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Thomas Zitelmann

In memoriam Fr. Kevin O’Mahoney (1930-2015)

Fr. JOSE L. BANDRES

Kevin was born on May 3, 1930 in Manchester, England. His parents were
Irish and he was the youngest in a family of three children. His elder broth-
er, Denis, was a priest in the Diocese of Salford and his sister, Catherine,
was a teacher. Kevin joined the Society of Missionaries of Africa (White
Fathers) at the age of 16 after secondary school studies at St Bede’s College
in Manchester.
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He studied Philosophy in Scotland and from 1948 to 1949 he did his Novi-
tiate in ‘s-Heerenberg, Netherlands. He continued his theological studies
there from 1949 to 1952 before returning to Monteviot near Galashiels, Scot-
land, for his final year of Theology. He took his Missionary Oath on July 25,
1952 in ‘s-Heerenberg and was ordained on June 11, 1953 in Monteviot. As he
was only 23 years old, he needed a dispensation to be ordained. He was im-
mediately sent to Rome to study Philosophy at the Gregorian University and
graduated with a Licentiate in 1955. He taught in the Society’s seminary in
Blacklion, Co. Cavan, Ireland, from 1955 to 1966. He was a good teacher and
was well appreciated by the students. He was easy to be with socially and
enjoyed a good argument.

The Society appointed him to Ethiopia in 1966. This was in response to a
request from abuni Hailemariam Kashay of the Eparchy of “Addigrat to the
Superior General, Fr. Leo Volker, to help in the formation of the local clergy
for the tiny Catholic population of ‘Addigrat. He spent a year in Rome study-
ing in the Ethiopian College. Kevin, Fr. José Bandres, Fr. Nicolas Gildas and
Bro. Max Gemiir were the first White Fathers to arrive in the Eparchy of
‘Addigrat. He took up his teaching post in ‘Addigrat on September 1, 1967.
Apart from 6 years as Provincial in Ireland, from 1994 to 2000, this was his
life’s work. He lived through the reign of Emperor Hayli Sollase I, the brutal
Diirg regime and the revolution of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
Democratic Front (EPRDF). Kevin also had to double up as an NGO worker
in helping the Diocese cope with the enormous number of refugees who came
there looking for help during the periods of violence and famine. There were
many letters to Irish Aid organisations and to the Irish Government and there
was a big response when he was featured on some TV and radio programmes
appealing for help during the drought of 1984. While 1984 was serious, Kevin
believed that the effects of the 1989 famine were worse, as the government was
using food as a weapon. Eventually food did get through and things got easier
when the EPRDF swept to power. Although the new government was Marxist
in outlook, it did work with the Church to improve the lot of the people.

In addition to his teaching duties, Kevin became a writer and historian.
His most notable work was a massive history of the Vicariate of Abyssinia,
‘The Ebullient Phoenix’, and ‘Meaza’, a historical novel of the Ethiopian
Revolution. He is listed as the author of 23 books and articles. He placed
great importance in maintaining friendly contacts with the Ethiopian Or-
thodox Church and with the Muslim community, itself a minority group.

He endured all the difficult moments of war and isolation in a spirit of
loyalty and fidelity to his mission. It says much that he survived and even
blossomed there despite the very painful task of dealing with starving peo-
ple and especially children. His health began to fail in the last few years and
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he just made it back to Ethiopia before the pursuing pack of superiors could
ground him. He died, where he wished, in his beloved Ethiopia. On Janu-
ary 3, 2015, he fell ill and was brought to Miqila for treatment but died just
before midnight. His body was brought back to ‘Addigrat. His funeral
Mass in the Cathedral of the Holy Saviour, ‘Addigrat, was presided over by
abuni Tesfaselassie Medhin, Eparch of ‘Addigrat. He was buried in the
Catholic Eparchial cemetery on January 5, 2015.

A month after he died, on February 6, 2015, a memorial Mass was held in
the Chapel of the White Fathers in Dublin. Members of Kevin’s family
from Manchester came together with a sizeable contingent from Araglin in
Co. Cork. The Ethiopian Ambassador to Ireland and a representative of the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church and representatives of some NGOs working
in Ethiopia were also present. Needless to say, there were many neighbours
and friends who came to honour a loyal and lively confrere “who remained
faithful to his religious calling and was indeed a person of faith’ (abundi
Tesfaselassie Medhin).
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