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For many people this is a time of year filled with 
excitement and anticipation of what is to come. All 
around us there is a buzz of activity and our senses 
are assailed with bright lights and images of the things 
we “need” to have for Christmas. Yet for some this time 
of year can also heighten a sense of disconnection 
and of being alone. Indeed, a friend of mine shared 
recently that his Christmas plans were very simple, 
he planned to go away on holiday to escape from it all.

Ron Rolheiser notes that all of us, at different times in 
our lives, find ourselves alone, lost, confused, and 
tempted towards a road that will not lead to life. At such 
times we need to approach God with a prayer that is 
shamelessly honest, direct, and humble. We need to 
raise our true fears and insecurities to God, praying, over 
and over again: “I’m afraid! I feel so alone and isolated 
in this! I don’t want to do this! I haven’t any strength 
left! I’m full of anger! I’m bitter at so many things! I’m 
jealous of others who don’t have my moral inhibitions! 
I’m tempted in ways that I’m ashamed to speak of! I 
need more support than you’ve been giving me! Send 
me someone or send me something! If you want me 
to continue on this road you’ve got to give me more 
help! I need this now!”

The journey of faith is not always a simple or easy 
one. Christina Crawford, commenting on a low-point 
in her life, says: “Lost is a place too!” She’s right. And 
lost is the place from where we are especially invited 
to pray. When we hurt all over and are on our knees 
because we’re too weak to stand, we’re in the perfect 
posture for prayer. God hears prayers of helplessness. 

Faith implies a continuing search and not necessarily 
a final answer. We get a sense of this in Ned Carolan’s 
article where he shares with us the story of Ravi. This 
short tale is a reminder to take the time to discover the 
true meaning of what and who it is that we celebrate at 
this time of year. The Christmas story tells us simply 
and profoundly, that no one is excluded from the love 
of God. When we think of James Joyce’s phrase “Here 
comes everybody,” we are reminded that it is everybody 
who is welcome to the love found in Jesus Christ.

So, whether this time of year is one filled with 
excitement and joy or a sense of loneliness and loss 
or indeed, a mixture of both, I pray that the Christ 
Child will be your companion on your journey.

– Fr. Lorcán O’Reilly OMI
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Part of the challenge of Christmas is to recognize 
where Christ is being born in our world today, where 
two thousand years after the birth of Jesus we can 
again visit the stable in Bethlehem, see the 
new-born child, and have our hearts moved by the 
power of divine innocence and powerlessness…

For Christmas this year, I suggest we honour refugee 
children as the “Christ-Child of the Year”. They 
bring us as close to the original crib in Bethlehem 
as we can get within our world today because for 
them, as for Jesus two thousand years ago, there 
is no room at the inn.

Jesus’ birth, like his death, comes wrapped in 
paradox: He came as God’s answer to our deepest 
desire, badly wanted, and yet, both in birth and in 
death, the outsider. Notice that Jesus is born outside 
the city and he dies outside the city. That’s no 
accident. He wasn’t born a “wanted” child and 
he wasn’t an accepted child. Granted, his mother, 
Mary, and those with genuine religious hearts 
wanted him, but the world didn’t, at least not on 
the terms on which he came, as a powerless child. 
Had he come as a superstar, powerful, a figure so 
dominant that knees would automatically bend in 
his presence, a messiah tailored to our imagination, 
every inn door would have opened to him, not just 
at birth but throughout his whole life.

But Christ wasn’t the messiah of our expectations. 
He came as an infant, powerless, hidden in 
anonymity, without status, invited, unwanted. 
And so, Thomas Merton describes his birth this 
way: Into this world, this demented inn, in which 
there is absolutely no room for Him at all, Christ 
has come uninvited. But because He cannot be at 
home in it, because He is out of place in it, and 
yet He must be in it, His place is with those 
others for whom there is no room.

The Christ Child of  the Year 
– Fr Ron Rolheiser, OMI

There was no room for him at the inn! Biblical 
scholars tell us that our homilies and imaginings 
about the heartlessness of the innkeepers who 
turned Mary and Joseph away on Christmas Eve 
miss the point of that narrative. The point that the 
Gospels want to make here is not that the innkeepers 
in Bethlehem were cruel and calloused and this 
singular, poor, peasant couple, Joseph and Mary, 
were treated unfairly. The motif of “no room at the 
inn” wants rather to make a much larger point, the 
one Thomas Merton just highlighted, namely, that 
there’s never room in our world for the real Christ, 
the one who doesn’t fit comfortably into our expec-
tations and imaginings. The real Christ generally 
shocks our imagination, is a disappointment to our 
expectations, comes uninvited, is perennially here, 
but is forever on the outside, on the periphery, 
excluded by our imaginations and sent packing 
from our doors. The real Christ is forever seeking a 
home in a world within which there’s no room for him.

So, who best fits that description best today? I 
suggest the following: Millions of refugee children. 
The Christ-Child can be seen most clearly today in 
the countless refugee children who, with their 
families, are being driven from their homes by 
violence, war, starvation, ethnic cleansing, poverty, 
tribalism, racism, and religious persecution.

