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The Missionary Society of St. Columban was
founded in 1918 to proclaim and witness to the
Good News of Jesus Christ.
The Society seeks to establish the Catholic
Church where the Gospel has not been preached,
help local churches evangelize their laity,
promote dialogue with other faiths, and foster
among all baptized people an awareness of their
missionary responsibility.

By Sr. Abbie O’Sullivan

Powerful Witness

I

n our modern world many people who were born Catholic and Christian proclaim that they are now atheist. On the
other hand, many who never embraced the Christian faith have severed all ties with atheism and Marxism and suffered
and endured prison and torture because of their conversion and immersion into a powerful witness of faith and love.
There have been many heroic converts to Christianity over the centuries. One of these was Tatiana Goricheva. She lived
during the Soviet Era in Russia. She was a very capable lecturer in electronics at the University of Leningrad.
In her autobiography, Tatiana relates the story of her exceptional discovery and her conversion to the Christian faith. She
describes how she gave up the Marxism/Leninism which she learned in her youth once she discovered the existence of God
and His self-revelation in Jesus Christ and in His Church.
For this she was dismissed from her
university lectureship and interned in a work
camp in Kazakhstan, after which she was
he radiated new life because of her new-found belief
deported. But Tatiana wasn’t put down by
this treatment. On the contrary, she radiated
in a loving God, which gave her new impetus and
new life because of her new-found belief in a
transformed her whole life.
loving God, which gave her new impetus and
transformed her whole life. Why did she suffer
so much and abandon the way of life she was
educated in and lived up to then? She herself said, “My aim was to be cleverer, more capable and stronger than others. But no
one had told me that the supreme thing in life is not to overtake or get the better of others to love.” Isn’t that the secret of life
no matter what one believes?
In the Gospels, Jesus left us two great commandments: to love God above
all things and to love others as we love ourselves. It sounds simple but may not
be easy to do. At times we can find many reasons why we feel we can’t love God
because we can’t see Him. And at times it may be too much of an effort to love
others because when we look at them or live with them, we only see the differences
between us. But the way of the Gospels moves in rhythm with the heartbeat of
the Man-God who brought the culture of mutual love and self-gift even to death
into our world. The truth of every other person lies in the fact that each one is my
brother or sister for whom Christ died.
Our modern world is mostly the product of science and technology. Faith in
many cases has been reduced to probable opinions. But what is this Faith? What
is the Good News? It is the wonder of humankind risen in the Resurrection of
Christ as the victory of God. St. Paul exhorted the new believers, “to walk in
love as Christ loved you and gave Himself for you.” He also reminded them of
their deepest identity as “God’s work of art” created in Christ Jesus to live the
good life as from the beginning He had meant us to live it.

S

Columban Sr. Abbie O’Sullivan was missioned in the Philippines,Hong Kong,
Britain and is presently missioned in Ireland.

WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

October 2022

3

The Kavardo Cross
An Exciting Find!
By Fr. Robert McCulloch

I

n early 2019, a group of young
Muslim men discovered a large,
monumental carved marble cross
on the mountain side above their
village in the Kavardo Valley in Skardu
in the far northern part of Pakistan.
The cross was upside down and almost
completely buried in the dry stony soil
4
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of the mountain. This geographical
area has no rain but is covered in deep
snow every winter. The cross seems to
have rolled down the mountainside
due to earthquakes and landsides over
a very long period.
In 2020, three researchers from
the recently established University of

Baltistan in Skardu, led by Dr. Zakir
Hussain Zakir, happened to visit the
village in search of any artifacts such as
utensils, wood carvings and weapons
as part of the university-sponsored
project to preserve the culture of the
people of Skardu valley. They were
given hospitality n the village, but the
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

villagers said they were too poor to
have any such objects. As the village
leader was walking the researchers back
to their jeep, he casually mentioned
that something had been found some
months earlier but that it was a long
way up the mountain side and would
probably be too far away for them
to get to. Fortunately, Dr. Zakir and
his companions immediately turned
around to climb the mountain. That
was the beginning of the academic and
archaeological interest in what is now
called the Kavardo Cross.
Much has happened since then
to try and discover the origin and
purpose of the cross. In June 2020 a
small group of Muslim and Christian
academics, led by the vice chancellor of
the University of Baltistan, Dr. Naeem
Khan, visited the new archaeological
site. There has been national and
international media coverage. An
academic conference was held in
August in Skardu and another in
October in Islamabad. During the
August conference, opinion was
divided as to whether the discovery
of the cross could be proof of the
existence of Christianity in Skardu
before the arrival of Islam in the 14th
century.
When the October conference was
held, the overall opinion was that it
was most likely an ancient Christian
cross which should not be regarded
as a threat to the present national
or religious reality of Pakistan. The
Kavardo Cross was recognized as an
important testimony to the multi
layered reality of the peoples who lived
for thousands of years within what is
now Pakistan and especially in Skardu.
The University of Baltistan
estimates the weight of the cross to
be three or four tons. Vertically it
measures six feet and seven inches
while horizontally six feet four inches.
The front side is finely finished while
the back side is rough. The base stem
of the cross is very slightly broken. The
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

University of Baltistan estimates it to
be 1,000 to 1,200 years old.
I visited the site of the Kavardo
Cross with Fr. Gulshan Barkat in
September 2021, and I now act as the
cultural ambassador of the University
of Baltistan to promote academic
research and collaboration with other
universities in the archaeological
research needed to unlock the secrets
of this cross.
Geographically, the place of the
discovery of the cross is a mountain
in the Kavardo valley facing the right
bank of the Indus River. Behind the
cross is the gigantic Karakoram Range
while at the foot of the mountain,
where the cross was found, is the

Indus River joined by its tributary,
the Shigar River. On the left bank of
the Indus are the colossal Himalayas.
The cross would have been positioned
on the mountain facing east so that
it overlooked the Indus River, the
Himalayas and the Skardu valley. The
area is now full of olive and apricot
trees. The village near the mountain
where the cross was discovered is thirty
kilometers from the city of Skardu.
Skardu is not only the geographical
meeting point of the Hindu Kush,
Karakoram and Himalaya ranges
and the Indus River but it is also an
important part of the Silk Road which
connected China through what is
now northern Pakistan and Central

