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In these columns, I have often spoken about all of us, as 
Christians, being called to be missionary disciples. It is 
a strange combination of words to describe each of us. 

Most Christians, I think, would not consider themselves as 
missionaries, although I hope that all readers of The Far East 
magazine do think of themselves as sharing in the mission 
of God. If you do not, I am not doing my job!

What about the word ‘disciple’. In the Gospels, Jesus 
has disciples. In his time most rabbis had disciples. They 
followed the rabbi around the country, sharing his life. They 
heard him preach and learnt how he lived. This was true 
also for Jesus’ disciples. When we say we are disciples of 
Jesus, we are expressing our desire to follow him, to imitate 
him and to live like he did. It is more than just learning his 
philosophy or studying his commandments. It is a whole 
way of life.

A major problem for a lot of us Catholics is that we learnt 
quite a bit about Jesus when we were in school, but after 
that not much more. Most of us ended up with a religion 
that was about being good or bad. We were good because 
we went to Mass on Sunday and did all the right things, or 
we had sins that we had not confessed and therefore we 
were bad.

If we had three years of moving around with Jesus, we 
would have learnt a lot more than just the rules. We would 
have learnt that his message is about God’s love for us. It is 
a message about mercy and compassion. There is more to 
being a disciple than what an adolescent can absorb about 
the rules.

How to follow Jesus today? We may have the desire to 
follow Jesus and we may read the Gospels. This is a good 
first step. One sound lesson we can learn from the Gospels 
is that if we fall or if we are not perfect, it does not seem to 
matter too much. Look at Peter and the rest of the disciples. 
They failed Jesus, but he still forgave them. Jesus is still 
forgiving each one of us today.

Another part of being a disciple of Jesus is to follow the 
promptings that the Holy Spirit gives us. A famous French 
Jesuit priest said there are two hands of God. One works 
on the inside of us and the other on the outside. When 
someone is using clay to make a jar, they need to use both 
hands. One to shape the outside and the other the inside.

Fr Teilhard de Chardin SJ said that God works the same way 
with us. God works on the outside through what we often 
call providence. I might be thinking that I need to meet 
someone and then I walk into the room and there they 
are. Sometimes people call it chance or serendipity, but 
whatever it is called, Christians can see in these occasions 
the hand of God.

As for the inside, have you noticed how some idea that you 
may have read keeps appearing time after time. You may 
see something on TV, and feel unusually moved by it. God 
works through our thoughts, our feelings, our imagination 
and our intuition. This is the second hand of God. As 
Ephesians 2:10 says, “We are God’s work of art”.

The beauty of this understanding of being a disciple is that 
we come to realise that at every moment of our lives we are 
being transformed, shaped and led by God. We are truly 
followers of Christ. We are truly missionary disciples.

A major problem for a lot of us 
Catholics is that we learnt quite a bit 
about Jesus when we were in school, 
but after that not much more. 

Fr Trevor Trotter 
Regional Director of Oceania 

RDOceania@columban.org.au

How to follow Jesus today? We may 
have the desire to follow Jesus and 
we may read the Gospels. This is a 
good first step. One sound lesson 
we can learn from the Gospels is that 
if we fall or if we are not perfect, it 
does not seem to matter 
too much. 
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Violence cannot kill hope

On February 1 this year, the Union of Myanmar woke 
to a coup d’état. Then on May 10, a violent outbreak 
erupted in the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

As news of these disputes unfolded, I could not help but 
remember the most terrifying experience of my own life 
when my hometown of Ipil in Mindanao, the Philippines, 
was terrorised by what at that time was the newly organised 
militant Islamist separatist group with an avowed link with 
the Islamic State, the Abu Sayyaf, on April 4, 1995.

It was just a few days after my high school graduation and I 
was excited about the summer holidays. I was eating lunch 
in front of the TV, which was a treat, because usually I was 
not allowed to! 

Suddenly, I heard what sounded like fireworks. I thought 
someone must be celebrating a big birthday, as it wasn’t 
fiesta time.

I just continued eating, and enjoying the programme I was 
watching. About 30 minutes later, I saw people running in 
the street and together with my cousins and uncle I went 
out to see what was happening. We asked a man why 
people were running. He said soldiers were fighting in the 
town centre and shooting up the restaurants and stores.

Then my aunt’s co-worker arrived. She gave a similar 
account. Suddenly, several people came running, shouting 
that the soldiers were approaching and everyone should 
hide. My father told us to go inside, but as we turned, a 
distraught woman asked my mother if she could hide with 
us, because she lived miles away.

Inside, everything was deathly quiet. My uncle went out 
and saw a group of what looked like soldiers approaching 
from the opposite direction from which the people were 
running. As they came closer, he noticed they were wearing 
slippers. He found this highly suspicious, so he ran to the 
house and informed my father, who then told us all to hide 
in one of the bedrooms. There were ten of us. I was asked to 
get under the bed with my five and six-year-old cousins.

My father and uncle left suddenly and I asked my mother 
why. She said to fetch his photographs and diplomas 
from the living room walls, because he did not want these 
suspicious-looking soldiers to know he was a policeman. 
When my father and uncle returned, they told us not to 
make any noise, as the soldiers were outside.

I remember vividly the fearful expression on everyone’s 
face, even my younger cousins, who probably did not 

Photo: ©iStock.com/Kachura Oleg 
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Vida Hequilan is the coordinator of the Central Leadership team of 
the Columban lay missionaries. 
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understand what was happening. I was overwhelmed with 
the fear that the soldiers would kill us. I felt my mother’s 
touch on my shoulder as she signalled to me to pray. I 
hugged my cousins and prayed for God’s protection.

I do not know how long the soldiers stayed outside, but 
it is my longest experience of smothering fear. Then my 
father had a peek out the window and I felt relieved when 
he announced they had gone. My mother told us to pray 
the rosary while my father and uncle checked outside. We 
prayed, then left the room. My father said that one of our 
neighbours told him the soldiers had gone off through the 
forest. I peeked outside and saw no one. The street was 
quiet. There was a kind of eerie silence.

My father said it would be safer if we went to a relative’s just 
two houses away and hide there, as they had a basement. 
When we arrived, most of our neighbours were there 
too. Thankfully, it could accommodate a lot of people. 
We stayed in the basement praying until it was safe to go 
outside. It was late in the afternoon when we got back 
home.

We learned that the town centre had been destroyed, with 
a number of people dead and missing. It was not until the 
next day I learned that not only had it been burned, but 
banks ransacked and robbed. A lot of people died in the 
restaurants and shops, many injured and some kidnapped. 
I knew some of the dead. They were my neighbours. I also 
learned that those who attacked my hometown were not 
soldiers, but the Abu Sayyaf. They were wearing military 
fatigues and some of them barged into people’s homes, 
stole food and money, and gunned them down.

Summer that year was sad and gloomy. Fear and 
uncertainty continued to loom as my hometown tried to 
recover from the devastating experience. Living in fear is no 
way to be, and I carried this fear with me. It took some time 
to reclaim my life. I am thankful nothing happened to my 
family or myself, although it was hard for us and we had lost 
a lot. Aside from friends and neighbours, we lost our sense 
of freedom, security and trust. Even today, my hometown of 
Ipil is still not the same.

In 2008, when as a lay missionary with the Columbans I 
went home for a holiday from my appointment in Taiwan, 
there were rumblings that the Abu Sayyaf would come 
again. Everyone was in a panic. For a day, Ipil was at a 
standstill with people hiding at home. In the following years 
there have been similar threats. It is not easy to live with the 
continuous fear of violence.

