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KEEPER OF THE FLAME 
 

I thought this would be an appropriate title for this journal of his life 

that Laurence wrote. It highlights something Christlike about him, in 

the way he was a witness to the one who said, ‘I came to bring fire to 

the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!’ Lk 12:49 Ever since 

God spoke to Moses from the centre of the burning bush a flame or a 

fire has been an image of the God we believe in. The flame emphasises 

the fact that God is not passive or remote but passionate about sharing 

with you and me all he has and is.  

 

It was this passionate God and his Christ that Laurence not only 

preached but embodied in all he said and did. It is in this sense that 

during the 67 years he spent in Fiji I see him as a keeper of the flame; 

keeping that flame alive and sharing all it stands for. It was a flame 

ignited by his mother and father and fostered by his family and by all 

those who formed him as a Marist that we are allowed to witness the 

growth of in this wonderful journal. 
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PREFACE 
 

I am Laurence’s younger brother, Peter, and I would like to introduce 

you to this journal which he wrote in 1990. In some way I am 

responsible for his writing it, because when he asked me in 1989 what 

books he might read in his upcoming sabbatical year I suggested that 

he read his own. As I am twelve years his junior I was surprised when 

the following year he went to New Zealand and spent some months 

writing this very meaningful and moving account of his life at home 

and in Fiji. 

 

As I read this journal, and the tributes to him that I have included in 

the Appendix, I am conscious that Laurence’s life consisted of two 

halves. What happened in each half is very similar to what happens in 

most people’s life story. This became clear to me when I came across 

the very striking and authoritative Harvard Study of Adult 

Development on YouTube.  

 

This study was carried out over a period of 75 years and tracked the 

lives of 724 men from the Boston area in order to discover what makes 

people flourish or reach fulfilment. Professor George Vaillant who 

directed this study for 30 years recently revealed in a TED talk on 

YouTube what he concluded from the study. He said that it consisted 

in five words: Happiness is love, Full stop. In response to suggestions 

that this statement was sentimental or overly general, Vaillant 

revisited his findings and then concluded: ‘The short answer is L-O-

V-E.’ In another TED talk Professor Waldinger, the present director 

of this study, reveals what he has concluded from it. This is that, even 

though at the beginning of our lives we tend to make wealth, fame and 

achievement at work a priority, in later life our ideal becomes the 

health and happiness to be found in the quality or warmth of our 

relationships that the love we receive and give inspires. 

 

I feel that it is significant that Laur ends his journal with Robert 

Browning’s poem about the two halves of our lives. 
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The best is yet to be, 

The last of life, for which the first was made; 

Our times are in his hand 

Who saith, ‘A whole I planned, 

Youth shows but half; trust God: sees all, Nor be afraid’?  

Robert Browning 

 

I mention the Harvard study here for it is what we see happening in 

Laurence’s story just as it is most likely happening in ours just now. 

We see evidence of this transformation in the following tribute of 

someone who knew Larry well. He says, ‘I remember two Larries 

really. Of the earlier years I have the image of a rather severe man, a 

bit straight-laced, an administrator. Then he did a nine-month renewal 

course in Manila and after that I remember him as a very caring man.’ 

Jan Snijders, S.M. How caring or loving he became and the rich 

variety of ways this caring found expression will be seen as you read 

through this journal and read in the Appendix how people saw him in 

the latter part of his life.  

 

My earliest memories of him were of having mixed feelings about his 

visits home from the seminary, as he was a terrible tease. I remember 

him visiting when I was six or seven and he insisting that I give him 

back the short pants my mother had made to fit me, as they had 

originally belonged to him. He had left for Fiji in 1948 when I was 14 

and after that our paths seldom crossed. It was only when he shared 

his journal with me in the early 90s that I came to know the real 

Laurence. During his remaining 25 years a very profound relationship 

developed between us and I came to know him as an intimate friend. 

The depth of his love and of his ability to relate is revealed in a letter 

he wrote to me that I have included in the Appendix. 

 

‘The glory of God is a person fully alive’ 

I think that the sense of a person fully alive and happy will be our 

abiding memory of Laurence. This zest for life was seen in the energy 

with which he did everything. He believed in the principle that you 

should never walk when you can run. He was always full of new 
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initiatives and plans and it was never advisable to stand in the way of 

these for you might get run over.  

 

I think that we will always remember and admire his great love of 

people and of being with them. We the members of his family have 

memories of him home on holidays in Ireland. He would divide his 

time between visiting all and sundry, regaling us with stories about all 

that happened on his journeys and then preparing for further journeys. 

He could never get enough of his family, his friends and the people of 

Fiji among with whom he spent 67 years of his life. Some years ago 

we suggested that he come back to Ireland for his remaining years but 

he told us very forthrightly that his home was now with the people of 

Fiji. 

 
Even though he was a very forceful person, abounding in energy, he 

was also, especially after the year he spent in Manila, a very warm and 

affectionate person. In his later years he went out of his way to keep 

in touch with each member of his family and he would not leave you 

without expressing his love in a way that never ceased to surprise. He 

had an unusual capacity to love people and an even more unusual 

capacity to express it in a way that always sounded genuine.  

 

I have a memory of Lawrence that captures something very special 

about him. The memory is of visiting him in Fiji in 1989 when he was 

rector of the Pacific Regional Seminary. Every week we would go out 

for an afternoon together and a major feature of the day would be that 

after a swim he would get two of the largest multicoloured ice-cream 

cones you have ever seen. It was a very challenging experience to get 

to the ice-cream before it dripped down the side of the cone onto the 

floor or even worse, onto your lap. My memory of Laurence is of being 

amazed at how he could keep the car on the road and at the same time 

never allow a drop of that delicious ice-cream to go astray. What I 

treasure about this memory is the way it captures Laurence’s love of 

life and his determination to enjoy every last drop of it 

 

I would like to conclude this preface with an illustration of what, 

perhaps, was Larry’s greatest gift to us. This struck me when I heard 

what Pope Francis said on a visit to South America. He was speaking 
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with a missionary who was saddened by the fact that she had a very 

limited knowledge of the language of the native Indians among whom 

she worked. He listened to her and then said, ‘You by your humble 

presence among these people may be the only Gospel they will ever 

hear’. I believe that it was ultimately in the way that Lawrence 

embodied the Gospel in the way that he loved and related with all he 

met that he was able to give us an invaluable impression of the Great 

King. 

 

‘Give them an impression of who I am’ 

A young peasant lad was summoned by the Great King to come and 

see him. When he arrived at the palace, the king said to him, ‘My 

kingdom is so large that I cannot meet all my people and touch their 

lives as I would want to. My wish is that you would give them an 

impression of who I am.’ 

 

As symbols of the new role he was to play, the king gave the youth 

a sceptre, a robe and a crown. Now, since he did not know the king, 

the poor lad was very confused about what he was being sent to do. 

He was too awe-struck to ask the king what he meant, so he went 

to consult a wise person he knew well. He was told to go back to 

his farm and just to be himself.   

 

As time went on, more and more people came to visit him for they 

found in him a sympathetic ear and a compassionate heart. He 

gradually realised that this was what the great king had sent him to 

do. This was the way he was sent to give people an impression of 

what the Great King is like. 

 

To ‘spread his dreams under your feet’ in the way that Laurence does 

here in his journal is an offer of extraordinary friendship and invites us 

to tread softly for we tread on his dreams. 

 

Of Heaven HAD I the heavens' embroidered cloths,  

Enwrought with golden and silver light,  

The blue and the dim and the dark cloths  

Of night and light and the half-light,  

I would spread the cloths under your feet:  
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But I, being poor, have only my dreams;  

I have spread my dreams under your feet;  

Tread softly because you tread on my dreams. 

William Butler Yeats 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Lawrence Hannan sm was generally know as Larry. More 

formally he was named Lawrence in the records of the Marist Father. 

His family tended to spell his name Christian name‘Laurence’. 
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MY LIFE JOURNAL 
 

 

‘Forever I Will Sing the Goodness of the Lord’: Psalm 88 
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EARLY CHILDHOOD 
 

My earliest emotional impression was a sense of well-being and 

security, symbolised in the caring presence of my mother. I don't recall 

any negative feelings of consequence in those very early years, apart 

from a feeling of isolation in the big old rambling country house we 

lived in until I was three and a half. My father's absence several days 

at a time had something to do with this. Also, I experienced the kind 

of loneliness which goes with being the eldest. 

 

I wasn't long without company. Brothers and sisters came in quick 

succession. By the time I was seven and went to school there were five 

of us. We were a close-knit, self-contained family. Our numbers 

guaranteed plenty of interaction and at first our isolated living on a 

country farm with few social contacts did not bother us. There was 

little time for idle hands. As soon as we were old enough, we learned 

to work and take our part in the seasonal farm activities. This was 

where my father’s influence lay. He was an industrious, resourceful 

and versatile person with a lot of organisational ability and practical 

skills. And he believed in hard work. He was able to run the farm and 

at the same time hold down a full-time civil service job. We disliked 

fine days during the hay-cutting and harvest seasons; it meant getting 

up early for a long day’s hard work. (Oh for Sundays, the freedom and 

the quiet relaxed atmosphere!) We learned to turn our hands to many 

things, to improvise and cope with difficulties. This early training and 

discipline, while my body was still maturing, prepared me to face life 

with confidence and courage. In later years, nothing seemed too hard 

to tackle. Faced with difficult tasks, it was seldom a question of 

whether or not, but simply how. 

 

Though quite different personalities, my father and mother had a deep 

love and admiration for each other. I cannot recall hearing raised 

voices between them. She was gentle and patient and knew how to 

really listen - with her head to one side! He was a soft-hearted man 

with a stern exterior, who wanted the best for us and worked hard so 

that we could have a good education. In the long run, though, it was 

she who was the strong one. He would have been lost without her and 
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could not have accomplished much of what he did but for her 

affirmation and support. 

 

This was the immediate personal world I grew up in, an amalgam of 

love and security combined with testing and challenge. Recalling it 

excites strong positive emotions. I can see in it the matrix of who I am 

today, sixty years on, in the blend of traits my parents and the 

atmosphere that surrounded me. 
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PRIMARY SCHOOL 
 

Sister Paula 

I don’t know why, but I was seven by the time I went to school. I think 

it was caused by transport problems, getting me back and forth daily 

from where we lived. I could have gone to the local ‘national school’, 

but that would not have been good enough for the Hannans! Where I 

went was a private convent school four miles from home. My first 

teacher was Sister Paula. She was not much of a teacher but she was 

affectionate and sanguine. She had big round rosy cheeks and dark 

eyes, like a well that let you see deep down inside. She seemed to have 

as much interest in what was happening on our farm at home as in 

what she was supposed to be teaching us. I don’t think I learned a lot 

academically; the little I learned was by osmosis. In later years I had 

a soft spot for Sister Paula and kept in contact with her till her death 

in 1968. 

 

I had my first lesson in moral theology from my mother when I was 

about nine. One Sunday morning on our way to Mass our mother asked 

‘Is everyone going to Holy Communion today?’ ‘I’m not’ I answered 

up. ‘Oh, and what is the trouble, broken your fast?’ ‘No, I committed 

a mortal sin’. ‘Committed a mortal sin, eh?’, she retorted, ‘look at the 

size of him, committing a mortal sin’. And then, looking at me, she 

continued ‘How in the name of God could you commit a mortal sin?’ 

 

Changing Schools 

I was ill-prepared for the shock I was in for when at ten I transferred 

to a Christian Brothers school three miles further away, on the 

outskirts of Dublin City. The two years I spent there hold stern 

memories for me. Classes were big and crowded; I had the feeling of 

just being a number. I learned a lot, though mostly out of fear; the cane 

was never far away. It certainly exposed me to some of the hard 

realities of life including peer competition, and it thickened my skin 

more than a bit. It was a struggle getting in and out the seven miles to 

school each day, mostly by lifts from my father, occasionally by bus 
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and walking, and later by bicycle. One thing I was grateful to the 

Brothers for was the foundation and fluency they gave me in the Irish 

language. I ‘freewheeled’ on it for years afterwards in secondary 

school. 

 

Early Role Models 

There were several people who touched my life in a significant way 

around this time. One was Papa Mellett, my maternal grandfather, 

whose periodical visits from down the country brought us much joy. 

Here was an elderly man - a returned prodigal himself - who had time 

for us young folk. He had an ability to enter into our lives in a playful 

way, but also could take us seriously when the occasion called for it. 

He was a gentleman in the best sense, thoughtful and refined. To me 

he embodied goodness and made holiness attractive. Years later, when 

I spent holidays at his home, I learned where he drew his goodness 

from: prayer. I used to watch him meditating every morning on The 

Imitation of Christ. He gave me a taste for the things of God. 

 

Aunt Kathleen also used to come and stay with us from time to time. 

A person of deep faith, she too was the mother of a big family. One 

Sunday morning - I was about eight then - she and I were chatting 

while waiting to go to Mass. Whatever put it into her head, she made 

the remark: ‘Do you realise, Laurence, that God loves you very much! 

Just as if you were the only person in the whole world!’ I didn’t see at 

the time why she should want to tell me this, but the convincing way 

she said it made it register. I can still see her standing there in the open 

door on the kitchen steps as she spoke. 

 

I was about ten when I began to spend my summer holidays at 

Ardsollus, my father’s old home, about 100 miles away. This was a 

heavenly experience for me, having never been away from home on 

my own, Uncle Paddy and Aunt Biddy, still in their twenties, treated 

me like a young man. I enjoyed their trust and responded to it, doing 

all I could to help. It was here I learned some lessons in 

venturesomeness. I took my turn at driving sheep to the local fair in 

the dark ungodly hours of the morning. One Sunday afternoon, after a 

hurling match, I had to find my own way home on a bicycle along 
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lonely and unfamiliar roads when my uncle went off with friends. I 

also felt proud of myself when, at the end of the holiday, I travelled 

on my own by bus back to Dublin. 

 

Not to speak of Willie and Nano Cullinane, an old pair nearby, who 

used to give me money for cigarettes! (I was all of ten by this!) I used 

to ‘smoke’ in the potato garden not far from my uncle’s house. Until 

one evening at tea, he nonchalantly remarked to my aunt, without the 

slightest glance in my direction: ‘I saw something extraordinary today, 

I have never seen before - a potato patch on fire! Did you ever hear 

the like of it?’ That was the end of the smoking adventure. 

 

It was here too, I came to know Father Tom O’Reilly, the local curate 

and a family friend. He made a lasting impression on me, and I often 

thought later he had something to do with my vocation as a priest. 

There was an air of youthfulness and joy about him which was 

contagious. He showed great trust in me for one so young. In the 

summer evenings we used to go for long walks through the woods 

beyond the river and he would let me caddy when he went golfing. 

Every now and then he would talk to me of God on a wavelength I 

could easily tune into. I continued to visit him at holiday time in later 

years, especially during my seminary days. In fact, the close 

friendships I formed as a young lad with these three have endured 

down the years. They affirmed me in my goodness and gave me 

confidence in myself. They recall to me the words of De Chantal: ‘You 

came into my life and you loved me and I became me.’ Whenever I 

visited Ardsollus in later years, my heart would thrill as I neared this 

hallowed spot. Even now after 60 years whenever I think of it I 

experience a wonderful upsurge of freedom and vitality. 
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SECONDARY SCHOOL DAYS: 1935-41 
 

St Mary’s Dundalk 

By the time I was twelve, six of us were schooling. Daily transport had 

become a major problem, when my father would be away for days at 

a time. So, it was decided to pack the whole six of us off to boarding 

schools where we would be assured of a ‘proper education’. The three 

of us older boys were sent to St. Mary’s College, Dundalk, run by the 

Marist Fathers, about 50 miles from home. Here began a new stage in 

my life. I never lived a full year at home again after that. It was also 

the beginning of 25 years of Hannans at St. Mary’s. I don’t recall being 

given responsibility for the three of us. I reacted, in fact, in the 

opposite direction, and set out to go my own way, leaving my brothers 

to fend for themselves. I suspect that Jimmy, the second, a quiet gentle 

fellow, felt brushed aside without brotherly support. We had been so 

cooped up socially at home and thrown together as ‘three’, that I 

instinctively felt the urge to be independent, not wanting to be known 

just as ‘one of the Hannans’. 

 

I retain good feelings of the six and a half years I spent at St. Mary’s. 

I remember the atmosphere as warm and congenial. A close 

relationship existed between boys and priests. The ratio in numbers 

was conducive to this. There was a wide spectrum of personalities 

among the priests. Some were diamonds in the rough, others refined 

and cultivated. There was always someone among them you could 

identify with. I felt two or three took a special interest in me. 

Altogether they had an affirming influence on me. They awoke my 

slumbering academic talents: (I never dreamt I could take equal first 

in my final year). Their pedagogy was sound and they had an effective 

‘non violent ’system of sanctions, which worked wonders. They gently 

curbed my wayward tendencies and helped me negotiate the pitfalls 

and hidden reefs of adolescence with a minimum of trauma. They were 

tolerant of minor misdemeanours but came down heavy on the bigger 

ones. There was always enough ‘presence ’around to nip our scheming 

in the bud. 
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Life was simple enough with few frills and luxuries. My basic needs 

were met and I had few wants. On a half-crown of pocket money per 

term there was not much danger of acquiring decadent habits. It was a 

proud day when at seventeen I earned my first ten shillings. 

 

Learning the Hard Way 

From when I was quite small - maybe five or six - I had strong 

kleptomaniac tendencies. I used to take valuables whenever I could 

get my hands on them and hide them away: mostly money and Mam’s 

jewellery. They were generally found, as I was not very adept at 

covering my tracks. A number of attempts to cure me failed. A climax 

came when I must have taken money belonging to a visitor; I would 

have been about ten or eleven. 

 

Dad was determined to cure me. One day he set up quite an elaborate 

array of threatening instruments in one of the farm stables (knives, 

scissors, scalpels, ropes etc.). Without saying much, he took me there 

and proceeded to tie me up. The tears began to flow and I felt terribly 

sorry for myself. I remember realising he was in deadly earnest and 

the end had indeed come; and in what an ignominious way, I thought. 