Asia with the Persian Empire and
beyond to Syria and Constantinople.
Adventurous modern tourists and
equally inquisitive and scholarly
archaeologists and historians have
turned their attention to the ancient
Silk Road. The Silk Road seems to be
the antique version of the modern Belt
and Road Initiative which is a global
infrastructure development strategy of
the present Chinese government.
How did the Kavardo Cross
come to be where it is? Obviously,
the presence of a cross means the
presence of Christians. The spread of
Christianity into the Skardu valley
seems to have had two sources after
500 AD. Firstly, by Christians from the
nearby Persian Empire which included
present-day Iran, Iraq and Afghanistan
and by Christians from the ancient
Sogdian civilisation which comprised
parts of present-day Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan and the cities of Samarkand
and Bukhara. Secondly, through the
evangelization carried out by Syrian
monks who were active up and down
the Silk Road and even in China at this
time. The present hypothesis is that the
Kavardo Cross was set up in about 800
AD by Syrian monks who had links to
the Sogdian Christians and who may
also have established a monastery near
where the cross was found in 2020.
There is a sense of excitement
around the intellectual and
archaeological challenges surrounding
the discovery of the Kavardo Cross.
The site of the cross is, for the moment,
secure. The people of the nearby village
own the land and have donated four
acres where the site is. The villagers
themselves control the access ascending
up the mountain to the cross.
However, it is of serious concern that
the cross and the site of the discovery
remain open to the natural elements
and possible human threat. CM
Columban Fr. Robert McCulloch lives and
works in Rome.
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Loving as Jesus Loves
An Invitation
By Fr. Cireneo “Dodong” Matulac

I

n a consumer society, loving
means an addition to what the
self has already accumulated. One
of the manifestations of it is in our
entertainment industry when a celebrity
marries another celebrity, they would
sign a pre-nuptial contract in which each
partner has no claim to what the other
partner owned prior to the marriage.
But, this is not the only example.
In ordinary life, there is a sense
that one only commits oneself to
a relationship or friendship if the
other party is totally submissive to
the whims of oneself. For instance, a
rich man marries a beautiful woman,
showers her with everything, and the
woman, on the other hand, is more
interested in his money than himself.
It is based on the idea that love is like
a commodity that can be consumed, a
claim to total passivity on the other, to
feed only one’s desire.
Relationships like this, ones that
are based on submission and passivity
and compliance, always end up in
disasters or regression. A lot of power
relationships operates in this way,
actually – especially government or
state – in exacting compliance on the
people rather than participation in
democratic process.
The philosopher Byung-Chul Han
(The Agony of Eros), in exploring love
relationship, says that “the minimum
condition for true love is possessing
sufficient courage to accept selfnegation for the sake of discovering
the other.” Here, self-negation means
tending or serving to negate or deny
one’s own wishes, needs, value, or
important.
Han postulates that in love
relationships, one is drawn towards the
6
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other but the other is never reducible
to one’s definition. The experience
of love then is shot through with
powerlessness – the price to be paid for
all revelation of the “other.”
In other words, the acceptance of
the person I love, who is totally different
from me, cannot be reduced to merely
fulfilling my own desires and wishes.
That is why parents who allow their
children to create their own future – of
course, with their support and guidance
– are life-giving to their children.
I met a Filipino couple in Chicago,
and they have two children. Both of the
parents both work as nurses. In my few
years there, they would invite me to go
out with the whole family. The eldest, a
daughter, was finishing high school. In
one conversation where I was present,
the daughter was talking about visiting
different universities. She was at the
top of her class so getting into a good
university was not a problem.
She said, “Mom and Dad, these
are the courses that came to my mind,
and these are the universities that I am
invited to and which ones I like–what
do you think?” The parents were more
practical. The father would say, “Oh,
well, make sure you have decided on
the career you really want, and maybe
think of a good university that suits
you, and also think whether we could
afford it.” It becomes a dialogue.
She eventually decided to go to
Marquette University, a Jesuit university,
because she could also get a scholarship.
That is an example of self-negation
through the other, whom one loves.
One is not reduced to the whims and
desire of one party. The other cannot
be controlled but only allowed to
flourish.

I believe that is the dialect that was
shown in Jesus’ relationship with His
disciples. Jesus is proposing to them
a life of fullness and they are free to
respond to that invitation. In fact, one
of them totally negated it and that led
to Jesus’ death. Jesus accepted that He
had no control and power over the
response of people to His invitation
but nevertheless offered it to them.
There is no threat of punishment or
wrath, but simply an invitation to love.
In the Gospel of John Chapter
15:12-13, Jesus says, “This is my
commandment: love one another as I
love you. No one has greater love than
this, to lay down one’s life for one’s
friends.” In John, the way to the Father
(God, who is love) is always by means
of His self-giving love on the cross.
If Byung-Chul Han is right that the
minimum of loving is self-negation,
then self-giving of Jesus through His
sacrificing love in death is truly radical
and revolutionary.
The French philosopher Alian
Badlou says that, “love, the essence
of which is fidelity to the meaning I
give to this word, demonstrates how
eternity can exist with in the span of
life itself.” (In Praise of Love.)
May we learn the way of Jesus in
the way we live our lives, and the way
relate with others. May we continue to
respond to His invitation to live life
fully so others may also fully live. CM
Columban Fr. Cireneo “Dodong” Matulac
lives and works in the Philippines.
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LIGHT FOR THE
WORLD
1% of Your Estate Continues the Mission Work
One who is gracious to a poor man lends to the LORD, and
He will repay him for his good deed. Proverbs 19:17
Good intentions are important, especially when it comes to giving. And a planned gift—a gift you
designate to start after your lifetime—can have long-term impact. By designating just 1% of your
estate as a gift to the Columban Fathers, you insure that the work you have supported during
your lifetime will continue.
Columban lay missionary Noh Hyein, better known as Anna (pronounced En-na), a teacher by
profession, lives and works in the Philippines. After getting to know the women in her parish,
and realizing how desperately poor they were, Anna, with the help of Columban benefactors,
launched a candle making livelihood project called “Light the Life.” The women make candles
and earn income for their families. The program also helps in the holistic development of the
women, making them value their own self-worth. The women in the program make candles that
light the homes of others, but they are lighting their own paths as well.
Contact us to learn about the many different ways you can give to the Missionary Society of
St. Columban.

Missionary Society of St. Columban
1902 N. Calhoun St.
St. Columbans, NE 68056-2000

www.columban.org
toll-free: 877/299-1920
donorrelations@columban.org

A Church Synod
Walking Together
By Fr. Sean McNulty

I

am hoping that the Synodal
Pathway will provide the Church
with an opportunity to put in
place processes that would see the
Church becoming a better version
of itself. I strongly believe that
the credibility of the process will
determine the acceptability of the
results. We are all aware of political
examples where a faulty process leads
to rejection of the results.
In his promotion of the processes
the Synodality, Pope Francis talks
about walking together, listening to
each other, and listening to the Holy
Spirit speaking through other people.
More recently the new Archbishop
of Tuam, Francis Duffy, said at his
installation last January that Synodality
“... is a pathway, a journey accompanied
by a great variety of people. We will
continue listening, discerning and
planning as we walk together and with
the Holy Spirit; I see no alternative.”
This commitment gives me hope
because it implies an equality of
persons, and it is based on a successful
process, the one described in Chapter
15 of the Acts of the Apostles, where
issues about how to accept non-Jewish
Christians were settled by listening to
experience, discerning the presence
of the Holy Spirit, and coming to a
consensus for change. The consensus
is presented as “the Holy Spirit and we
have decided…”
Decisions are about courses of
action and the kind of decisions to
be expected of a Synod are about
changing the institution. We are
familiar with the struggle involved
in changing our personal lives and
how difficult it is to come to the self8
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knowledge needed to put our lives in
order, to leave behind the baggage that
clutters and obstructs us, to overcome
whatever is making us less human,
whether that comes from outside us
or inside us. We have some familiarity
with the struggles involved in changing
the civil institutions within which we
live and which in turns shape our lives,
whether they be the cultural, political,
economic or technological institutions
of our modern world. But we have a
little familiarity with changing the
institution of the Church, partly
because it is ancient and complex, but
more perhaps because we recognize
that despite its many dreadful sins