When I see the faces of people in countries in the midst 
of violent conflict, I ask myself how we can do this to our 
fellow human beings; why do we inflict fear and pain on 
each other and what do we gain. Pope Francis describes war 
as 'the suicide of humanity, because it kills the heart and 
kills love'.

But what did not die in my hometown on that fateful day 
was the gift of hope or the desire to pray that we could 
work together so peace and reconciliation could reign in 
our hearts.

When I see the faces of people in countries in the midst of violent conflict, I 
ask myself how we can do this to our fellow human beings; why do we inflict 
fear and pain on each other and what do we gain. Pope Francis describes war 
as 'the suicide of humanity, because it kills the heart and kills love'. 

Vida Hequilan
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Renewing God’s Household in Chile
Santiago - A home for all
Towards the end of March last year, a healthy, one-and-half 
year-old male puma weighing 35 kilogrammes was found 
searching for food in a heavily populated area of the city 
of Santiago. Soon afterwards, a 22 kilogramme female was 
located near the city centre.

It is quite common during the winter months of June, July 
and August for pumas to come looking for food from the 
nearby snow covered Andes Mountains that tower over the 
eastern suburbs of the city, but scavenging in the streets as 
early as March is an extremely rare occurrence.

However, this year, three pumas were sighted around March 
in separate parts of Santiago, a city of seven million people. 
At the same time, several of the world’s largest birds of prey, 
Andean condors, with wingspans of up to three metres 
and weighing up to 15 kilogrammes, began building nests 
and arriving on the balconies of tall skyscrapers in the city. 

Columban Youth protesting against industrial pollution in Chile in 2019.

Native Chilean foxes and various types of birds not usually 
seen in the suburbs were also sighted.

Why did this happen? What prompted the return of these 
species to the places that had once been their own natural 
territory, but from which they had been evicted?

The city of Santiago was in strict lockdown at the time, with 
an all-night curfew due to the COVID-19 pandemic. With 
few vehicles circulating and heavy industry at a standstill, 
it provided a free run for the pumas. The lockdown also 
allowed Santiago to boast its cleanest air ever recorded, an 
open invitation to the birds to return. 
 
Renewing God’s household 
This year’s theme for the Season of Creation stresses the 
Greek word, Oikos. The symbol chosen is Abraham’s Tent, 
which highlights the meaning of Oikos, as A Home for All, 
as well as our commitment to safeguarding a place for all, 
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human and non-human, in the tent encompassing Earth, 
our common home. This includes different animals and 
plants, in addition to pumas, condors and foxes, as well 
as migrants and refugees, various minority groups, First 
Nations Peoples and the most marginalised and vulnerable 
in society.

The Season of Creation is an ecumenical initiative, with many 
Christian Churches participating right across the world. 
 
Preparing for the Conference of Parties 25 
The Conference of Parties (COP) is a United Nations activity 
held in a different city of the world each year to assess 
progress in dealing with climate change. During 2019, 
Columban parishes in Chile were actively preparing for the 
25th conference (COP25) that was scheduled to be held in 
Santiago from December 2-13, 2019.

However, with the development of social protests seeking a 
more just and equitable society in Chile towards the end of 
2019, the gathering scheduled for Santiago was transferred 
to Madrid, Spain.

In preparation for the event, a variety of workshops were 
held in Columban parishes during December 2019 on the 
papal encyclical, Laudato Si', with a focus on climate change, 
sustainability and Chile’s ecological challenges. Excursions 
were organised for parishioners to visit local sustainability 
programme centres and a botanic garden built on a former 
rubbish dump by a local parish. 
 
Sacrifice zone
As a part of the preparation, a Columban Youth Group 
joined protests at Puchuncaví, one of five Sacrifice Zones in 
Chile located on the coast 110 kilometres from Santiago.

Sacrifice Zones are located in low income areas and have a 
high concentration of heavy contaminating industry. Red 
Alerts are issued when the contamination level exceeds 
the legal limit. This leads to large numbers of people being 
treated for intoxification, including a high percentage of 
children.

High levels of cancer and genetic deformities exist in these 
areas, as well as high levels of heavy metals in marine 
life and shellfish from the nearby coastal zone. People in 
Sacrifice Zones feel that along with the animals and plants 
of the area, their welfare is being sacrificed in favour of 
rapid economic growth. 

Columban Parishes 
Despite the frequent lockdowns due to the pandemic, our 
Columban parishes in Chile are being invited to participate 
in the Season of Creation 2021. Where possible, we will 
be asking each parish to erect an Abraham’s Tent and 
reflect on how each one can become more inclusive and 
hospitable towards all life, both human and non-human. 

Our Migrant Houses of Hospitality will also erect an 
Abraham’s Tent on their premises, inviting the local 
community to reflect with the migrants and refugees in 
Chile on the importance of welcome, hospitality, inclusion 
and sustainability, as well as the relationships that unite all 
of us creatures, human and non-human, for the well-being 
of our planetary home, the Earth.  
 
Columban Mission Chile
As a result of social protests, a new national constitution 
is being prepared in Chile. We Columbans, along with the 
people of our parishes and our Church leaders, fully support 
the inclusion of mechanisms to create a more equitable, 
inclusive and just society for everyone, especially for the 
most vulnerable. We fully support the protection of the 
environment and its biodiversity, while at the same time 
acknowledging the devastating effects of climate change.

Through our participation in God’s mission as a part of the 
Church in Chile, we celebrate with our people the Season of 
Creation and work to make Chile a home for all, as we strive 
towards Renewing God’s Household.

Columban Fr Dan Harding is the parish priest of San Columbano 
parish in Santiago, Chile.

Columban Youth join together in a protest in Chile.

Photos: Fr Dan Harding SSC
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Doctor, merchant, missionary 

Columban missionaries staffed the three parishes on 
Amakusa Island in Kumamoto Prefecture, Japan, 
from 1950 until 1997. The three parishes were in 

three different communities, each with its own history and 
personality. But all three, Hondo, Oe and Sakitsu, like to 
trace their parish heritage back to 1566.

On the first weekend of June this year, the three parishes 
came together as one to celebrate the 450th anniversary of 
the first Jesuit missionary to work in Amakusa. He was Luis 
de Almeida. Luis was born in Lisbon, Portugal, in 1525. His 
family were considered 'new Christians' since their ancestors 

FR BARRY CAIRNS

Bronze statue of Luis de Almeida in front of the 
Almeida Memorial Hospital in Ōita, Japan.

were of the Jewish faith. Almeida studied medicine, and in 
1546, Master Gil, Surgeon Major of Portugal, declared him fit 
to practice medicine and surgery. 

He set out for the Portuguese colonies of Goa and Macau. 
But on arrival in Macau, he decided to try his hand at 
becoming a merchant, trading Portuguese goods in China 
and Japan. After eight years in business, he was a rich man. 
Then in 1555, he met Fr Casme de Torres, of the Society of 
Jesus, in Japan to discuss his future. Almeida's life changed 
course again, and he decided to become a Jesuit brother, 
giving his considerable fortune to the Society.

Photo: OitaKiseichu, Statue of Luis de Almeida, Oita City, Oita Pref., Japan, CC BY-SA 4.0
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Japan in those days was a country wracked by civil war, 
disease and poverty. Local lords, or daimyo, led one clan 
against another. Almeida was shocked at the prevalence of 
war wounds, leprosy and syphilis. He witnessed a woman 
trying to drown her baby in an inlet of the Oita River 
because her family could not feed another child. 

