
Eulogy for Fr Leo Francis Donnelly 

Delivered by his nephew, Matthew Donnelly on 1 February 2019 

It is a great privilege and honour for Tony and I to have been given this opportunity to 

eulogise Fr Donnelly, Fr D – our Uncle Leo. 

We thank Fr Paul and the parish community of St Agnes’ for the invitation. 

Of course, we are mindful when we speak here today to remember Joe and Stella, Uncle 

Leo’s mum and dad, our grandparents.  

We also speak with the consent and blessing of Uncle Al and Uncle Kevin the remaining two 

siblings of Uncle Leo’s nine brothers and sister who, together with their wives Joan and Val 

would have been here but for their own failing health.  

We also mention Aunty Dot who is Uncle Ray’s wife, who also is unable to be here because 

of her failing health. As is always the case in a large family, when you mention one person 

you need to mention them all. In that light I note Clare, Rita, Fay, Aunty Joan who is Uncle 

Kevin’s deceased wife, and our mum Mary because when you married into the Donnelly 

clan you inherited a special brother in law in Uncle Leo, who always held a unique place in 

the lives of his brothers and a very special sister in law in Aunty Marg. Today though I am 

going to focus on Uncle Leo. 

It seems to me that things in heaven will be different now that Uncle Leo has arrived. The 

pearly gates will now have a code on them. CX1927 comes to mind – and I’m not sure you 

can presume our heavenly father has been given a copy of the code. There would have been 

a reorganisation of various ministries – the Archangel Gabriel will be in charge of Catholic 

communications. Mother Mary McKillop in charge of the parish mission. I thought the three 

wise men for the finance council but given their propensity to give stuff away, maybe the 

pastoral council. But you can be sure all of them will have a budget! 

Our father’s house with many rooms is about to undergo the first of what will be numerous 

renovations. And Aunty Marg, always in Leo’s corner will be there saying to God –‘You know 

he’s right!’ and Bishop John will chime in with something like ‘ah, the path of least 

resistance is always the best.’ 

And Jack, Keith, Noel, Ray and Dad will have that familiar look on their faces knowing that 

once again they are going to have experiences they would not otherwise have but for the 

fact they are Leo’s brothers. Whether that is holidaying on a remote island; going to sea 

from that remote island in a boat that Leo and I think some of his brothers had put the 

steering in, but in reverse. And, I have found out that Uncle Leo and Uncle Kev were among 

the first to have an off-shore TAB account – at least I can go to work on Monday and tell 

Border Patrol that the signal they keep picking up off the coast of Queensland is not another 

island being built by China. 



Uncle Leo had an authority about him. It was not just because of his physical stature or that 

incredible intellect of his, rather it was born of his kindness. His preparedness to see 

something good in each person regardless of the circumstances in which he was meeting 

them. Of course, this authority also carried with it a gravitas with the effect that once Uncle 

Leo had spoken, there was not much room for discussion. I remember one night Pat and I, 

well before we were old enough for licences, took mum’s car for a drive and ran out of 

petrol. In a panic, we rang Uncle Leo – who came around with some petrol. I have no idea 

where he got it from as this well before the days of late night service stations in Port 

Macquarie. As we were only just around the corner from home, he followed us back. When 

we arrived, he looked at us both and said in his inimitable style – “that we pretty dumb 

wasn’t it.” Of course, we both agreed. We knew before hand it was dumb, but somehow 

having Uncle Leo say it, set the matter in concrete and I don’t think we went for night drives 

again.  

Uncle Leo was born in Gulargambone, a town near the Warrumbungles in western NSW. 

One of nine, he didn’t spend long in ‘Gular’ as he became ill and it was considered necessary 

for him to come to Port Macquarie and take advantage of the sea air. Thus began his long 

association with this town. At the relevant time, he went to the junior seminary in 

Springwood NSW and then spent a short time at St Patrick’s seminary, Manly before 

completing his studies in Rome where he was ordained in 1950. He then earned his trip 

home by serving as a chaplain on a ship bound for Australia. Uncle Leo was appointed 

assistant priest to Fr ‘2 bob’ Curran before going to Lismore first as an assistant priest and 

then as Bishop Secretary for close to thirteen years. It was in that time that he and other 

dedicated laypeople laid the foundations for what became the Diocesan Investment Fund.  

Despite not spending much time in Gular, Uncle Leo always expressed a fondness for his 

home town and was particularly chuffed when Warrick Waugh, a Gular home product ran 

on for the NSW Waratahs. To my recollection, this was the only time he supported NSW in 

anything.  

Uncle Leo had a great sense of humour. He couldn’t tell a joke to save his life but he could 

certainly appreciate a good one and had a very engaging laugh.  

Of all the things that meant so much to Uncle Leo the most important were the Priesthood 

and the Church. He was very proud to be a Priest. To my knowledge, there was never a 

suggestion that he would be anything else and anyone who spent time with him, knew that 

he had the heart of a priest. Like most things, this heart developed and matured into the 

priesthood over the 65 years that he served but it never wavered nor lost sight of Christ the 

Priest and the Kingdom of God that his Gospel heralded.  

Equally, Uncle Leo never wavered in his devotion to the church. He was ordained in the pre-

Vatican II church – and whilst he would often say that he did not want to go back there, nor 

did he know anyone who, having been a part of that expression of church, would go back to 



it – he never attacked or undermined it. To him, it was the Church and like most living 

things, he realised that the church of the era gave rise to what we now experience. Like faith 

itself, Uncle Leo knew and loved the church as a living reality. 

The Priesthood and his brother priests were also very important to him and I never heard 

him disparage another Priest nor would he tolerate someone else doing so in his presence. 

Later in his life he would often say to me that he considered the Priests to be his family.  

I haven’t spoken of the buildings and development in Port Macquarie over the years. These 

have been covered off in enough detail over the last two years or so with Uncle Leo’s 90th 

birthday and then his retirement. I will say though, that I never heard him boast of a 

building – for him, the most important thing was always what was happening inside the 

building.  The apostolic works of the people of God in St Agnes’ parish, then more broadly 

the community of Port Macquarie and more broadly again, the Lismore Diocese.  

People have offered me their condolescences over the last week or so, and I am very 

grateful for those sentiments. But this is not a sad day – rather it is a day of fulfilment for a 

man who has spent his life preparing others for this very moment. I firmly believe, as did 

Uncle Leo himself, that Uncle Leo’s passing has seen his life change, not end.   

 