So while we need to bring
forward what we got right, we
also need to let go of what we
got wrong, and as in the prayer
attributed to St. Francis, we
must have the wisdom to know
which is which.
and mistakes, it connects us with
God through Jesus Christ in the Holy
Spirit. So while we need to bring
forward what we got right, we also
need to let go of what we got wrong,
and as in the prayer attributed to St.
Francis, we must have the wisdom to
know which is which.
The infallibility of the Church
means that while we can be confident
of the truths about God, life and love
as revealed principally in the life,
ministry, death and resurrection of

Jesus, and expressed for example in the
Apostles’ Creed or the longer Nicene
Creed, our understanding of these
realities can always be improved. There
is no infallible wisdom about our
decisions on how to live our lives in
accordance with them.
Over the last two thousand years
there has been great progress in our
understanding of what it means to
be a disciple and myriad decisions on
how to go about it. However, as well
as often failing to live up to our good
decisions, we also have a history of
failing to translate past understandings
into the different idioms of different
cultures, with the inevitable result of
inadequate decisions for Christian
living. Think, for example, how much
of the richness of the New Testament
image of the Reign of God as a
wedding feast is lost in the image of the
“salvation of souls” that I grew up with,
and how that is going to affect pastoral
policies.
Pope John XXIII intended the
Second Vatican Council (1962-65) to
mark an end to a period of decline that
had already lasted almost 300 years.
He also intended it to set the Church
on a course of recovering aspects of our
tradition that should never have been
forgotten or minimized and to engage
in a dialogue of life with the modern
world.
We need to deepen our
understanding of the fact that unlike
the Second Vatican Council, the Synod
Pope Francis is convoking is not just a
bishops’ synod but a church synod; it
is not a parliament or a discussion of
opinions but a forum for listening to
everybody’s experience of discipleship
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

with compassion and tenderness,
because there is a lot of hurt and harm
in our history.
Then we must discern what may be
the way forward, what is the newness
the Holy Spirit is calling us towards. I
take it as a good omen of newness that
a woman, Dr. Nicola Brady, is chair
of the Irish Bishops’ Synod Steering
Committee. I hope that we will be
able to take on board what we hear
from listening to each other. However,
I worry that we do not have enough
freedom to move forward. There are
many personal instances of victim
and oppressor being reconciled, but
I don’t know of any victim collective,
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

or community, being reconciled with
any oppressor collective or community
in Ireland or Britain. A wonderful
example of reconciliation that has
taken place in my lifetime is that
which occurred between Germany and
France and which has enabled both
countries to find new ways forward in
peace and friendship.
Archbishop Francis Duffy of Tuam
also said on the day of his installation
that “Synodality isn’t always easy, it can
be challenging and it can be energizing.
The Holy Spirit is present and who
knows where that combination of
listening, walking together and prayer
and discerning will lead?” Would the

CELAM (Latin American Bishops’
Conference) model for participation:
20% bishops, 20% religious, 20%
clergy, 40% laity, work for us? Would
the FABC’s (Federation of Asian
Bishops’ Conferences) insistence
on permanent dialogue within the
Church, with other religions, and with
the world we live in help us? CM
Columban Fr. Sean McNulty was ordained in
1965 and studied Missiology at the Gregorian
University in Rome. He spent 25 years on
mission in the Philippines and taught at the
Pacific Mission Institute in Sydney. He was
also a Director of the Faith & Mission renewal
program for missionaries in Ireland. He
spent 20 years in China between 1995-2015.
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No Time to Die

Action Not Words
By Sr. Rebecca Conlon

N

ot long after celebrating my
Golden Jubilee with my
fellow Columban Sisters in
Magheramore, Ireland, I found myself
on the plane back to Pakistan. The
Jubilee was a different celebration
to the usual as we could not invite
family and friends due to the Covid
pandemic. Nevertheless, we gathered
the graces and blessings, successes
and failures, light and darkness of the
combined 200 years in service to the
Mission of Jesus Christ to go to the
ends of the earth.
As I look at the picture of the four
of us at this celebration, Kathleen
Melia, (Philippines) Roberta Ryan,
(Korea, Pakistan, Britain, Ireland)
Kathleen Geaney (Philippines,
Britain, Myanmar) and myself,
(Korea, Scotland, Ireland, Pakistan)
10
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not forgetting our companion Ann
Rita in the Philippines (Chile, US,
Philippines) and of course Kathleen
O’Riordan (Chile, Ireland) who
already knows the secrets of the
Kingdom, as she has gone before us,
RIP.
I am specific about stating whose
mission we are on because there are
all kinds of missions nowadays with
their own specific mission statements
and vision, all for the greater good.
As I was coming to terms with leaving
Ireland recently, I was attracted to two
topical stories: James Bond and Greta
Thunberg. I saw both on YouTube. The
premiere of the latest James Bond film,
with all the glitter and excitement, was
breathtaking even though Daniel Craig
had already announced his retirement
as James Bond. At the other end of

the spectrum was Greta Thunberg
challenging the Youth4Climate
summit in Milan saying: “This is all we
hear from our so-called leaders... blah,
blah, blah. Words that sound great but
so far have not led to action. We hear
many fine words, but science does not
lie as we know by living through this
Climate Change.”
You will notice that I am stealing
the title of the Bond film for this
story: “No Time to Die.” That’s it!
When we entered in 1967 the world
was in turmoil – not too unlike our
current state of affairs, which makes
one question why so, more than 50
years on? Violence and the fear of
violence was omnipresent in 1967
– the war in Vietnam, the ongoing
conflict in the Middle East of the
Arab-Israeli war, race riots in the U.S.
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

and protests against the Vietnam war,
Martin Luther King’s nonviolent
stance, unrest in Ireland and the threat
of nuclear annihilation everywhere.
An extraordinary movement was
underway. There was not a trace of a
mobile phone not to mention Wi-Fi
but the Spirit was our Wi-Fi, and it
was moving!
The Church experienced its own
kind of turmoil - the Vatican Council
had ended in 1965 - but the change
called-for had just begun - sweeping
liturgical reforms, ecumenical efforts
towards opening windows to dialogue
with other religions, and the universal
call to holiness that turned everything
upside down. Within Congregations,
the total renewal of religious life as it
was lived was underway causing great
confusion. At the time, when people
began wondering about the relevance
of religious life, this small band of five
of us came to the Columban Sisters.
Three were from the civil service, and
another followed us later as we joked
about giving up a good pensionable
stable job! As we came to religious life,
many left because of the challenges
of Vatican II. It was a gloriously
challenging, confusing time which
became an asset to us for survival
“on the missions.” Here we met with
both welcome and opposition. In new
cultures, where we were welcomed and
made our home, we also encountered
fear, attack, joy-filled liturgies full
of soul, learned different languages,
depended on people of other cultures
and creeds to make our mission
work. There were also floods and
earthquakes.
One quality of the missionary is to
always feel “a stranger in our Father’s
house.” We belong nowhere, only to
God. We know that we are standing
on the shoulders of those who went
before us, and their courage showed
“James Bond-like” stamina in the early
days of mission. The outbreak of war in
1939 did not stop the call to mission as
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