With the Jesuit Society's backing, he used part of his funds 
to open a hospital and orphanage at Funai (modern-day 
Oita). Almeida worked there full time, training other Jesuit 
brothers and lay staff in medicine, surgery and the use of 
drugs imported from Portugal and China.

Surgery was always done in the open air for a couple of 
reasons: first, for good light and second, to put an end to 
the rumour that these Europeans, or 'Southern Barbarians' 
as they were commonly called, drank human blood. By 
1561, Almeida had handed over an expanded hospital to a 
well-trained staff.

Presently, the hospital in Oita City is named Almeida 
Hospital. The late Columban Fr Sean Ryle, when he was 
parish priest at Hondo in Amakusa, led a drive to get long-
delayed recognition for Luis de Almeida. The Japan Medical 
Society erected a memorial plaque in the Hondo Martyrs 
Park honouring Almeida as the first to introduce Western 
medicine to Japan.

Almeida began a new career as an active evangeliser 
in Western Japan travelling to Kyoto, Hirado, Nagasaki, 
Oita and the Goto Islands. He was skilled in the Japanese 
language and this served him well in negotiating between 
the mission and various daimyos. 

It should not be surprising that Almeida was a keen 
observer of Japanese customs and culture. For example, 
he wrote: "The Japanese are very fond of a herb agreeable 
to the taste which they call cha, a delicious drink once one 
becomes used to it." Influenced by this, Fr Valignano, the 
Jesuit superior, instructed the Jesuits in Japan to observe 
every aspect of the tea ceremony, or cha no yu, as a gesture 
of welcome and friendship.

In 1566, Br Luis Almeida was the first missionary to work on 
Amakusa. The daimyo of Shiki received baptism. Although 
Almeida was hesitant, 500 of his followers also were 
baptised. But to Almeida's disappointment the daimyo 
reverted to Buddhism, though he did allow a certain 
freedom to evangelise the mission. Almeida founded a 
mission in 1569 at a place called Kawachiura, now called 
Kawaura. It is situated between the modern towns of 

Hondo and Sakitsu. It was at Kawachiura that the Jesuits 
established their Collegio, (a school for boys), set up a 
printing press and started an art school. Pages printed 
on that press still exist in the Jesuit archives in Rome. The 
village of Kawaura now has a replica of the Guttenberg 
press that was state of the art in the 16th century!

Again, despite hesitation, Almeida baptised the local lord 
and his followers. These, however, remained faithful until 
their deaths in the dramatic climax of the Shimabara revolt 
when they were killed by canon fire from Dutch warships.

The 16th century Jesuit mission custom was to give 
candidates for baptism 30 or 40 intensive lessons, three 
each day, over a period of 15 or 20 days. After baptism, there 
were five more talks on confession and another five on 
Holy Communion. As a brother, Almeida founded missions 
that continued in existence with only occasional visits by a 
priest. That ability to be self-reliant served them well when 
they remained faithful for 280 years of persecution, despite 
being cut off from any priests.

After so many years in Japan, in 1580 he returned to Macau 
and was ordained a priest, returning then to the Amakusa 
mission. He only lived on for another three years, dying at 
58 in 1583, having spent nearly half his days - 28 years - in 
Japan. 

Columban Fr Barry Cairns lives and works in Japan.

Japan in those days was a country 
wracked by civil war, disease and 
poverty. Local lords, or daimyo, led 
one clan against another. Almeida 
was shocked at the prevalence of 
war wounds, leprosy and syphilis. He 
witnessed a woman trying to drown 
her baby in an inlet of the Oita River 
because her family could not feed 
another child. 
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A stranger settled himself in the rough shelter at a 
country football match, attracting the furtive glances 
of the diehards gathered to cheer on their local team 

against the invaders from the next town up the road.

The air is fresh, and the stranger moves a little towards the 
centre to escape the bite of the wind. The movement is a 
trigger for tentative interrogation. Who is this stranger - 
friend or foe? “Who are you supporting?” asks a timid voice. 
Ah! The home team. A good beginning.

Curiosity takes over. “Why are you here?” A vague “passing 
through,” does not satisfy. “Where are you staying … visiting 
friends or on business?” “How do you like our town?” Then the 
crunch, “What do you think of our football team?” This one 
brings some engagement. The stranger knows football and 
waxes eloquent about the ebb and flow of the spectacle 
unfolding on the neatly manicured oval with its ring of trees 
in autumn bloom, bringing some ease to the situation.

The scene is reminiscent of the words in John O’Brien’s 
Around the Boree Log reflection on 'A stranger in the church'. 
A city-slicker at Mass in an outback town is an object of far 

…of football and welcome of the stranger 

more than simple intrigue. The neatly pressed clothing with 
“… hair like a poet” no doubt distracted the gathering from 
the priest’s words of wisdom as interrogation must wait for 
the gathering in the dusty surrounds outside the front door.

O’Brien tells of the inquisition, “We found out what his 
father did and how they were related.” But the story does 
not end there. There is tension between the inclination to 
welcome and the fear that this stranger with the poet’s hair 
and inability to bless himself could upset the rough-and-
tumble culture of the little community. The fear intensifies 
at the suggestion from one young man, no doubt 
somewhat distressed at the possible diminishment of the 
pool of “eligible ones”, “That ‘that there toff’ was courting.”

His horror deepens, as this specimen from the city is seen 
“… at Mary’s side disporting. And Mary looked so coy and 
trim …” This interloper is posing a threat to the well-honed 
rhythmic patterns of life that bring comfort and security to 
an otherwise pretty tough life on the land.

These are stories of shyness, discomfort at the unexpected, 
fear of the unknown and even a prickle in the comfort zone. 

Photo: ©iStock.com/BluIz60 
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Nevertheless, they are things oft’ experienced and demand 
the development of personal mechanisms to deal with 
them. Most people do this fairly well, and while curiosity 
may sometimes be interpreted as nosey, and ignorant 
questions as precocious or truculent, most encounters are 
negotiated with a wholesome dollop of grace.

However, the natural tendency to avoid the discomfort does 
breed tension with its concomitant heartache, discomfort 
and suffering. Pungent aromas emanating from the kitchen 
of the new neighbours may not always be welcome. 
Strange clothing may become a topic of ridicule, dark skin 
may attract a type of humour that is not particularly funny, 
and fears may evolve into vicious polemic.

No doubt we are most at home and relaxed with our own 
kind. However, this is not the makeup of our world. God 
created and beatified diversity in nature, in the animal 
world and in our human communities, but the mysteries of 
diversity have not always sat happily with us, even though 
our Judeo-Christian tradition is riddled with stories of 
ventures into the unknown.

Abraham and Sarah wandered far into unknown places and 
lands in obedience to the Lord’s command, “Go from your 
country and your kindred and your ancestors’ house to the 
land I will show you” (Genesis 12:10ff).

Famine and war compelled them to keep moving and the 
continual challenges they faced forced them to adapt their 
customary tribal values and habits in sometimes quite 
bizarre ways.

History may be a good teacher, but its lessons are easily 
forgotten. So it was with the Israelites, except for the 
ancient ones, those with nothing left to lose, who did 
not forget and reminded their errant youth of their own 
salvation and the imperative to welcome the stranger and 
the alien.

The stranger is to be offered hospitality, they insisted, 
and the host washes their feet, as well as provides food 
and shelter, but not interrogation beyond ascertaining 
immediate needs.