Return to Contents Page
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The Christ Child of  the Year 
– Fr Ron Rolheiser, OMI

They, and their families, best fit the picture of 
Joseph and Mary, searching for a room, outsiders, 
powerless, uninvited, no home, no one to take them 
in, on the periphery, strangers, labelled as “aliens”. 
But they are the present-day Holy Family and their 
children are the Christ-Child for us and our world.

Where is the crib of Bethlehem today? Where might 
we find the infant Christ to worship? In many places, 
admittedly in every delivery room and nursery in 
the world, but “preferentially” in refugee camps; 
in boats making perilous journeys across the Medi-
terranean; in migrants trekking endless miles in 
hunger, thirst, and dangerous conditions; in people 
waiting in endless lines to be processed in hope of 
being accepted somewhere, in persons arriving at 
various borders after a long journey only to be sent 
back; in mothers in detention centres, holding their 
young and hoping; and most especially, preferentially, 
in the faces of countless refugee children.

The face of God at Christmas is seen more in the 
helplessness of children than in all the earthly and 
charismatic power in our world. And so today, if we 
want, like the shepherds and wise men, to find our 
way to the crib in Bethlehem we need to look at 
where, in this demented inn, the most helpless of 
the children dwell.

“Dear young people, do not bury your 
talents, the gifts that God has given you! 
Do not be afraid to dream of great things.”
- Pope Francis

We are all
ministers

of the 
Mercy of God

Fr. John Mc Fadden, OMI, 
Sacred Heart Church, Quex Road, London, NW6 4PS

j.mcfadden@oblates.co.uk

Fr. Leo Philomin, OMI, The Presbytery, 
Darndale, Dublin 17.

l.philomin@oblates.ie
www.oblatevocations.com
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Ravi is the name of a character who belongs in every 
Provençal Christmas Crib. Provence has long been 
famous for its Christmas Cribs, or rather for the figures 
which belong in the Crib scene. The making of these 
figures is a family tradition, handed down from one 
generation to the next for centuries. They come in 
various sizes, each one dressed in its own hand 
made costume, each one, apart from the Holy Family, 
representing a local character or trade: the lord and 
lady of the manor, the butcher, the baker, the black-
smith, the chimney sweep, they are all making their 
way, over the hills and fields of a Provençal 
landscape, to the stable.

Ravi usually stands closest to the Holy Family, 
dressed in his ordinary workman’s clothes, his arms 
upraised and with a beatific smile on his face as he 
gazes at the newborn infant. At first sight, he might 
well be taken to represent the village idiot, but he 
does not. In fact, he is the only one who fully appre-
ciates the marvellous event that has taken place. He 
is moved to the depths of his being at seeing a new 
life come into the world. A child has been born and 
he cannot contain his joy at witnessing the event. 
We can well imagine that he is going to tell the good 
news to everyone he meets.

In the heart of inland Provence, hidden in a green 
valley, lies the hamlet of Lumières. It takes its name 
from the shrine of Our Lady of Lumières (lights), 
the origins of which date back to the sixth century. 
A mile to the south the long hogsback of the Luberon 
stretches from east to west while to the north, forty 
miles away, on a clear day — and most days are 
clear — it is possible to see the white lime stone cap 

of Mont Ventoux outlined against the blue of the 
Provençal sky. Both sides of the valley are enclosed 
by tree-covered rocky cliffs, the one to the east hiding 
the picturesque village of Goult with its decorative 
windmill peeping over the edge. In 1837, the Founder 
of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, Saint 
Eugene de Mazenod, at the request of the bishop of 
Avignon, purchased the shrine property as a missionary 
centre for the surrounding area. Later it became a 
minor seminary for Oblate aspirants and later still a 
major seminary for those preparing to bring the Good 
News to many foreign lands. Today it is the residence 
of an Oblate community of about fifteen members, 
many of whom have spent the greater part of their lives 
as missionaries in Sri Lanka, or Northern Canada, or 
central Africa and have returned to pass their 
declining years in prayerful seclusion at this peaceful 
shrine of Mary.

Twice each year groups of Oblates come here from 
various parts of the world for a thirty-day period of 
spiritual renewal and rest from their labours in the 
countries to which they have been assigned. Nowadays 
many of them are natives of these countries, trained in 
the Oblate way of life by missionaries who themselves 
were nurtured in this quiet valley of Lumières.

There are many pleasant paths on the property but 
by climbing up the farm road to the north it is possible 
to get farther away from human habitation and admire 
the orderly cultivation of vineyards which stretch at 
various levels along the way. It was early springtime. 
I had decided to visit the upper vineyard to admire 
the scenery. Finding a flat stone to rest upon, I settled 
down to enjoy the warming sunshine. Soon I realised 

Ravi; the word is French. The dictionary gives “delighted” as the English equivalent, but that is not the 
full story. It can mean “thrilled to bits”, “fascinated”, or perhaps, better still, in the words of the poet, 

“lost in wondering contemplation”.

