two  weeks  ago  today,  the  Holy  Father  announced  a  “year  of  priesthood”  and 

reminded priests to look to the example of St. John Vianney.

The year that John Vianney went to the major seminary was the year that William 

Irving went from The Willows to become a seminary Rector.  The example of John 

Vianney is the greatest possible reminder of his total dedication to priestly ministry, 

of the attention that he gave to the preaching of the word of God and of his insistence 

on the importance of the sacrament of Confession.  He knew what needed to be done 

and, under God’s grace, he put the tiny village of Ars on the map.

William Irving may not quite have done for Kirkham what the saint in for France - but 

Irving, too, put the church on a secure foundation in this place.   To borrow from 

Scripture:  What had been planted at Mowbreck, William Irving watered but of course 



it was God who enabled the growth.   Irving spared nothing of himself in following 

the  Lord’s  call  to  mission  both  here  at  The  Willows  and  overseas  through  his 

formation of students for priesthood.

A good way to mark his anniversary is to pray for him as he asked, to pray for priests 

(especially the ones whom you know) and to pray that many will come forward to 

serve the Church as William Irving did.

As was said of another:  “if you wish to see his monument – look around”!

But we are to look around not this church building but in the way that so many of you 

have done in those wonderful ‘statements of faith’ placed on the parish blog.

That is surely the best way to prepare for the next anniversary milestone!

Canon Dunstan Cooper