The stranger too was bound by obligation, only staying for 
the agreed time and refraining from coveting the goods, 
wife and daughters of the host, who was to be blessed 
upon departure.

And so, the Book of Deuteronomy (24:17–18) details this 
practice as law, lest it be again forgotten. “You shall not 
deprive a resident alien or an orphan of justice; you shall 

not take a widow’s garment in pledge. Remember that you 
were a slave in Egypt and the Lord your God redeemed you 
from there; therefore, I command you to do this.”

Abraham lived in quite a different society from ours today, 
but the challenge to offer hospitality remains, although 
how it is delivered, of course, must vary.

The law expressed in the Book of Deuteronomy is no 
indication that the people readily practised the injunction 
of hospitality to the stranger. It is far more likely that they 
did not. Like many today, they had forgotten their own days 
of slavery and the salvation they received.

Even the wise King Solomon forgot, conscripting slaves to 
support his empire. Foreigners became forced labour - the 
people forgot they were once slaves led to freedom by the 
Lord.

Hospitality is neither easy nor simple and can be risky and 
daunting. Yet God’s creation is given for all to share, its 
produce for the benefit of all the people, not just the first 
squatter on the block.

We face this challenge as individuals, as a community, 
society and state. As Christians, we must remember that the 
fundamental call is to act not only with generosity but with 
justice.

The stranger at the football found himself embedded in 
a search for some common ground on which he could be 
welcomed. It took time but is ultimately squeezed out with 
the anticipation it will be graciously accepted.

What happened to ‘that there toff courting’ at the local 
church we are not told, but the pride shown in the two 
African refugees on the centre- and half-back lines of the 
local football team, described as “really good blokes”, 
is a sign that welcome of the alien is a living virtue in 
community. The stranger finally won some approbation 
signalled by the acquiescing nodding of heads when he 
added “and damn good footballers too!”

Nevertheless, we still have far to travel in the quest to 
embrace the miracle of diversity with which we have been 
blessed by our creator.
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Subanen Christmas  in the world God loves 

The way of life of the Subanen tribal people of 
Mindanao in the southern Philippines has a long 
crafting tradition. They have developed clever ways 

of shaping rattan and bamboo, as well as using varieties 
of grass and palm leaves to make baskets, tools, furniture, 
mats, hats, roofs, walls, musical instruments and even the 
walls and roofs of their homes. I have worked with them 
over the past 20 years to form Subanen Crafts. Each year, we 
create Subanen Christmas cards with images celebrating the 
ordinary, thoughtful ways Joseph and Mary used in caring 
for each other.

Our design process began with listing the ordinary, 
thoughtful ways the people care for each other. We then 
selected skills Joseph and Mary may have utilised in the 
stable. My job is to create drawings of Mary and Joseph 
performing them.

These two illustrations show the before and after. First 
comes the sketch, then the hand-colouring and coloured 
paper inlay. Mary is holding Jesus securely in a Subanen-
style sling, while Joseph repairs the manger. Subanens 
constantly have to repair their tools, belongings and homes, 
so it is natural that we would present Joseph using his 
carpentry skills.

Instead of a stable, I drew Mary and Joseph within an image 
of our planet – the temporary shelter of all God’s creatures. 
Above Mary and Joseph is the mountainous homeland of 
the Subanens, whose climate, forest, rivers and soil provide 
a safe and bountiful habitat. The Subanen people know 
that just as Joseph made the manger a safe place for Jesus, 
they need to make their habitat a safe and healthy place for 
their children.

This card shows 
Joseph giving Mary 
food. Subanens make 
nutritious soup from 
leaves, vegetables 
and root crops grown 
in their small garden 
plots. To cook, they 
need water and 
firewood, which are 
readily available in the 
forest and its healthy 
streams.

It calls to mind words from the Lord’s Prayer, “Give us this 
day our daily bread”. ‘Us’ and ‘our’ make it a prayer for the 
common good. How limited that prayer would be if it said, 
“Give me my daily bread.”

In the Philippines, economic policies designed to enhance 
progress and development proved hostile to the common 
good. They allowed extractive industries to make a quick 
profit at the long-term cost of polluting and degrading the 
sea, rivers, forests, air and farmland. From 1950 to 1990, 
logging companies stripped large areas. They made huge 
profits, allowing their owners, shareholders and a few 
workers to acquire the food that they prayerfully asked 
God to give them; while in the process causing permanent 
damage to the food-producing forest and soil.

But the damage went beyond the Subanen homeland, 
as without the forest cover, monsoon rains became 
torrents of muddy water cascading down the mountains, 
clogging irrigation systems and smothering coastal reefs 
and fisheries. In the aftermath, many Subanens left their 
homeland to seek work in cities and towns. In their small 
way, the Subanen artisans are working with the Columban 
Sisters to restore their God-given habitat, so that its 
ecosystems might continually provide a better life for all 
well into the future.

This card shows a 
thoughtful shepherd 
bringing kindling to 
Mary and Joseph. 
The background 
is a Subanen man 
carrying a huge 
bundle down a steep 
mountain trail.  

Photos: Fr Vincent Busch SSC
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PHILIPPINESSubanen Christmas  in the world God loves FR VINCENT BUSCH

Columban Fr Vincent Busch has been a missionary in the Philippines 
since 1974. He currently works with the Subanen people of Mindanao, 
Philippines.

He regularly hiked ten kilometres to the town so he could 
sell his burden for some odd coins to buy a few handfuls 
of rice. Subanen families support each other through such 
ordinary, but profound acts of love. This card honours one 
such act and helps us see the deep love that the Christ child 
will experience with his parents.

In another card, we 
show Joseph sweeping 
the stable while Mary 
spreads a blanket over 
the manger. It seems 
Joseph has stopped 
to look at Mary and 
Jesus. I imagine him 
experiencing the bond 
parents develop with 
their children. Mary 
and Joseph will feel  
deeply the joy and suffering  
of Jesus throughout their lives.

The bible points to this parent-child bond as an example of 
God’s enduring love for his people: “Can a woman forget the 
baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child of her 
womb? Though she may forget, I will not forget you” (Isaiah 
49:15).

Jesus expands the embrace of God’s love to include all 
creation: “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to 
the whole creation” (Mark 16: 15). In our cards, the globe 
represents the whole of creation that God so loves.

This card shows Joseph 
pouring water into a 
basin while Mary places 
a bundle of fresh straw 
in the manger. For the 
Subanens, fetching 
water often involves 
a steep downhill hike 
to a forest-fed stream. 

The Subanens can easily imagine Joseph having to go some 
distance for water.

As deserts spread throughout our over-heated planet, 
thousands of people, mostly women, have to walk ever 
greater distances to get water. Jesus praises those who give 
drink to the thirsty (Matthew 25: 37–40), so it makes sense 
that he would praise people who, through their work and 
their way of life, enhance the ecosystems that provide the 
water.

As Joseph pours, he watches Mary preparing a safe and 
comfortable resting place for Jesus. While I was drawing 
Mary, I thought, what if Mary saved that handful of straw 
she was placing in the manger and somehow it was passed 
down to this day as a relic of the place where Jesus was 
born? Such a relic would be venerated in all our churches. 
No doubt, when Mary and Joseph fled Bethlehem to escape 
Herod’s soldiers, the straw remained as animal fodder and, 
once eaten, would have been recycled as dung to fertilise 
the soil. There it would have again become a nurturing 
resting place - this time as fertile soil for plants and trees.