 “Ravi”
– A Sort of Christmas Story
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that I was not alone. A clicking sound betrayed the 
presence of the vine trimmer. He was busy lopping 
the overhanging tendrils of the vines, just a few yards 
away, preparing them to be more open to the sunshine 
when their fruit needed ripening in July and August. 
Dressed rather quaintly in tight breeches, buttoned 
waistcoat and the inevitable beret, he looked like 
someone from another age. “Good-day”, I said. 
He returned my greeting and stopped his cutting, 
apparently glad to have a visitor. I expressed an interest 
in his work and he proceeded to explain to me how 
he went about it: which tendrils to lop and which 
ones to leave. Had I intended to become involved 
in viticulture, this would have been an excellent 
introduction.

“You are from the monastery in the valley?” he ques-
tioned. I answered that I was staying there for some 
weeks but not permanently. To that he remarked 
the he had noticed quite a few strangers walking the 
paths of Lumières these days. Their skin was different 
in colour: some black and some almost brown. 
I explained to him that they came from various countries 
of Africa and Asia, that they were priests or Brothers 
and that they came here to rest and to pray. He 
seemed somewhat puzzled but impressed.

Then he lapsed into a little reverie.
“I remember the old days”, he said. “There were lots 
of young men in that house. You’d see them going 
around dressed in their “soutanes”. (He did not know 
the word, so he called them “skirts”). They played 
football and they worked in the vineyards. They kept 
the gardens and they mowed the lawns. I believe they 
studied a lot too. Now there are only a few old men,

older than myself. Occasionally I meet them on the 
road. Sometimes we have a chat about the weather. 
They have their disabilities and their pains, but they 
seem so content. It’s just wonderful!”

I explained to him that some of these old men had 
spent years as missionaries, bringing Christianity to 
faraway places. Some of the younger men he sees 
nowadays in Lumières come from those places. They 
are priests, even though they do not wear the “skirts” 
and they are delighted to visit this beautiful place 
where their teachers came from.

When they get back to their own countries they will 
be able to tell their parents and families that they 
have seen the place where their missionaries studied 
and prayed as young men. “It’s wonderful! It’s just 
wonderful!” he exclaimed. “So you tell me they are 
priests. When my wife was alive she used to bring 
me along to the monastery church on Sundays but 
I haven’t been for some time now. I’m a believer, 
though. When I was a boy, the Sisters taught us all 
the prayers. I still remember some of them, and I say 
them sometimes, you know, the sign of the Cross and 
so on… But it’s wonderful to think of those young 
men, priests, coming to see us here in Lumières. 
Wonderful! Just wonderful”, he mused.

The monastery bell chimed gently in the valley. 
It was time for me to return. As we parted, he indeed 
seemed “lost in wondering contemplation”. For my 
part, I felt that I had met “Ravi”.

- Fr. Ned Carolan OMI 
(First published in the Oblate Missionary Record, 
Autumn 2006)

 “Ravi”
– A Sort of Christmas Story
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The Oblates in the 
Church of Northern Africa

Tangier

The Spanish Oblate Mario León DORADO is one of the 
three Missionary Oblates serving in Western Sahara. 
On 24 June 2013, he was appointed by Pope Francis 
as Apostolic prefect of Western Sahara, prefecture 
of which he had been the administrator since the 
resignation of Fr. Acacio Valbuena RODRÍGUEZ in 
2009. Here he shares with us his experience at the 
recently concluded Regional Episcopal Conference 
of North Africa (C.E.R.N.A.).

Although it may sound too poetic, it may be said that 
a person is alive when he can laugh and cry. Well, in 
these past days, from September 23 to 26, the pastors 
of the Catholic churches of Northern Africa met in 
the city of Tangier to “laugh” and “cry”. And the 
church in North Africa is a very living church: small, 
poor, but alive, Alhamdulillah!

By the “caprices” of Providence and the will of God, 
the Oblates are in charge of the Apostolic Prefecture 
of Western Sahara. As Prefect, I have been privileged 
to participate in the meetings of the Regional Episcopal 
Conference of North Africa (C.E.R.N.A.), which meets 
almost every year. In ordinary sessions we are few, 
barely 19 – in theory, 9 bishops and archbishops, 
8 vicars general and an apostolic prefect. In practice, 
for several years now the bishop of Tripoli as well as 
the apostolic administrator of Benghazi cannot attend 
because of the war in Libya. There was another Oblate 
in Libya for a time, as Bishop Giovani Martineli, former 
bishop of Tripoli, often reminded me – Father Enrico 
D’ONOFRIO.

We were 14 members in attendance at this last 
session, together with other guests (from Italy, France 
and Mauritania). It was a unique and very beautiful 
Church experience. Being few, the relationship is 
very fraternal. We have known each other for a long 
time. Our churches are small, as I said, but very alive. 
Many topics were discussed. Let me highlight two, 
one sorrow and one joy:

The sorrow, and a very big one, is the situation of our 
migrant brothers. They cross our prefecture leaving 
traces of the Gospel where they pass. They are, without 
a doubt, our poor to whom we are obligated. The OMI 
Mission of the Sahara is dedicated to them in body 
and soul. But in the north, the situation is even more 
painful. With them and for them, we suffer and cry. 
In fact, they were the reason of our meeting in Tangier, 
a city in which they anxiously await the moment of 
either jumping into the sea or jumping over the fence 
of Ceuta. It is impossible to live in this city, Tangier, 
and not feel like crying out about the suffering of these 