Mother Mary Patrick, Congregational
Leader at the time, travelled to the
missions in the Philippines, China and
the U.S. to meet the Sisters. She and
her companion were shipwrecked in
1940 when the ocean liner they were
travelling aboard was torpedoed, but
they survived the wreck, huddled for
nine hours on a lifeboat 400 miles
west of Scotland. The survivors were
rescued by a passing coal boat and
67-year-old Mother Mary Patrick was
hauled on board in a coal bucket.
Others came from Cumann na m
Ban (volunteers during the War of
Independence in Ireland) bringing a
fighting spirit for mission and others
were on the run in China and were
told to take nothing with them spoke
to all our experiences.
Will you come follow me if I
but call your name? Will you go

where you don’t know and never
be the same? Will you let my love
be shown? Will you let my name
beknown, will you let my life be
grown in you and you in me?
Will you leave yourself
behind if I but call your name?
Will you care for cruel and kind
and never be the same? Will you
risk the hostile stare should your
life attract or scare? Will you let
me answer prayer in you and you
in me?
Will you let the blinded see if
I but call your name? Will you
set the prisoners free and never be
the same? Will you kiss the leper
clean and do such as this unseen,
and admit to what I mean in you
and you in me?
Will you quell the fear inside
and never be the same? Will
you use the faith you’ve found to
reshape the world around?
The world is opening up after
Covid. On my flight, students were
returning to Pakistan from Italy and
Switzerland after two years of Covid
restrictions on travel. Another was
returning from Central Africa where
he is working for the U.N. But there
was a buzz in the air in spite of the
current travel demands and a longing
to meet their loved ones in a changed
world. There is “No Time to Die.” The
summons’ continues for each of us, you
and me. Greta and the youth of today
do not want words but actions. “Let us
use the faith we have found to reshape
the world around’ and ‘then the world
will never be the same! Let us turn and
follow you and never be the same.” CM
Sr. Rebecca Conlon is a member of
the leadership team of the Columban
Sisters. After profession, she trained as an
occupational therapist in London before
she was sent on mission to Korea where she
worked with the St. John of God Brothers in
Gwangiu at their psychiatric day clinic. She
was one of the first group of Sisters to go to
Pakistan in 1990.
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Mission to “The Shire”
The Link Between the Author of “The Lord of the Rings”
and a Columban Lay Missionary
By Columban Fr. John Boles

“In a hole in the ground there lived
a hobbit…and his name was Baggins.”
“My name is Teresa Chuah HuiLing. I am from Penang in Malaysia.”
What could possibly connect these
two statements? Actually, quite a lot.
The first is the opening line of “The
Hobbit,” written in 1937 by J.R.R.
Tolkien (1892-1973). This book and
its sequel, “The Lord of the Rings,”
became two of the most widely read
works of English fiction in the 20th
century. Their popularity increased a
hundred-fold in THIS century with
the release of the Oscar-winning
eponymous films by Sir Peter Jackson.
Teresa Chuah is a Columban lay
missionary from Malaysia who came
to know the Columbans while living
in New Zealand. She came to Britain
in 2021 to join a group of our lay
missionaries working with migrants
and the disadvantaged.
Teresa and her companions live in an
area of the city of Birmingham known
as Moseley – precisely the same district
where Tolkien spent a great part of his
childhood, and from which he drew
much of the inspiration for the people
and places featured in his books.
Like Teresa, Tolkien had a deep love
of nature. He liked nothing better than
to wander the woods and riverbanks
of Moseley, as does Teresa. He was
a Catholic – Teresa too. He had a
profound concern for the poor and
humble – Teresa, absolutely so.
John Ronald Reuel Tolkien was
born in 1892 and lived in Moseley
with his widowed mother Mabel and
his younger brother Hilary from 1896
until 1900. Moseley at that time was
a rural hamlet on the edge of rapidly
12
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expanding industrial Birmingham. He
and his brother adored the place. They
constantly roamed the surrounding
countryside. It was at this time that
the seeds were sown for so many of the
episodes that came to fruition in his
literature.
Thus, Moseley inspires the concept
of “The Shire.” The house where the
Tolkiens lived backs on to a patch of
ancient woodland called Moseley Bog,
which appears as “The Old Forest”
in “The Lord of the Rings.” Moseley’s
River Cole becomes “the Water.” The
area of Sparkhill which rises beyond it
sees the light of day as “The Hill.”

Teresa and her companions
live in the same district where
Tolkien spent a great part of his
childhood, and from which he
drew much of the inspiration for
the people and places featured in
his books.
The tiny crossroads settlement
of Sarehole is immortalized as
“Hobbiton.” Recalling Sarehole in
a 1966 interview, Tolkien remarked
how, “I loved it with an intense love…I
took the idea of hobbits from the
village people and children.” The name
“Baggins” comes from the Buggins
family who lived at Sarehole Farm. The
18th century Sarehole Mill is “The Old
Mill” at Hobbiton. Even the fictional
miller “Ted Sandyman” is based on the
real-life miller’s son, who used to chase
away JRR and his brother, made all

the more fearsome by his clothes being
dusted with white flour.
“When I come to live in
Birmingham I am delighted when I
know about Tolkien,” says Teresa. She’d
been a great fan of The Lord of the
Rings films, but until then had no idea
they’d been based on books! “What
an embarrassment. I love these movies,
but I only know the director and where
HE comes from,” she laughs. Director
Peter Jackson is from New Zealand,
where Teresa had lived for many years.
The Tolkiens later moved to
another area of Birmingham,
Edgbaston, where they attended Mass
at the Birmingham Oratory, famously
associated with Cardinal (later Saint)
John Henry Newman. Behind the
Oratory rise two towers – Perrott’s
Folly (part of an 18th century hunting
lodge) and the Waterworks Tower
(built in 1870) – allegedly transformed
by Tolkien into “The Two Towers” of
Gondor (title of the second volume of
“The Lord of the Rings”).
JRR had a deep social conscience.
He was always concerned about the
poor and applauded initiatives to
help them. One of his best-loved
characters is “Sam Gamgee,” a homage
to pioneering Birmingham surgeon Dr.
Sampson Gamgee (1928-86).
Teresa is of the same mind. A kindhearted and cheerful young woman,
she brims over with enthusiasm as she
describes the “joy, excitement” she
gets, “through serving and supporting
people in need.” She is an active
member of her local parish, and also
helps in different centers around
the city, working among “people
with special needs, asylum-seekers,
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Teresa Chuah

refugees and the homeless, preparing
lunches for the elderly and sorting out
donations of clothing for young mums
and children.”
Tolkien felt a strong relationship
with nature. He regretted how his
beloved woods were devoured by
20th century suburban sprawl. In later
years he recalled his horror as he
witnessed the felling of his favorite
tree by Sarehole Millpond, a pain
expressed at the end of “The Lord of
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

