The relevance of the community development organisation, Muintir na Tíre, to the lives of Irish people today was a central theme from all speakers at commemoration ceremonies for the late John M Canon Hayes at Bansha, Co. Tipperary on Saturday January 29th. 

In his homily at the Anniversary Mass for the founder of Muintir na Tíre, the Archbishop of Cashel & Emly, Dr. Dermot Clifford said that Canon Hayes left his mark on the parish of Bansha & Kilmoyler and in scores of others throughout Ireland, North and South, and that he would contend that the Priest of the Century was Canon Hayes. "The spirit of good neighbourliness that Canon Hayes promoted has lived on and prospered in Muintir na Tíre and was very evident during the snow this winter when Muintir came to the rescue of neighbours who were unable to leave their houses. Community Alert is in operation for many years now to protect vulnerable people in rural areas against criminal attacks and it is a wonderful example of community in action" said the Archbishop. 

The National President of Muintir na Tíre, Martin Quinn, continued with the theme of community when he addressed Muintir na Tíre delegates in the McGrath GAA Centre following Mass. Mr. Quinn was speaking on the occasion of the launch of 10 new Muintir na Tíre Regional Councils and he told the large gathering that the organisation has never been as relevant as it is today in helping vulnerable and isolated members of society. "It has always been the belief of Muintir na Tíre that service to your community is the key cornerstone of service to your country. Canon Hayes found that the secret of community organisation was simply to bring people together according to their vocation. People have always realised the great benefits that come to a community or country when unity of aim and effort existed among the people" said the National President. 

He made an appeal to any incoming Government not to cut funding to the organisation and said that Muintir na Tíre is more than an organisation, it is a community movement. "Its first task in any locality is to remind members that they are not merely individuals with their own private interests, but members of a community – one big family. It fosters among them the community spirit, which is simply a spirit of service to the community".

The President quoted what Canon Hayes had said in 1940 “We expected far too much from politics and we got far too little” and added that this could also apply in 2011. Mr. Quinn said that he was very concerned about issues such as fear, poverty, loneliness and isolation in communities as these are the real concerns of people in communities around the country and he added that he was making an appeal for greater support from Muintir na Tíre members in the promotion of suicide awareness & positive mental health programmes in communities.

Concluding his address the National President said "We are aware of the track record and the achievements of Muintir na Tíre. But the greatest achievements are not listed at all as it is impossible to measure them. They are the sense of unity, the neighbourliness, the spirit of citizenship, the initiative and independence which Muintir na Tíre has fostered in communities throughout the length and breadth of the country and we are deeply committed to continuing this great work for the betterment of communities and for the people who reside there".

Former President of the GAA and MEP, Seán Kelly also addressed the delegates and said that it was a long-standing personal ambition of his to visit the grave of Canon Hayes. “Canon Hayes has always been a hero of mine, and he is as good a hero as any we have ever had in Ireland” said Mr. Kelly. He went on to speak about Europe and about Canon Hayes being pro Europe and having a vision as Europe being an extension of a bigger community. He added that having seen the workings of the European Parliament first hand, he believed that Irish people are too negative about Europe. "The EU is basically all about peace and development, and we should value our connection to this vast project" said the MEP.

Minister of State, Dr. Martin Mansergh, TD, spoke of the great work of Muintir na Tíre and pledged to continue his support for the organisation. He said that he was a great admirer of Canon Hayes and that he keeps a copy of Canon Hayes' biography on his book shelf. "I open it frequently in search of inspiration" said the Minister. The Minister commented on another great Bansha man, John Lonergan saying "I very much appreciate the great work done by John Lonergan in promoting a humane prison policy during his time as Governor of Mountjoy and I know that all people in this county are very proud of his achievements".

The Guest Speaker at the event was John Lonergan and he began his address by saying that the greatest thing we can give to others is time. "While television is a fantastic resource, it is also a scourge because it takes away from needed social interaction. We need to be connected to others and we need to return to the ideals of neighbourliness and muintearas as espoused by Canon Hayes". We forgot our roots and we forgot where we came from said the former Mountjoy Governor who added that "most of us are only a generation away from poverty".

He went on to say that three factors promote happiness; having something to work for in life; having something to dream for; and having somebody in life to love. He referred to Tyrone Manager Mickey Harte and his example of humility. "He doesn’t glorify himself or his achievements, he is willing to serve others and work for the greater good. Such genuine people are the heart and soul of community life" he said. John believes there is nothing worse than low self-esteem. As a result of his work in the prison service he recalls people who asked themselves - Who am I? Where do I belong? Do I have an identity? Is there a place I can call home? "Such people are in a very dark place and they need help and a listening ear. The greatest service that we can give them is compassion and empathy" he said. Concluding his address he had some advice for the politicians and would be politicians who would seek to take the kudos for the work of volunteers and community groups around the country "For God's sake stop taking credit. This is the work of others and not your work so please give them the credit they deserve" said Mr. Lonergan whose final comments were met by thunderous applause from the audience.

Following the conclusion of the address a presentation was made by Martin Quinn to John Lonergan of a framed photograph of pictures of Bansha & Kilmoyler dating from the early part of the century.     

Earlier in the day a wreath was layed at the grave of Canon Hayes by his nieces; Áine McNamara, Ita Quiligan, Mary Browne and Nora Moloney and a decade of the Rosary was recited by Archbishop Dermot Clifford.