When he felt he had gone far enough and that I had learned my lesson, 

he asked if I was sorry and would I ever do it again. I assured him I 

was and I wouldn’t. He then gave me a penance: to run around the 

boundary of the farm without stopping. I didn’t wait to put on my 

shoes and took off for grim life, a reprieved man. It was one of the 

sweetest runs I ever did. No one mentioned the incident ever after; I 

expect Mam was the only one who would have known. Dad had 

managed to frighten the life out of me, and it should have been enough 

to cure me. It did, but only temporarily. I never took anything at home 

again. 

 

But when I went to St Mary’s I was in trouble again. It was still my 

first year there. One of the day boys had a beautiful fountain pen which 

I cast eyes on and eventually got my hands on. The pen was a valuable 

one and it was reported to Fr Jack Roe, the college president. 

Obviously, he was a man of experience and before long had found it 
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in my coat pocket in the dormitory. Good man that he was, he dealt 

with me privately without anyone else knowing; I always blessed him 

for that. He called me to his room and on learning it had happened 

before and that my father had failed to cure me, he was determined to 

do so for my sake. And cure me he did, in a very effective way. 

Without much ado he told me to take down my trousers, he put me 

across his knee and gave me about ten slaps - mild ones, which made 

it all the more humiliating - on the bare bottom. That was the end of 

it. I don’t remember having any more temptations to take things. I don’t 
think he ever mentioned it to Dad and Mam, for I never heard anything 

more about it. Jack Roe must have known well the effectiveness of the 

medicine. 

 

I had three or four pals and I was fiercely loyal to them. I was seldom 

to be found alone and I leaned a lot on them for support. I was 

successful in team sport but felt little attraction for athletics and 

individual forms of sport. Once, a well-known shot-putter came to test 

senior students for the provincial school’s competition. I declined to 

take part. Although I was likely material, I simply did not want to be 

seen as a man apart. In the meantime, back at home during the holidays 

I had to work hard, with free days few and far between. I have 

memories of my mother baking an endless supply of brown homemade 

bread, of which we consumed large quantities and lashings of 

homemade butter and jam!  We had little opportunity to socialise with 

other youth of our age. I felt a bit deprived about this and I envied the 

escapades of other boys, recounted with embellishments on returning 

to school after each holiday period. There was not much to be done 

about it, and on the whole, we were quite happy and content among 

ourselves, now numbering ten. I did not read much. I liked films but 

they were mostly confined to the weekly matinee at school. I was 

fascinated by ‘Snow-white and the Seven Dwarfs''.  

 

I had a vicarious love relationship with the youthful and beautiful 

Diana Durban in her many films. I loved poetry, mostly the outdoor 

vigorous kind, like my father’s ‘Gunga Den’ from his army days. (It 

was years before he would give me the words of this, as he thought it 

quite unsuitable - although he never lost a chance to recite it for us, as 

we listened enthralled, the tears rolling down his cheeks with 
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emotion!) I knew several long poems from Robert W Service’s The 

Yukon Trail and John O’Brien’s Around the Boree Log. 

 

Remarks Overheard 

Two small but significant incidents occurred when I was about 

sixteen, which revealed what my father and mother thought of me. 

Both were remarks overheard by chance and not meant for my ears. 

My father in conversation with a friend was discussing us boys. I 

caught the comment in the distance: ‘Laurence is a good lad.’ That was 

some concession, I thought to myself, as he was not in the habit of 

dropping remarks of praise, certainly not in our presence. It struck me 

doubly, because at that time our relations were more strained than 

usual. The incident quite reversed the image I had of myself at that 

time. It also taught me not to take my father’s brusqueness too 

seriously. 

 

The other incident happened during a car drive on our way back from 

the centenary celebrations of Father Theobald Matthew of Total 

Abstinence fame in Thomastown, Co. Tipperary. My mother was 

chatting with Aunt Kathleen Matthew in the back of the car. I was 

alongside, not paying much attention - that is, until I heard my name 

mentioned. I caught: ‘You know I have consecrated Laurence to Our 

Lady’. At an age when I was vacillating and not sure of my future, this 

remark had an electrifying effect. Though I resented somewhat, the 

undue ‘interference’ in my young life and anything that would limit 

my freedom in the future, I was deeply touched by such personal 

concern. Again, it forced me to believe in my worth. I somehow recall 

being a ‘marked man’ by Our Lady after that. 

 

Illness and Tragedy 

The only protracted illness I had in my youth was rheumatic fever, 

when I was seventeen. It was towards the end of the summer holidays 

and I was disgusted at being kept home from school and confined to 

bed for six weeks. I overheard the doctor saying three. I could only 

interpret my mother’s insistence on six as a sign of how she treasured 

me. The experience of being at home on my own taught me how 

contingent I was. The world (‘world’ i.e., school) got by fine without 
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me. Going back weeks late for school, like a bird missing the annual 

migration, also drove home to me that I was different, not just one of 

a crowd. 

 

At eighteen, I had my first ever experience of tragedy in the family 

when Eva, our baby sister, then only a few months old, died of 

meningitis. We were all heartbroken, above all our mother. She taught 

me a lesson in God’s Providence. I can still visualise her standing in 

the doorway on returning from the hospital, amidst tears saying to us 

all: ‘May God’s holy will be done!’ I felt this very keenly, tinged with 

a sense of guilt. For some days previously I was nursing my little sister 

and let her head hit the side of the chair. I never had the courage to tell 

my mother about this.  

 

The annual retreats came and went at school. There was one which 

sticks in my mind, given by a Salesian, Father Mangan. He caught our 

attention with his stories and somehow found a way into our hearts. I 

have heard classmates recall his stories fifty years later. He used to get 

us to repeat pithy phrases to encapsulate his message, some of which 

have weathered the years: ‘Death rather than commit sin!’ and ‘A 

small thing is a small thing, but it is a great thing to be faithful even in 

a small thing!’ 

 

An Aborted Date 

Once I made a date with a girl who used to come to daily Mass at the 

college chapel. It was my last year at college and we were to meet the 

night of coming back after the Easter holidays. I was preoccupied for 

days, thinking of what I was going to say! Lo and behold, on the 

evening we were due to be driven back to school something happened 

that had never happened in all the years we went to St. Mary’s. My 

dad was suddenly called away to some emergency at work and we had 

to wait till the following day! I couldn’t believe it and I was sorely 

disappointed. But later I used to think the Lord somehow had a hand 

in the emergency! 
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A Narrow Escape 

Dad got to know several of the college priests as the years went on; 

his suave ways made him easy to relate with. But it was to ‘Hooky’ 

Leonard, the new president, he became particularly close. They had 

mutual friends in the West of Ireland and there were some family land 

matters needing attention. He used to appear in the college parlour 

with a bottle of whiskey under his cloak and invite my father to some 

quiet nook for a drink and a chat. One day, when he came to collect us 

for the holidays, they went off for a drink. He had ‘a few more’ at 

Fagans, a publican in the town who also wanted advice on land 

matters. By the time we set out for home it was getting dark and Dad 

was in no condition to drive. I was sixteen and wanted to take over the 

wheel, but I knew better than to intimate there was any danger. We 

were petrified on the way! The inevitable happened; we hit a power 

pole going through Drogheda. It was a wonder we were not all killed; 

there were sparks flying all round the place. Our poor mother was 

distraught waiting for us when we reached home in a taxi in the early 

hours of the morning. 

 

Vocation 

For years my head told me I wanted to be a doctor; it was the thing to 

be. But from earlier still I had experienced from time to time a quiet 

but definite desire to be a priest. I resisted it and spoke to no one about 

it, not even my parents. Whenever the dream surfaced, I felt joyful and 

wholesome deep down. It was like the subterranean streams that flow 

far down between the rock and soil layers, and which well up every 

here and there in the form of a spring of fresh water. I never saw 

priesthood as a sinecure. My models portrayed it as a give-all affair 

(Peter Chanel, Canon Tom O’Reilly, Canon John Hannan). Fr Burns, 

a Columban, who visited St. Mary’s also fired me with his poem. 

 

Who has a blade for a splendid cause, 

Who has a heart that is true?  

To live and fight for the grandest thing 

That man could dream or singer sing 

Or ever soldier knew’ 
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No wonder I reneged to the end! I wanted to be footloose. Though they 

never broached the subject, my parents must have intuited all along 

where I was heading. I think I mentioned it once to my mother in my 

last year. But ‘officially ’I was going to be a doctor! My father 

intimated through her that he would try and see me through university, 

but I also picked up the nuance that there were nine others following 

behind. I waited for the public exam results. Then, when there was no 

more excuse, a month before the seminary opened, I applied - to be a 

Marist, of course. It never crossed my mind to be anything else. My 

father would have had other dreams, with the long tradition of 

diocesan priests in the family. He loved the Marists he knew but 

becoming a Marist was for him a step down. And there were no 

Canons to be had among them along the way! 

 

‘You have seduced me, O Lord, and I have let myself be seduced; you 

have overpowered me: you are the stronger’ Jer.20. As I think back 

over this crucial time of my life, I feel full of gratitude when I was 

being formed in my values and commitments, when my vocation 

struggle was going on in the midst of my adolescent problems (the 

confusion, the search for intimacy, my feeling of frustration, and so 

on). There were tremendous tensions inside as conflicting attractions 

vied for my heart; and I did not understand. Who could ever have 

brought order and harmony out of this inner chaos? Who - while 

respecting my freedom - could have set me on the one and only path 

that would satisfy my yearnings and which, at the same time, formed 

part of the mosaic of God’s overall plan for me? Who, but him, who 

‘rules all things wisely from end to end’? 
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SEMINARY STUDIES: 1941-42 
 

Novitiate 

My seminary studies commenced with novitiate at Mount St Mary’s., 

Dublin. As I was brought in and ‘handed over’ by my parents, I still 

had the feelings of a reluctant bride. On the other hand, I was thrilled 

to be on the way. Yet my ego was protesting that it was all a bit ‘infra 

dig’. I thought of what my pals were doing out there in the world, 

where the real action was. Not until years later did I realise that they 

in their turn envied me in their hearts. My fellow novices - there were 

five of us - were also from St. Mary’s and were what I looked on as 

‘holy fellows’, ‘naturals ’for this vocation. So, part of me was not in it. 

The symbol of my rebellious will was the way I insisted on smoking, 

a strictly forbidden exercise. Not that I loved cigarettes all that much. 

Jimmy, my brother, who visited me faithfully on Sundays supplied the 

contraband. He did not really want to be an accomplice in the crime. 

But he respected me and wanted to help me, even though he suspected 

I was being counterfeit. 

 

I was blessed with a sensible master, Pete McKeown. He was humane, 

understanding and encouraging. He had a ‘nose’ for inauthenticity and 

phoniness. He kept me from going overboard in my enthusiasm and 

guided me through bouts of scruples. At times the things he would say 

to put me back on track sounded outrageous and most unspiritual! 

 

The initial signs of change came with the first of our four novitiate 

retreats - appropriately named the purgative one. I began to admit that 

I was being dishonest with myself and with God. It had to be one or 

the other, all or nothing. The nibbling at the bait had to stop. And stop 

it did. By the time the retreat was through, I had thrown in the towel. 

I gave over my heart to God, and he took it good and fast. (Indeed, he 

has held it firmly since, these fifty years now). I felt like Jacob when 

Yahweh struck him on the hip, knocking it out of joint (Gen. 32:25). 

The basic struggle was over. I breathed more freely, now that the 

double standards were gone. Life seemed different; the world was a 

different place to be in. I never looked back after that. I was good and 

truly hooked. 
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The rest of the noviciate was a deepening of that radical commitment, 

as the tap-root of my spirit penetrated ever deeper seeking out the 

underground stream. As the months passed, a growing openness to 

God gradually led me to become more Christ-centred. The second 

retreat was especially significant. It was May, I recall; I can still 

visualise and smell the daisies, the buttercups, the butterflies and other 

lithesome things that early summer brings. More than once, I 

experienced an inner sweetness, a loving communion with God. This 

had a kind of ravishing effect, which made me realise I was no longer 

on my own. It also happened on occasion while reading The Story of 

a Soul, the autobiography of St Therese of Lisieux. If one so ‘little’ 
was capable of loving Jesus so unreservedly, why couldn’t I? ‘Quod 

isti et istae, cur non ego?’, Pete McKeown used to remind us. It was 

very much the Christ of faith I was coming to know. Later I was led 

through Abbe Fouard’s book The Christ the Son of God to know God 

better in human terms, in Jesus - the Jesus of history.  Our main 

spiritual text book, apart from the Constitutions of the Society of 

Mary, was Rodriquez. Most of it seemed very other-worldly and 

hardly relevant to modern life but the gem one found every now and 

then made the rummaging worthwhile. The Imitation of Christ also 

became a close companion; Invariably it pointed out things I was not 

ready to listen to. All in all, my noviciate was a life-giving experience 

which got me off to a good start and made me content in my chosen 

life.    

 

Philosophy and Theology 

The same can hardly be said of the six years of seminary studies which 

followed (two years Philosophy in Mount St Mary’s and four years 

Theology in Paignton, England). Though an essential part of 

preparation for an effective priesthood, I found the fare and andragogy 

generally non-inspiring and hardly conducive to a ‘love of learning 

and a desire for God’. To a great extent it was a kind of obstacle race 

I had to get through and without much relish. It left me with a distaste 

for academia ever after. Neither did I find these years enriching 

effectively and I have few positive memories of this long period. I 

don’t remember developing any deep relationships or close friendships 
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within the seminary or without. Much of my energy was channelled 

into peripheral interests: not without a feeling of guilt, but nonetheless 

with a good deal of satisfaction. This activity mainly centred around 

the Mission Society; studying Marist Missions history in the Pacific 

(especially Fiji), organising meetings and discussions, corresponding 

with missionaries in the field, purchasing and mailing supplies of 

books to them and running a stamp club. These gave me an outlet and 

served to develop my organisational and leadership skills. Here too, it 

would seem, was hatched my desire to become a missionary. 

 

Digging the Wells 

In my private reading, I came under the influence of Dom Marmion 

(Christ the Life of the Soul), And Dom Chautard (The Soul of the 

Apostolate). They drew me further into the experience of Christ and 

gave my spirituality a warm apostolic and pastoral thrust. They helped 

integrate my theological learning and generally added cohesion and 

direction to my life. I became convinced of the need of an ‘interior life’ 

no matter how pressing activity would become. 

 

Apart from academic study, familiarity with sacred scripture was 

mostly confined to the gospels until much later in life.  It was St John’s 

Gospel I was most at home with, especially the Last Supper discourse. 

The intimacy of Jesus with his Father and the warmth which marked 

his human relationships were key attractions for me and these rubbed 

off onto my attitudes as time went on. 

 

I feel a sense of gratitude for all I see in these years, especially for my 

noviciate and my novice master, Pete McKeown. God overlooked my 

neglect of academic studies (something I am now able to take fuller 

responsibility for). In accepting this as a limitation, I am in awe of the 

way he moulded me, developing and purifying my other talents in 

preparation for the future. In his graciousness he simply led me along 

another way for his own purpose and for my happiness. 

 

The Call of the Islands 

In the last year of seminary studies the attraction of the islands became 

stronger and more persistent. I had seen others before me go and I met 
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older men, like Eddie Roe, returning home on holiday. I experienced 

surges of idealism. I could not hope to understand from a distance what 

life in the missions was really like. But I noticed how those who came 

home on holidays always wanted to return. Did I know what I was 

doing? Did I realise the cost? I reflected a lot on the consequences of 

such a radical choice. Gradually the reasons against going faded in the 

background and my mind was made up. 

 

I shall be telling you this with a sigh 

Somewhere ages and ages hence 

Two roads diverged into a wood and I - 

I took the one less travelled by, 

And that has made all the difference.  

The Road Not Taken: Robert Frost 

 

What made me want to ‘go to the missions’? First, there was the 

unaccountable desire that seemed to grow during my last year in the 

seminary. It left me at peace when I listened to it and conversely sad 

when I ignored or resisted it. There did not seem to be too many ‘holy’ 

reasons. I wanted to give my life to God, for him to use in the best way 

possible. I was fired by the ‘splendid cause’ bit. I wanted to ‘spread the 

gospel’ and ‘save’ the pagans. And I wanted to work alongside the 

Johnny Clerkins. 

 

However, I still had my family to consider. For my father, it was bad 

enough not becoming a secular priest (a real priest!), but at least I 

would be normally working at home in Ireland, not too far from him. 

Thoughts of going abroad were far from his mind. Hannans did not 

immigrate. Although he never indicated it explicitly, I suspected he 

was very proud of me and fond of me in his own manly way. My 

mother would feel it more acutely. But then her wells ran deeper and 

she had the capacity to rise above difficult situations - not just tolerate 

them - and see them from the perspective of faith and love, as part of 

God’s plan. I knew, too, she had a deep affection for me, her first born, 

though she never said so explicitly, not till many years later. My 

brothers and sisters, several of them by now making their own way in 

life but still at home, would have to bear the effect my going would 

have on my parents. In the midst of all this I became aware that I was 
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still very attached to my family. More than should have been the case, 

I thought, after seven years away from them, following another way 

of life with all its emphasis on detachment. 

 

Unknown to me my years in the religious life and seminary had honed 

and refined that human affection. 

 

Breaking the News 

I eventually applied to the Provincial to go to Oceania. I had not long 

to wait. The reply was affirmative and I was appointed to Fiji. I then 

wrote a long letter to my parents, the first of its kind. It was one of the 

most important as well as difficult letters I have ever written. (It is still 

extant; I found it among my mother’s papers after her death). In it I 

traced the story of their caring for me. I was now nearing twenty-six 

and approaching ordination. I thanked them for all they had done for 

me and all of us, the sacrifices which rearing and education ten of us 

entailed in difficult times. Also I recalled the freedom and support they 

had given me in becoming a Marist priest. I then told them of my 

desire to ‘go to the missions’. I acknowledged that this decision would 

cost them a lot, but that I had come to the conclusion this was the best 

and most fruitful way I could use my life. They, too, would participate 

in my life’s work. After posting the letter I thought of better ways of 

putting things; there were so many intimate and delicate things to 

express. I tried to listen to my heart as I wrote. I was glad afterwards I 

had brought myself to do so, for it said many things that needed saying 

and which there might not be an occasion again to express. 