“poor among the poor”. Between the Bishops of Italy 
and the C.E.R.N.A., the idea of coordinated efforts 
between the churches on both sides of the Mediter-
ranean takes shape. A delegation from the Commission 
for Migration (CEMi) of the Italian Episcopal Conference 
(CEI) arrived in Tangier. They wanted to see “in situ” 
our reality: what we live on the “other shore”. In our 
communities, CARIDAD is lived without distinctions. 
The Oblates also work in coordination with the Church 
of Morocco. But it is never enough. A brother, a bishop 
from Algeria, reflected: “Maybe we cannot give an 
answer to everyone, but we cannot stop suffering for 
everyone – to make ours ‘the tear’ that the heart of 
Christ, our Lord, sheds.

Return to Contents Page
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Moreover, a joy. There are many: the evolution of 
Islamic societies in North Africa; the new converts who 
are asking for baptism. But I would stress an event 
that will take place on December 8: the beatification 
of the 19 martyrs of Algeria, Bishop Pièrre Claverie 
and his companion martyrs. The celebration will take 
place, God willing, in Oran (Algeria), on the Feast of 
the Immaculate Conception! Perhaps we all remember 
the seven monks of Tibhirine, thanks to the film “Of 
Gods and Men”, but also among the blessed, will be 
Bishop Pierre Claverie, Bishop of Oran, and 11 other 
religious men and women who, with all their heart, 
chose to share the fate of the people who welcomed 
them with affection and whom they served. Along 
with the beatification of our 19 brothers, Algeria will 
also honour the 114 imams who refused to 

“endorse” the acts of violence of the radicals and who 
were similarly assassinated – another 114 “authentic 
Muslim martyrs”. All of them were witnesses of coex-
istence, of peace and of encounter. Perhaps they will 
all help us with their example and intercession. I ask 
you fellow Oblates to help us respond to one of the 
Chapter’s appeals: How is our charism concretized 
and lived in this church, through interreligious 
dialogue with Islamic culture?

As you can see, many joys, many sorrows… a lot of 
life, Alhamdulillah! Let us all pray that the Kingdom 
of God may come. Amen.

Mario León Dorado, OMI
(Originally published on www.omiworld.org)

Zimbabwe 2019

During this life-changing trip, volunteers will have 
the opportunity to work in a home for orphans and 
abused children, witnessing to the incredible resil-
ience of these young people. Volunteers will help out 
with painting and maintenance while the children 
are at school in the mornings, then spend the rest 
of the day participating in the life of the centre- 
cooking, helping with homework, gathering firewood, 
playing games- but most importantly, bearing witness 
to the divine dignity of each young person.

We will have an opportunity to spend time in the 
bush, experiencing the innovative WEFA project, 
which has given the life-saving gift of water to several 
rural communities. Finally, we will visit the Oblate-
sponsored malnutrition ward at a mission hospital 
in the bush, seeing first-hand how the money raised 
here in the Anglo-Irish Province is saving lives on a 
daily basis.

Places are limited, so for more information, or to apply for a place on the trip, please contact: 
Ronan Lavery, Partners in Mission, Denis Hurley House, 14 Quex Rd, Kilburn, London NW6 4PL

Email: lavery.ronan@googlemail.com Tel: 020 7624 7296 
(Please note, all applicants must be at least 18 years old. No qualifications required. The trip will last approximately one
month, from mid-July to mid-August)

During the summer of 2019, the annual Oblate Missionary Experience will once again take place in Zimbabwe

Return to Contents Page
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One of our new beginnings is our Porch Project 
which we operate from the back room in the Parish 
House. When we began this project we met originally 
in the porch of the church. We chose the name for 
the project as the porch is the first place that you 
enter when you visit the church. We set this project 
up primarily to support the increasing number of 
homeless adults on the streets of Kilburn and whilst 
this has worked well, we also identified a need to 
provide a similar support for those elderly people in 
the community who are isolated and live alone. 
Currently we cater for between 20-28 adults every 
Thursday evening with companionship, tea/coffee 
and a hot meal. We have a team of volunteers who 
operate this project on a weekly basis.

Following on from a visit to Malta with our Youth 
Group and something we saw in the shrine of Our 
Lady at Ta Pinu, it was decided to set up a project 
that would help bring in food to stock up a foodbank 
in the parish. So, we placed a large wooden heart 
on one of the pillars in the church and wrote up a 
number of non-perishable foods and toiletries on 
smaller hearts and encouraged people to return one 
of the articles to a basket at the front of the altar 
which would then be brought in and sorted on the 
shelves in the conference room. It is fantastic to see 
the response from parishioners on a weekly basis to 
this appeal. Our basket is always overflowing, which 
means that the cupboards are always full! The 
Confirmation candidates then come in every Sunday 
and pre pack bags of food that we hand out to callers 
at the front door. We have somewhere in the region 
of 35-50 callers a week of people in need of food. 
We have noticed that there has been an increase in 
callers due to the introduction of Universal Credit.