JRR Tolkein

the Rings” when Sam returns to the
Shire and is inconsolable on seeing
how, “they’ve cut down the Party
Tree.”
Teresa closely identifies with this
sentiment. She counts community
garden work amongst her ministries.
In common with other Columbans,
she participated in the build-up to
the 2021 U.N. Climate Conference
in Glasgow and accompanied part
of the “youth walk for the planet”

when young people marched in stages
to Glasgow from the G7 venue in
Cornwall.
She is immensely proud to share all
these traits with JRR – his passion for
the Church, the poor and the Earth,
his enduring love of Birmingham.
Teresa is, in one sense, a modern-day
Columban hobbit! CM
Fr. John Boles and Teresa Chuah Hui-Ling are
Columban missionaries working in Britain.
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Return to Myanmar
Great Hope for a Better Future
By Sr. Mary Ita O’Brien

B

efore making my final
profession, I made a retreat.
During this retreat I had
to decide whether to finalize my
commitment as a Columban Sister or
to take another way of life. St. John’s
Gospel was my companion during the
retreat and the text John 17:19 – “For
their sakes I consecrate myself ” –
empowered me to decide which would
direct the course of the rest of my life,
To me this simply called me to
commitment to the people to whom I
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was sent. In some way this text opened
up a dream, a horizon within me as
a Columban Sister which has drawn
me forward into places, cultures
and peoples that I could never have
imagined at the age of 26. This star
has been my companion in moments
of doubt, in moments of uncertainty
and confusion, and at times when the
risks seemed a bit too scary. It has led
me into medical laboratory work in a
clinic, to walking the streets seeking
out provision, food and medicine

for the homeless, as well as listening
to their stories and trying to restore
their rightful dignity, self-respect
and confidence to start over again.
I have had the privilege of learning
about the personal lives of so many
men and women of different cultures,
languages and ages through formation
programs as well as programs aimed at
combatting gender-based violence.
Pan Pan is one of the many
beautiful people I have been privileged
to encounter along the way. She is my
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neighbour in Myanmar where I have
lived for 19 years. She suffers from very
poor health, has severe pain all over her
body and her eyesight is deteriorating
with the passing of each day. When
she was younger, she educated her
children and provided food and
shelter for them through her skill as
a handweaver. She sat on the floor
from morning to evening each day
weaving beautiful traditional products
like longis (traditional skirts), bags
and scarves. Her failing eyesight and
arthritis means she no longer has the
‘eye’ and nimble fingers needed for the
perfect handcrafting of these beautiful
garments. So now she lives with her
daughter and her grandchildren who
live from hand to mouth eking out
enough for survival each day. Walking
is difficult for her, and she is very often
confined to bed.
Pan Pan is a woman of deep faith
and even though physically she is
very limited, her spirit is strong and
every morning, whether during the
downpours of the monsoons, or the
very cold January mornings, or the
summer heat, she limps her way to
early morning Mass. She has deep
devotion to Mary our Mother. During
the Covid lockdowns or the politically
oppressive and dangerous situation
at present, when her health permits,
she can be seen stealing by at dusk to
visit the Marian Grotto, where she
prays and pours out her grief and fears
to Mary in whom she has placed her
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

complete trust. Her faith and trust
in God and Mary has sustained and
encouraged her over many decades
under a very severe and oppressive
regime and is now helping her to be
strong in the face of present atrocities.
Grandmother Pan Pan (as she is
called), who is nearly 80 years old, and
even though she is very ill herself, is
a woman for others. Every morning
when I meet her at Mass, we always
chat, and she shares her worries and
discomfort with me. One morning
during the pandemic, amid the unrest,
anxiety and fears of all that was
happening around us, I wasn’t well
and didn’t attend morning Mass. Next
morning at Mass many people came
to me anxious about where I was the
previous morning. They were relieved
to know that it wasn’t anything more
serious than a health issue.
Pan Pan came to me later and said
that she hadn’t been well either. She told
me that there was a very good medicine
in the pharmacy and it would be good
for her to get it. Thinking it was for
herself, I gave her a small donation and
suggested she send somebody to fetch
it for her. A few hours later that day, I
saw Pan Pan coming towards our house.
Because of the political situation and
Covid it wasn’t safe for her to leave
her home. She looked exhausted and
was perspiring as it was the very hot
season in Myanmar. She handed me a
package and told me she had walked
the long way to the pharmacy to get this

medicine for me, and she hoped I would
be well soon. It was then I realised that
the medicine was for me not for her
and not only was it very dangerous for
her to walk the roads but also because
of her slow movement it had taken her
a very long time to make the journey.
As we chatted, she very spontaneously
shared that she was my elder sister and
together with all people in our area we
were supporting and encouraging one
another on our faith journey at this very
dangerous time.
Life’s journey has been a blessing
for me within a community of both
Christians and non-Christians, seeking
peace through justice. Belonging to
such a community has been a gift and a
privilege: I have received so much more
than I could ever have given. Over the
past couple of months, many people
have asked me why I am returning to a
situation which is so dangerous at this
time? My heart, trust in God and sense
of belonging to this community is
calling me back to continue, for as long
as I can, to walk together with them
in this uncertain and risky path of this
moment. Our faith journey is one of
great hope for a better future. CM
Columban missionary Sr. Mary Ita O’Brien
celebrated her golden jubilee in June
2018. She has spent 19 years in Myanmar
where she has been involved in formation.
She has also been involved in a women’s
center offering counselling and skills such
as traditional weaving. She returned to
Myanmar in January 2022.
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“It Looks Like a Barn!”
An English “Barn Church” Built During Penal Times
By Columban Fr. John Boles