 

When all this was over, I felt relieved and satisfied. Something that 

was hard for all of us had been set in motion, on its way to its inevitable 

conclusion. I was at peace. My father wrote back, acquiescing in my 

decision and giving his and my mother’s blessing. I never knew until 

years later how deeply my letter had touched both of them, nor too 

what a wrench my going would mean for them. 
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OFF TO THE ISLANDS: 1948 
 

I was advised by the new Provincial, Fr Kieran, to make my own travel 

arrangements to Fiji; the Province had no structure for looking after 

travel of this kind. Besides, Bishop Foley would be responsible for my 

fare. If he wanted me, it was up to him to pay for me. I was on my 

own. I decided to travel via the U.S.A.; by ship to New York, by train 

across the States and by air across the Pacific. And so, the day for 

departure came. My parents, with some of my brothers and sisters 

drove me to Cork to join the ship, The Queen Elizabeth. We kept up a 

brave front, though our hearts were heavy. Looking back, I realise 

there were no Marists about, but at the time there did not seem to be 

anything incongruous about this. 

 

The Parting 

The parting on Cobh pier was emission-filled. There were too many 

others besides ourselves saying farewell for us to be self-conscious. 

When the moment came we embraced; I don't remember rightly. A 

few awkward words of affection were exchanged. I think I can recall 

my mother saying, amid tears, ‘God love you and keep you, Laurence’, 

and Dad ‘Good luck to you, Laur’. Then I was gone. As the liner 

prepared to cast off from the pier, I hid behind a pile of trunks to lessen 

the agony of seeing one another. As we pulled away, we waved a last 

goodbye. We knew it was to be fifteen years before we would see one 

another again (actually, it turned out to be twelve). I learned years later 

there was little conversation in the car on the way back to Dublin. I 

did not realise at the time how deeply they felt my going. They felt the 

parting more than I did. I was young, full of idealism, on my way to 

my new life. There was something of novelty and adventure attached 

to my setting out. But for them, it was different, heading back home 

where there would be a big gap now. 

 

I found it strange not being able to say Mass on board the ship. I didn't 

have the necessary letter from the Bishop of Cork! I was a simple 

Catholic for those few days attending one or other of the Masses of 12 
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young priests from All Hallows College heading for the California 

‘Mission’. 
 

Encounter with A Hero 

After three weeks visiting Marist communities on the East Coast, I set 

out on the long train journey across the States. I broke the journey for 

a few hours in Chicago to visit one of my Marist missionary heroes, 

Joseph Deihl, who recently came home from Samoa with a serious 

heart condition. He was delighted to see me. I was touched by his calm 

and resigned disposition. Here was this man, once so strong and full 

of dynamism, whose story I had read (especially his own parting with 

his family 35 years before), laid low by illness, lovingly cared for by 

his sister. I felt he saw himself in me as we bade farewell and I went 

on my way towards the islands he loved. I certainly felt the mantle of 

his blessing fall on me. He was dead within a few weeks. I must have 

been one of the last Marists he saw. I like to recall his memory. I too 

saw myself in him and what it must be like at the other end of life’s 

journey, worn out and now expendable. How lonely it could be at the 

end of a rich and full life spent for others, if we did not experience 

how precious we are even now in our weakness, in love mediated 

through human affection. 

 

San Francisco is a beautiful city. It has always had special meaning 

for me, because of the warm welcome I received from Fr Le Bihen, 

French Marist pastor of the French national parish in Bush Street, at 

the end of my three days ’train journey. My subsequent visits there 

have had a touch of the pilgrimage about them. 
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EARLY YEARS IN FIJI: 1948-53 
 

I arrived in Fiji in the early hours of 2 November, 1948. As I got off 

the plane, I was struck by the newness of everything: the people, the 

scenery, the lush foliage. But most of all I was struck by the stifling 

heat and high humidity that enshrouded me. My first impressions were 

important. After all, this was where my life was going to be spent, the 

country where I had thrown in my lot. I was aware I could just as easily 

have been sent to the Solomons or Samoa. 

 

Johnny Clerkin 

Johnny Clerkin was at Nadi Airport to meet me. When he arrived in 

1937, he was the first of a small but steady stream of Irish Marists to 

go to Fiji. We had known each other through correspondence. We 

remained close friends through the following years, till his death in 

1985. He made me feel very welcome. The first thing I did was to say 

my three All Souls Day Masses at Nadi Parish. This was a real 

‘baptism of fire’. It was sweltering hot and I was dressed in heavy black 

clothes and soutane, an alb and an old time heavy Roman chasuble. I 

will never forget it. Nothing was ever as bad after that! Later in the 

day Johnny brought me by bus along the rough gravelled roads to 

Namosau College where I stayed a few days to get oriented. 

 

Otherwise, there was little fuss about my arrival in Fiji. I was an 

addition to the ‘work force ’and for this reason I was welcome. I did 

not experience much sense of welcome as a person or as one joining a 

team. It did not concern me at the time. I took it for granted. I had 

learned to find my own way a long time ago and was ready to fit into 

the rugged individual system I sensed around me. This was confirmed 

by the casual comings and goings of men in from the mission stations, 

as they went about their business in Suva. I experienced little feeling 

of brotherly concern about them.  
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My First Appointment: Napuka 1948-49 

In Suva I learned of my appointment to Napuka, a mission station on 

the northern end of Vanua Levu, the second main island. It was a three 

days ’sea journey by small ship, calling at various ports on the way. 

Les Heath, the parish priest, a warm-hearted New Zealand 

Southlander, came into Suva to ‘take charge ’of me. We travelled by 

MV Yanawai, a 250 tonner under command of Captain Percy, one of 

those hardy seafaring South Seas captains, who had little time for 

clergymen. The people of Napuka welcomed me, though I suspect 

they were getting a bit browned off by the succession of missionaries 

being sent there for six months ’periods to learn the language and then 

take off. 

 

Language Learning 

My first task too was to learn the Fijian language, which was the key 

into the lives of the people and hopefully into their hearts. They were 

the days before enculturation became a science. Learning the language 

had a functional purpose. I did not feel the need to learn much else of 

the culture for years. I remained quite ignorant about many basic 

customs. How the people ever put up with our obnoxious manners is 

a credit to their tolerance and a proof of their loyalty. The colonial 

officers of the day were no better. 

Everything around was novel and those early months were spent in 

learning how to live and function in this new milieu. Life was simple. 

I did not expect much and anything extra was a bonus. Food was plain 

but plentiful, especially fish. I got to love the strong locally grown 

coffee we got in big bowls for breakfast, with fresh cow’s milk - left-

over from the French missionary era. 

 

I spent all day every day at the books, occasionally going out on a sick 

call with Les. I spent a lot of time listening to him, as he was a great 

talker.  I learned much from him that stood me in good stead in later 

years: his positive attitude to mission life, his respect for and devotion 

to his people, his fluency in the language, his ability to adapt to village 

life and spend long hours at night yarning with the people. They loved 

his visits, his embellished stories and his sermons laced with all kinds 

of images and human experiences. He also loved the radio. The 9.00 
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o’clock news each night kept us in touch with the outside world. From 

time to time I used to hear Les wishing he could find £50 to buy a 

kerosene refrigerator; it would make life so much easier. I used to 

think of the £50 which I had stashed away (gift money I had brought 

with me)! I felt like Evelyn Underhill’s Brownie, in the way I held on 

to my ‘blanket ’in the face of those tear-jerking phantasies. The money 

had to be spent some time. But, I thought, I would not be long here 

and maybe the next place would not have a refrigerator either! 

Anyway, we bought the refrigerator. 

 

After six months ’study of the theory and mechanics of Fijian and 

practising it with the children, I had acquired a working knowledge of 

the language. I found the children a big help. They never told you you 

were wrong, they just laughed and the bigger the mistake the louder 

the laugh. I was now ripe for reappointment, and it was not long in 

coming. 

 

Alone in Savusavu: 1949-53 

This time it was to be Savusavu, a small parish of some 400 Catholics, 

60 miles from Napuka on the same island. I went there with mixed 

feelings. Barely broken into missionary life and with little pastoral 

experience, I was like a baby still in diapers. I was to be on my own 

as parish priest. The nearest priest companion was a day’s journey. 

When I got there my predecessor had left for his new appointment. 

Les was partly responsible for this! He had insisted that I not go 

sooner; he did not agree with some of the ways of this confrere and 

thought I, as a young missionary, might be misled! So, there was no 

one to ritualise the ‘tradition’, the handing over of the accumulated 

history of the place. The SMSM sisters, too, had recently been 

withdrawn. 

 

It was strange not knowing anyone. I was starting from scratch. A 

small group of people from the mission station met me at the wharf, 

with a big hired lorry. I was touched by their welcome and concern for 

me. I felt a bit incongruous riding along the three miles to the mission 

station in this huge juggernaut with my few belongings. It was pitch 

dark. Miliano, the ebullient head teacher took charge of me and 
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became my trusted mentor. Osita, his devoted wife, became a mother 

to me, cooking and caring for my needs for the next two years.  She 

specialised in egg pudding. When she saw I liked it I got it almost 

daily ever after! I lived happily in Savusavu for three and a half years. 

 

Energy to Burn 

The fact I was on my own did not bother me. I set about my work with 

great enthusiasm, picking up what I could as I went along. There was 

plenty to do. I was unaware how little I knew. I followed the traditional 

pastoral practices, teaching catechism in the mission schools daily, 

visiting the villages. I did the rounds every three months, on foot, on 

horseback and by boat. Except for one village, Catholics lived in small 

minority communities. The Savusavu people are gentle by nature and 

tend to be passive. Back in the mission station, I had energy to burn 

and set up my own show. I did not consult much, neither the people, 

fellow priests nor the bishop. These were far away and seen only 

occasionally. I took on a number of development projects in the 

mission station and surrounding land. The first was a water supply, 

using a water-ram system. Then there was agricultural development. I 

was struck by the huge area of rich uncultivated land attached to the 

mission, 1200 acres of it. With my farming background I was keen to 

do something about this. With the help from my family, we got one of 

the first tractors on the Savusavu coast. Before long we had a small 

but thriving rice plantation. The virgin soil gave a prolific yield. We 

learned how to divert streams, make dams and bunds to facilitate 

irrigation. An important spin off from these ventures was a growth in 

community spirit among the scattered little Catholic communities. I 

did not avert to this at the time. They responded well. When they came 

to the mission for the three big Feasts of the year, they would stay on 

for several days afterwards working together on these projects. 

Harvesting was a primitive exercise, but it was a real celebration of 

achievement, especially for the youth. It boosted their confidence and 

their standing in the eyes of their fellow Methodists. 

 

I did not learn much from these people. They had little to teach me, 

the way I saw it. I had come to teach them, ‘civilise them’. I saw little 

need to study their culture and learn their customs. It never dawned on 



  31 

me. I was their guest. I had my own spirituality apart from theirs. I 

attended their morning and evening prayers in Finian in the church, 

but also said my own. I did not develop any close friendships in the 

years I spent in Savusavu. Apart, that is, from Paul Conquereau, the 

French Marist at Solevu, a day’s journey along the coast. 

 

When I went for annual retreat in 1950, I was surprised at a remark 

from Bishop Foley. ‘I hear you are doing well in Savusavu’. It was 

encouraging to hear this from him; he was not given to remarks of this 

kind. I recall vividly the effect it had on me; it confirmed me in the 

direction I was going. 

 

Structural Growing Pains 

Around this time our Oceania Marist Province began to restructure 

itself. The first obvious sign was the appointment of regional 

superiors. Until then the scattered province, which was coterminous 

with eight dioceses was governed directly by a Provincial, based in 

Sydney. The bishops, all Marists, doubled as ecclesiastical and 

religious superiors. A division was now made between the two roles 

and a regional superior appointed in each diocese. He was directly 

responsible to the Provincial and entrusted with the welfare of his 

fellow Marists (about 50 in Fiji then) and coordinating appointments 

with the bishop. It took some time for the effects to be felt. One thing 

urged on us was to gather regularly - monthly where possible - 

according to areas. Three of us began meeting occasionally in one 

another’s mission stations. This took a real effort. None of us was good 

at visiting in those days. We lived far apart and transport was difficult. 

And, of course, we were always ‘busy’! 
 

Paul Coquereau 

This is how I came to know Paul Coquereau, aged around forty, one 

of a diminishing number of French missionaries. We grew to be close 

friends. Apart from being neighbours, we had a certain affinity of 

backgrounds and interests. He had an admirable outlook on life and 

deep childlike faith. An impractical dreamer in ways, he used to sit for 

hours fantasising blowing out big puffs of Fijian tobacco smoke, until 

some problem around the place recalled him from his reveries. He was 
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creative and innovative, especially with hydraulics, installing water 

supplies and small hydro-electric plants. He got himself into trouble 

with his bishop for spending too much time installing water supplies 

in isolated villages and not keeping his accounts properly. When he 

went to France on holiday and renewal in 1951 (his first in 18 years), 

I looked after his parish, dividing my time between there and 

Savusavu, He did me the great favour of going to Ireland to visit my 

family. 

 

Other People 

Charlie O’Rourke, a lay missionary from Scotland, arrived in Fiji in 

1951. Mechanic by trade, he was offered to me, to revive an old 

France-made power plant, which had been out of commission for ten 

years. It was worth his while coming for that alone, and to experience 

the jubilation on the night the electric lights came on all over the 

compound, replacing the stalwart benzine lamps and storm lanterns. I 

always associate Charlie with bread and butter, which he loved. On 

one occasion on returning from Solevu, I was upset to learn that he 

had been living on bread and butter and jam for most of a week. He 

didn't mind in the least and wondered why I should be worried. 

 

A few miles along the coast lived an elderly European couple on a run-

down copra plantation, Mark and Dorothy Dodds. He was an obliging 

man and used to repair our launch engine from time to time. Every 

now and then I would go along there for afternoon tea, ringing up 

beforehand on the single party telephone line that ran along the coast. 

I dressed in my best khaki shirt and trousers and sun helmet for the 

occasion. There would be nice china ware, with hot scones, butter and 

jam. We exchanged pleasantries, talked of copra prices and of the 

people from the local villages. Mark was a rough and ready person 

with a heart of gold - better for others than himself. He had little time 

for religion, but was a compassionate man, forever giving ‘loans ’to 

local villagers in strife. He was a heavy drinker and from time to time 

would go on a binge. She was a gentle, sedate person, a former tutor 

nurse, who seemed out of place in Balaga. They didn't marry till late 

in life. Though so different in backgrounds, we had something in 

common and I always returned home the better for my visits. On my 
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way home, meandering along the shore on horseback, my mind 

invariably wandered back to my home in Sunnymeade, to the smell of 

my mother’s fresh baked scones, homemade butter and jam. 

 

Other people I came to know in Savusavu were Ratu Ganilau who was 

later President), and Robert Saunders (later knighted), both cadet 

District Officers. Our friendships have endured through the years. 

 

Sister Anna 

The coming of three Fijian Sisters of Nazareth in 1951 brought a new 

dimension to life on the mission station. There was not a decent house 

to put them in, but they came anyway. They took care of the girl 

boarders, the church and my cooking.  I remember Sister Anna best. 

She was forever in the vegetable garden, out in the sea fishing or up 

one of the local streams looking for prawns - for the priest. I can still 

see her returning all wet in her working habit, her veil disheveled, with 

a basket of prawns and a big smile on her face. She was the paradigm 

of devotion to the priest. 

 

The Coming of the Columbans 

The arrival from Ireland of the first group of Columbans took place in 

February, 1952. The bishop invited me to Suva with Michael 

Bransfield to be part of the welcoming party. The twelve of them, 

newly ordained and fresh from Dalgan, were led by Dinny Fitzpatrick. 

He was a veteran of seventeen years of travelling Ireland on promotion 

work, who knew every parish priest in the country. He was from the 

same town as Papa Mellett, my maternal grandfather, so that put us on 

common ground from the start. The twelve neophytes were farmed out 

to experienced missionaries, to be ‘broken in ’before being assigned to 

their own parishes. Two were sent to me at Savusavu. This made me 

change my lifestyle and learn to be sociable. I thought they would need 

a lot of attention. They turned out to be keen observers of life and took 

to learning Fijian quickly. 

 

Besides, they had something to teach me also! Sitting up at night, 

reminiscing. I came to like the smell of their cigarette smoke. I began 

to take an odd one. Before long I was hooked. I was thirty then, and 
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for the next thirty years, wherever I travelled, over mountains, across 

rivers or over the seas, I carried my ‘impedimenta ’like Hannibal 

crossing the Alps. Alcohol did not bother us; I hardly saw a drop of it 

those three years. I did not acquire a taste for beer until I was over 

fifty. 

 

Tui, my horse, was part of my life during these years in Savusavu. A 

big grey animal, he was easy to ride and served me faithfully. He was 

my only mode of transport on land for the three-mile trip to town or to 

nearby villages. Her made me feel mobile. I managed to shoe his front 

feet once to protect him from rough gravel roads, recalling how Uncle 

Paddy and the local blacksmith at home (Jimmy Smith) used to do it. 

I never ventured to do the rear ones! 

 

Letter Writing 

Here I had a problem. From early on, as I got embroiled in work, I did 

not write home regularly - sometimes for as long as two months. I put 

it off until the guilt would not leave me alone any longer. Then I would 

write a long epistle of how many pages, always followed by a personal 

resolution to write more often. Once I got a hint from my father and 

mother in a roundabout way that they would appreciate a letter more 

often. That helped. Mam was the most faithful correspondent. Da 

would write occasionally out of the blue. After my mother’s death I 

discovered he had kept all my letters, nearly forty years of them. 

 

My Savusavu sojourn ended rather abruptly, I thought. In February, 

1953, I got a letter from the bishop appointing me to Suva. I was totally 

unprepared for this unexpected intrusion into my life, as I saw it! I felt 

hurt and let down. I was doing well in Savusavu and had not completed 

my agenda. I felt also that the ‘rites had not been observed’. What was 

to happen to the rice venture? There was a large debt still to be paid 

on the tractor! I still had much to learn about life. I remember Mary, 

my sister, writing from home consoling me in my desolation! 
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MOVING TO TOWN: 1953-60 
 

Suva 1953 

An appointment into Suva ‘from the bush ’was something I had not 

expected so early in my life. Suva (though not yet a city) was 

developing and the existing Cathedral parish had recently been carved 

into several new parishes. I was to be one of a team of three, assisting 

the bishop in the Cathedral parish, with special responsibility for 

establishing a new parish in the Lami area. It was my first experience 

of working in a team and I have many happy recollections of it. At our 

first meeting with the bishop, we were whipped into shape like boy 

scouts (Jule Waqa and Mickey Bransfield were the other two) and our 

daily programme set. Dressed in white cotton suits and Roman collar, 

we spent the mornings in the schools and the afternoon visiting homes. 

