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When first I read Vivian Boland’s critique of “At Five in the Afternoon: My Battle with Male Cancer” I was struck by the warm, collegial nature of his response to my book, in particular his recognition of the Dominican formation which underpins the narrative. I could see that he was very aware of the two distinct discourses which I delineate: that of the psychoanalyst, where the subject is the one presumed to know, and that of a knowing Church, which “allows”. The Shiva-like portrait of Fr. Henry Flanagan – “With Coot, prostration in front of the altar wasn’t necessary. We danced on air with upright composure, white habit swirling, fingers snapping, heel and toe stamping, tapping, a bailaora dance duet before the tabernacle” (p.45) – can be read as a moment of reconciliation between two antithetical dialogues, one which echoes Vivian’s gentle understatement: “Such stories, told in this way, require a different kind of atmosphere to that which normally attends “the public square”“. For me, this outcome serves to highlight the discourse from within which Vivian writes. If I might presume to bring forward the argumentation which he raises, what I have reiterated over the course of my book is that the discourse inaugurated by Freud some two centuries ago is in the nature of a Pauline dispensation. For me, his discoveries about human nature were  a giant leap forward in our developing understanding of what it means to be truly human  and co-creator with God: and yes, eminently Dominican in emulation certainly, for in Genesis, Yahweh spoke the world into existence, just as Freud had named what did not exist before.
 Vivian’s observation that “The key characters in the book, for good and ill, are men” is overly strict. Mary Robinson, in her foreword, appreciates those chapters in the book which are dedicated to women. She writes “I was particularly struck by the shining generosity of the women who grace Michael’s life” (p.11).  And she underlined a spring-well from which men and women draw: “That loving mediation by women, particularly in health matters, is a radiant quality which can smooth the way for men to act” (p.12).  A celibate clergy can suffer from neglect where their health is concerned, an impoverishment of the personality caused by the excision of women, who reached out to me in my own illness, and from whom I was compelled to learn: “Those women who have graced my life, in particular the cancer survivors Anna, Helen and Ursula, have nourished me with their life stories so that I could survive. It was a transfusion of words which lifted me when I had been depressed into silence, so that when my voice began to return I could draw from their storehouse, and also speak from within a company of good-hearted women” (p.84/5).  Without their gift of softened-edges, I could not have survived. The warmth of their ministration, perhaps a follow-on from my mother’s concern for my health when I was a child, was as necessary for my emotional well-being as was the care of the doctors and nurses for my body. The absence of hope that visited me during the darkest of days could not have been endured without their practical commitment to the richness of life. It was a flaming torch that they held in trust for me, and proffered when I was able to carry it once again.
 I shared a room with Derek Byrne in my final year at Dominican College in Newbridge. And last autumn, I met him again in Dublin on his return from Rome, where he had been made a bishop.  He told me that in each of the two meetings he had with the Pope, he reminded him that he was an Irishman and not English, so that at that second meeting, Benedict insisted he had remembered! Derek’s republican ideals stand in marked contrast to the sight of the Irish hierarchy, their image already battered from allegations of abuse, lined up in the Vatican kissing the Pope’s ring.  For Derek is now the bishop of a Brazilian diocese in South America, “a nine hour drive from anywhere” as he told me. He is on his own without the support of his order, in a vast country not his own, and forced to find his way in a language which is alien to him. When I left his company, I remarked on how singularly brave this soul-explorer was, and through circumstance, a man in charge of his own destiny. However, the loneliness of his situation had gripped my heart with an icy hand while sharing in the doings of his life for even the shortest of time. It had momentarily stripped me of a comforting insulation that I had taken for granted, a presumption which undervalued that gift.
Although not classified as an illness by the psychiatric associations, institutionalised loneliness is a disease from which, it seems, many religious are compelled to suffer. Derek told me that there were two bishoprics on offer, and he had indicated his preference for the one founded by his Irish order, and which he knew. Perversely, he was allocated the other one by the Vatican. Even while embedded within the bustle of community life, religious men (and women) can be utterly alone in exercising their freedom to deal with private concerns; essentially, they are left alone to get on with it. Institutionalised loneliness is as proliferating a cancer, silent and deadly in its effects, as the prostate cancer which has attacked me. Both are slow-growing killers, often discovered when the symptoms are too blatant to be ignored. Ultimately they result from various impossibilities which surround our attempts - employing Vivian’s pithy phrase - “to speak the truth in love”. For each part of that phrase – speaking, truth and love – is problematic.