In the vastness of the universe, planet Earth is but a tiny, 
fragile ‘stable’ for all God’s creatures. God so loved the 
world that he sent his Son to be born in that stable. In one 
of its wee corners, I have come to know many Subanens 
who are nurturing their life-giving habitat. Their Christmas 
cards celebrate the ordinary, yet profound ways in which 
they do this.

2021 SUBANEN CHRISTMAS CARDS
Avail able NOW

Purchase 2021 Subanen Christmas cards 
online at www.columban.org.au OR on the 
back coupon of this issue.
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Murder of landless 
farm worker FR DANIEL O’CONNOR 

Shomo was a poor peasant farm labourer. In May this 
year, he was working alone clearing the thorn bushes 
from the side of a village track at the request of his 

boss when men from a neighbouring landholding suddenly 
appeared on the scene and dragged him away to the 
landlord’s house.

Some months previously, Shomo had been involved in a 
dispute with this landlord and accused of cutting off the 
water to his crops and channelling it to another property.

When he did not return home that evening, his wife and 
family became concerned for his safety. They tried many 
times to contact him on his mobile phone, but to no avail. 
Suspicion prompted a large crowd of family and friends to 
go to the landlord’s place, but were refused entry. When 
they threatened to force the gate to the house, they were 
reluctantly allowed inside. All the rooms were open bar one. 
Although they were a large group, out of fear of the power 
and influence of the landlord system, they did not break the 
lock on the door to look in the room.

Early next morning, a large number of people from Shomo’s 
village went to look for him. Some witnessed the landlord 
washing his hands and feet in a small water canal, but he 
fled the scene on a motorbike when he saw them. The 
people were shocked and devastated when they discovered 

Photo: Fr Dan O'Connor SSC

A landless family in Pakistan with their most valuable possession.

Photo: Fr Tomás King SSC

The people were shocked and 
devastated when they discovered 
Shomo’s body nearby. It was in a 
sitting position near a tree with his 
axe propping up the head.



 The Far East - September 2021 15

PAKISTAN

A picture speaks a 
thousand words 

There is a saying that goes, “A picture speaks a thousand 
words.” When I took this photo of a woman in one of the 
villages where we Columban Missionaries minister, I was 

trying to find the right words to describe the scene. In the 
end, all I wanted to do was to show my great admiration for 

the Tribal women here. They are strong, resilient,  
hard-working and caring. I am always thankful for being 

able to witness a glimpse of their daily lives. This is my  
100-word story on Tribal women: 

 
She was cooking tomatoes 

when I approached her outside the house. 
She stood up and smiled, 

and shook my hand with a grip. 
 

I asked her how she was, 
and she replied that she’s fine. 

 
She made me sit on the charpai,* 

and her kids sat around me.

While I was talking with the children, 
I took out my phone and took her photo.

And she was happy when I showed it to her. 
 

*Stringed bed

Columban lay missionary Hazel Angwani, Pakistan Mission Unit.

Photo: Hazel Angwani

Columban Fr Daniel O'Connor has worked in Pakistan for over 30 
years.

Shomo’s body nearby. It was in a sitting position near a tree 
with his axe propping up the head. The body and head had 
fresh wounds and evidence of torture.

A shepherd employed by the landlord confessed that he 
saw his boss with an associate bringing Shomo to the 
house. The shepherd was ordered to finish work for the day 
and leave. It appears that Shomo was murdered because 
of the dispute over the water and something to do with 
supplies of wood. 

Statements were made to the police. Before burial, the body 
was taken to the hospital for a postmortem. Two months 
have now elapsed, but the postmortem was never carried 
out and no arrests were made.

A judge conducting an inquiry accused the police of taking 
money and asked why all the evidence had not been 
documented. Tragically, people with power, money and 
influence can pay the police and medics to edit evidence. 
Lawyers can also be involved in double dealing. 

The Catholic Diocesan Justice and Peace Commission is 
following up the case along with some other groups. Much 
prayer, struggle and perseverance are demanded, as the 
odds are stacked against achieving any justice or peaceful 
resolution.

Some years ago, I was in another village when farm workers 
achieved some justice by blocking the busy road to Karachi 
for a few hours. Some landlords learned that they could not 
rule and oppress at will, as the poor landless farmworkers 
became aware that when they unite in large numbers, they 
are able to achieve results. We hope something similar can 
happen in Shomo’s case.

There is a primary school in the village where Shomo lived, 
but the children from the sixth class up walk to another 
village to continue their education. Recently, the landlord 
forbade them to cross his land on the way. The children and 
parents live in fear of him. This creates tension within the 
poor farmers and labourers, as any resistance they offer can 
harden the resolve of the powerful to push people further 
into submission. At the same time, their silence perpetuates 
the status quo.



Mission World
We ask your prayers: The prayers of our readers are requested for the 
repose of the souls of friends and benefactors of the Missionary Society 
of St Columban who died recently and for the spiritual and the temporal 
welfare of all our readers, their families and friends.
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This article was written on behalf of St Columbans Mission Society.

Mission Intention for September
We pray that we all will make courageous choices for a simple and 
environmentally sustainable lifestyle, rejoicing in our young people who 
are resolutely committed to this. 

Green boardfare and lawfare 

Over recent years, religious and missionary 
congregations have been divesting themselves of 
investments in high polluting industries. However, 

some have chosen to hold onto sufficient shares to enable 
them to exercise a bit of green boardfare by voting at 
shareholders’ meetings and carrying out their advocacy for 
the health of our planet from inside the power bubble.

Maryknoll News in New York reports that the Maryknoll 
Sisters missionary congregation recently joined with a 
majority of shareholders (61 percent) of Exxon Mobil in 
approving a resolution requiring the oil giant to disclose its 
lobbying activities and explain how company goals align 
with those of the United Nations Paris Agreement (2015) on 
mitigating the effects of climate change.

Shareholders also voted two people with strong 
backgrounds as advocates of renewable energy onto 
the board of directors. Ethical Investment Services reports 
that one of them is Kaisa Hietala, who led the oil refining 
company, Neste, in a venture into renewable energy 
products.

Maryknoll also joined a successful shareholder resolution 
requiring the energy company, Chevron Corporation, to 
make deeper cuts in its greenhouse gas emissions, showing 
that their green boardfare is reaping results.

However, it is not only green boardfare that is finding 
avenues to affect change, but green lawfare as well. 
“Corporate America has shifted,” Maryknoll News reports, 
as besides finding success through shareholder advocacy, 
climate advocates are using lawsuits with some success to 
get fossil fuel companies and even governments to take 
climate action.

Lawsuits have been taken in the United States and Australia 
against governments for failing in their duty to protect their 
citizens by not taking sufficient action to provide a safe and 
sustainable future. 

The United Nations Environment Programme has published 
a review of climate-related litigation around the world 
detailing at least 1,550 cases in 38 countries, with the 
majority against governments. However, the number taken 
against corporate entities is on the rise.

Royal Dutch Shell has been ordered by a district court in 
The Hague to further reduce its emissions reduction target 
from the 20 percent planned by 2030 to 45 percent. The 
lawsuit was filed on behalf of 17,000 Dutch citizens alleging 
that Shell had violated human rights, as its carbon dioxide 
emission reduction has been inadequate. 

It is not only individuals or citizen groups bringing lawsuits. 
state, county and municipal governments are suing 
corporations demanding compensation for expenses 
incurred in adapting to climate change. Advances in climate 
science are enhancing the movement, as causation and 
culpability for emissions are becoming easier to prove in 
court.

