Father Ernie Bonvini RIP

Parish Priest St Boniface, Tooting London SW17
Prior to following his vocation into the priesthood Ernie was an active member in the Young Christian Workers (YCW) for many years in South London where he was a leading member of the regional team. 
The following is the text of the homily given by David Standley a fellow priest and friend at Ernie’s funeral Mass.
“Ernie’s life was full of amazing grace, but in some ways his sudden death causes me to tremble.  

We are the same age.  I am on the verge of retirement.  I have a bit of high blood pressure.

But I can hear Ernie chuckling over that:  “Don’t worry, David.  Live your life.  Enjoy.  You never know, you’ll probably live to be 100! ”

There are many images in Scripture of the Kingdom of God.  Isaiah and Jesus give us a vision of the Kingdom as a banquet of rich food and fine wine, generous and free, and allcomers invited.   This image appealed to Ernie.  He liked his food, and genial company.  He was genial himself.   I never lived with Ernie, but our paths have crossed a lot, we served together in this Balham Deanery for the last 13 years, he for longer.   He was Dean for 10 years, and a generous colleague.  I enjoyed his company and hospitality, his warm welcome, his banter, his chuckle.  There will surely be a lot of all that in the Kingdom.
But as we know, through Christ, in Christ, the Kingdom is already here, and through our faith and our baptism we are living it, building it, even now.   Each parish community is alive with the Spirit of the Kingdom.  St Boniface is alive with the Spirit of the Kingdom.  Fr Ernie kindled that Spirit, and embodied it.  He didn’t just preach it, he journeyed with you, the people of this parish for 19 years, and before that in Gravesend, Wallington, Orpington and Walderslade.  He understood what you were living, the joys and stresses of daily life. You trusted him, and he trusted you.  The gift and grace of priesthood is refracted through each of our different personalities.  Ernie ministered to you, as he was.   He brought Christ to you, in his own unique way:  inimitable, cheery, unpretentious, compassionate, and yes, sometimes forthright.       
We both studied for the priesthood in Rome, at different colleges.  We overlapped one year.  We both loved the city, its history, the food, life lived at full speed, and sometimes faster.  For me Rome was adopted; Ernie, born in London, had Italy in his bones.  He loved to visit, especially the area where his family came from.  He had a huge appetite for pasta, and cooked and served it with gusto.
But for us Rome was important for something else.  We lived through the earthquake, churchquake of the Second Vatican Council, and the years that followed.  We were inspired, liberated, shaped by that experience, in our Catholic faith, in our priesthood, in our vision and hope for the Church.  “Ernie, thank you for filling your sails with the wind of Vatican 2, for being blown along in your ministry by the excitement and freshness of it all, for urging the Church to be bold and imaginative, for believing in what the Church can be, and become.  Sure, at times you were impatient and frustrated with people who did not seem to share that vision, or were timid, and more recently people looking back, seeming to prefer, like the people of Israel in the desert, the idealised cucumbers, figs and melons of the dream time before the Council.  But it was a holy impatience, laced with humour, and tolerant of stubbornness, because you had a bit of that too.”
Another influence in Ernie’s life and ministry was the Young Christian Workers.  He believed in the principles and methods of the YCW, and encouraged many young people on that route of Christian formation.  The YCW over the years has produced some of the most mature and dedicated lay people in the Church today.  I am sure there are some of you here today who have followed that path, and whose faith and commitment to the Church were nourished by Fr Ernie’s support.  

Ernie believed in the heart of the Gospel, as we just heard it today:  “All die in Adam, and all will be brought to life in Christ.”  “Whoever sees the Son and believes in him, shall have eternal life.”  The Gospel is both revolutionary and reassuring. Ernie communicated that to hundreds of people, thousands of people, with warmth, robustness and humour.   We shall miss him.

R S Thomas:    The Kingdom 

It’s a long way off but inside it
There are quite different things going on:

Festivals at which the poor man

Is king and the consumptive is

Healed; mirrors in which the blind look

At themselves and love looks at them 

Back; and industry is for mending 

The bent bones and the minds fractured 

By life.  It’s a long way off, but to get

There takes no time and admission

Is free, if you will purge yourself

Of desire, and present yourself with

Your need only and the simple offering

Of your faith, green as a leaf.

 From R.S. Thomas, Collected Poems 1945-1990, page 233
I can hear him now.   “Retirement ?   Let it go.   This is better than retirement.  See you all in due course.” 
The trembling has gone away.”
David  Standley                                                            5 August  2011 