We derive our speech from our mothers: the dedication in my book to all those touched by cancer reads “Out of the beautiful words that my mother gave me, I have woven you a wreath...” (p.14). Her accents and reticences are passed on as well. A courageous sedition, a going apart, is needed to breach those walls of what is considered acceptable, in order to come face to face with the truth in all of its many facets. From my experience, Aquinas’s definition of “adaequatio rei et intellectus” is better achieved out of our skewed attempts to aim at the truth, which produces over time a layering that comes to have the force of truth for us. As human-beings, we are meant to love and be loved, and the absence of that give and take in our lives can cause us to wither into bitterness. So for a man to speak openly about the difficulties surrounding prostate cancer – incontinence and erectile dysfunction – demands not only endurance, but also the unwavering trust in a sympathetic listener who would be able hear a person’s  intimacies, and not falter i.e. the communication is an invocation of love. “As in the case of a helpless baby, the words don’t exist which can beg the forgiveness of being acceptable in someone else’s eyes” (p.181). But speak out he must, or die, as I came to realize while writing my book: “Because of the cancer, there’s no longer any space to hide in; neither is there any time left over for being silent. I have told the truth to save my life” (p.270).
Prostate cancer is a messy business, and rectifying it is painful: the one chapter of my book which deals specifically with the subject is not for the faint-hearted. But it is possible to avoid complications later in life by means of a simple blood test, part of the general medical check at the doctor’s, which should happen  on a yearly basis for all men over the age of forty, a check-up which to my shame I had neglected. This blood test targets the prostate specific antigen, and if it is raised, then it gives a good indication that something is wrong, and warrants a further more specialised examination.  The good news is that prostate cancer is a disease that targets those in the sixty-plus bracket. And by the time their eighties arrive, most men will die with prostate cancer, than will die of it.
There is another nugget of wisdom available to men about the prostate (which is a gland about the size of a golf-ball, the nut underneath the water cylinder of the bladder) and it is this: “use it, or lose it!” Perhaps the immediacy of that medical catch-phrase highlights the problems faced by men in religious life on an emotional and physical level where their sexual health is concerned. And the sexual health of religious should no longer strike us as a contradiction in terms. Because of that celibacy rule, it deserves the kindness of more and not less attention from those whom it intimately concerns. Previously in the Irish church, sex was such a taboo subject that it was projected outwards onto the other, paradoxically receiving undue attention of the wrong kind, which was preached at from the pulpit. Vivian writing about me and my book, refers to my “...homosexuality: in fact the latter is simply taken for granted throughout and is “not an issue” for him, either psychologically or morally”.  But he seems not to have taken on board that lack of emphasis. I noted with interest that out of the five paragraphs that Vivian wrote, he refers to my homosexuality in two of them! 
My partner, Terry, was very distressed by his helplessness in watching someone he loves suffer so much. Which is why I dedicated the book to him and to all those touched by cancer “...for valour”. Those who stand in the shadows, confined to the margins and overlooked, are the true heroes who suffer in silence, and do not feel the need to write a book about their witness; more than most, religious are able to understand that service. “I could trust his being there with a solid support at a time when I was struck down with cancer and needed propping up with the unconditional giving of his practical help and emotional encouragement. For the first time in my life, I was given to understand that whatever I was feeling at any moment of the day was of value and need not be glossed over... I couldn’t have undergone the operation and its aftermath on my own...” (p.243). Terry’s love is a grace, his partnership an insulation against the cruelties of life, a gift with which I have been blessed in my recent illness and in our twenty-five years of table-fellowship. To quote the Christ-like words of Vivian’s generous reaching-out – the very opposite of preaching at - in the conclusion of his article on my memoir: “There is much to be remembered and much to be forgiven. In the first place, and above all, there is much to be understood” Is it any wonder that I am proud of my Dominican heritage, which I can see continuing the attempt to speak the truth in love, despite, and perhaps because of its contradictions. And the truth does not discredit the other’s humanity. Freud would have applauded such a profound and insightful contention.