I’d passed the church three times
before recognizing it. The voice of
the “satnav” lady kept insisting that,
“you have arrived at your destination,”
but all I could see was a collection
of farm buildings set in open fields.
Then I noticed a cross on top of one
of the buildings. This is how I finally
came upon the Catholic church of St.
Mary’s, near the Lancashire village of
Aughton.
I was welcomed by parish priest
Fr. Des and, and after concluding the
opening pleasantries, I explained the
reason for my delayed arrival. “It’s your
church,” I said. “It looks like a barn!”
“It looks like a barn because it is
SUPPOSED to look like a barn,” came
the reply. “It was built that way.”
Over a hot cuppa (cup of tea) Fr.
Des explained the background. St.
Mary’s is unusual in that it was built
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DURING penal times, not after. To
avoid upsetting local sensibilities, and
so as not to attract too much attention,
it was constructed away from the
village, set back from the road,
shielded by trees and designed to look
like a farm. “Camouflaged, in other
words.” The church itself was built in
the style of a barn. “That is why it has
no windows.” The presbytery was given
the appearance of a farmhouse.
“There are a few of these ‘barn
churches’ around,” Fr. Des continued.
“Not all of them are Catholic. Some
are Nonconformist chapels. The
Dissenters had to be discreet in those
days as well.”
I’d come to St. Mary’s as part of the
Columbans’ mission promotion and
fundraising program and spent the
weekend celebrating with the people.
The parishioners are proud of their

history and were eager to give me more
details. It became clear that what had
happened in Aughton had reflected
events that occurred throughout south
Lancashire during the Reformation.
In 1534 the Act of Supremacy
declared Henry VIII to be head of the
Church of England. Soon, Aughton’s
beautiful old Parish Church of St.
Michael’s was following the Protestant
rite, leaving Catholics with nowhere
to celebrate Mass. Indeed, it was now
ILLEGAL to celebrate Mass.
Fortunately, much of the local
gentry in south Lancashire kept to the
“Old Faith.” They protected fellow
Catholics and often arranged for secret
Masses to be celebrated. Geography
was a factor in this. Many villages such
as Aughton were cut off from their
surroundings by bogs and marshes
(known locally as “mosses.”)
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The Stanley Family

The Stanleys are one of north-western England’s best-known
families.
Most notable of all was Thomas Stanley, Earl of Derby. He
famously tipped the scales against Richard III at the Battle of
Bosworth in 1485 by changing sides at the last minute. Shakespeare
has him finding the crown under a hawthorn bush and handing it to
Henry Tudor, thus ending the Wars of the Roses. Little good it did
him. Henry – by then Henry VII – had him executed anyway, later in
the reign. Thomas is buried in the parish church of Ormskirk, just four
miles down the road from Aughton.
Another Stanley that came to a sticky end was James, who served
as a prominent commander of the defeated Royalist army during the
English Civil War. He had remained loyal to Charles I, and for his
pains was executed in 1651 at the nearby Lancashire town of Bolton.
Peter Stanley of Aughton fought with his relative James during the
Civil War and must have feared he’d suffer a similar fate after being
captured by Cromwell’s Roundheads. Fortunately, he escaped with
a spell in prison and recovered his estates after the Restoration of
Charles II in 1660.

In Aughton’s case the lords
of the manor were members of
the famous Stanley family (see
sidebar.) Their home at Moor Hall
became a Catholic haven. Extensive
renovation work carried out recently
uncovered traces of a small chapel,
where the Sacraments had probably
been celebrated in secret. Nobility,
isolation and some well-directed
bribes kept the Stanleys free from
arrest, although as “popish recusants”
they were not immune from
punishment. Local records indicate
that in 1584, because his “family
WWW.COLUMBAN.ORG

adhered to the old religion,” Peter
Stanley was “required to furnish the
cost of a light horseman accoutred”
for Elizabeth I’s war in Ireland, to the
tune of £24 – no mean sum at that
time.
Eventually, fear of the “Catholic
menace” began to abate, and in 1784
it was considered worth the risk to
start celebrating the Eucharist out in
the open on the site of the present
church. Finally, in 1823 the faithful
felt sufficiently confident to be able to
build St. Mary’s, a full six years before
the passing of the Act for Catholic

Emancipation – albeit building the
church in its disguise, and even then,
leaving the doors open so that passers-by
could be sure that nothing “untoward”
was happening during liturgies.
Today, the parish community
continues to thrive, despite St. Mary’s
isolated location. People come from
all over the rural area, inspired by the
parish’s illustrious past. Not bad, for a
church that looks like a barn. CM
Columban Fr. John Boles spent over 25
years on mission in South America. He is
now living and working in England.
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We Were All Strangers Once
Friendships Formed
By Son Seon-Yong Catharina

R

ecently, I chanced upon
an interview on YouTube
that instantly grabbed my
attention. A young Irish woman was
speaking about her ordeal back in 2013
when she was arrested at the airport in
Lima, Peru, along with a woman from
Scotland, for carrying large quantities
of drugs in her luggage. When I saw
her face, I recognized her, as I had
visited the two of them at the women’s
prison in Lima.
Columban Fr. Maurice Foley had
asked me to go visit the prison. An
influenza virus was circulating at the
time, which meant people over 65 were
not allowed to visit the prisons. So, he
asked if I would check how the two
were doing and tell them he was trying
to help. Fr Maurice accompanied me
to the prison gate and waited while I
went inside.
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I felt a bit nervous waiting in the
lobby, as I did not know what to say,
and worried they could be panicking
about their horrible situation. Their
cases were still at the hearing stage,
so security was minimal. We sat at a
table on the ground floor. The two
women were young, only 19 and 20,
and seemed quite naive. I introduced
myself and shared the message from
Fr. Maurice. They were happy to know
that he was trying to help. They said
they did not know what was in their
bags when they were arrested, although
they later admitted that they did.
I just tried to let them know that
they were not alone in a foreign land.
We made small talk until the time was
up, and I gave them an envelope with
some money from Fr. Maurice. They
sent their thanks to him and thanked
me for coming. Fr Maurice was able

to visit them when the influenza cases
subsided.
In the interview I was watching,
the woman said that when she
returned to Ireland, she realized she
had become infamous as a drug mule.
This made it extremely hard for her
to get back to normal. However, she
added that the painful years she spent
in prison had helped her to grow
and make a complete change in her
life. She was now the mother of two
children.
My experience in Peru, coupled
with prison visits I had made while
working in the Philippines, led me
to want to explore prison ministry
when I arrived in Hong Kong in 2018.
Columban Fr. Pat Colgan introduced
me to prison ministry. There were a
lot of foreign inmates, mostly on drugrelated offences.
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I met Henry (not his real name)
in Pik Uk Prison. He had a wife and
a son in Nigeria. I used to help them
communicate through WhatsApp
and letters. His young wife sent a
letter to Henry almost every week and
sometimes asked me for advice about
her own life or her concerns for her
husband.
I was shocked when I received a
message from her saying that Henry’s
father had been killed in a car accident.
She asked me to relay the terrible news
and console him. She was so worried
about him. While I waited for him in
the prison meeting room, I thought
about our conversation during my
previous visit. He had been delighted
that he would be going home soon and
had talked about his plan to live with
his aging parents. He also told me he
had learned a lot about married life
from his father.
When Henry arrived, I did not
know how to begin. Eventually, I told
him the bad news about his father. He

