
FAN INTO A FLAME 

The recent fires on Ben Eadair have provided a timely reminder of the power of nature 
and the destructive forces that can suddenly interfere with our daily living. The stress 

and anxiety experienced by the homeowners closest to the fires compound an already 
stressful time with the Covid-19 and its latest manifestation in the Delta variant. 

 
Seeing the flames leaping into the sky and spreading upwards on the hill is a lesson in 

the way that things can change in an instant, especially when unprepared for these 
events. The fire-fighters from Dublin City Fire Brigade and others battled to quell the 

flames. They managed to douse the fire, but not entirely. 
 

The other day I witnessed the smoke billowing upwards like a volcano ready to 
explode. The cloud of smoke rose up and then flattened out as it was carried by the 

wind, bringing with it unpleasant smell and causing breathing difficulties. Overnight 
and with the rain of recent days, one would have thought that the fire would have 

been extinguished. But like a dormant volcano with smoke seeping through vents, the 

fire suddenly exploded again as darkness was falling and more resources were called 
out to douse the flames. 

 
As I write, the flames have died down, but the smoke continues to rise from small 

areas still smouldering. 
 

This doesn’t compare to the raging fires we have seen occurring in places like 
California, Australia or more recently Cyprus. There, lives have been lost and property 

totally consumed by the roaring fires. 
 

As I watched from the safety of my own residence I began to think back on my own 
experience of fire as a young boy at home. I decided at the tender age of about 8 to 

experiment with a box of matches. In those days one could easily buy a box of 
matches when you were sent to the shops to buy cigarettes for your parents. 

 

On this occasion I decided to try investigating what would happen if I struck a match 
and tried lighting a mushroom chip basket. In those days, mushrooms were sold in 

wooden woven baskets with a handle on it. As it struck the matches and lit the basket, 
I was unimpressed with the result. The thin strips of wood did not flame but glowed. I 

used some water to put out the burning wood, but as I later discovered, I did not 
succeed in completely putting it out. I reckoned that it would go out of itself.  

 
Deciding that it wasn’t worth it, I resolved to destroy the evidence (i.e the box of 

matches) by striking each individual match and then blowing it out and discarding the 
spent matches under the hedge. I was so absorbed in this act of getting rid of the 

weapons of destruction, that I failed to notice my mother looking out the window and 
tap tapping to tell me to stop. As I turned around I also noticed that there was smoke 

billowing out of the garage where the crime took place. I hadn’t realised that the 
glowing ember of the wooden chip basket was now consuming the basket and hastily I 

grabbed the basket and tried to put out the flames with some more water.  

 



FAN INTO A FLAME 

It was a sobering lesson, told in Confession on the following Saturday, having queued 
for ages in the parish Church waiting my turn. Not for the first time was I caught out! 

My other encounter with fire came some years later when trying to encourage the fire 
to ignite in the grate, I followed the practice of spreading a newspaper across the 

front of the fire to ‘draw’ the air so that the fire would take hold. Sometimes the paper 
itself would catch fire and I had to be quick to ensure that the flaming paper did not 

cause a separate fire or be sucked up the chimney and creating a fire up the chimney! 
 

Such was the danger that even a controlled fire could catch you out. In olden time a 
bellows was used to help create a flame to light the fuel. So when we read in St. Pau’s 

letter to Timothy to ‘fan into a flame the gift of faith that God gave you’ (Tim 1:6) it 
reveals an understanding of the way to energise the young community of believers 

using the image of fire. 
 

This is also an image used in the preparation for Confirmation as we recall the 

‘tongues of fire’ that hovered over the apostles when the Holy Spirit came upon them. 
Today we need encouragement to maintain our faith. It has been battered by various 

forces, and has weakened our resolve. But there are people with ‘fire in their bellies’ 
who work for good. On the other hand, there are also people who can inflame 

situations with their rhetoric and their actions. 
 

I pray today that we can draw strength from the word of God to help our resolve not 
to abandon our faith but to seek new understanding of where God is in all that we are 

encountering at the moment and to find consolation that God’s love will prevail. 
 

Go dtí an céad uair eile. 
 

Slán 
 

Fr. Liam 

 
 