In the hot season the suits were not worth much at the end of the day. 

Within a few years a beige safari suit without Roman collar had 

become a more sensible uniform for the towns. 

 

Door Knocking 

From the beginning I found pastoral visitation difficult and did not at 

all relish it. It was a totally new experience. Like a raw recruit, I felt 

awkward knocking at doors and announcing myself to people I did not 

know, wondering what to talk about. They were mostly families of 

mixed race, who did not go to Mass and who invariably had 

complaints of one kind and another about the Church or about priests. 

It did not take long for me to realise that much of this was a guilt cover-

up, and that in fact they appreciated the concern and attention of a 

visit. 

 

It taught me the value of home visitation as a sign of pastoral concern, 

and how it can set up a new relationship. I found, too, that people are 

different in their homes. It is their last line of defence, their ‘castle’. 
They feel vulnerable there and resent intrusion, but once accepted and 

trusted you can become a friend for life. Even those I visited only once 

never forgot it and would recall it years later, when I had forgotten it 
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myself. In spite of this new awareness, I had to steel myself to face the 

task each time. Always, though, I came home with a feeling of 

consolation and joy. 

 

Bishop’s Henchman 

My coming to Suva was the beginning of a long association of 

collaboration with Bishop Foley on the diocesan level, over and above 

immediate parochial activities. He was a sensitive, lonely man, who 

was easily upset, His moodiness made him a difficult person to live 

with. Often conversation at the table was sparse. He did not suffer 

fools gladly. He was demanding to work for, even more so to work 

with. The youngest bishop in the world at his consecration in 1944, he 

was a man of vision and determination. He was ahead of his time, but 

found it hard to sell his ideas and get people to buy them. For him, the 

Church in Fiji was no longer a dependent mission nor a minority 

ghetto (although still only 14% of the population). He believed it had 

the resources within itself to amplify its influence for good. For him 

the key was education, an improvement in quality and standards from 

the ground up. He set his course, trimmed his sails and cast off. Some 

very difficult policy decisions which he made clashed with traditional 

mission practice and met with strong criticism from the clergy. Not 

being a fair-weather character, he stuck to his course come what may. 

Time proved him right, though it might have been achieved with less 

harshness and fewer casualties. I bought into his vision for the Church 

early on and gave my energies to supporting him in the practical 

implementation of his plans. I saw the basic integrity of the man and 

his farsightedness. At times, I felt I was being too much of a ‘yes man’. 
Some of his methods I thought to be unjust or unfair. But I did not 

confront him. He would probably not have brooked disagreement in 

any case. From Bishop Foley I learned to work in close cooperation 

with others without expecting thanks. 

 

Lami: 1954-60 

In the meantime, I was preparing for the move to Lami. Initially my 

activities there were confined to weekends. Parishioners, delighted at 

the prospect of having their own parish priest, dismantled an old 

wooden catechist’s house beside the cathedral and rebuilt it as a 
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presbytery in Lami. It was not far from the little wooden roadside 

church which had served the original Catholic community for many 

decades. After a year I moved to Lami for good and began to work 

full-time there. 

 

Now began a highly satisfying period in my life. It was fulfilling 

pastorally, emotionally and spiritually. The parish was about three 

miles from Suva and extended twelve miles along the coastal road. 

The people living around the parish centre were of mixed race (called 

half-castes in those days) and were mostly tradesmen and casual 

labourers working in Suva. Scattered further along the coast were 

several small settlements of migrants from other Pacific Island groups: 

Samoan, Wallisians, Tongans. Further along were two sizeable Fijian 

villages. This was the mixed family among whom I was to live for the 

next six years. None of them was well off: indeed, the first two 

categories were rootless, displaced ‘anawim’ for whom religion 

served as a source of identity and solidarity. 

 

I found them responsive and cooperative from the outset. I set about 

parish visitation in a methodical fashion, encouraged by my Suva 

experience. I tried to visit all, not just the welcoming and active ones, 

showing interest without too much questioning. It was not long before 

a group of ‘women of the gospel ’had pity on me riding around the 

rough roads on a small Corgi scooter in all kinds of weather. Quite 

unknown to me, they collected enough money to buy a small car. An 

Austin Minor, green in colour, its registered number (BZ3002) was a 

familiar sight around the parish for the rest of my time there. For 

reasons that became clear later, it became known to the youth as the 

‘Green Maraia’! 
 

I tried to adapt my teaching and preaching to this new situation. I 

always endeavoured to be positive, hopeful and merciful in my 

approach. It took time to get used to preaching in English after several 

years of using Fijian. 
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Doing things together 

What was to become a major symbol of identity as a parish and a 

source of growth as a community soon loomed into our lives. It took 

the form of a parish hall. Planned and built by voluntary labour, it took 

four years to complete. The effect which this had on the community 

turned out to be more valuable than all the service the hall has given 

the community these forty years since. Working together, young and 

old alike it had a tremendous unifying effect. It broke down racial 

barriers and made people forget their disparities. Each brought what 

he had, his strength and his skill and no questions were asked. As time 

passed, the hall became a kind of myth, with fathers boasting to their 

sons as they passed by in the bus, ‘Son, see that hall, we built that!’ 

Whether they had dug gravel up from up the Lami River, poled the 

barge down to the mouth, made concrete blocks, mixed cement, cut 

trees out of the bush for milling or helped hoist roof trusses into 

position, it had a bonding effect. It was a kind of sacrament which 

moulded them into a community. Working hard with them, my main 

task lay in rounding up the far away ones and delivering them back 

home in the little ‘Green Maraia ’in the late hours of the night. No 

wonder I got to know them well, became close to them and eventually 

became part of the myth. 

 

Demanding as it was and discouraging at times, it was a great lesson 

in the importance of process in working towards an end product, the 

‘how ’with which one goes about an undertaking, and the power of a 

common activity to draw when done in response to a real need. 

 

Thirty years on, whenever I meet any of these young men (now no 

longer young), whether in Suva, Sydney, Auckland or Vancouver, it 

is this memory that springs to mind before anything else. And there is 

little purpose trying to correct, in the name of truth the many 

embellishments which have grown around the myth. Myths are not too 

particular about exactitude. 

 

The Day of the Lord 

Sunday was a long full day, with three Masses - two at Lami and the 

third in one of the settlements of villages down the coast. I spent the 
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afternoon on the way back visiting the families and instructing 

converts or giving pre-marriage instructions. Like many a priest, I 

used to feel tired but happy as the day came to an end. In the evening 

after Benediction, for years I used to prepare a five minutes ’radio 

devotional to be broadcast live on Monday morning at 6.00 a.m. This 

helped me to develop an ecumenical sensitivity and to share my faith 

life in a simple way, the things of joy and hope we all hold in common 

which bring meaning to the daily round. To this day, I meet people 

who recall how those ‘ferverinos ’helped them. 

 

Enter the Marist Sisters 

A team of Marist Sisters came to Lami in 1956 to establish a primary 

school. The superior was a strong character, full of courage and 

pastoral zeal. She imbued the school with a spirit it has retained to this 

day. I supported her in her endeavours in spite of so much else going 

on at that time. As time went on, I found myself having to avoid her 

persistent attentions. She was attracted to me, but I did not know then. 

The parishioners knew, as I found out later. I wondered, for instance, 

why my housekeeper was acting strangely, making a lot of noise in 

the kitchen while washing up after lunch, when she knew I was having 

a siesta. I could not fathom what was up. Until months later, I 

confronted her one day. She was very upset and angry, she said, 

because of my relationship with Sister and the parishioners were all 

talking about it too. God help me, what a shock I got. I had never 

experienced such a situation and did not know how to handle it. I felt 

betrayed. All my life I had tried to combine warmth and respect in my 

relationships with women. At the time it did not enter my mind to seek 

advice and to talk to Sister. I simply cut down communications to 

formal matters. It must have been near the end of my time in Lami, as 

I do not recall any further adverse effects. It was a lesson for me on 

personal integrity, in prudence and pusillanimous scandal. 

 

An Elderly Gentleman 

In 1954 Father Bergeron, a former Provincial, came to live with me in 

Lami. A short stocky French-American with bushy eyebrows, slightly 

pompous in manner, he had spent all his missionary life in Tonga. He 

was a self-sufficient man of much wisdom, with simple tastes and 
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easily pleased. He was to be my companion for the next three years. 

He did what pastoral work he could. We shared our meals, but apart 

from that we did not spend much time together socially. I felt I was 

too busy. I had yet to learn to set value on community living and 

hospitality. I used to wonder how some priests could offer beer or 

other drinks to fellow priests when they visited and spend time 

socialising with them. I never kept ‘drinks ’in the house and hardly 

remember offering one to a visitor! Needless to say, I did not have 

many visitors. I had to wait twenty years to learn the value of 

hospitality. 

 

One morning when he was about three years in Lami, Fr Bergeron 

took ill with angina. As I was helping him slowly from his chair to his 

bed, he stopped for a moment midway and, aware of his weakness, 

said: ‘This reminds me of what Jesus said to Peter, ‘When you were 

young you girded yourself and went where you would. But when you 

are old, you will stretch out your hands and another will gird you and 

lead you where you would not wish to go’ (Jn 21:18-19). Within a few 

minutes of lying down he was dead. It was my first experience of 

having someone close to me die, in my house. Even though I had not 

got to know him in depth, I felt lonely. I felt guilty too. When I went 

to town to see the doctor that morning, I did not hurry home with the 

medicine he prescribed, not suspecting the seriousness of his 

condition. I can still see him standing there on the porch when I 

returned, waiting for me to come home. 

 

Diocesan Activities 

Apart from parochial activities, I was still heavily involved with 

Bishop Foley. During my years in Lami I continued to work closely 

with the bishop in diocesan affairs. I was by now a diocesan consulter 

and, among other projects, spent considerable time organising site 

works for the building of Corpus Christi College. This included 

bulldozing, dynamiting, landscaping, logging and milling timber, 

raising funds and arranging public occasions. I felt happy to be able to 

put my talents to use in this way. My motivation could hardly have 

been questioned, as the bishop was not one to say thanks often. 
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Reflecting on Lami Days 

My years in Lami taught me much and drew out many of my native 

gifts. The most important thing I learned was how to be a leader among 

a disparate, multi cultured people, mixing with them, taking them as 

they were, working with them rather than doing things for them, 

getting them to be involved, to take responsibility and participate 

rather than be passive observers. 

 

Using native charm, I tried to humour, cajole and coax. I had to be 

very patient when their response was poor and only a few came. After 

a while, little by little, like a pebble thrown in a pond, the ripples 

spread. 

 

In Lami, too, I began to realise the versatility and drive I possessed, 

the attractiveness of activity, its addictiveness and my readiness to 

learn new skills. All this led me to enjoy working hard and giving of 

myself. On the other hand, I did not take much time to relax, to think, 

read, or listen to the radio. Taking a day off hardly entered my mind; 

no one took days off in those times. I had one memorable holiday, with 

P.J. Kelly in Vatukoula in 1954. I prayed, yes, but not much. I said my 

daily breviary, though much of it late at night. There were two main 

sources of spiritual energy; daily Mass and a developing intuitive 

sense in decision making; to seek what was best rather than what was 

expedient. My motivation also was being purified in the process. 

 

In the midst of many occupations and preoccupations, I was always 

attracted to the poor and insignificant in the community, those living 

in isolation, the laggards, the old and sick. Sunday, on my way back 

from late Mass is the time I remember best my visits to them; a lot of 

them were scattered here and there. I found the poor always the most 

grateful, giving gladly of the little they had. 

 

As the time drew near to finish in Lami, I had a feeling of 

accomplishment, of a job well done. I had got the ship underway, 

ready for handing over to my successor (my former parish priest in 

Napuka, Les Heath). An era in my life had ended. The time was ripe 

to move on to other pastures. The farewell ceremony in the parish hall 

was a celebration of common achievement and of mutual gratitude. 
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The bishop was invited to share the occasion. But he was not happy 

with all the accolades that were focused on me, especially when the 

whale’s tooth was not offered to him. I felt ill at ease with all this, 

though I don’t think the people noticed it. 
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SECOND NOVICIATE AND HOME HOLIDAY: 1960 
 

Setting out for my second noviciate in the United States was a great 

thrill. I felt as free as a bird, winging my way over the Pacific. I kept 

thinking to myself, ‘just imagine, it’s eleven years since I passed this 

way’. I visited San Francisco for a few days. I got a rude awakening 

when, on arriving at the Marist community, I found everybody facing 

in the one direction, watching TV! My Friend Fr Le Bihen had already 

died. 

 

Watch Hill 

I left for the East Coast. The venue of the noviciate was a magnificent 

seaside holiday mansion at Watch Hill, Rhode Island, recently donated 

to the Marist Fathers. The Marists were well established in New 

England. They were mostly of French-Canadian stock. I found a great 

welcome in their communities, which made me glad to belong to such 

a family. 

 

It was January and cold, with snow outside. Inside it was warm and 

cosy, like a well-insulated igloo. There were just three of us, the other 

two (Bob Poirier and Charlie Pfab) being Americans. We made out 

well and enjoyed one another’s companionship for the next five 

months. The programme was flexible and non-directive with a 

minimum of structure. Mike Noonan, an elderly Kerryman, was our 

master. There were some lectures, but mostly reading assignments and 

essays. The days of group dynamics and faith-sharing were not yet in 

vogue, so the three of us did not get to know one another in any depth. 

(The noviciate was not a moving experience for me and did not lead 

to any major transformation in my life.) 

 

The Coming of Spring and Summer 

What I enjoyed most about Watch Hill was the relaxed atmosphere, 

with plenty of time for myself. It was a kind of spiritual oasis after the 

years of work and more work. There were other things too: 

experiencing the crisp winter air, admiring the snow, listening to the 
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first signs of spring, smelling the coniferous trees ’new growth in early 

summer, watching the daffodils come to flower, opening windows 

when summer came - things I had not done for years. All this gave me 

a wonderful feeling for creation and an appreciation of life. 

 

I was intrigued too by the American people, their openness and 

loudness, the warmth of their homes and hearts, their way of eating, 

their commitment to the Church and to church-going, their school 

system, their drive and dedication. I was enriched by this exposure to 

another way of living, another way of being human. All of it had the 

effect of confirming me in my vocation. 

 

Another facet that appealed to me was going out on weekend parish 

supply, usually overnight. I saw different kinds of presbytery 

lifestyles. At times I encountered the harshness of male relationships 

among some American clergy, living together in the same house, 

sharing the same table, but otherwise just coexisting. Their friends 

were all outside. And still they ran fine thriving parishes, with active 

cooperative congregations. I used to feel sad for them, as | was driven 

home on Sunday evenings by one of them. How could such an 

impoverished way of life bereft of significant relationships, last for 

long or emanate happiness? 

 

A New-Found Friend 

Bertha Maqeau was the housekeeper at St Michaels ’Rectory, 

Pawcatuck, just across the state border in Connecticut, one of the 

parishes we went for Sunday Mass. She was sixty then. Though she 

never saw Ireland she was steeped in its mystique and myths. We 

became fast friends and corresponded through the years, until she died 

in 1990. There was a lapse at one stage in the early eighties and I 

presumed she had died. Then in 1987, now nearing ninety, she was at 

a Confirmation Mass of her grandchild celebrated by Archbishop 

Pearce in the country parish. She heard him make reference to Fiji and, 

like the blind man calling out to Jesus, she sent a message pleading to 

see him afterwards. Thus did our correspondence commence again. 

She was a lovely soul, with amazing childlike faith. Her letters, which 

I have kept (and used to send to my mother), radiated tranquillity and 
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had a heavenly joy about them. She knew that, by normal standards, 

that she was long overdue to be called and she was ready to go. She 

was nursed in her later years by her daughter, Sister Augustine, with 

extraordinary devotion. It seems to me that the loving relationship 

which existed between them was partly responsible for her living on. 

She had a hard married life, rearing twelve children, but it did not 

affect her joyful outlook. I often wondered from whom she inherited 

such an attitude to life. She must have had a wonderful mother - or 

father. She was a precious friend to me and used to call me ‘her Father 

Larry’. She taught me which wells to drink from, wells available to us 

all alike. She died a few weeks after I visited her in 1990. 

 

Homecoming 

I had no idea of the intense anticipation with which my family awaited 

my homecoming, after twelve years away. I had to experience it to 

realise it. My own feelings were more restrained and lower key. I 

wondered what our meeting again would be like and how I would react 

to it. After so many years, I had not yet accepted the fact that emotional 

affection towards one’s family is a positive and healthy value for a 

priest. To a large extent, I had cut the emotional umbilical cord when 

I bade goodbye at Cobh in 1948. I was a child of my generation. In my 

years in Fiji, I hardly felt homesick and I did not see the need to 

cultivate filial love. When my mother died in 1986, I searched for 

expressions or signs of affection in letters of mine which she had kept. 

I was sadly disappointed. 

 

It was only when I got off the plane at Dublin airport and caught sight 

of the excited figures and the waving of arms on the observation roof 

that I sensed the vibes of ecstatic joy among them. My own heart 

jumped in response. (Just then a gust of wind carried off my new 

Boston-bought black hat across the tarmac!! Ocone! Ocone!) Oh, the 

glee and exhilaration as we clasped hands and kissed, the tears and 

unspoken words of welcome! They were all there, my father and 

mother and seven brothers and sisters, all except Pat (in Rhodesia) and 

Peter (in Tullabeg). And there, too, among them was faithful Aunt 

Kathleen with her big bust, rosy cheeks and eyes bloodshot with tears 

of joy. You’d think I was her own son. How could I have known it was 
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going to be like this. To know such love! I had never experienced 

being made such a fuss of. If I had had any doubt about how treasured 

I was, it was gone. Is it any wonder they looked forward to my letters! 

 

Dad was 65 now and retired, and Mam was 62. He was a different 

Dad, mellow and reflective, not in charge any more. Mam, hardly 

changed, was calm and profound like a deep slow-moving river, ever 

listening, taking it all in. Dad was obviously proud to have me around. 

It made him feel whole again. I was careful not to range too far, too 

soon, for too long. He felt he still had a stake in me, still ‘owned’ me 

to some extent, and I let this happen. He liked to organise trips to show 

me off: to his three nun sisters in England and uncles, aunts and other 

acquaintances around the country. And we went for a holiday in the 

West of Ireland. He was a good companion and entertaining - and 

generous to a fault. Nothing but the best would do for Mam and me. 