was shocked, but I could see that he
was trying to control his emotions. He
asked me if I had received the letter he
had sent a few days earlier to forward
to his father. I had not. It arrived the
following day.
I felt so sorry that his letter arrived
too late. Later, his younger brother sent
photographs of the car accident. His
father was one of six casualties. It was
so painful to see, even for me, but I
printed the photographs and sent them
to Henry. I could only imagine how
he would handle his pain and sadness
when he saw the photos. I prayed for
the repose of the soul of his father and
for his family, especially for Henry,
as he could not be there during those
difficult moments. His family wanted
to involve him in the arrangements for
the funeral and family affairs because
he was the oldest son, and I was able to
help them with their communication.
Henry has now returned home. I hope
he has been able to settle well into
his new life. He promised me that he

would never be involved in any easymoney deals again.
It is three years since I started
prison ministry here in Hong Kong.
I have visited women from Uganda,
Kenya, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, South
Africa. Some of them have already
returned home. Others are close to
finishing their sentences, while many
are still counting their remaining years
in prison.
My own experience in prison
ministry has meant more to me than
simply supporting the prisoners
and their families. I have discovered
that the support is mutual. It has
helped me while I have been in Hong
Kong too. The people behind bars
became my friends when I was new
to the city. We were all strangers in
a foreign land but were able to share
friendship when we reached out to one
another. CM
Columban lay missionary Son Seon-Yong
Catharina lives and works in Hong Kong.

Please Listen to My Story
The Unprecedented in Latin America!
By Fr. Dan Harding

M

ore than one-sixth of the
population of Venezuela,
5.6 million out of 30
million, has left the country since
2015. Previously one of the richest
countries in Latin America with even
larger oil reserves than Saudi Arabia,
it now has one of its most depressed
economies. Millions of Venezuelans
have left in recent years to escape its
collapse. Hyperinflation that was over
10,000 percent in 2019 continues, as
does violence and political repression,
along with shortages of food, medicine
and essential services.
The United States Agency for
International Development released
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a new fact sheet about Venezuela on
June 22, 2021, which stated:
• 5.6 million migrants and refuges
worldwide
• 7.5 million in need of humanitarian
assistance
• 9.3 million food insecure (32 		
percent of the population according
to the United Nations World Food
Program).
Venezuela has the second highest
number of migrants/refugees/asylum
seekers in the world, surpassed only
by Syria. The vast majority is located
in other Latin American countries,
including Chile and Peru, where
Columbans work. At St. Columban’s

Migrant House of Hospitality in St.
Columban’s parish in Santiago, Chile,
several Venezuelan migrants have sought
shelter, both in the past and the present.
All names in the following stories have
been changed to protect privacy.
When the Famine Came: 33-year-old
Bernardo
“When the famine came, I knew I
had to leave Venezuela. My parents
and my siblings had no way of earning
an income, buy food or medicine,
which were becoming increasingly
unavailable. My parents, two siblings
and I are all blind. Nevertheless, I
received a good education in a special
October 2022
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school and learned to use a specially
adapted computer and telephone for
visually impaired persons.
“When the famine came, there
was no way for me to earn a living any
more. I needed to buy special food
and medicine for my condition as a
diabetic. Like the rest of my family,
I started selling sweets on the street,
to try to make a living, but it was
far from sufficient. Tightly holding
my computer strapped around my
waist, I began my overland journey
to Santiago, Chile, mainly by bus. I
crossed the border into Colombia.
I then joined a group of other
Venezuelans travelling through the
jungle to the Ecuadoran border. I asked
if I could place my hand on someone’s
shoulder to guide me along the path.
From Ecuador, I travelled to Peru,
then to Bolivia and across the Andes
Mountains into Chile.”
“Along the way, I always slept in
public places like plazas or bus stations,
with police around for security. By
the time I got to Bolivia, I had very
little money left. So I used it to buy
and sell chocolates on the streets and
eventually had enough money to cross
into Chile. I thank God that I met
so many good-hearted people on my
journey, who once they saw my white
cane, went out of their way to help,
guide and protect me. I had been living
and sleeping in a plaza for several
weeks in the freezing Santiago winter,
when I was put in contact with the
Columbans and their Migrant House
of Hospitality.”
“I thank God for giving me this
opportunity to live there and at long
last receive the correct medicine to
control my blood sugar levels that for
a long time had been totally out of
control. I hope to find work soon to
support myself and send money back
to my family in Venezuela. I would be
dead now if I had stayed in Venezuela.”
20
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A Cancer Survivor: 36-year-old Juan
“Not long after arriving in Chile three
years ago, I was diagnosed with cancer.
I think it must have started back in
Venezuela, but I am not sure. What
I do know is that even though I was
beginning to feel unwell, I had to
leave Venezuela and I could not have
received treatment there. Everyone in
my family had lost their jobs. We could
not buy food or medicine. With basic
medical supplies becoming unavailable,
more than 30,000 doctors, at least
50 percent of the total, had left the
country over the last few years.”
“While in Chile, I have spent
long periods in the hospital. While
receiving chemotherapy, I applied to
live at the St. Columban’s Migrant
House of Hospitality. Here, I have
been greatly supported through my
most difficult period. My cancer is
now in remission, and I am working
against doctor’s advice. But, I have
no option. I must support my family
back home. I am deeply grateful to
the Columbans.”
Death in Chile: 21-year-old Jesus
Twenty-one-year-old Venezuelan
refugee, Jesus, died in the first week
of August 2021. He arrived at St.
Columban’s Migrant House of
Hospitality several months before his

20th birthday last year. Arriving from
Venezuela, he had nowhere to live and
was deeply grateful to move into the
House of Hospitality.
When Jesus got a job as a night
watchman at a factory, he befriended
a young abandoned male dog that
he named Lenox. He begged us to
allow Lenox to live at the Migrant
House. As a homeless person himself,
he identified with the unwanted dog.
Jesus was an ever so joyful, sociable
person. He would spend hours in his
spare time, playing with Lenox, singing
and dancing.
Not long after the arrival of Lenox,
Jesus noticed that he had trouble
controlling the use of his limbs and
his speech was becoming slurred. He
was diagnosed with an inoperable,
aggressive brain tumor. A collection
was taken up to help with his medical
expenses at a private clinic. Jesus spent
the last few months of his short life
in the hospital. He could not speak
but could happily recognize his fellow
Migrant House residents when they
came to visit.
May he rest in God’s eternal love,
care, and peace. CM
Columban Fr. Daniel Harding lives and
works in Chile. To protect the identities of
the migrants, no photos have been used.
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CHANGE THE WORLD
With a Gift from Your Retirement Account
They only asked us to remember the poor—the very thing
I also was eager to do. Galatians 2:10
Good intentions are important, especially when it comes to giving. And a planned gift—a gift
you designate to start after your lifetime—can have long-term impact. If you are looking for an
easy way to support the Missionary Society of St. Columban, but can’t part with assets today,
consider designating us as the beneﬁciary of your retirement plan assets. Retirement plan assets
make a tax-wise gift to the Society. As a nonproﬁt organization, we are tax-exempt and eligible
to receive the full amount and bypass any federal taxes.
Your gifts helped Columban Fr. Michael Hoban run a summer program for children living in one
of Santiago, Chile’s poorest areas. With your assistance, the Columban missionaries provided
recreation, education and food for over 150 children during the summer.
Contact us to learn about the many different ways you can give to the Missionary Society of
St. Columban.