The Australian-owned Ampol Limited is teaming with the 
Irish Fusion-Fuel enterprise to have 50 percent renewables 
in its energy portfolio by 2030 and zero carbon emissions 
by 2040 in what they dub the “affordable green hydrogen 
revolution”. Green boardfare and lawfare experience shows 
there has already been a paradigm shift in the field, as the 
burden of responsibility is moving away from consumer 
choice towards the action of the industrial giants involved in 
the production of harmful gases.
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HONG KONG

Mission 
moves on 

It was hot when Sr Mary Greaney arrived in Hong Kong 
in 1971. There was no air conditioning and no fans, but 
plenty of mosquitoes and a couple of dozen Columban 

sisters to welcome her to her first mission appointment; the 
Ruttonjee Sanatorium.

The former British colony had been a hotbed of infectious 
disease from its foundation in 1841 and tuberculosis (TB) 
was among its major scourges, due to poor environmental 
hygiene and sanitation, overcrowding, malnutrition and the 
influx of returning residents  and refugees from China after 
World War II.

In 1949, a wealthy Parsi businessman, whose daughter had 
died of TB at a young age, endowed a former British naval 
hospital to care for patients and do research on a cure for the 
rampant sickness. The Columban Sisters were contracted to 
administer the facility.

Sr Mary Greaney arrived as a newly-graduated nurse, ready 
to take up her duties in what was a quite unfamiliar setting 
for a hospital run by a religious congregation. The wards 
carried no sign identifying the faith of the administrators. 
It was every inch a Catholic-run secular facility. Not even 
a crucifix adorned a wall. The challenge to the Columban 
Sisters was to imbue a Catholic ethos into a secular 
institution through the witness of their lives, as well as 
expert loving service and care of staff and patients.

At its opening, the bishop of the colony charged the sisters 
with bringing people to the Lord by showing the Gospel in 
action… “and by seeing Christ in them.” For Sr Greaney this 
was quite a challenge after living most of her life among 
Catholics, but her vocation had been nurtured through 
serving the Travellers (often derided as Gypsies) with the 
Legion of Mary near her home in Ireland. “They were living 
in canvas tents on the side of the road; they were really poor. 

Every week, two of us used to visit them to prepare them for first 
communion. It was while I was doing that work, I began to think 
about being a missionary. It struck a chord,” she told The Far 
East.

Joining the Columban sisters at the age of 29, she was 
older than her classmates in the formation programme, but 
managed to form long-lasting friendships and after her first 
profession was sent to London to study nursing. Educated 
and mature, Sr Greaney was ready to take up the difficult 
mission in Hong Kong, which was to remain her home until 
2008. The sisters did ground-breaking work, developing an 
out-patient programme to treat their poor clientele, and 
through visiting their ramshackle dwellings encouraging 
them to complete their treatment.

“TB was rampant. It was so dangerous. Two of our sisters were 
doctors and they were internationally renowned for their 
work on TB,” Sr Greaney explained. “I spent 17 years in the 
sanatorium and by that stage, it had become a much smaller 
problem, partly because of our work.” It was time for the sisters 
to move on.

As medical facilities were still raw in the city at the time, 
there were plenty of areas of need. Sr Greaney moved 
into palliative care and hospice work. It was a pioneering 
enterprise at the time.

Today, she holds onto her mission roots, working among the 
Chinese diaspora in Ireland, but she maintains that although 
all the Columban sisters left Hong Kong in 2015, it was a 
decision not made lightly and with a willingness not to cling 
on tightly. Most importantly, they bequeathed a spirit of 
excellence of service and dedication to tutored care to those 
who picked up the challenges they pioneered.

This article was written on behalf of St Columbans Mission Society.

Columban Sr Mary Greaney (left) speaking with Columban Sr Mary Aquinas Monahan (right), who was the Medical Director at Ruttonjee  
Sanatorium for almost 40 years. The Columban sisters were responsible for the administration of the sanatorium as well as running nursing 
school. The sanatorium was also a teaching hospital for medical students. File photo: St Columbans Mission Society
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The Season of Creation 

The Season of Creation is a celebration of the loving 
kindness of God as expressed in the outpouring of 
God’s own self in creation. It is also an opportunity for 

all of us, as one segment of that loving creation, to focus 
specifically on this great love and express our gratitude for 
what has been given to us.

Only adopted in the Catholic Church in 2015, the 
celebration has its beginnings in 1989 with the 
proclamation of the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, 
Dimitrios I, of September 1 as a Day of Prayer for Creation. 
In taking up the idea, Pope Francis extended the time line 
from a day to a month in his proclaiming of the Season of 
Creation, stretching it to include October 4, the feast of St 
Francis of Assisi, the patron of the ecology.

Columban Fr Charles Rue calls it a time of special prayer 
when “every gift of life on earth displays God’s faithful 

SR CAROLINE VAIKUNAS RSM

Joana Qalo, (Columban Companion in Mission) admires a plentiful tomato crop - Columban Eco Challenge Project in Fiji.

presence, shedding light on our doubts, nourishing and 
strengthening us.” In his resource, Prayers of Hope in Times of 
Turmoil: A Catholic Season of Creation, he speaks of a time for 
us to feel connected as communities of faith in caring for 
God’s gifts.

The theme chosen for this year’s celebration of the Season 
of Creation is 'A Home for All: Renewing the Oikos of God'. 
Oikos is a Greek word describing the most basic unit of 
society - the family, including its properties, resources and 
dwellings. In a societal context, it embraces the whole of 
God’s creation and Pope Francis uses it as a reminder we are 
connected with all life and the suffering of everyone and 
everything.

Scripture teaches that we are made in the image and 
likeness of God, and live in relationship with all creation. 
Catholic teaching reminds us that in living a faith-filled life, 

Photo: Fr John McEvoy SSC



He said: “We have the 
opportunity to prepare a 
better tomorrow for all. 
From God’s hands, we 
have received a garden; we 
cannot leave a desert to our 
children… We will be able to 
create the future we want, 
a more inclusive, fraternal, 
peaceful and sustainable 
world.”

In directly addressing the 
members of his Catholic 
flock, Pope Francis issues 
an invitation to families, 
parishes, schools, hospitals, 
businesses, religious 
congregations and organisations to embark on a  
seven-year journey of reflection and prayer, while 
concretely responding to the cry of the poor and of all 
creation.

In joining the push, the Australian Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference announced on May 28, “The Bishops of Australia 
have committed to being part of this seven-year journey, and 
we want to ensure that our people come with us.”

Speaking on behalf of the conference, Bishop Vincent Long 
said that changing climate, fires and floods threaten the fate 
of our planet and the fate of our people, as they are directly 
connected. This is pursued further in Cry of the Earth, Cry 
of the Poor, the Social Justice Statement for the coming 12 
months.

The worldwide leader of the Columban Society, Fr Tim 
Mulroy, says, “We have joined the Laudato Si' Action Platform 
as a participating organisation… Our missionary experience 
has taught us that all creation forms one earth community. 
All are necessary and important. We need an economic and 
social order that collaborates mutually with the whole of God’s 
creation, as well as a spirituality of care and relationship.”
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Sr Caroline Vaitkunas RSM, member of the Peace, Ecology and Justice 
team, Australia.

we are called to help build a better society for all, our Oikos. 
The suffering of others has always been a motivating force 
for our Christian outreach, but we must extend that more 
and more to the suffering of all creation.

In 2015, Pope Francis released his environmental encyclical, 
Laudato Si’: On care for our common home, a hope-filled 
message that inspires us to take better care of all of God’s 
creation, which is in urgent need of healing. The pope says, 
“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).