 

He showed a keen interest in all I was doing in Fiji. I was rather factual 

and restrained in my descriptions. He would have liked me to be more 

flamboyant and to embellish my stories a bit more. In fact, once he got 

the basic facts, he used to take over and do this for me from time to 

time! Gradually I learned to stand back and see Fiji in perspective. 

 

I was thirty-eight now and all my brothers and sisters were twelve 

years older than I had last seen them. I felt a bond of affection with 

them that had long lain dormant. I began to realise what it meant to 

them, how they had missed me and how my going had left a vacuum 

in our home. I had a lot to catch up with. I entered into their lives, 

picking up the threads of their stories with warm interest. Five of them 

were married now and I was soon to marry John to Moyna. I used to 

feel for Tim, working so hard alone on his farm nearby and I tried to 

help him when I could. 

 

Roots Revisited 

Sunnymeade, the old home had hardly changed, retaining all its 

charm. It was like fairy-land. In coming back to the place I was reared, 

I felt the need to ritualise this return to my roots. I relived my early 



  47 

years once more, recalling childhood memories as they ‘flashed across 

the inward eye…’ 

 

I remember, I remember, 

The house where I was born 

The little window where the sun 

Came peeping in at morn.  

Thomas Hood 

 

Adapting myself to daily living was like learning to live in another 

world, like refocusing one’s eyes after looking for an extended period 

at some distant scene. It took me a while to get used to the sub-culture 

and feel at ease. 

 

I exulted in the open spaces, the lush summer growth. In the first few 

weeks I got up early, long before anyone was about, and wandered 

down the dew-covered fields among the cattle and sheep, avoiding the 

fresh cow dung with its pungent smell. I wanted to become acquainted 

again with these fields and get the feel of them, these fields which had 

formed me through hard work, had disciplined and chastened my 

physical powers and taught me to endure and stick at it until the time 

(I can sense it again as I write) when my body was strong and mature 

enough to feel on top of the task in hand, now at last the subject of the 

situation and no longer an object driven. 

 

For various reasons, we had never enjoyed much closeness with the 

local people around us when we were young; our friends lay 

elsewhere. We were looked on as gentry of a kind. We had had a 

minimum of contact with the parish structures and activities, though 

we had a friendly enough relationship with the local priests. I began to 

renew contact with those local families I had known, and made a point 

of visiting them one by one, I felt genuine solidarity with even the 

poorest. They obviously appreciated my visits, counting me as one of 

their own. I had become aware of this, years before when home on 

holidays from the seminary. One Sunday, dressed in my clerical suit, 

we would cycle to Mass (it was war time and petrol was in short 

supply), I fell in with an ordinary ‘working class ’man and chatted with 

him the rest of the way to the church. I remember my father enquiring 
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from me later who this man was. I had to admit I didn't even know his 

name! 

 

A Widening Circle 

After a while I set about visiting relations and friends in other parts of 

the country. Here again, I retraced my steps of yore with a sense of 

reverence and joy, like a pilgrim walking over holy ground. There 

were certain rites to be followed. These included visits to my uncle, 

Canon John Hannan, Canon Tom O’Reilly, Sister Padua and Sister 

Paula. I made contact with close school pals. They were still family 

rearing and ladder-climbing; We had to wait till many years later for 

this relationship to deepen. I visited my Marist communities in Ireland 

and England, renewing acquaintances with the older and getting to 

know the young. I used to make an overall plan for all this visiting, 

sharing myself and my time, so that it became a joy rather than a chore. 

When Petero Mataca came to stay with us at home, on his way back 

from Rome to Fiji after ordination, I took him to England to visit 

Bishop Foley’s family. We were all proud to see our photo in one of 

the Irish national dailies! 

 

I visited Lourdes and Rome. In Lourdes I was impressed by the vast 

numbers of devout and praying people of such diverse backgrounds. I 

was touched by the peace and serenity of the sick and disabled. But 

the ceremonies and celebrations did not move me, not in a lasting way. 

I cannot now recall the name of a lovely Dublin family I met there. 

The mother was Scottish, a frail affectionate woman, who had a 

heavenly aura about her and whose life seemed to be always hanging 

on a thread. We kept in touch for years afterwards. 

 

A Picnic in the Rain 

There was one special visit which it is important for me to record. It 

was made, as the winter months set in, to Peter, my younger brother, 

then studying to be a Jesuit. It was a gloomy October morning when I 

arrived at Tullabeg to collect him and three companion students for a 

day out picnicking. It was their weekly ‘villa ’day. It rained 

intermittently and we had some difficulty finding shelter in an old 

wood. It was a challenge to get the billy-can to boil using wet twigs. 
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In spite of the unfamiliar sub-culture and repartee, I entered into the 

spirit of the occasion, aware that it was to be only a passing meeting. 

I had no idea how Peter saw me. We had little time together. We were 

like ‘ships passing in the night’. I was sad at our not getting to know 

each other more. We had to wait thirty years for this to happen, and 

then in another part of the globe. But it was worth waiting for. 

 

Back to the Islands 

Parting from the family at the airport was a sad affair. Dad and Mam 

and all the family were there. Dad, with his big soft heart, wondered 

if he would live to see me again. Mam was tearful but self-composed. 

I experienced again their great affection for me and the place I held in 

their hearts. A major change had come over me. I was beginning to 

accept and enjoy marks of affection and be more expressive in 

showing them. Vince, a four-year-old nephew, became quite perturbed 

as I bent down to hug him. He kept pointing to my cheek where there 

was a big unclerical-like blob of his mother’s lipstick! I flew out on 

my first jet flight with a heavy heart and a lump in my throat. A week 

with Father Tommy O’Toole in San Bernadino, California, helped to 

assuage the pain. 

  



  50 

 

OVER SEAS AND MOUNTAINS: 1961-64 
 

Back in Fiji, it was like nothing had happened and I quickly became 

reoriented. I had two temporary appointments, lasting eight months: 

Lau (two months) and Namosi. I look back on this short interval with 

pleasure. It was a new kind of life, constantly moving about, visiting 

isolated village communities and with little administrative 

responsibility. The two parishes were quite different; the one all sea 

and islands, the other rivers and mountains. Lau is a group of islands 

250 kilometres east of Suva, stretching the same distance from north 

to south, it was there the first Catholic missionaries landed in 1844. It 

has always been a Cinderella parish, seldom having had a resident 

priest. It is administered from the diocesan office and visited whenever 

possible, twice or three times a year. The Catholic community is quite 

small and scattered in pockets here and there. Namosi, on the other 

hand, is a traditional type of parish, numerous and strong. It has had a 

resident priest since 1900, when practically the whole of the mountain 

province became Catholic. 

 

Lau: Seas and Islands 

I made two trips around the Lau Group, one to the northern islands, 

the other to the south, both on the ‘Yatu Lau’, a 50-ton trading cutter. 

It was my first time on such an adventure, travelling from island to 

island, stopping only as long as the ship cared, a night or sometimes 

two. I got to know Enele, the captain and ‘Jumbo ’the carefree mate. I 

set out with some apprehension, wondering how to cope with such an 

indefinite programme. I did not know the people and they were 

unaware of my arrival. ‘Don’t take anything with you, no haversack … 

only a stick …’ I was soon put at ease as I was made welcome by the 

little communities wherever I went.  

 

One person always stands out in my Lau travels: Pita Cama, head 

catechist on the main island, Lakeba. He was a striking person., gentle 

and unassuming, a man of faith and integrity, he took his 

responsibilities seriously, regularly visiting the seven villages under 
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his care, instructing and preaching, all without pay. Through his innate 

goodness and devoted work, he built up communities of faith who 

prayed together regularly. You could sense their prayerfulness at 

prayer time. It was an example of a vibrant priest-less Church without 

frequent access to the Sacraments, not just surviving but thriving - on 

prayer and the Word of God. Pita was a truly ‘good and faithful 

servant ’and he left a deep impression on me. I was struck by his 

Christian humanism. 

 

Namosi: Rivers and Mountains 

Namosi, in the hinterland of Viti Levu (our large main island), was a 

day’s journey from Suva, by road, river and horseback, in that order. I 

was familiar from seminary days with its history. Because of this and 

its inaccessibility, it had a kind of esoteric aura about it which 

captivated me. I always felt drawn there. Now I had a chance to 

experience it for myself. In spite of their isolation, the people are 

enlightened and friendly, much at home with the priest. As I covered 

the last part of the journey along the river bank on horseback, with 

evening falling, I was enthralled by the grandeur and majesty of the 

mountains rising up all around. It was like entering a vast 

amphitheatre, for Namosi mission station is enclosed by high rugged 

mountains. Once you are in, you feel a kind of claustrophobia, cut off 

from the outside world. There were no phones. Here I was to live for 

five months in a world within a world. 

 

My main task was regular monthly visitation of the surrounding 

villages and those beyond the mountain range, staying a night in each. 

It was the wet season and travel was by horse. I have vivid 

recollections of rain, rivers in spate, steep slippery tracks, mud, sweat, 

bathing in rivers, prawns and yaqona drinking. The coming of the 

priest was a special event and the cause of much joy. There were long 

hours of confessions. It was tiring but satisfying work. 

 

It was always a pleasure coming back home to the mission centre after 

a week in villages. The horse was as tired as I was. I experienced a 

sense of wholesomeness and my faith was strengthened by the 

constant effort to articulate the gospel message in a way that was 
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relevant and pitched to where the people were at. I remember 

reflecting on my homeward journeys on the effects of regular 

visitation through the decades. I would notice the difference in the 

depth of faith and general quality of life between the nearer villages 

more often exposed to the saving action of the Church and the ones 

more distant and difficult to access, less often visited. Life became 

more human and less rugged as one came closer to the centre of orbit. 

I bowed to the men who had been instruments of this gentle 

evangelising process: especially pioneer John Guinard, who had 

trekked these mountains and forded these rivers for forty years (1904-

1944). 

 

A Reflection 

The specialness of these months just past has often struck me. Lau and 

Namosi were two places I had always been intrigued by and I was 

thrilled to serve in both. I learned a lot in a short time. For instance, 

being completely dependent on the vagaries of a small vessel, subject 

to changing weather (it was still the hurricane season). It comes hard 

to me not to be in control of a situation and not being able to plan 

ahead. It was a good exercise in letting things happen, and in that sense 

being poor, an itinerant. After the first time round, it was easier. I had 

made ties, gone through the rites of making friends. I began to feel 

attached to the places I had visited. Wherever I went I found welcome 

and hospitality. Not all the Pacific islands are like that. I have seen 

missionaries coming to Fiji after working in other island countries, 

amazed at the warmth and friendliness of the Fijian people. 

 

Despite the geographical and physical differences between Lau and 

Namosi, the same faith animated and bonded the people. Both have 

communities at different points on the faith spectrum, but everywhere 

I found a great deal of inherent goodness and openness. In backward 

villages where faith was still weak and fragile, the priest’s visit took 

on a heavy social slant involving long yaqona drinking sessions at 

night. You moved up a peg in their estimation if you could take it as 

well as them. It also helped to be a good talker and to have a plentiful 

supply of stories. 
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During these months, I found my capacity to evangelise stretched. 

Away from the normal supports and props of structured parish life, I 

was dependent on the people for my most basic needs. Thrown back 

on my own personal faith resources, I often wondered if I was getting 

the message of the gospel across. I found myself having to reach deep 

inside myself, to articulate my faith, digest and regurgitate it so as to 

make it relevant and inviting to them. Or, struggling to find a story 

that would challenge as well as entertain, to enflesh the Word in their 

terms and categories and somehow share my vision with them. At 

times I felt I was being hollow and betraying their trust. If my faith 

was important to me, there must be a way to convey that same urgency 

to them. I was also grappling in my own life with the distinction 

between ‘faith ’and ‘The Faith’. 
 

An Unexpected Trip to Sydney 

While still in Namosi, I was elected a delegate to the 1961 Marist 

Provincial Chapter. This came as a surprise. It was my first 

involvement in meetings at this level as well as my first visit to 

Sydney. As a junior member with little experience, I did not feel I had 

much to contribute. I was overawed by the old timers and inhibited by 

the talkative ones. I spoke ardently in favour of one bold submission: 

that home holidays be made more frequent, every seven years instead 

of ten! The motion was passed! After the Chapter I visited Paschal 

Flannery in Canberra Diocese where he was on loan from his home 

diocese. 
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LEVUKA (Ovalau): 1961-64 
 

The words of the bishop’s cryptic letter of appointment remain 

imprinted in my mind: ‘Your appointment to Levuka is not a 

temporary one’, obviously referring to the two recent short 

appointments. I was glad enough to put my roots down again. Levuka, 

on Ovalau island, is the old capital and centre of the Lomaiviti group 

of islands, which in turn is the centre of the Fiji Group. It is in a 

beautiful setting along the sea, with high volcanic mountains rising 

immediately behind. It has remained a backwater economically and 

sociologically since it was superseded by Suva as capital of the Colony 

at the end of the last century. While it retained much of its charm and 

old time atmosphere, it has little dynamism and vitality. 

 

The parish was one of the oldest, founded in 1853. The parish 

buildings were all in timber, including the original historic church. The 

national heritage bell tower was the exception, in stone. The buildings 

were old and down at heel, but still quite serviceable. Income was low 

but adequate. There was no development or building programme and 

only a minimum of administration. This let me be relatively free and 

mobile for pastoral work. I enjoyed this as long as it lasted. 

 

There was a variety of pastoral work attached to the parish. There was 

the immediate town, then the oval shaped island of Ovalau itself (50 

kms around), the outer islands, Loreto High School for girls, the 

Sisters of Nazareth noviciate, and St John’s college for boys. A lot of 

history is associated with each of these. 

 

The ‘Anawim’ of Levuka 

The population of Levuka consisted mostly of low-income casual 

workers of mixed-race descent. The more ambitious had migrated to 

greener pastures. There was one particular category, who lived in 

clusters on the foothills behind the town. These were poor, second and 

third generation mixed Solomonese and New Hebrideans, the remnant 

of indentured labour systems of the last century. They were generally 
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improvident and had little ambition. I recall the appreciation they 

showed and the welcome they gave me whenever I went to visit them. 

 

Koro was the only outer island with a sizeable Catholic population. It 

had one big village with a large active community and a first rate 

catechist. It was always rewarding to visit. (I associate the village with 

Paschal Flannery; we visited there together when he passed through 

Fiji on his way back to Ireland from Australia in 1963). The other 

islands, with only scattered families and irregular shipping, took more 

of an effort to visit. When the time came around many excuses would 

present themselves to put off a visit. When eventually the little copra 

vessel was on its way out through the reef passage and the tower clock 

receded into the distance, I remember the effort it took to ‘let go ’and 

leave things to themselves. When I got back a week later, I would find 

the parish running quite smoothly, as if I never had gone. I was slowly 

learning that I was dispensable - until the next time round …. 

 

A School with a Difference 

Working with the Marist Sisters as chaplain to Loretta High School 

was gratifying work. Situated five miles along the coast from Levuka, 

it was a central diocesan boarding school for girls from all over Fiji. 

With a role of eighty, it was the kind of pioneering venture one meets 

from time to time. Run by a few highly motivated and intelligent 

women, poor as a church mouse, using old adapted buildings, it 

operated on a shoestring. But it was full of vitality, had clear goals, 

open relationships and aimed at interiorising sound human and 

Christian values. One sensed its rich spirit on entering the place. 

Established only a few years previously, it was another of those long-

sighted initiatives of Bishop Foley, preparing educated Catholic Fijian 

women for the future. 

 

I scootered to Loretta for 6.30 Mass several mornings a week and 

stayed on for religious instruction classes, confession, etc. I found the 

girls responsive and I learned to adapt my teaching methods to their 

age level. I drew on experiences and stories gathered over the years. 

The one they remembered best and which they recall to this day was 

about a cabbage seed sown by mistake in a carrot seedbed and its 
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reaction when they all grew up! Recently one of the girls of that 

generation, hearing I was journaling my life story, wrote: ‘I hope you 

will note that you were one of the big influences in the development 

of my faith, from my baptism (she was a convert there) to the choices 

I have made along the way to what I am today’. 

 

I gave regular spiritual conferences at the noviciate of the Sisters of 

Nazareth. I first became involved with Fiji’s own indigenous Sisters 

when I gave my first ever retreat in Fijian to their novices in Solevu 

back in 1951. Since that time, I have worked closely with them and 

helped them in their long struggle towards autonomy and self-

sufficiency as a religious congregation. They have had great difficulty 

down the years adhering to hard policy decisions taken in chapters, 

etc., and were forever settling for short-cuts and expedient solutions. 

 

Becoming Regional Superior 

I was just forty when in 1962 I was elected Marist regional superior of 

Fiji. I continued to operate out of Levuka, since in those days it was 

very much a part-time responsibility. The role of regional superior was 

still vague. It took a while to see myself as responsible for the welfare 

of the 35 Marists in Fiji, most of them older than myself. I was 

encouraged, however, by their trust. I learned gradually what were 

their expectations of me and what were the most urgent issues to be 

addressed. For one thing, we needed as a group to accept the 

distinction between Fiji as a Vicariate Apostolic (not yet a diocese) 

and the newly established Region of the Society of Mary in Fiji with 

the consequent transfer of religious authority from the bishop to a 

regional superior. 

 

It was ten years since this decision had been taken by Rome but, for a 

number of reasons, some members still resisted it. On the other hand, 

we needed to transcend the personal and policy differences we had 

with the bishop and for all of us to throw our weight behind him in his 

long-term vision for the Church in Fiji. I tried to lead by understanding 

and inspiration, through correspondence, some discreet visitation and 

by giving conferences at retreat time. I avoided confrontation. I was 

not yet aware of the need for individual personal care and how to go 
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about it unobtrusively. Formal visitation was looked on by some as an 

intrusion. As rugged individualists, few saw themselves primarily as 

Marists; they were priest missionaries who happened to be Marists. 

 

Reflecting on Levuka 

The two and a half years spent at Levuka were full and happy years. 