Missionary Society of St. Columban
1902 N. Calhoun St.
St. Columbans, NE 68056-2000

www.columban.org
toll-free: 877/299-1920
donorrelations@columban.org

Continuing My Journey
My Life’s Vocation as a Guidance Counselor
By Marilou Borje

S

omething people would be
surprised to know about me
is that I was a Columban lay
missionary for three years in Peru. It
was there that I was able to discern
my vocation which is to become a
counselor.
My story of becoming a counselor
started in high school when I was
interviewed by Ms. Faith Mabutas.
That routine guidance interview made
me realize that it was nice to have
someone to listen to you without being
judged and without having to give you
a sermon.
Coming back to the Philippines
after my term as a Columban lay
missionary in Peru, I got more training

A message that I would want
to extend to our students is
this: honor your feelings…Your
counselors are just a message away
to help you discover what those
feelings might be telling you.
in counseling at the CeFam (Center
for Family Ministries), a place where
I met wonderful people who took the
risk to share their life stories. While
studying at CeFam, I was also involved
in REPRO (Resilience Program). This
is a program that teaches resiliency
skills to rescued street children. This
was another rewarding experience
for me to interact with rescued kids
who hunger for connection and
understanding. Whenever time
permits me, I still join the REPRO
team in going to centers for rescued
street children.
22
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Now, as a school counselor
for sixteen years, I love seeing my
counselee’s growth, their “AHA”
moments, and just being the person
who simply listens to their journey. A
message that I would want to extend
to our students is this: honor your
feelings. There might be more to that.
Your counselors are just a message
away to help you discover what those
feelings might be telling you. Please
know that our office is open to all
students who want to talk about their
different concerns. Pre-pandemic, our
office was not just a safe sanctuary for
students who wished to be helped to
process their thoughts and feeling; but
to some students, our office was also a
safe sanctuary to lie down, to sleep, to
doodle, and simply to lounge around.
Post-lockdown, we hope to bring back
the dogs that students can interact
with, and once again serve hot soup
during midterms and finals week to

soothe the students’ stomachs during
these busy times.
A colleague muses, “A missionary
by heart, Bordj, has sought her calling
in so many ways and has been affirmed
in all those as well. Her dedication of
taking care of people can be seen in
her care for her mom and her students.
The missionary in her at times does
not count the cost of the mission but
continues to give service for she serves
not just humanity but God. With this
grace bestowed upon her, she stands as
someone who will do her best to give
the kind of service due to the people
that are assigned to her. It extends to
tasks beyond the call of duty.”
And so, the mission continues… CM
Marilou–fondly called by many as Bordj–
was a Columban Lay Missionary in Peru
from 2001 to 2004. Currently she works as
a guidance counselor at Ateneo de Manila
University, Philippines.
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Focus on Service

I

n 2000, upon graduating from Catholic Theological
Union in Chicago with my Master’s of Divinity
(theological degree for priesthood), I vowed that it
was the end of my formal studies. Growing up, I was an
above average student and didn’t dislike studying. Yet,
years of attaining a bachelor degree and then a masters,
I wanted to be free of deadlines, papers and grades.
I consider that I did enough to get what I wanted,
ordination to the priesthood.
Years later, I acquired a Master of Arts in Spiritual
Direction from Boston College. It was in preparation
for formation work with Columban seminarians. And,
recently, at the bequest of my superior, I completed
a Master of Science in Church Management from
Villanova University. Certainly, this was never my plan.
Yet, I came to value these degrees not for a status or
more titles, but a focus in the service I was to give to my
congregation and church.
This shift in motivation of education as a personal
goal to a service for others was taught to me by a poor
humble woman with no formal degrees. In Chile, I
began to develop a series of workshops entitled “The
Spirituality of Jesus” which had its aim to provide
theological and biblical studies on the life of Jesus. The
goal was to make it accessible to those who did not have
the time or money to enter
into higher education. When I
initially offered the workshops,
I would present a power point
expounding upon a topic. After,
I gave reflection questions
for small group work upon

From the Director
By Fr. Chris Saenz

which I would comment in the large group. However,
one day a catechist questioned my methodology. She
said, “Father what you present is very interesting, but
it’s quite boring listening to you for over an hour. Why
don’t you give us the material to read in small groups
and after you comment on our answers and guide what
is shared.” Initially, I was a bit offended that someone
should critique me as the teacher. After all, wasn’t I the
one with the formal training? For a couple days I mulled
over what she said feeling aggravated by her comments.
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Eventually, I realized that she might be more insightful
than I was. Guided by her wise advice, I went back to the
workshops with a new tactic.
I asked the people to read the material in small
groups (I made small pamphlets), discuss the questions
and present their findings creatively if they so wish,
such as a small skit or in drawings. It completely

T

his shift in motivation of education as
a personal goal to a service for others was
taught to me by a poor humble woman
with no formal degrees.
changed the dynamic of the workshops and provoked
greater enthusiasm and learning. I gave what I formally
learned to others. In return, they gave me their wisdom.
Education is a paradoxical process, simultaneously we
are teachers and students. Education at the service of
others is the key. We don’t study for ourselves, we study
so that all can be lifted up.
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Transform the Lives
of Others…Enrich the
World…Give Hope
Columban Mission magazine is
published eight times each year and
tells the stories of our missionaries
and the people they are called to serve.
Columban missionaries live in solidarity
with their people and, together, they
move forward to improve their social,
economic and spiritual lives, always with
Our Savior as their guide and their eyes
on God’s Kingdom.
For a $15 donation or more, you
or a friend or loved one can share in
our baptismal call to mission and the
Columban Fathers’ mission work
around the world through Columban
Mission magazine.
To begin receiving your Columban
Mission magazine or to provide a gift
to a loved one, simply visit our website
at www.columban.org, call our toll-free
number 877/299-1920 or write to us at:
Missionary Society
of St. Columban
1902 N. Calhoun St.
St. Columbans, NE
68056-2000

“Come after me, and I will make
you fishers of men.”
– Matthew 4:19

At once they left their nets and
followed him.
The Lord calls and invites a new generation
to take on His mission. We invite you to
contact us if you feel called to put aside your
own nets.

We invite you to join this new generation by becoming
a Columban Father or Columban Sister.
If you are interested in the missionary
priesthood, write or call…
Fr. Bill Morton
National Vocation Director
Columban Fathers
St. Columbans, NE 68056
877/299-1920
Email: vocations@columban.org
Website: www.columban.org

If you are interested in becoming a
Columban Sister, write or call…
Sr. Carmen Maldonado
National Vocation Director
Columban Sisters
2546 Lake Rd.
Silver Creek, NY 14136
716/934-4515
Email: sscusvocations@yahoo.com
Websites: www.columbansisters.org
www.columbansistersusa.com

Japan + Korea + Peru + Hong Kong + Philippines + Pakistan + Chile + Fiji + Taiwan + North America