Five years later, writing in Fratelli Tutti, he encourages us 
to remain attentive, saying, “We must not lose our ability to 
listen. St Francis heard the voice of God, he heard the voice of 
the poor, he heard the voice of the infirm, and he heard the 
voice of nature” (#48). 

Many in our Church respond to this invitation by continuing 
a journey towards integrating the awareness of everything 
in creation being connected. This is an invitation to 
continue listening, learning and seeing the goodness in our 
own responses, big or small. 

Plenty of issues in Australia call for our attention. Torres 
Strait Islanders are already affected by rising seas, 
salinisation of freshwater and damage to food sources due 
to global warming.

Scientists warn that the Traditional Lands cared for 
over millennia by the First Nations people will become 
uninhabitable in coming decades. This rapid loss of plant 
and animal life will affect everyone, but disadvantaged 
communities will always bear the most devastating 
consequences, even though they contribute least to the 
cause.

The Holy See highlighted the fifth anniversary of the 
Laudato Si' encyclical between May 2020 and May this year 
in the hope it would be a time of grace and true Jubilee for 
the Earth, humanity and all God’s creatures. 

At the conclusion of the 12-month period, Pope Francis 
announced the launch of the Laudato Si' Action Platform 
to further encourage people to take the next step of the 
journey in caring for our Earthly home. 

Eucharist and Laudato Si' resource 
written by Columban Fr Charles Rue. 
Available online www.columban.org.au

Plenty of issues in Australia call for our attention. Torres Strait Islanders are 
already affected by rising seas, salinisation of freshwater and damage to food 
sources due to global warming.
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Protecting diversity

I came upon this story while studying the Kachin language 
in Myanmar. It is the story of a young girl and her mother 
who went to the riverbank to look for wild vegetables 

and leaves. They thought that the river split somewhere 
and met again to form an island. They decided to split up, 
the mother going to the side of Mali Hka and the daughter 
going to the Nmai Hka side. 

They set off but it soon became dark before they were able 
to reach where the rivers met again. They became scared 
and worried. The young girl called out for her mother, “Nu 
e, Nu e, Nu e!” (Mother, mother!) But her mother could not 
hear her. The mother also called out for her daughter, “Sha 
e! Sha e!” (Daughter, daughter). But the daughter could not 
hear her. Nor could they find their way back to where they 
started. They soon got tired and fell asleep.

Days and nights went by and in time they died and 
magically turned into cicadas, hkra. To this day in 
summertime along the Mali Hka River you can hear the 
calls, “Sha e, sha e.” And along the Nmai Hka River you can 
hear the call, “Nu e, nu e.” The cicadas call out to each other 
from the top of high trees.

After hearing this story, I asked one Kachin student about 
the cicadas. He said that as a young boy he used to catch 
and play with them. In summer months from March to May, 
the cicadas normally appeared in large numbers and were 
very noisy at night. But recently, he lamented, he does not 
hear or see them as much as before.

But they are not the only creatures disappearing in 
Myanmar. Many other insects and animals are slowly 
vanishing. Myanmar is home to 331 endangered species, 
according to the latest research by the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature, including birds, orangutans, 
elephants, deer, freshwater turtles, pangolins and tigers. 
Habitat loss due to deforestation and wildlife trade are the 
leading factors of biodiversity loss.

On one of my trips with my friend Shwebo, a Buddhist 
monk, we visited a Buddhist monastery in a natural forest 
reserve for wild deer – the eld’s deer (Rucervis eldii), also 
known as the golden deer. The monks are deeply involved 
in the conservation of the deer of which there are about 40 
in Shein Makkar Sanctuary. 

According to Conservation of Nature, the deer is 
endangered due to intense hunting for its meat as 
“medicine” and its antlers as trophies. The eld’s deer is 
extinct in China, Thailand and Vietnam.

On our way back to Mandalay, we took the local boat on 
the majestic Irrawaddy River. We sat on the roof of the boat 
and I was mesmerised by the quaint villages and beautiful 
landscapes on the riverbank. Shwebo called my attention: 
“Kurt look! La bien, La bien!” Sadly, I only saw the dorsal 
fin of what could be a river dolphin. The Conservation of 
Nature reports that the Irrawaddy dolphins are critically 
endangered and close to extinction. They are not directly 
hunted but are caught accidentally. Habitat loss is a major 
threat to this species also.

The northernmost state of Myanmar, Kachin, is rich in 
biodiversity. In the sleepy town of Lungsha Yang, we were 
walking on the road just outside the parish church when a 
large animal came out of the bushes. The elephant with its 
mahout riding on top lazily walked along the main highway. 
I was so amazed at the sight. I had never seen an elephant 
outside its enclosure. Early last year in Tanai, the people of 
Awng Lawt village had to leave their homes to escape the 
fighting between the Kachin Independence Army and the 
Burmese Army. The mahouts and their elephants came to 
the rescue of sick, young and elderly villagers, helping them 
cross a chest-deep river in Myanmar’s remote Kachin state. 

The two rivers of Mali Hka and Nmai Hka meet at a point 
called the Mali Zup confluence, the subject of the story I 
began with, but is now threatened by a Chinese-funded 
dam project. It has already displaced many families. The 
project will not only affect the immediate area but, since 
the confluence is the start of the Irrawaddy River, down 
south the dolphins too will be impacted by any large 
development projects. Everything is interconnected.

To the local Kachin people, the forest is the source of 
everything - timber, bamboo and thatch for house building, 
the meat of frogs, fish, bush animals, and wild vegetables 
such as mushrooms, bamboo shoots, herbs and medicinal 
plants for food and health. The biodiversity of the forest is 
the food source of the people. Mono-cropping’s negative 
environmental impacts include pollution and decreased 
water table levels affecting communities near these 
plantations.

Cicadas existed during the time of the dinosaurs with 
fossilised cicadas discovered in one mining field. But now 
the call of the cicadas has been silenced by the sounds 
of chainsaws and gunshots and the cries of women and 
children, displaced by the ongoing conflicts. Often times 
these conflicts are driven by greed for natural resources like 
timber, minerals and precious stones.

 FR KURT ZION PALA
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Some will say that cicadas are just insects. Why should we 
care about them? But it is important to remember that 
all species that live in forest systems play vital ecological 
roles. Cicadas are no exception. They are food for birds and 
mammals and their burrowing activity facilitates water 
movement within the soil. 

Pope Francis reminds us in Laudato Sí that “it is not enough 
to think of different species merely as potential resources to be 
exploited while overlooking the fact that they have value in 
themselves. Their value lies in their creation by God, and we do 
not have the right to cause their extinction and take away their 
ability to live their purpose and give glory to God, simply by 
their existence (LS 33)."

Myanmar’s biodiversity reflects the diversity of its peoples. 
Tribes and languages are as numerous as the country’s 
flora and fauna species. Their lives are intertwined and 
interconnected. When we protect biodiversity, we are also 
protecting the people, especially the indigenous peoples 

Columban Fr Kurt Zion Pala lives and works in Myanmar.

Newly transformed cicada in the warm sunlight.

of Myanmar, who call the forests, the plains, the hills and 
mountains, their home.

Next summer I look forward to hearing the call of the 
cicadas, “Nu e, nu e… sha e, sha e!”

Cicadas existed during the time of 
the dinosaurs with fossilised cicadas 
discovered in one mining field. But 
now the call of the cicadas has been 
silenced by the sounds of chainsaws 
and gunshots and the cries of 
women and children, displaced by 
the ongoing conflicts. 