In later times, I always liked passing through there on my way to St 

John’s for my annual retreat. Here, as in Lau and Namosi, I learned 

more of the evangelising, catechising dimensions of the priesthood. I 

learned to be mobile, flexible and to resist the inclination to settle 

down. I came to see the need for structures but also their limitations, 

as also the distinction between doctrine and faith. A central spiritual 

reality that came alive for me around that time was the Paschal 

Mystery, symbolised by the ‘Passover ’in its many meanings. Clifford 

Howell’s ‘Preparing for Easter ’became a companion each Lenten 

season. Celebrating the Sacred Triduum well with the people took on 

a special significance for me. 

 

Another awareness which surfaced during these years was the extent 

to which my home upbringing had affected my life and work, here at 

the other end of the world: especially my personal values, my ability 

to listen to people and deal with them with empathy, my capacity to 

work long and hard without strain and to get awkward tasks done with 

a minimum of fuss. 
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VICE-CHANCELLOR TO BISHOP FOLY: 1964 - 67 
 

One April morning in 1964, Johnny Clerkin, then Chancellor to the 

diocese, was walking me down Pratt Street to catch the bus back to 

Levuka. He suddenly stopped and asked me if I would be willing to 

take over his job for six months while he went on holiday to Ireland. I 

thought he was being a bit hasty and that he should try others. But, 

knowing his sincerity, I felt honoured at being asked. It was like Elija 

passing his cloak to Elisha. I gave him an answer a week later and 

shortly after came into Nicolas House. I left Paul Yavala in charge at 

Levuka but continued to act as regional superior from Suva. 

 

This ‘temporary ’appointment, which gave a new turn to my life, was 

to last eleven years.  When Johnny returned from holiday, his health 

was poor and I was asked to stay on as vice-chancellor. Bishop Foley’s 

own health had been deteriorating for some time. Apart from attending 

the sessions of the Vatican Council during 1964-65, he spent a lot of 

time overseas for medical treatment. As time went on most of the daily 

administration of the diocese fell to my lot. I had the trust of the bishop 

from former years and he knew there was little danger I would usurp 

his authority or undermine his loyalties. Beyond that, however, he 

showed little sign of warmth or friendship. He was a lonely, distant 

man who kept his own counsel. 

After the initial anxiety, I gradually learned the ropes and grew 

confident in the task. My bent for administration soon showed itself. 

Most of my time was spent in meeting priests about the affairs of their 

parishes on their occasional visits to Suva. These were seldom of a 

major nature. Most of the time they needed someone to talk to and 

share their concerns with. I made a point of welcoming them any time, 

day or night. I found this work gratifying, though very time-

consuming. Most of the time they solved their own problems. In 

articulating them, they went through a process of discernment and I 

was part of that process. I learned that one does not need a lot of 

knowledge or expertise to help others; only concern, common sense 

and good judgement. Unknowingly, these encounters nurtured the 
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affective dimension of my life and some lasting friendships grew out 

of them. 

 

Johnny Again 

In the meantime, Johnny was about but unable to do much work. I 

learned a lot from this good man and our friendship grew. He was one 

of those genuine noble people one comes across from time to time. His 

health had been precarious for years. He had a bad case of septicaemia. 

His lungs were only partially operative.  He had only half a stomach 

from poor food in his early missionary days; he lived mostly on bread 

and butter and tea. He did all the wrong things, smoking like a trooper 

and drinking too much whiskey. In the midst of all this I never heard 

him complain. He was unselfish and tremendously loyal. He was one 

of the few who backed Bishop Foley in his education policies and gave 

all his energies to realising them. 

 

Mary Coleman 

Mary Coleman was the only permanent full-time staff member in the 

office when I came. She was an English Legionary of Mary who spent 

the last twenty years of her life as secretary to Bishop Foley. She was 

a gentle, gracious person, wholly devoted to the Church and the 

bishop. She was always welcoming and understanding. She died a 

saintly death during my second year there. 

 

Vatican II 

I welcomed the Council from its inception. It was a joy to see it unfold. 

It put the Church back on course, in tune with the heart of Christ. It 

brought a new freshness and spirit of freedom into Christian living. It 

opened up new vistas. The Christian humanism it encouraged 

confirmed the attitudes I had long been unconsciously developing, 

while often wondering how correct was my intuition. Affirming good 

wherever it was to be found, condemning sin but being merciful to the 

sinner. My homilies became more positive and holistic. I was 

responsible for introducing the vernacular (English) into the 

Cathedral. I endeavoured to bring the congregation through the 

necessary educational process. 
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Disturbing Times 

In the meantime, tragedy was brewing and disturbing and painful 

times lay ahead. In January 1967 Bishop Foley was summoned to 

Rome and called to resign. Some aspects of his private life had been 

called into question in recent times. This was gradually becoming an 

embarrassment to the Church in Fiji and had been eventually reported 

to Rome. I felt a sense of relief, mingled with sadness and pity for him. 

When he returned from Rome he was embittered, laying the blame at 

the feet of the Marists for conspiring against him. I had been loyal to 

him, not wanting to believe that anything was out of order. On the 

other hand, I felt guilty for not confronting him. I reckoned that Johnny 

Clerkin, as senior to me, was the one to speak to him. I did confront 

him in the end but to no avail; it was too late. 

 

When the day for his departure came, I drove him to Nadi airport. It 

was a sad and silent journey. He was disconsolate. He did not express 

his feelings or discuss his future plans. I knew him too well not to offer 

consolation or advice. I felt a kind of pent-up numbness inside me. I 

wondered what he felt as we drove past Lomary, his first parish as a 

young missionary and of which he was always so proud. There was 

little formality in our parting at the airport; he left a broken, dejected 

man. It was the end of the Foley era. He had been bishop for 23 years 

and was still only 56. He had accomplished much and would be 

gratefully remembered by many. 

 

Bishop for a Year 

I drove back to Suva with a heavy heart. Fiji was without a bishop. I 

felt like an orphan; I was in charge of a diocese without a head. I was 

consoled by the knowledge that it would not be for long. I was due to 

go on holiday to Ireland shortly, in time for the ordination of my Jesuit 

brother, Peter. This hope was short lived. The diocesan consulters met 

and, as I suspected deep down, they asked me to take over as Vicar 

Capitular. I balked at the idea, feeling disappointed about my own 

plans. I acceded, nevertheless, and became ‘bishop for a year ’- until 

November. 
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Those eight months turned out to be a stimulating experience., I felt 

the support of all in the diocese, especially my fellow priests. In many 

ways, it did not make much difference in the day-to-day affairs to 

which I was used. A highlight of the period was officiating at the 

Centenary Celebrations and Confirmation at Waiariki, our largest 

rural parish, on Taveuni Island. It was marked by the blessing of a 

huge concrete cross on a nearby hill overlooking Somosomo straits. I 

rose to the occasion, tangibly experiencing God’s light and strength. 

This sense of grace that pervaded the year I believed was partly the 

outcome of my having given myself twice over. In the meantime, 

consultation was going on for the appointment of a new bishop. I knew 

my name would be in the hat. 

 

Those three years (1964-67) were full of sadness and disappointment, 

but I did not dwell on this. What image do I associate with those years? 

Joseph in Egypt administering the affairs of state, open to all and 

sundry who came for advice. 
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VICAR GENERAL TO ARCHBISHOP PEARCE: 1968-75 
 

For those who knew him, the transfer of George Pearce from Samoa 

as Archbishop of Suva came as no surprise. Though still young at 

forty-six, he had already been bishop eleven years. When I received 

the long awaited doubly sealed letter from the Apostolic Delegate, I 

went to my room and knelt in reverence and prayer. From occasional 

remarks heard, I knew it could have contained my name. I was ready 

but ambivalent. My reaction on reading the letter was relief tinged 

with disappointment. Little did I realise at the time that the 

circumstances of Bishop Foley’s resignation precluded any possibility 

of my appointment. I thanked God the matter was now settled and I 

knew where I stood.  Before making public the news, I conveyed it 

first in person to Ratu Mara, the prime minister. He expressed surprise 

that it was not a local priest, especially as the appointee was from 

outside Fiji. 

 

George Pearce was a humble dynamic man. He came as one to learn. 

He never hinted what it cost him to accept this unusual appointment. 

He asked me to continue with him and appointed his Chancellor as 

Vicar General. I had only a few months with him before leaving for 

my home holiday, postponed from the previous year. 

 

Home Again 1968 

This was my second vacation in 20 years. I travelled through Australia 

to visit my only relations outside Ireland, Aunt Madge in Brisbane and 

cousins Peg and Jack. I then went to Kenya, where I spent a week with 

my brother Pat, a veterinary surgeon working with the Kenya 

Government. I had not seen him since leaving Ireland in 1948. It was 

a thrill meeting him at Nairobi airport, though mingled with sadness. 

He had little contact with home. He had separated from his wife in 

Rhodesia some years previously and was living a lonely existence in 

a hotel in the northern town of Nyeri. He did not show any wish to talk 

about his affairs. He was also wary of commenting on the local 

political situation. For one so close, I felt at a loss what to do, moved 



  63 

by my brotherly concern and at the same time respecting his freedom. 

I came away having learned little about him. 

 

I spent a pleasant week in the Holy Land. It was too brief and hurried 

to make a significant impact on my life. Only my visits to the Mount 

of Beatitudes and Emmaus stand out and evoke feelings of faith. 

 

Most of my family were gathered at Dublin airport to welcome me 

home. I found my father, at 70, much more domesticated. My mother 

had changed little and was as warm and attentive as ever. The three of 

us spent long hours over meals reminiscing. We were in no hurry. All 

the brothers and sisters had left home now. With the exception of 

Michael. He had married and was in the process of rebuilding the old 

family home, much to the disgust of Dad who had built it from the 

ground up forty years before. Age did not prevent Dad bringing Mam 

and me on a ‘royal tour ’of the relatives in Co. Clare and other parts to 

‘show me off’! I entered into it all gladly and graciously. I enjoyed 

their company and the joy my presence brought them gave me special 

happiness. 

 

Visiting 

I also spent a lot of time on my own visiting, renewing friendships. 

Many of these I could have bypassed without a qualm, but I found 

even a short unexpected call brought immense joy. Everywhere I went 

I was loaded with gifts. Some visits took the form of mini pilgrimages 

with their little rituals to be followed. These were my three aunts in 

the North of England who felt they had a claim on me. These were 

ceremonial occasions full of simple joy in which the whole community 

shared. 

 

Likewise, I visited fellow Marists in colleges and communities. 

Twenty years on, there were fewer familiar faces, but I made an effort 

to get to know many of the younger ones. I sought out old school pals, 

too. Most of these visits were short. They were still caught up in their 

business and family lives. The time for rekindling school friendships 

would come much later, in our sixties. Finally, there were the ‘little 

people ’around home, who followed my life with real interest. For 
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them a visit was a grace. The poorer they were, the greater their sense 

of gratitude. They had seen me grow up and looked on me as one of 

their own. Saying goodbye was a sad experience. Often their parting 

question was: ‘Will we be around the next time you come home?’ 

Visiting has been a special charism of mine, being an intermediary, 

bringing people together and keeping them in touch with the past. I 

feel I was ‘good news ’to them. 

 

Renewal Courses 

My first experience of renewal since Vatican 11 was a week’s course 

on Liturgy at Bellinter conducted by Frs Pat Brophy and Sean Swayne. 

Coming from a Pacific ‘backwater’, I felt awkward and a bit 

threatened. I had done little reading over the years and put less 

credence on my own experience. I was impressed by the pastoral 

attitude of these two men. The exposure had a liberating effect. I began 

to ask myself questions. I was introduced to small groups work and 

‘sharing’. It confirmed a process of attitudinal change that had already 

begun. 

 

Later in the summer a ‘Mission Week ’I attended at Dalgan for 

missionaries was a high-powered affair and I felt out of my depth. 

There were many vociferous participants, mainly from Biafra, with 

fiery exchanges. It reflected the upheaval at the time. It was in sharp 

contrast with the quiet lifestyle of the Pacific. I felt reluctant to express 

opinions. I did not gain much from it all. 

 

All in all, I greatly enjoyed the holiday and benefited a lot from it. 

When the time for departure came, the most difficult part was taking 

leave of Dad and Mam. There was always the unspoken question in 

the background: would we meet again here below. They did not come 

to the airport. We said a quick sorrowful goodbye and then Michael 

whisked me away. I was not to see Dad again, but Mam would see out 

two more vacations from me. Pat had come home unexpectedly from 

Kenya and was at the airport with the others. I was touched by his offer 

to help me. 
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VICAR DELEGATE WITH ARCHBISHOP PEARCE: 

1968-75 
 

Bishop Pearce gave me a warm welcome back to Suva. I slid back 

easily into my administrative role for another six-year spell. From the 

outset we hit it off. He was easy to work with. He was a highly 

competent administrator and an efficient organiser. Though he came 

into the diocese office like a new broom, he was always courteous and 

deferential. We entered into a kind of brotherly partnership. Retaining 

only major policy decisions and special interviews to himself, all 

routine administrative matters were to be my domain. This left him 

free for the pastoral affairs of the diocese. As soon as he had the office 

(including filing systems, mail registration, etc) organised to his 

liking, he set himself to learning the Fijian language and supervising 

the translation of the liturgical books into the Fijian vernacular. 

 

My work did not differ much from the past. Finances now expanded 

to cover overseas fund-raising, preparation of development project 

application, land development and land leasing. I worked long hours 

(generally until 11.30 pm). Daytime was for people, the night for 

correspondence. My happiest days were when I didn’t get to do the 

things I had planned. I went for a walk or swim most evenings, but 

hardly knew the meaning of a day off. I boarded at the Cathedral 

Presbytery, although I did not contribute much to community life 

there. I gave little time to cultivating friendships. 

 

In 1971, I was elected a delegate from Fiji to the Marist Provincial 

Chapter held in Noumea. I was appointed president, to oversee the 

organising of the assembly. The recognition of my charism once again 

boosted my confidence. Over the years, I had often felt out of contact 

with Marist life, because of the ‘non-Marist ’work I was doing. I 

seemed more attached to and identified with the diocese. Yet, deep 

down, I believed I was living out the Marist spirit in the quiet, hidden 

service I was rendering the local Church, behind the scenes and with 

little limelight. At the chapter, I received some votes in the election 
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for provincial, mostly from the French-speaking areas. I then returned 

to my niche in Suva. 

 

Yacht Trip to Lau: 1972 

Accompanying the bishop on a ten days ’yacht trip through the islands 

of northern Lau in 1972 was a happy interlude. The offer came from 

an elderly New Zealand couple who were setting out on a trip around 

the world. It was a good learning experience. There was the slow pace 

dictated by the winds, the open seas, the silent bearded captain on 

eternal vigil who seldom seemed to sleep, the trust and calm of his 

frail little wife praying down in the cabin, their love for each other and 

their courage in facing off together across vast oceans: all these made 

an impression on me. I also saw the bishop operate at close quarters. I 

admired his efforts to visit the most isolated communities, his sense of 

commitment, to people, to the gospel, to doing things well; his 

trekking through a dark night in pouring rain to seek out a lone 

Catholic woman, her surprise and joy at being ‘visited by her lord’. 
 

We were lost for a whole day on our longest leg, unable to take a 

sighting of the sun in cloudy weather. We searched the horizon all day 

long for the atoll and saw many mirages in the process. At dusk we 

experienced the excitement of sighting landfall away off to port; we 

were fifteen miles off-course due to the currents. We have to wait 

outside the reef all night. The people were on the shore a mile away 

with their lights. In the morning we had to sail ten miles to reach the 

reef entrance and then another ten miles inside before reaching land. 

 

By 1970 Bishop Pearce had become fluent in Fijian and decided to 

turn his hand to Hindi - a much more daunting task. He poured all his 

energies into mastering the intricacies of the language, until 1972 

when he felt he was ready to go to India to complete his studies. 

However, the constant concentration began to take its toll and towards 

the end of his six months there his health cracked under the strain. It 

was sad to see him return, a broken man. He struggled for several years 

to regain his health but without success. In 1976 he resigned, still only 

fifty-three. 
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Moving to Other Pastures 

In 1974 my Marist superiors decided I had spent long enough in 

diocesan administration. After eleven years I was overdue for a 

change. They set a deadline for early 1975, when I was due for 

overseas leave and spiritual renewal. Much as I had protested to the 

contrary in earlier days, I found it hard to leave this phase of my life 

behind. I had become so at home at the job. I resisted interiorly the 

idea of change. I was happy in the work and found it fulfilling. I had 

given a lot and learned a lot; in skills of many kinds, management and 

relational. But it was time to bow out. I had come to another fork on 

the road, which would lead into my ‘second journey’. 
 

During all these years I did not seem to do much to nurture my inner 

spirit. Apart from an occasional periodical, I did little reading or study. 

Nevertheless, despite the long hours of work, I always experienced a 

great sense of peace and fulfilment. I don’t ever remember being 

frustrated or tired. What was the source of this inner strength? I prayed 

the breviary and meditated in the mornings. I drew a lot of 

nourishment from daily Mass, which I tried to make a celebration. My 

after-lunch visit to the Blessed Sacrament was a kind of extension of 

this. De Chardin’s book Le Milieu Divin was a kind of companion for 

several years in the early seventies. Much of it I did not understand, 

but somehow, its message resonated with what was going on in my 

life: his understanding of divine and human prayer at the end of each 

section of his book. 

 

To the extent of my power, 

Because I am a priest, 

I wish from now on 

To become conscious of all 

That the world loves 

Pursues and suffers… 

To become 

More widely human 

Than any of the 

World’s servants.’ 
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Teilhard de Chardin 

 

He helped me grow in awe before all of creation, introduced me to 

deeper insights into the human person and the need for appreciation, 

affirmation, assurance as a condition of human growth. I was 

continuing to learn to live a more integrated life, open to events, to 

people and to God, less influenced by my own and more sensitive to 

the inner movements of the spirit, drawing me to what is true and good. 
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HOME HOLIDAY AND EAPI: 1975-76 
 

As far back as 1969 I had been involved in arranging for diocesan 

personnel to attend the East Asian Pastoral Institute in Manila, 

commonly known as EAPI. I had come to appreciate its work and had 

a desire to go there sometime. The opportunity came in 1975, when I 

was due for renewal. But first I was to have a holiday at home in 

Ireland. 

 

It was seven years since my last vacation. Having tasted the joy of the 

previous two, I looked forward with anticipation to this one. True, I 

arrived home to a different scene. Dad had died in 1971 and Mam, 

now seventy-seven, was on her own. I was fifty-three and the youngest 

of us was thirty-five. An evolution in our relationships had resulted. 

