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For Christmas someone gave me a book about the life of Fr. Willie Doyle.  He was born in 

Dublin, Ireland in 1873.  He was the youngest of 7 children.  From the time he was a little kid, 

Willie Doyle had one desire.  He wanted to be a martyr for Jesus. 

 

Listen to one his prayers, “Darling Mother Mary . . . assist me and obtain for me the one favor I 

wish and long for:  to die a Jesuit Martyr.”  He wanted to become a Jesuit priest and then die for 

Jesus. 

 

What I love about his life is he was so focused.  He was about his heavenly Father’s business.  

When Mary and Joseph found Jesus in the temple, Jesus is kind of surprised that they didn’t 

know where to find him.  Didn’t you know I would be in my Father’s house?  Didn’t you know I 

would be about my Father’s business. 

 

Willie Doyle had that clear focus – he was about his Heavenly Father’s business.  He began 

plotting the best way to die for Jesus and determined it was by becoming a missionary to Africa.  

He wrote in his diary a list of reasons why he wanted to go to Africa.  They included: 

 

• Number 1:  All the souls he could save. 

• Number 2:  He was attracted to a life of suffering for the Lord 

• Number 3:  The thought of martyrdom gave him great consolation. 

 

Well, Willie did become a Jesuit priest, but instead of being sent to Africa, World War I broke 

out and he became a military chaplain.  It was as a military chaplain that Fr. Willie lived a heroic 

life.  He heard the confessions of countless soldiers prior to battle.  During the heat of battles or 

poison gas attacks, Fr. Willie would run to dying soldiers giving them Last Rites.  He lifted the 

spirits of his comrades.  He prayed with them and he made sacrifices for them. 

 

On one occasion, one of the military doctors was sick.  They were hunkered down in the trench 

and there was no warm or dry place to sleep, so Fr. Willie laid face down in the trench so that the 

doctor could sleep on his back. 

 

On August 16, 1917, Fr. Willie did die as a “martyr of charity.”  In an attempt to rescue two 

wounded soldiers, Fr. Willie ran into no-man’s land and was struck by a German shell. 

 

Today we celebrate the Feast of the Holy Family.  First, I want to speak about what it means to 

be holy.  The word holy means literally to “be set apart.”  To be holy means that you have been 

consecrated for a singular purpose.  To be holy means to be focused – to be about our Father’s 

business.  Fr. Willie was holy because he was focused. 



 

I have to admit for myself as I was reading the biography about Fr. Willie, it hit me – how much 

of the time do I get caught up in distractions?  How often do I lose focus and forget about my 

call to become a saint?  It’s so easy today isn’t it to get caught up in material things, the pursuit 

of wealth, to focus on the stock market, to get distracted by seeking our own comforts:  food, 

drink, entertainments, constant diversion - to the point that we lose focus. 

 

Now you may respond, I’m not a priest – I’m not Fr. Willie!  No, but we are all called to be holy.  

We are all called to be saints. 

 

In our first reading, we hear that Hannah came into the temple and begged God for a child.  God 

heard her prayer and she gave birth to Samuel and then she took Samuel to the temple and 

consecrated him to the Lord.  For most of us, when we were babies, our parents brought us to 

God’s house – to the Church – and offered us to God through our baptism.  We belong to God.  

We are God’s children.  We too have been set apart.  We now have a singular purpose:  to be 

disciples of Jesus and to pursue holiness of life. 

 

Now, this is the feast of the Holy Family.  What does this remind us of?  Holiness is lived out for 

most of us in the context of family life.  Jesus spent most of his earthly life living out ordinary 

day-to-day family life.  We are sanctified through the nitty gritty of family life. 

 

Fr. Willie’s path to holiness began in his family life.  Interestingly, Fr. Willie had a sister who 

became a nun, another brother that became a priest, and a second brother who passed away just 

10 days before his ordination.  What was the source of these religious vocations?  Very simple:  

They lived their faith at home. 

 

They went to church together.  That’s got to be something foundational if want to have a holy 

family.  If we are going to keep focused on the Lord, then Sunday Mass has to be a non-

negotiable.  We have to put first things first:  God over sports.  And if we miss Mass for some 

reason, we got to go to confession and get back up and recommit ourselves to the Lord. 

 

Fr. Willie as a boy was in a regular practice of going to confession.  In fact, when he heard this 

old guy next door was dying, he went over and pleaded with him to go to confession.  But the old 

man refused.  Willie stayed there all day praying that the old man would go to confession.  

Finally, he did and then he died shortly after. 

 

What else did Fr. Willie’s family do?  They prayed together!  This isn’t rocket science.  In 

addition to meal prayers, try to find at least one other time during the day to pray as a family:  

before you go to bed or on your way to school. 

 

Willie Doyle’s parents also instilled in their children care for the poor.  They lived in a 

comfortable suburban neighborhood.  But every Christmas, they would open their doors to the 

poor.  Long lines would form as they gave away financial assistance and gifts to the poor.  It was 

Willie’s job to shine the coins that they gave to the poor.   

 



One time as a little boy, Willie was given a shilling and was so excited.  He set off to a pastry 

shop thinking about all the sweets he could buy.  On the way, he encountered a beggar – the 

moment of truth.  He gave the beggar his coin and then cried all the way home thinking of all the 

pastries he gave up! 

 

Not only did Willie practice charity for the poor but he practiced charity at home.  He would 

often get up early and do the dishes and start the fire before everyone else arose.  Parents 

wouldn’t you like to have kids like that! 

 

We’ve all heard the saying charity begins at home.  Greg and Lisa Popcak who are marriage and 

family counselors like to say, family doesn’t mean we get to be the worst of ourselves – taking 

our family for granted!  It means we should be the best of ourselves - using niceties like please 

and thank you, being kind to each other, compassionate, forgiving, building up our family 

members not tearing them down. 

 

Finally, pray for your family members.  Each member of your family is a gift a blessing and God 

uses each member of your family to draw certain virtues out of you. 

 

Holiness begins in the family.  It’s about focus – keeping Christ at the center and being about our 

Father’s business.  

 

 