“Sha e! Sha e!” (Daughter, daughter)

 “Nu e, Nu e, Nu e!” (Mother, mother!)

Photo: bigstockphoto.com/griegel



22 The Far East - September 2021

A life lived on the line to save  
others mourned 

Philip Noel Dunne died of COVID-19 at his Colorado 
home in the United States in December last year, but 
his death means far more than one more statistic to 

the many people from Chile for whom he put his life on the 
line almost half a century ago.

As a Columban priest working in the shanty towns of Chile’s 
capital city of Santiago in the 1960s, he was affectionately 
known as Padre Noel, but today, the same Padre Noel is 
being remembered as a hero to the hundreds he helped 
smuggle themselves out of the country to safety. Patricio 
Riesco, whom he assisted in fleeing Chile, said of him, “His 
commitment to the poor was his way of life.”

Riesco recalls, “In 1973, Noel was risking his own life and 
safety on a daily basis in order to help and give shelter to 
those persecuted by the Pinochet regime. He was the man 
responsible for helping all the Chilean families that came to 
Ireland as political exiles in 1974, myself and my wife included. 
We owe him our lives and safety. We will never forget his 
courage.”

Noel went to Chile as a newly-ordained Columban in the 
early 1960s, when the Christian Democrat government with 
its policies built on Catholic social teaching was showing 
promise of delivering a better and brighter future.

However, promising beginnings soured and it lost the 1970 
election to the Popular Unity coalition led by Salvador 
Allende, whose presidency was marred by a series of 
scurrilous, clandestine attacks orchestrated both at home 
and abroad. It ended abruptly with his suicide during a 
bloody coup d’état led by the military general, Augusto 
Pinochet, on September 11, 1973.

Pinochet brought with him an era of martial law, with 
random arrests, detention, interrogation under torture and 
extra-judicial executions. Noel discovered he was able to 
use the strong links he had formed with the poor and the 
influence he had built up among political groups through 
his promotion of cooperatives to shield many people on the 
hit list of the military dictatorship.

His work among the poor had made him a trusted source 
for many people seeking change in Chilean society, as well 
as improvement in employment and social conditions. He 
undertook this ministry with great courage.

However, as the violent 
crackdown on civic freedom, 
human rights and speech 
became more brutal, 
he gradually assumed 
responsibility for organising 
escape routes for persecuted 
opponents of the new regime 
through foreign embassies in 
Santiago.

He was captured by the 
military on two occasions.  
The first was for helping a 
political activist climb an embassy wall.  
He was thrown into a cell and interrogated for hours.

By good fortune, he escaped torture, prison or worse, as 
his captors thought they had the wrong man. They were 
looking for the priest popularly known as “Padre Noel”, but 
his identification documents carried his only first name, 
“Padre Filipe (Philip)”.

The second time round, Noel was bundled into the back of 
a secret police truck on top of other prisoners. Handcuffed 
and blindfolded, he later recounted how although the truck 
was stationary, it began to shake from the convulsing of the 
raw nerves of his fellow captives. They were later taken to 
the football stadium in Santiago, which was being used as a 
giant prison and place of execution.

On this occasion, Noel was rescued by an American priest 
with official connections to the United States government, 
which was influential with the Pinochet regime.

With his life in danger, he managed to get back to Ireland 
and from a parish in the centre of Belfast helped organise 
escape routes for refugees fleeing Chile. He was also 
influential in finding housing and work for them in an area 
of the Republic of Ireland that was offering safe haven to 
people escaping the blood-soaked streets of Northern 
Ireland.

The coup of 1973 and the experience of living with the 
violence of the infamous Troubles in Belfast galvanised 
his resolve to continue his struggle for justice. Unable 
to return to Chile, in the 1980s he took an assignment in 

Photo: St Columbans Mission Society

Adapted from an obituary published in the Irish  
Times on May 21, 2021 by Columban Fr Pat O’Donoghue.

Noel Dunne in Chile.



Peru, where he lived among the indigenous peoples of the 
Andes Mountains. There he met a sister from an American 
congregation and they later married.

As a couple, they adopted a baby indigenous girl and 
eventually settled in Colorado in the United States, where 
Noel continued his social advocacy, serving as the director 
of Christian Community Services in his local parish and on 
the board of the Immigrant Resource Centre. He cherished 
his relationship with the Guatemalan people in the area and 
many bear testimony to the contribution he and his wife 
made to their community.

  

  

  

  
  Remember the Columbans in your Will

“Do what you can” Bishop Edward J Galvin

Your Columban Legacy
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FORM OF WILL

“I give and bequeath the sum of $.............. to the Columban Leader of Australia (NZ Wills: 
Columban Leader of New Zealand) of St Columbans Mission Society to be used for that Society’s 
general purposes as the Columban Leader of Australia (NZ Wills: Columban Leader of New 
Zealand) sees fit.

We cannot take our earthly possessions with us, but we can so dispose of them that our 
good works will continue after we are gone.

By leaving a gift to Columban Missionaries in your Will you become a partner in our work 
and you are leaving a lasting legacy for the future.

Why not speak to your lawyer about it?

YOUR COLUMBAN LEGACY 
Will information requestAustralia: PO Box 752 Niddrie Victoria Australia 3042 

New Zealand: PO Box 30-017 Lower Hutt New Zealand 5040
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CHILE

“In 1973, Noel was risking his own life and safety on a daily basis in order to help 
and give shelter to those persecuted by the Pinochet regime..."

Born in Dublin in 1935, but raised by Gaelic-speaking 
relatives in the west of Ireland after his mother's death in 
childbirth, his knowledge of the language proved useful 
in Chile, allowing him to communicate secretly with other 
Gaelic speakers behind the backs of the military and police.

His death is being mourned by many, but his memory will 
live long with those who found freedom because of his 
heroic commitment to the poor and the persecuted. 

May he rest in peace.
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SHOP ONLINE
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 Please send me information on Columban legacy
 I have included the Columbans in my Will

Your Columban legacy

AUSTRALIA return coupon to: St Columbans Mission Society,  
PO Box 752, Niddrie VIC 3042 E: info@columban.org.au 
NEW ZEALAND return coupon to: St Columbans Mission Society,  
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Thank you for supporting COLUMBAN MISSION
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AUSTRALIA: www.columban.org.au/donations
DONATE ONLINE

NEW ZEALAND: www.columban.org.nz/donations

 Cheque         Credit card www.PayPal.Me/StColumban3040
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My gift to the Columbans: 
The Far East Subscription ($4.00 per year + $11.00 postage) 

I wish to donate MONTHLY QUARTERLY  $

Total Amount Enclosed

AUS: Columban Christmas Pack ($31.00 inc. GST & postage)  $

 $

NZ: 2022 Columban Calendar ($16.00 inc. postage & handling) 
Additional calendar $13.00 each - NZ ONLY  $
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COLUMBAN CHRISTMAS PACKS

AVAILABLE NOW

$31.00 EACH
Price includes postage and handling 

(Australia only)

1 x 2022 Columban Art Calendar 
1 x Subanen Christmas cards (pack of 10)

Order online www.columban.org.au 
OR place your order in the coupon below

*2021 Subanben Christmas cards 
sold separately as a pack of 10. 

$20.00 each

AUS: Subanen cards (10pk) ($20.00 inc. GST & postage)  $

AUS: 2022 Columban Calendar ($13.00 inc. GST & postage) 
Additional calendar $10.00 each - AUS ONLY
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