Ireland, too, had changed. With a booming economy and lots of money 

flowing (following newly acquired EEC membership), living 

standards had risen. This was particularly noticeable in the rural areas 

where old run-down houses had been replaced by sparking new ones. 

There was a levelling off in social distinctions. People had grown more 

secular, sophisticated and egalitarian. This situation called for 

attitudinal adaptation on my part. Like many a returning Irishman, I 

experienced a crisis. Many of the old myths - call them the ‘old days ’
- had gone. I had to look around for another to hang my dream on. 

Gradually, I became reconciled to the new reality. 

 

It was a great joy being with Mam again. I found her a different person 

this time; another side of her was appearing. Dad had been the 

epicentre of her life for fifty years and had, albeit unknowingly, 

dominated the life of the home. After fifty years of listening, she was 

becoming more expressive. She showed a wide interest in current 

affairs, deep insightfulness and a spirit of optimism. She had 

blossomed as a person. Something that had helped bring about this 

change in her life was a new-found love of the Scriptures which she 

had got from Peter. This had deepened her prayer life and enabled her 

to adapt to new situations. 
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Being with her was a grace. We had long conversations over 

protracted meals and late at night. Our daily Eucharist was the high 

point of each day. There we experienced God among us and felt close 

to all members of the family, living and dead. We went for drives 

around the countryside. She was intensely interested in any new 

developments, like new houses springing up. 

 

But Mam made no demands on my time. I came and went as I wished, 

enjoying a great sense of freedom. I was generally off each day on my 

busy round of contacts. I would return in the evening, like a worker 

bee, bringing news to Mam of all and sundry. She enjoyed this 

immensely; she loved to hear good things about people. She used to 

say she waited for me to come home on holiday to find out what was 

happening to the neighbours and friends further afield!  

 

As usual, I got much joy out of visiting all my brothers and sisters and 

their families. I felt so welcome and loved by them, their spouses and 

their children. Age didn't seem to matter. They put on welcome and 

farewell parties, which took a different shape as the years went by. 

Our gatherings reflected the here and now of life as well as its 

transitoriness. How good it was to belong to such a family! There were 

two notes of sadness, though, Pat was no longer with us; he had died 

in 1972. And Peter was away in Zambia. And so, the end of yet another 

vacation.  Leaving Mam was no easier than in the past. 

 

India 

My visit to India was a new adventure. It was short, barely a week and 

was occasioned by my involvement with the Brothers of St. Gabriel 

recently come to Fiji. They warmly welcomed me to Madras, where I 

witnessed their commitment and hard work. I felt overcome by the 

heat, the noise, the crowds, the poverty and harshness of life, the 

overcrowded buses.  In the circumstances, I found it difficult to believe 

that God made and loves each one; I can only love them one at a time. 

I was glad to be on my way across Tamil Baidu overnight to Kerala. 

Here I visited Capuchin Fr Claude, whom I had known for several 

years. He was young, light hearted, friendly and full of zeal. He had 

established and continued to supervise a number of small cigarette 
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factories which employed several hundred girls. I found myself caught 

up in the intrigue of India when I went about reconfirming my ticket. 

This could not be done by phone. I was forced to travel to Cochin, 60 

miles south. The only practical way to do this was by taxi. Claude, 

who always wore his Franciscan habit, was mortified at the 

incongruity of travelling this long way by taxi. He sat as low as he 

could, in the hope of not being seen. 
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EAST ASIAN PASTORAL INSTITUTE (EAPI): 1975-76 
 

The eight months I spent at EAPI was a major turning point in my life. 

It was a kind of ‘second spring ’preparing for my ‘second journey’. It 
was like the grafting of new growth onto old stock, leading to a new 

vision, new attitudes and a new way of living. It opened up new 

horizons, providing me with skills; interpersonal, interpersonal and 

social. I was apprehensive at first because of the contemporary jargon. 

We were going there to be ‘theologically updated, spiritually renewed 

and made pastorally effective’! There was going to be ‘content and 

process ’and so on! But I was ripe for the experience. I came with an 

open mind, disposed for a change. From the beginning I found it 

fascinating and revitalising. The venue was ideal as far as I was 

concerned, with adequate open space. It had an experienced hand-

picked staff. We were 80 participants from 30 countries, men and 

women, religious and lay. It gave great promise for a fruitful course. 

 

My main concern was to catch up with theology since I left the 

seminary twenty-seven years before! I felt away out of date and I was 

fearful of revealing my ignorance.  I was envious of those who could 

discuss modern theological trends with ease. I was annoyed by the 

academic assumptions that were taken for granted. I tried hard to catch 

up, wanting to digest as much information as I could, taking notes at 

a frenzied rate, hoarding away like a squirrel, tapes, articles, etc. I felt 

frustrated when I missed out on points of importance. Assignments I 

found to be a penance. 

 

Personal Relations 

I was much more at home with courses dealing with personal relations 

and pastoral practice. I revelled in all of these and gained a lot from 

them. Whenever I think about them, they evoke strong positive 

feelings. 
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The Intrapersonal 

On the personal level, I learned how to give time to reflection, strolling 

about the grounds, assimilating what I had heard. I gave time to 

contemplating nature, often sitting under a tree or during siesta time, 

gazing out over the haze-covered hills away to the south, breathing 

deeply. My spirit seemed to be carried away on these occasions. 

 

My first reaction to sensorial and self-awareness exercises was 

scepticism. It took an act of faith to comply with Tessie Nitoreda’s 

instructions in which I did not see much sense. Such silly things to ask 

of mature adults! Lying under a tree, touching my body, slowly 

opening my eyes, tasting a lolly and smelling it! But lo, it worked! Oh, 

the thrill of a new way of experiencing myself, of being present to 

myself, of being alive; gratitude for those basic capacities which 

enable me to be in touch with reality. Other realisations that followed 

were the primacy of being over doing: Listening to life speaking to 

me; the value of my own experiences as the first source of learning; 

my being the sum total of my reflective experiences; the poverty of an 

unreflective life. This intuitive awareness gave me deep peace. I 

became aware of being known, comprehended, enveloped, 

encompassed and loved. 

 

We had the experience but missed the meaning.’ 

Dry Salvages: T.S. Eliot 

 

At this time too I made acquaintance with the Little Prince, who in 

turn introduced me to the world of symbols. This had a liberating 

effect, giving vent to my imagination. He convinced me that ‘it is only 

with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to 

the eye’. He taught me important lessons on friendship and awakened 

some dormant aspects of my affective life. ‘If you tame me, then we 

shall need each other. To me you will be unique in all the world.’ 

 

The Interpersonal 

In spite of the initial frustration, I took to sensitivity sessions without 

much difficulty. I had nothing to lose; we were all in it together, no 

one better than the other. I got a great boost from it. I recall especially 
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Joseph Kwang of Seoul telling me I was the kind of missionary who 

would be welcome anywhere, because of my sensitivity to others. 

 

I found other group dynamic exercises hard at first. I experienced 

embarrassment in ‘sharing’. Because of my age and the positions 

others knew I had held. I was afraid of revealing myself. But gradually, 

as I saw my own goodness affirmed in the reactions of the others, I 

began to like myself. They listened to my deeper experiences with 

genuine interest and took them seriously. In doing so I felt they were 

taking me seriously. ‘My experiences are important!’, I thought. I felt 

more authentic and real, and gradually the masks began to fall away. 

How wonderful to find someone who really listens and how few they 

are; so often they are waiting on the sideline bursting to tell their own 

story. This experience helped me to rediscover myself as a person on 

a deeper level. I felt less the need to impress or live out roles. It was 

okay to be wrong. It became easier to accept my limitations, my 

waywardness, to forgive myself and live as a forgiven person. I had 

begun to break out of my old shell and venture out more frequently 

from the crab’s hole.  

 

We come to recognise our gifts when we see them in the eyes of 

those who gratefully receive them Henri Nouwen,  

 

Wherever you are, it's a joy to think of you. Bishop Patelisio 

Finau. 

 

The Community 

There was so much to learn, so much to catch up with. I found little 

time for recreating and socialising. As an older person, I felt I had little 

in common with most and not much to contribute. I talked about 

academic topics whenever I got the opportunity, but not small talk. As 

I came to know others, I learned the need of spending time with them 

and of knowing what was going on around me. Small talk was part of 

this process of human intercourse. 

 

The EAPI staff used to impress me by the harmonious way they 

worked together as a team. It was only slowly that I realised it was not 
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something that just happened; it was only through dint of hard work 

and a process of dying and rising. Conflicts and tension had to be dealt 

with. A whole week of planning at the beginning of the year, weekly 

meetings with scripture sharing and prayer, monthly evaluation 

sessions (often painful) away from EAPI, and a further whole week at 

the end of the course for thorough self-critiquing and appraisal. This 

knowledge of how a group is moulded into a pastoral community was 

important for me and I remembered it in years to come. 

 

The time came for the whole community to experience the pain of 

conflict. Certain aspects of the programme were at issue. A whole day 

was given over to discussing the problem, in the presence of the main 

staff members. All day long we argued back and forth, with a good 

deal of anger and recrimination. We ended back where we started, 

going full circle. It was the process the group had to go through in 

order to ‘own ’the programme! What a humiliation and what a lesson! 

Here we were, eighty responsible persons, indulging in a petty 

exercise of tearing down and putting back. We experienced our 

perversity and brokenness. 

 

Pastoral Practice 

It was a real challenge for the leaders of this part of the course to put 

together a learning package incorporating the best of post-Vatican 

pastoral praxis that was at the same time realistic and workable in our 

respective circumstances. There were repeated protests about the 

exercises and projects being unreal because divorced from the diverse 

situations each of us lived in. How much we missed the point, was 

brought home to me vividly one day when Pepe Called exclaimed in 

desperation: ‘Unreal? If we here are not real for you, then the problem 

is that you are not real!’ We simply were not willing to go through the 

painful process of teamwork: analysing, planning, evaluating together.  

No wonder Pepe used to stress; ‘It is no longer possible nowadays for 

people to become holy alone; it has to be done together.’ 

 

The learning experiences at EAPI which evoke the strongest positive 

feelings for me have mostly got to do with the process used. It took 

me a long time to see the meaning of interdisciplinary learning and the 
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overall impact which the integrated programme was to have on me 

personally. I gradually began to realise that it was not the amount of 

knowledge I acquired that mattered, but rather the transforming 

influence which the learning had on me as a person. 

 

I shall remain forever grateful to the EAPI. The experience affected 

me deeply. Much of the change it effected in my life took place in the 

years that followed. New insights came, memories remain vivid, 

energising symbols kept surfacing long after I left there. Whenever I 

go back there, I relive the course in miniature and come away renewed. 

I bow to those who made up the EAPI, staff and participants alike, 

who touched my life so profoundly. I treasure their friendship, 

especially the ones which have endured. To name a few: Tessie, Pepe, 

Idmara, Vicki and Santos. ‘Whenever I think of you, I pray with joy’. 

To Idmara, especially, who, by the quality of her presence and the 

exuberance welling up from deep within her, taught me the meaning 

of joy and not taking myself too seriously. 

 

A Symbol 

What would I choose as a symbol of those life-giving eight months in 

Manilla? No doubt, the song of the Asian Dove; forever cooing its 

message of joy, but seldom seen. Hearing it years later in places as far 

apart as Honolulu, Cairns and Hawkes Bay, has made my heart leap! 

 

And I can listen to thee yet 

And lie upon the plain 

And listen till I do beget 

That golden time again 

W. Wordsworth: Ode to The Cuckoo 
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NAPUKA REVISITED: 1976 
 

When I returned to Fiji in April 1976, I was appointed parish priest of 

Napuka. I was going back to familiar ground. I had spent the first six 

months of my life in Fiji there 30 years before. Taking up pastoral 

work again after twelve years was also a refreshing experience. I was 

dealing now with a new generation, more educated and articulate, 

influenced by post-independence nationalism, not of a radical type but 

real. They had grown more aware of their identity and dignity as 

Fijians, taking greater pride in their culture. I found myself once more 

a learner. I had to relearn the culture and the customs. I had to accept 

the change and overcome nostalgia for the past. 

 

For instance, I had to learn how to sit cross-legged on the floor for the 

first time. At fifty-four this was excruciating. I had been practising on 

the quiet for many months in Manila. The little table that used to be 

kept in the villages for the visiting priest was gone and I ate on the 

floor the same as everyone else, having left my shoes at the door. Mine 

was a different role now; I really was the guest. The same applied to 

the yaqona ceremony, which until now I had not understood well or 

actively participated in. I had to sharpen my knowledge of the 

language, to be more at home and more effective in teaching and 

preaching. All this involved a conversation of heart. It was not a matter 

of aping but of interiorising. I was forced to admit the validity of the 

Fijian culture and its practices. 

 

Fr Joe Dilasa 

I was blessed to have as companion Fr Joe Dilasa, a stocky bearded 

Indian in his fifties. He was a newly arrived member of the Indian 

Missionary Society, in Napuka to learn Fijian. Although only four 

months together, we became close friends and have remained so over 

the years. We had a lot in common in our vision of life. He validated 

many a pastoral hunch I experienced after my renewal and helped me 

to implement a number of initiatives in the parish. I looked on his 

presence as providential at this time of my life. 
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I was anxious to live out what I had assimilated at the EAPI. I had a 

trust to honour: a new vision, new ideas, orientation, a new way of 

seeing things. But I was not sure how to apply this vision. I found a 

soul friend in Joe Dilasa. He listened to my dream and I shared his. He 

helped me negotiate my re-entry into pastoral life after the euphoria of 

the EAPI. We complemented each other in our personalities. He was 

a thinker, I being a feeler. An experienced theologian, he would walk 

up and down in front of the house mulling over some new idea and 

come inside with a proposal. We used to sit on the seashore in the 

evenings gazing across the six miles ’strait to Rabi Island. We dreamt 

and planned together as though we would remain in Napuka 

indefinitely. But he was gone in four months. At least we had made a 

start and got off the ground. We built community together, 

commencing with ourselves, priests, brothers and sisters in the parish 

centre. We made time to be together. All of us had daily morning and 

evening prayer together, faith sharing meetings, Saturday morning 

liturgies by ourselves, a monthly common meal and an occasional day 

away together. 

 

I carried on the normal traditional pastoral tasks. There was more 

emphasis on visitation of the villages than in former times, now that 

transport had become easier. Sunday was a busy day, often with three 

Masses in villages far apart. Most of the travel was by outboard motor 

or bus. We came home late, tired but happy. 

 

My time at EAPI had brought about another radical change: a genuine 

concern for my fellow priests, a sense of responsibility for them and 

an urge to bring them together to experience their brotherhood. I 

instigated the revival of the priests ’meeting in the Northern Division. 

 

A Blind Friend 

I was not long at Napuka before I met another of those people who 

have touched my life. She was an old blind woman, who lived in a 

village along the coast. Short and plump, with lots of jowl, she had a 

tremendous sense of dignity about her. She squatted at the door of her 

little wod and thatch house all day long, peaceful and placid, listening 
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to the comings and goings in the village. The children of the village 

played freely around her. On leaving the village after Mass, I would 

call to bid her au revoir and ask for her prayers. Kissing my hand, she 

would protest ‘Pray for you, Father? I am always praying for you, 

always! ‘ 
 

There is one experience which causes me negative feelings whenever 

I think back to Napuka. It was reversing a decision of the parish 

council to increase the wages of the cooks of the secondary boarding 

school. Having agreed to the decision at a previous meeting, I 

reconvened the meeting the next day having heard the opinion of the 

sister in charge and reversed the decision. This caused resentment and 

anger among a number of parents. I felt I had used my authority 

unfairly to overrule them. 

 

My time in Napuka came to an abrupt end when the news came of my 

appointment to Tutu. My stay had lasted seven months. It was a gifted 

experience, an invaluable interlude of parish pastoral life, which 

brought me face to face with rural living after a quarter of a century of 

development and change. I see this as part of God’s plan to prepare me 

for what was to come. I notice here a pattern in the way he prepares 

me for each new major task which he entrusts to me. 

 

Images I associate with this short but precious phase in my life are: 

the moon rising over Rabi, the fishermen’s lights flickering across the 

waters at night, the old lady at Salia. And a symbol? Sitting on the 

beach with Joe Dilasa, dreaming together ‘the impossible dream’. 
 

My vision of the Church and the vocation of the priest had evolved 

much. In many ways it was a confirmation of what I had been living 

since Vatican 11. While continuing the teaching and sacramental role, 

I took on a different kind of leadership; walking with the people, 

awakening in them an awareness of their gifts and charisms, enabling 

them to participate more fully in leadership and decision making. I had 

become an animator by mobilising and motivating. 
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TUTU TRAINING CENTRE: 1977-82 
 

In Tutu my life took on a new and unexpected direction which was to 

last thirteen years - in religious formation and theological education. I 

had never envisaged myself in the role of a formator. I had become a 

good administrator and worked happily in the pastoral field, but 

formation was a new world. 

 

Tutu was a place of great beauty. Situated a thousand feet up a 

mountainside on Taveuni (the ‘Garden Isle’), it commanded a 

magnificent view across the Somosomo Strait to Vanua Levu Island. 

I can still see little outboard motors plying their way to and fro across 

the strait, detectable on the distance only by their white tell-tale trails. 

I associate Tutu with nature and quiet, combined with many activities 

of adult education. 

 

I was to be superior of the Marist community and director of the adult 

training centre. The former included postulancy and junior professed 

programmes for brothers, a noviciate for brothers and clerical 

candidates, while the training centre had residential courses for 

married couples and young single farmers. These two courses were 

inter-denominational. All the above compounds were situated at 

different levels along the mountainside. The staff was made up of 

priests, brothers, sisters and lay people. I was father, facilitator, 

coordinator and unifier all in one. I felt like a conductor trying to bring 

harmony into an orchestra of seventy young players of diverse 

backgrounds and goals. 

 

Mixed feelings 

My recollection of Tutu is: organised chaos, austerity and human 

growth. To an organiser personality like me it was a nightmare. One 

could never feel fully in control. Part of the training and formation 

dynamics was the interaction between the different groups and 

communities comprising Tutu. Tensions bring growth. But it took me 

a long time to refrain from jumping to conclusions and intervening in 
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affairs prematurely. Generally, there were good reasons why things 

were as they were. There were many activities going on at any one 

time, day and night. It was like walking on a tightrope, forever 

balancing. Or a juggler trying to keep the balls in the air. 