One of the earliest ministries that St. Eugene was 
involved in was his work in Prisons. Quite recently 
Fr Terry was appointed as Chaplain at Pentonville 
Prison. He advertised for a team of volunteers that 
would join him in the prison on Sunday for Mass 
where we would meet and greet the prisoners and 
have an opportunity to talk to them after Mass. There 
are 20 volunteers who come in on a weekly basis and 
we are looking at ways of increasing the involvement 
of our team by joining us for Bible Study.

Quite recently we joined up with London Capital 
Credit Union and set up our own branch of the Credit 
Union in Kilburn. We operate three times a week out 
of the Parish House and have a team of 3 volunteers. 
Our group is going from strength to strength and we 
are looking at ways of encouraging the parents of 
children in our school to come on board and help 
us beat the ever increasing number of pay day loan 
companies that we have in the Kilburn area. We also 
have plans on setting up a junior branch of the Credit 
Union with the pupils in school after Christmas.

Three nights a week parishioners from Quex Road 
prepare, cook and serve a meal at Ashford Place, a 
homeless shelter in the neighbouring parish. This 
is also a project that the Confirmation Teenagers 
have to engage in as part of their preparation for the 
Sacrament. There are 24 residents in the Centre and 
they always look forward to the food and company 
from Quex Road.

– Fr. Terry Murray, OMI

Small Beginnings 
in Quex Road, London
Inspired by the call and the example of Pope Francis, the faith community in Quex Road, 
Kilburn have responded in the last few months in various ways to his call: to reach out to 
the people on the margins of church and society. Our reason for setting up some 
of these new projects is in response to the call of Jesus to feed the hungry, to visit the 
prisoner and to welcome the stranger which we find in Matthew’s account in Chapter 
25 of the last judgement…

Return to Contents Page
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Pilgrimage to Krakow, Poland
18th–24th June 2019
Walk in the footsteps of St John Paul II, St Maria Faustina Kowalska,
and Oskar Schindler. Krakow is a city with a rich, vibrant heritage and 
history. During our days we will include as much as possible.

This guided pilgrimage will take in visits to:
- The Divine Mercy Sanctuary
- The Shrine of St Faustina
- The Shrine of Saint John Paul II

- The world-famous Salt Mines
- Auschwitz-Birkenau
- The Schindler Factory

With flights from London and Dublin, this pilgrimage is sure to be a 
|fascinating encounter with history, and a powerful reminder of our call 
to be faithful Christians. 
For more information please contact: 
Britain: Ronan Lavery 07834724505 lavery.ronan@googlemail.com
Ireland: Padraig Corcoran 0877723255 padraig.oblate.partners@gmail.com

Return to Contents Page
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The various groups share special bonds of friendship, 
compassion and huge energy which they bring to our 
multi-cultural communities. The groups are diverse 
in nature and are constantly evolving and striving like 
St. Eugene to have hearts as big as the world. 
Recently, on the 27th - 28th October, representatives 
from all our Friends’ groups gathered at the Oblate 
Retreat Centre in Crewe. The theme of the gathering 
was “We are called to be Saints” and the weekend 
drew its inspiration from a St. Eugene quote that we 
need to treat each other firstly as Human and then as 
Christian and Saint. During the weekend participants 
shared a flavour of the different outreach activities 
being undertaken by the various groups.

Amlwch
St. Eugene and his Oblates responded to needs 
and situations as they arose with faith and courage 
without knowing what the outcome was going to be. 
Friends bring Holy Communion to Nursing homes 
and as a result of their visits, people of other faiths 
have been inspired to become involved with Friends’ 
projects. The Oblate graves are maintained and 
flowers are put on them for Feast days. A local day 
retreat was organised during Lent.

Birmingham
Recently, the OMI Superior General Fr. Louis Lougen 
reminded the Friends that they are responsible for 
interpreting and making real the Oblate charism in 
their workplaces, offices, schools, their streets, 
wherever they live and socialise. The Friends have 
responded to this invitation through their outreach 
to the local homeless people by providing a meal, 
accommodation and night support within their 
Church premises for one day in 6 weeks during the 
winter months. A new development is Tabor House, 
a residence for homeless people which was set up 
by local Charities and is located next to St. Anne’s 
Church. There are 15 guests in residence full time and 
the Friends are involved as volunteers in supporting 
the guests with everyday tasks. Some of these guests 
have gained employment as a result of this project.

Also, there was a local parish appeal at Easter to 
support a charitable organisation that supports 
refugees. In this past year, the Friends group had the 
joyful blessing of three new members making their 
commitment as Friends of St. Eugene.

Crewe
With the help of St. Eugene’s spirit, the Friends have 
tried to see God in all the people and events that 
they encounter each day. This approach is reflected 
through their simple outreach by providing teas and 
coffees after Mass. With the St Vincent De Paul 
society, some Friends have been involved in outreach 
with the local homeless project.

Holyhead
Our Friends strive to follow in the footsteps of St. Eu-
gene in their approach to people who are on the mar-
gins of church and society. They have shown this by 
organising a meal with teas and coffees for 
parishioners who live on their own. Both Holyhead 
and Amlwch organised gifts for a local Women’s Refuge. 
Both our Friends of St. Eugene from Holyhead and 
Amlwch have collected used stamps to raise money 
to help the Multiple Sclerosis Society.

