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December 12, 1926 – February 12, 2009

Last week, after we all had received the sad news of my mother’s passing, I started reading something that featured some very appropriate words. I would like to share them with you:

“The teachings we get from our mother we never forget. And you think we are good children. If we are, we have no one to thank for it, only you.

A lot of people have for their religion 'money.' You had very little, and what you did have went to make us happy. And if we were happy, you were. Many a half dollar you gave me made me think I was a millionaire, and when you gave it, you went without it just to make us happy.

If anyone was a true Christian, it was you.”
Those words were written more than 80 years ago by my father’s Uncle Anthony to his mother, my great grandmother, shortly before she died. I first read those words nearly 30 years ago as part of something my father wrote, reflecting on the importance of his mother who had recently passed away.

While at the time Patrick Anthony Doherty wrote that letter, the family trees of my parents had yet to intertwine, the message goes far deeper than suggesting that motherly love and integrity are simply a matter of genetics. While it may be a certain source of pride that many of us share the heritage of Peters, Burke, Doherty, Kelly and other forebears who came to this land with hard hands and a soft heart, my parents recognized that every culture has an opportunity and a calling to better this world. Or as my great grandmother would say, “There is good and bad in all kinds.”

What my parents understood, and certainly my mother emulated every day of her life, was that kindness, charity, faith - these things are choices and not mere commodities that can be acquired or dispersed at will.

Ironically, for a woman who made it look so otherwise, my mother often would say “Being Catholic isn’t easy.” This wasn’t meant to explain some transgression as much as it was to say to her children and others don’t be disheartened by some momentary lapse. For her, being good was not enough on its own, you had to share that goodness, you had to encourage it, you had to spread it.
My mother often would remind her students that “Your actions affect those around you.” While that was at times an admonishment to some as to why a disruptive few might forestall a reward for the rest of the class, it was also a message of the positive; your actions can inspire those around you. This reality not only permeates the present, but it also transcends generations. The reflections of my father and his uncle before him bear testament to this as do the character of my siblings and their children. I look out at all of you and note the many kind words and collective generosity you have all expressed during this week. It’s as though somehow my mother managed to mix a bit of her own soul into the gravy she served with the dinners that so many of us enjoyed at some point. 
Simply, just by being, my mother made us all better people. This was far more an act of conscious example than some unexplainable phenomenon.
So as to not leave you all with an incomplete picture, we must recall that complementing my mother’s seriousness of faith and mission, was a humor that could lighten any occasion. Whether singing “Good Ship Lollipop” or simply matching her grandchildren’s frivolity, mom knew that we should never take ourselves too seriously. For such a little woman, she had an infectious laugh that could fill a room, not in a boisterous way, but in a most pleasing tone that seemed more like music than mere sound. Yes, it has seemed a bit quiet over the past few days. Perhaps we must commit to laughing a bit louder and more frequently so as to compensate for this earth’s loss and Heaven’s gain.
There are many stories about my mom. My siblings and I would like to leave you with one of our favorites.

I suspect it was about 35 years ago or so and on a Saturday afternoon. My father had rounded up the boys and had decided it was time to repaint the trim on our basement windows. Now, I think the intended color was a sort dull blue-gray, but whether my father grabbed the wrong can of paint or something about the paint had changed over the years it sat in our basement, it didn’t quite go on the way he had expected. I recall my father saying something to the effect of “That’s OK, it will fade as it dries.” Well it didn’t. An hour or so later, my mom comes out to take the car for some errand and she sees the fruits our labor. She starts laughing uncontrollably, and I recall my dad having this puzzled look on his face, as if to say “what’s so funny.” It seemed like it took mom a minute just to calm her laughing enough to get out “We have purple windows.” 
Thus any time from that point forward, when my mom was given to uncontrolled laughter, and there were many such occasions, it became known as a “purple windows” moment.
While we feel sadness, we shouldn’t forget that mom and dad are reunited now. That if ever there was a person who lived the message of “you know not the day, nor the hour” it was mom. She truly enjoyed 82 years of a wonder filled life, passing to her children, grandchildren, friends, co-workers, students, even strangers a simple touch of goodness and good humor.

My brother Gerry and I were reminiscing about “purple windows” the night my mother died, and we agreed that in those life-struggle moments where one does not know whether to laugh or cry, mom always chose to laugh. Especially in the days going forward, let us remember and honor the example mom set for us all.