Outreach Ministry by the Friends of St. Eugene
In many parts of the Province the Friends of 
St.Eugene continue to strive to live out the vision of St. Eugene…

Return to Contents Page
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Kilburn (London)
The Friends have shown dedication and perseverance 
to the spirit of St. Eugene as they led the Stations of 
the Cross on two occasions. The Stations were under-
pinned by reflections from St. Eugene and pictures of 
modern day situations. The Friends are involved in 
the “FEAST” project which assists men temporarily 
living in a local hostel. Some of our Friends help to 
cook a meal for the residents and they also eat with 
them. Other Friends support the weekly project by 
collecting empty plastic containers which the residents 
can use as ‘takeaway’ containers for the soup, main 
course and desserts prepared by the volunteers.

Rock Ferry
They have a music group which provides music at 
a local care home. They support a local mission by 
providing boxes of ‘goodies’ for homeless people. 
The Friends have enrolled the parish to send Christmas 
cards to prisoners. So, our Friends are thankful to 
St. Eugene’s simple yet powerful spirit and vision 
which can be realistically followed in their relationship 
into Christ.

Tower Hill (London)
When St. Eugene visited Tower Hill in the 1850s, he 
did walk the streets of London which were affected 
by poverty and disease. He helps us see that God is 
beyond the walls of a building, important as they may 
be. The Friends have organised its second historical 
walk which helped to bring families and individuals 
together who would not normally know each other! 
For the first time, the Friends co-ordinated with the 
Parish Council and they provided a Christmas meal 
for people who are home alone.

So, I would like to conclude by saying that our 
Friends of St. Eugene groups continue to be faithful 
to the spirit of St. Eugene and the Oblate family, as 
they try to be seekers of new paths and new visions, 
whilst at the same time recognising their gifts and 
limitations in an ever changing environment. 
Our Friends are reminded of Pope Francis’ message 
that “they too need to see the entirety of their lives 
as mission”.

- Kirk Jacob

Outreach Ministry by the Friends of St. Eugene
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The 11th November 2018 marked the hundredth 
anniversary of the signing of the Armistice, ending 
what has been described as the first global war, 
1914-1918. An inglorious war which resulted in an 
estimated 40 million deaths, both military personnel 
and civilians, with over 23 million wounded. Vast 
destruction of cities, towns and villages, communities, 
of built heritages and open landscapes.

Across combatant nations, a call was made for Catholic 
Priests to serve as Army Chaplains in the various 
participating armies. Irish and British born Oblates 
enlisted in the British, Canadian, Anzac and American 
armies. Oblate Priests also served in the Royal Navy 
and Royal Air Force. The Oblate journal ‘The Missionary 
Records of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate’ held 
in the Provincial Archives in Dublin, bears witness 
to the very many Oblate Fathers and Brothers who 
served and died in this war.

In the ‘War News’ section of the journal in September 
1916, a report states “Father Brohan, O.M.I. has been 
under fire daily for a fortnight. Once nearly buried, 
under the earth, broken guns and sacks, thrown 
upon him by a shell. He shook himself like a hen and 
found he was all right”. Yet another report in October 
1916 states “Brother Dejour says that the 8th Cuirassier 
Regiment is now démonté, and the non-commissioned 
officers have hung up their spurs in the church of 
Notre Dame de Sion praying that they may be saved 
to come back in pilgrimage to take them down”. In 
the November 1916 issue, a report from Fr. Deboudt, 
O.M.I., a stretcher-bearer, in Verdun, states “A fortnight 
of perpetual bombardment and poisonous gas, at 
night we lay down exhausted in the midst of German 
corpses”. By December, 1916, the Battle of Verdun, 
which had begun on 21st February 1916, ended on 
18th December 1916 with the death of 
970,000 souls.

A young Irish Catholic Chaplain, Fr. Stewart Phelan, 
O.M.I. Royal Naval Chaplain since 1914, re-joined 
his cruiser squadron ship on 4th December, 1915. 
He states that he says Mass on two vessels and 
evening service with Benediction on two others. 
Weekdays are opportunities for Confession and Holy 
Communion. “There are about 600 Catholics in the 
Squadron”. He perished on the ‘Black Prince’ along 
with 5,000 lives lost off Jutland, on 31st May, 1916.

So why did these Oblate Priests volunteer to become 
Chaplains in this war? They were not soldiers, yes, 
they wore army uniforms but carried no guns. They 
accompanied into battle their fighting armies - to 
anoint the dying, identify the dead, provide a Christian 
burial, carry safely back the wounded under fire, say 
Mass, hear Confessions, console the fearful, write 
letters of condolence to their relatives. They carried 
out their call – to minister to their flock, irrespective 
of their political or religious allegiances. The Oblate 
Community in commemorating their service, recognise 
their spiritual and pastoral service throughout the 
Great War.

Catherine Mullan (Archivist)

From the Provincial Archives
Oblates who served as Chaplains in WW1 (1914-1918)
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As we remember the tragedy of all conflict and the 
need for peace in our world, we are reprinting the 
first-hand account from Father Majorel OMI who 
had returned to the front line after recovering from 
his wounds. The letter was written in June 1915…

Here I am again, hale and hearty back at the front, 
but far away from Argonne, in a quarter where the 
fighting is less violent than in the region where I 
first went under fire. The distance separating our 
trenches from those of the Germans varies from 
fifty to five hundred yards, and from the loop-holes 
of our parapets we keep watch on one another: we 
keep a sharp look-out, but, except at the moment 
of attack, not a solitary living thing is to be seen 
upon the plain, which extends the whole length of 
our front and whose monotony is broken only by the 
earthen mounds thrown up before the trenches. And 
yet there are men there, thousands of them, but to 
see them you must bury yourself with them in the 
trenches. There you will find men in plenty, a sense-
less hurrying to and fro on all sides, some carrying 
food and drink, some ammunition, others great rolls 
of barbed wire to make entanglements in front of the 
trenches. But in the first line trenches all this bustle 
ceases. There the sharp-shooters are at their posts 
with finger on trigger, whilst behind them, here and 
there, an officer may be seen making his rounds to 
see that all is well.

As my ask of infirmarian doesn’t give me much to 
do in this sector, I visit the trenches frequently just 
to say a word of encouragement to the men in the 
firing line. Sometimes we venture even as far as our 
outposts, without, however, making there a prolonged 
stay for the bombs have a partiality for these quarters, 
and qui amat periculum in illo peribit (He who loves 
danger will perish therein); besides the men holding 
these post must be continually on the look-out. When 
not on duty or in the trenches, I always take a keen 
interest in watching the aeroplanes continually flying 
overhead. These last few days particularly there has 
been one flier whose movements are most exciting. 
He comes and goes, rising and falling over the 
German trenches without seeming to give a moments 
thought to the shells bursting around him on all sides. 
It seems the pilot is a youth of twenty, whose sole aim 
is to make the Germans waste their ammunition, which 
he does at a tremendous rate. One day recently we set 
ourselves to count the shells fired at him; they were 
exactly 125! When German aeroplanes are sent 
against him, he rises rapidly and circles above them. 
His daring is such that no observer will run the risk of 
accompanying him.

The German aeroplanes occasionally drop bombs 
on our trenches, and just yesterday one of them 
dropped two, without doing any damage, however, on 
our cantonment of repose. In addition to the aeroplanes 
another distraction, but more dangerous, is to listen 
to the shells passing above us. The “75” would be in-
teresting enough, but its report is too sharp and splits 
our ears, whilst the shell shoots forward to do other 
damage in the lines of the enemy. The “120” has 
a more awe-inspiring sound, resembling somewhat 
that of the German guns whose shells announce their 
coming by a hissing sound sinister to a degree, but 
which gives us warning and time to find safe cover 
before the explosion. The moment this occurs the 
Germans let go a hail of bullets against the parapets of 
our trenches. All day long the German guns are going; 
what they are firing at they may know themselves, 
certainly nobody on our side does; and our hospitals 
here are empty. We fire little, for there is really nothing 
to be fired at.

The ordinary routine is eight days in the trenches and 
eight days repose - that is to say, eight day in muck, and 
the other eight days cleaning up. The most worrying 
thing is that the only losses we suffer here occur during 
the days of rest. The German bombs like long journeys 
and occasionally find us out away behind the trenches; 
it is only at such times that they do us any harm at all.

Most encouraging of all is the splendid spirit of our 
soldiers who, in spite of their determined ardour to 
be up and at the enemy and to drive him once and 
for all from the cherished soil of France, put up 
with this monotonous kind of warfare in the best of 
moods; and maintain universally the high “entrain” 
with which they came into the war. I have seen soldiers 
in tears when they were not given the posts of danger 
for which they had volunteered.

When we are in the cantonment of repose I am able 
to say Holy Mass every day; in the trenches only every 
Sunday. My health and courage, thank God, are both 
of the best. But pray for me and give my kindest 
greetings to all old friends.

I am sending you a picture of the ruined church in 
which I am writing these lines. The whole village has 
been blown to pieces and not one of the inhabitants 
remains. What a terrible thing is war! What ruin! What 
suffering! What tears! What blood! Time was when 
people spoke lightly of the revanche. How little they 
knew what it meant!

Slowly but surely we are working the Germans out of 
the trenches, and, with the help of God, I hope no 
long time will elapse before this war is over and I am 
back again in dear Ceylon.
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Over the last six years Fr. Lylie Fernando has been primarily ministering in the Oblate mission in London 
and in more recent times in the mission in Edinburgh. In each place he has worked hard to promote and 
develop groups to advance the Church’s mission in the area of Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation. 
As he prepares to return to his native Sri Lanka, he offers us the following reflection…

Care for our common home

In the same vein, Laudato Si’ invites everybody 
to commit themselves to caring for the earth, our 
common home. The Pope puts this idea beautifully 
when he says, ‘God is present in the whole of the 
universe and in the smallest of creatures’. (A Prayer 
for our Earth – Laudato Si’). It is a clarion call to 
recognize the Divine in every part of Creation. Both 
letters identify the intrinsic value of the natural world, 
recognizing the presence of the divine permeating 
the entire universe. We human beings are reminded 
that we need to redefine our relationship with our 
environment – from one of control and domination to 
one of care and protection.

Chief Seattle’s letter can be perceived as a 
statement on ecology and interconnectedness – the 
interconnectedness of all living things. This deeply 
profound thought comes to the fore when he says, 
‘All things are connected like the blood that unites 
all… Man did not weave the web of life, he is merely 
a strand in it.’ In other words, he is saying that we 
are part of the whole; that we are interrelated and 
interconnected. Laudato Si’ iterates the same point 
from a different perspective. ‘Everything is connected. 
Concern for the environment thus needs to be joined 
to a sincere love for our fellow human beings and an 
unwavering commitment to resolving the problems 
of society’ (91). The words suggest that care for the 
environment and our involvement in solving the 
issues faced by the poor and the most abandoned 
are intertwined. Eco justice and human justice are 
inseparable. They are like two sides of the same coin.

Laudato Si’ and Chief Seattle’s letter

The 18th of June 2018 marked the third anniversary 
of Pope Francis’ encyclical ‘Laudato Si’’. Since 
its publication, this document has been sparking 
debate, not only in the Catholic Church but also 
in wider religious and ecological circles. The Holy 
Father addresses Catholics, Christians and every 
person on the planet when he says at the very 
outset: ‘In this encyclical, I would like to enter into 
dialogue with all people about our common home’ (3).

It is a remarkable feature of Laudato Si’ that Pope 
Francis invites everyone to reflect on the present 
state of the earth, our common home, and draws 
our attention to finding solutions to the crisis facing 
our planet.

In this article I would like to reflect on what seems to 
me like a meeting of minds between Pope Francis 
– our twenty-first century Argentinian Pope – and 
Chief Seattle, a nineteenth-century Native American 
chief of the Suquamish tribe.

Seattle’s speech, believed to have been given in 
December 1854 as a response to the United States 
government’s demand that he must sell his tribal 
land, can be seen as a pre-ecological text. At the 
start of his letter, Seattle implies that he is baffled by 
the President’s demand that he must sell his land. 
He goes on to say that the notion of buying and 
selling land is something alien to him, insisting that 
‘Every part of the earth is sacred to my people’ and 
‘all are holy’.
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Care for our common home

Laudato Si’ and Chief Seattle’s letter
The Holy Father reminds us that human life is 
fundamentally grounded in three close relationships: 
‘With God, with our neighbour and with the earth 
itself’ (66). Reflecting on our relationship with the 
Earth, he states forcefully that when human beings 
strip the earth of its natural beauty and forests, 
contaminating the water and air and causing damage 
to its natural ecological system, these acts – whether 
small or large – are ‘sins’ (8) that we need to confess. 
We are urged to take measures to protect the 
biological diversity of God’s creation in order that we 
to may preserve the equilibrium of the natural world 
that has existed which is already found in nature 
from the beginning of the world.

Finally, it is quite obvious that both Pope Francis and 
Chief Seattle have a profound concern and passion 
for the care of the natural world. As a tribal leader 
Seattle urges his own people to save their land from 
the clutches of powerful political figures because the 
land is sacred to them and it is a huge part of their 
very existence. Pope Francis invites everyone on this 
planet to work urgently to save the endangered earth, 
our common home. In our daily actions and attempts 
to love and take care of the earth it is important that 
we develop a sense of sacredness in nature, as was 
clearly demonstrated by Seattle, the chief of a tribal 
community. Saving our endangered earth could be 
described as the defining issue of our time, and 
everyone on this earth is called to respond to this 
invitation.

Pope Francis ends his letter on a positive note when 
he says, ‘Let us sing as we go. May our struggles and 
our concern for this planet never take away the joy of 
our hope’ (244).
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Towel People
You are the towel people,
Soothers, cleansers, healers
of feet tired and sore, and cut from the journey.
Veronica people,
Wiping away the dirt and blood and spittle
Of the world’s hatred
Spewed onto the faces of the weak;
You are the towel people,
This is your badge of service;
On your knees before others.

Like bootblacks,
Cinderellas,
Floor scrubbers,
On your knees in service of others
And in homage to them
For Christ is there —
Except that it won’t be as romantic as that sounds
Because feet and dirt and blood and spittle have no romance.

And though you are the sent people,
Those with a mission,
You won’t go striding out into the world,
Because only the arrogant stride —
As if the poor deserved you
And you were the solver of everything.
What had Veronica solved
As Christ continued up the hill?

No, servants and children do not stride.
Nor will you, who have the sense to be afraid
Of what is all around you,
And even more of what’s ahead.
So you will reach out
And clutch God’s hand:
God who has hunkered and stooped to you,
Loving you,
And needing you,
And your towel.

- Fr Paul Byrne OMI

If you would like to share your thoughts or ideas with us please contact: Fr. Lorcán O’Reilly OMI, Partners in 
Mission Office, Denis Hurley House, 14 Quex Road, London NW6 4PL or email oblate_partners@btinternet.com
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