 

Out of Chaos… 

Still there was order of a healthy kind. Persons were in charge of each 

department or course and the whole operation worked with surprising 

smoothness. Courses and programmes interlinked and overlapped to 

make the most of resource persons available. It tested my 

organisational powers, but more so my ability to trust and believe. 

Construction work was going on all the time, buildings and road 

upgrading. Public relations had to be cultivated with Government 

(since we were grant-aided), with villages and local personalities of 

consequence as well as the local parish. We had to avoid becoming 

introverted or institutionalised. The whole operation ran on faith and 

a readiness to allow for mistakes and to affirm signs of growth. 

 

The Suva plane passed over every day on its 100 miles ’journey. Many 

a time I wished I were on board, to get away from this ‘madhouse ’
situation! There were some delicate flowers among the lay staff which 

called for constant personal care and attention. I learned this the hard 

way. On one occasion the couple in charge of the married couples 

decided to resign. The stated reason (I often thought later there were 

others) was that they had not been given the moral support they 

needed. Apologies and gentle appeals were of no avail. These came 

too late. 

 

Simple Living 

Life at Tutu was simple, even spartan - especially food and facilities. 

Standards were deliberately kept as near as possible to local island 

conditions. A nicely furnished community room made a difference. 

We all looked forward to Friday night socials, when the religious 

communities (once a month all communities) gathered for a delightful 

meal with lots of meat and fish and ice cream. This was followed by 

games, cards, music and singing and plenty of Kava. It was the 

company and being together that mattered most, after a week of 
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beehive activity. I seem to see a pattern here, of being at home among 

people, wanting to create warm human community. 

 

Tangible Growth 

Looking back on all this now makes me flinch. Perhaps this is why I 

have found it hard to journal the Tutu experience. On the other hand, 

when I allow myself to relive the concrete situation, I find these 

repulsions were gradually overcome. In the midst of it all, I enjoyed 

deep peace and happiness. I felt grateful to be called to be a catalyst in 

such a dynamic project pulsating with life, involving large numbers of 

young people, being formed by and forming one another, as much by 

process and practical experience as by the formal religious programme 

which constantly evolved as a result of regular evaluation. The core 

staff held weekly meetings to monitor progress and plan ahead, while 

the wider staff met monthly. Most months the religious staff went 

away for a day for more thorough evaluation and to nourish our 

community spirit. 

 

One of the most satisfying activities was the night classes I took with 

the married couples. This was on child psychology, human 

development, married relationships, group communications and 

community living. What made it so rewarding was seeing the change 

and growth in openness, the sharing of their stories, dialoguing, 

reconciliation and renewal of married love. Then there were follow- 

up visits to married couples in their home situations, as well as village 

workshops on human development and community building, 

conducted with a group of trainee brothers. 

 

On one of these visits, I was invited by a group of youth to join them 

in their community shelter at the edge of the village for a kava drinking 

session.  I noticed one who was older than the rest sitting on one side, 

looking downcast and disconsolate. His companions explained that his 

beautiful young wife had deserted him and their three children (and 

fine home) for an old bedraggled and unkempt part-Solomonese who 

lived in a makeshift shack along the coast. This gave me food for 

thought for a long time afterwards. 
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Other Calls 

Within a year of being in Tutu, I became involved in a series of 

commitments which took me away for extended periods. The first of 

these was attending a General Chapter in Rome. This opened an 

opportunity to two other rich experiences, one on the way there the 

other on the way back. 

 

Marriage Encounter: August 1977 

Hearing other priests talk of their experience of Marriage Encounter 

gave me a desire to participate in a weekend, hoping it would help me 

develop further the affective dimension of my personality. I arranged 

to join a group in San Mateo, California. It was a liberating experience 

(though at first daunting) being among a large group of articulate 

American couples, sharing their lives. I learned to reflect on vital 

relationships in my life. By journaling them and with the help of 

images, analogies and symbols I was helped to own my feelings and 

take responsibility for them, and be comfortable in exploring them. It 

was a further step in developing my self-image, unmasking myself and 

becoming more authentic. This was important to me as a person who 

tends to present the best side, at the risk of sublimating my real 

feelings for the sake of appearance. It was there, too, I made another 

pair of lasting friends in Bob and Jean Vetro. 

 

General Chapter, Rome: 1977 

I do not retain many outstanding memories of the Chapter. It was a 

relaxing educational experience with few responsibilities attached. 

The six weeks of discussions, centring mainly on the Constitutions and 

legislation of the Society, did not excite me. I did not feel competent 

to contribute much in this area. I felt an odd man out. I had not kept 

up with research in Marist history which developed since the fifties 

and the deeper understanding of Marist life which accompanied this. 

There was one event of joy I recall: the surprise election as Superior 

of Bernie Ryan, one of the most disorganised yet guileless men I have 

known. 
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‘A Distant Road ’ 

Since completing the EAPI course, I had a strong desire for time to 

integrate what I had experienced there and to synthesise it into a 

vision. What had it all done for me? I decided to follow the Spiritual 

Exercises of St. Ignatius. Finding a place in the Philippines was an 

added source of joy. This was at the Jesuit Noviciate in Novaliches, 

with Vic Hadley as director. It was an ideal venue, in quiet rural 

surroundings, not far from the poverty that pervades this unfortunate 

but blessed country. It was a heavenly time. I ate sparsely, with a sense 

of awe and gratitude for the gift of sustenance, and in order that I could 

be the more alert to all that was going on within me.  I felt God loving 

life into me, like the radiating heat of the sun. I spent long periods 

contemplating the basic truths and opening myself to the cosmic 

aspects of nature as a manifestation of God’s love. Philippians 2 :5 - 

11 took on a special significance for me. 

 

There are some very vivid images which surface when I think of this 

special time. One was a road bend on a distant hillside, around which 

a lorry would disappear every now and then, leaving behind a cloud 

of dust. I used to make myself present to the driver struggling up the 

hill. I wondered who he was, where he was going? To this day, 

whenever I visualise the lorry, I feel drawn into a journey into the 

unknown, a symbol of the beyond, where the other half of me lies. The 

predominant image of Novaliches was the caribou, symbol of the rural 

Philippines, the poor farmer’s friend. Every day I watched him 

ploughing in a field nearby, ‘patiently plodding his weary way’. 
 

I left Novaliches sorry the retreat was over, but more ready to take up 

the cross associated with the Tutu responsibility. I had a more 

contemplative outlook and a disposition of abandonment, with a desire 

to serve God more generously and authentically. Over the remaining 

years in Tutu, I kept aside an hour with the Lord each day. This 

enabled me to remain calm in the midst of much activity and tension. 

 

Period of Marist Renewal (PMR): January-February 1979 

I spent 1978 in Tutu without distraction, During the year, I was 

appointed coordinator of a renewal course for Marists of the three 
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Pacific provinces, which takes place every three or four years in one 

or other of the provinces, known as a Period of Marist Renewal 

(PMR). This one was to be held in Suva at the recently completed 

Marist College, attached to Pacific Regional Seminary. I organised the 

programme, hired lecturers and arranged the day to day running of the 

course, listening for a word of affirmation here and there. It was 

attended by twenty priests and brothers from Australia, New Zealand 

and Oceania. 

 

Visit of Michael and Nessa: February 1979 

After thirty years in Fiji, the prospect of a visit from a close family 

member was exciting. Michael was the other end of the family from 

me, twenty years my junior. There was a special relationship between 

us. He took over the family farm and cared for Mam and Dad in their 

declining years. I have always felt welcome home by him and Nessa. 

I was glad to let them see the inside of my world, beyond the surface 

of the tourist, to meet my friends, big and small and share our rugged 

life at Tutu. I enjoyed the luxury of their hotel life in Nadi. Their ten 

days' visit was a delightful interlude and I felt sad when they went. It 

was ten years before I would have a similar family visit. 

 

Giving up Smoking: 1980 

This was a small but important event. I was thirty before I smoked. 

Then I smoked for thirty years. I carried cigarettes and matches around 

with me all that time, wherever I went, on long treks to the villages, 

over mountains, across rivers, out into the islands; I could never be 

without these. I often thought of the silliness of it all and I gave them 

up regularly for Lent. Then I gave them up permanently and it was a 

freeing experience to be able to live without them, simplifying my life, 

with one less need. 

 

A Different General Chapter: January 1981 

When a request came from the local Sisters congregation to facilitate 

their General Chapter, the Tutu community discussed this at length. I 

had been away a lot over the years and this meant another absence. 

Hence, I felt strengthened when the community ‘missioned ’me. I was 

not going on my own but on their behalf. It was another challenge. The 
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request was the result of years of close relationships with the Sisters. 

They trusted me and found me non-threatening. I knew their yearnings 

and struggles to grow and the internal strife which impeded these 

efforts. 

 

I adhered to the role of facilitator and got them to conduct the Chapter 

themselves. Several days were spent in reflection, recalling their own 

history and the road they had travelled until now. This built a sense of 

gratitude and confidence in their own resources. They agreed on the 

expectations, objectives and procedures of the Chapter. I felt grateful 

for past opportunities to learn facilitative skills, to be able to set an 

atmosphere of trust and to inspire confidence and belief in people. 

 

I was due for a home holiday in 1981. But Bob Leamy, then 

Provincial, asked me to delay it for a year to enable me to finish my 

term at Tutu and to organise appointments.  Instead, he offered me a 

month’s holiday in Australia. This was a very enjoyable time, spent 

partly in Sydney and in Brisbane with the Nolans. 

 

Priest’s Monthly Gathering 

I looked forward keenly to the monthly gathering of priests of the 

Northern Division, which takes place in Vanua Levu and Taveuni 

island. There were about twelve priests. The venue rotated among the 

seven parishes. At times this involved two days ’travel for the round 

trip, with a day in between for our gathering. It was three days well 

spent. We enjoyed the fellowship immensely and were strengthened 

in our priestly brotherhood. We shared our lives, concerns, hopes and 

faith vision. We made time for the Eucharist, quiet prayer and 

adoration, scripture sharing, meeting and a meal. The young ones 

joined reluctantly and were slow to commit themselves. Yet few ever 

missed out. 

 

Phil Callaghan, A Man Apart 

My close friend and co-worker during those Tutu days was Phil 

Callaghan. Intelligent and perceptive, the thinker in the team; he loved 

setting the cat among the pigeons in our weekly meetings. He was 

encouraging and supportive of others, but critical and incisive at the 
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appropriate time. He was self-effacing, dedicated and patient. He was 

a master at research and in providing data for meetings. He could build 

up and knock down his own arguments. I depended a lot on him and 

trusted his judgement. He admired me and built up my self-image. 

 

Though more comfortable in a supporting role, it was his readiness to 

take over that enabled me to be away for long periods. I would love to 

have known him more deeply, but the time was not ripe. We have kept 

in touch since he went to the Philippines. I was delighted to see him 

move into new pastures, for his real worth was not appreciated in Fiji. 

 

Insights 

I need to reflect more deeply on the complex experience of those five 

Tutu years and the many events of this period, in order to own them 

more, accept the negative feelings and perceive how God was 

enlightening and attracting me ‘all along the way’. I felt like a tapestry 

weaver, co-designing an intricate pattern, seeing growth and change 

in young persons about me, being part of this process without 

controlling it. 

 

Among things I learned: to trust God and let things happen, intuiting 

the ‘kairos’, not judging by isolated incidents but allow for behavioural 

patterns to appear, surveillance from a distance while keeping a finger 

on the pulse, when to turn a blind eye and let mistakes happen, the 

effect of interest and attention ( this can only occur in an environment 

of trust), to affirm signs of growth, to challenge in a caring way, to let 

a student know he has no vocation, how to live with tension inherent 

in a learning situation, to act on principles and avoid rationalising, to 

keep an open house of hospitality, to keep a hand in the local pastoral 

scene, to be ecumenical, to be open to everything all of life, all people, 

to believe in the ‘grace of state’. 
 

Images that recur: In Lui Raco watching a shoal of fish during monthly 

meetings, playing cards on Friday nights, plane flying overhead, 

Napuka Point, coconut trees leaning West, sunsets. 
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HOME HOLIDAY AND ROME: 1982-83 
 

This was my fourth home holiday. It had been deferred by a year. I 

was now sixty and the generative life stage was becoming obvious in 

my attitudes. 

 

Time with Mam 

My mother, now eighty-four, welcomed me with her usual exuberant 

yet restrained joy. She had continued to grow in wisdom and 

graciousness. The fact that she left me free to come and go made me 

wish to be with her the more. She was intensely interested in 

everything going on around her and involved in world events. At the 

same time, she was detached and becoming more oriented towards life 

with God. It was a great joy to celebrate the Eucharist with her. She 

had what Peter described as, ‘a wrapt look’ about her. As I returned 

each evening from my visits, like a bee returning to the hive with its 

supply of nectar, I shared with her all the news of the friends and 

neighbours, telling my experiences to her enabled me to reflect on 

them. Afterwards, we would sit together gazing into the fire for long 

periods. I often felt she could walk into heaven (Heb. 6:11). 

 

Reunion with Classmates 

I made contact as usual with my school mates. I noticed they were 

much more responsive than in previous times. Now, forty years on, 

they had all grown older and slowed down. With their families done 

for, they had more time to revisit the past and relive the days of our 

youth. On one occasion we had a most moving reunion of about thirty 

schoolmates and teachers, and we were boys together again for an 

evening. Many had not met for forty years. I wondered for a time why 

we had left it so long. There seemed to be no strong urge to gather in 

earlier years and then I realised we had reached the age of generativity. 

 

Finding Matty 

I recall it vividly, standing in Kensington Street, London, on an August 

morning, with his address in one hand and a map in the other. I had 
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not seen Matty McEvoy since leaving St Mary’s College in 1941. We 

had been pals during those school years. I often wondered what had 

happened to him. He was a rebellious spirit, a fierce Irish nationalist, 

a daredevil.  By all the laws of average, he should have been dead long 

ago. Down the years I would hear of his escapades from time to time 

from our teacher of yore, Fr Oscar. As a radio officer aboard planes 

and ships, he had had many escapes in danger zones in various parts 

of the world. He had been an alcoholic, sleeping in the streets of 

London. I had heard he was now rehabilitated and married to Mary. I 

found his home, but he was away. I left my phone number in his letter 

box, wondering what would happen. Sure enough, within a few days 

when I was in Middlesborough, I had a ring from him. We met in 

Dublin not long after and he came to visit my mother for whom he had 

a deep regard. ‘A real lady’, he would say. What struck me about him 

was his humility and honesty. In spite of what he had been through, he 

had a tremendous sense of dignity and self-worth and joie de vivre. He 

was the epitome of lived forgiveness. He did not feel that he had to 

make any apologies for the past. I marvelled at the grace of God, who 

loved all this into him in spite of the years of profligacy ‘Better to have 

loved and lost, than never to have loved at all’. We kept up 

correspondence until he died in 1993. His letters were full of 

quotations in four languages. His love of poetry must have supported 

him in the valley periods of his life. He was never afraid of dying. 

 

Holiday with Peter 

Peter and I spent a week together in a little country cottage in 

Tipperary. Earlier in the summer I had spent two nights with him in 

Tullabeg. It was an opportunity to get to know each other. I enjoyed 

his gentle company. But we did not manage to break through the 

barrier of intimacy and self-disclosure. We were not ready: The kairos 

had not yet come. I felt ill at ease, on a different wavelength. I did not 

understand his dream. 

 

Priesthood Clarified 

A week’s course with Father Finbar Connolly CSSR brings back all 

kinds of joyful memories. We were ten missionaries from far and 

wide. Nearly all had led fulfilled lives in the priesthood. I enjoyed it 
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thoroughly and benefited much from it. It was a balanced and inspiring 

overview of the spirituality of the priesthood (charismatic / 

institutional), from the perspective of Vatican 11. It resonated with my 

own experience and confirmed me in the style of priesthood I was 

living: my vision, attitudes and values. I saw that an effective 

priesthood depends on personal wholesomeness and authenticity 

integrated with the priestly function (an integrated priest). A happy 

man makes a happy priest; it is the priest grateful to be a priest. A 

friendship struck up with David Bingham, English Mill Hill 

missionary in Malaysia, continues to the present. The course whetted 

my appetite for what was to follow in Rome. 

 

Rome: 1992-93 

For renewal I chose a semester of auditing courses in spirituality in 

Rome. This was later extended to a year. What drew me there was a 

quest to drink deeper from the ‘wells of the salvation’, so I could help 

others in my turn. It turned out to be an altogether marvellous time. 

 

I have always loved Rome and never tire of visiting there. It speaks to 

me of other ages, with its different layers of history and its ability to 

portray each of these with its wealth of ‘visual aids’. It is truly an 

‘eternal city ’and has something about it that calls forth the ‘things 

unseen ’of St Paul. The Romans help to build this fantasy. They can 

fit into or come out of any age. They are as once symbol and enigma. 

They have a humanness that beguiles and disconcerts, and a 

transcendence or eternal quality that attracts. Every step is full of 

images, myths and symbols. It arouses my sense of mystery and of 

history and does my spirit good. 

 

Studies 

Until now, the ‘Gregorian ’and ‘Angelicum ’were names. They have 

their own mystique and personalities, fitting into the wider mystery 

that is Rome. I moved about their ancient halls and aula with a genuine 

reverence, not wanting them to become ordinary and lose their 

wonder. I chose to audit courses rather than take them for credits, so I 

could follow my own pace and enjoy them the more. The courses were 

mostly in spirituality. I learned as much from the lecturer as from what 
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he had to say. Those who impressed me most were Dominic Maruca 

(Spiritual Exercises and Spiritual Development), Alphonse Rodriquez 

(Spiritual Direction), John Furtell (Modern Priestly Spirituality and, 

Mary O’Driscoll (Desert Spirituality) helped me, because of my new 

found attraction to Charles De Foucauld. Barnabas Aherne’s 

absorption in St Paul deepened my love of scripture, especially his 

insights into Paul’s theology: new life ‘in Christ’, ‘new creation’, 
'charity of Christ’, faith, ‘spiritual man’, ‘waking by the Spirit’. 
Vanhoye’s little book of the letter to the Hebrews opened to me the 

riches of this letter. 

 

Guest at Monte Verde 

I was made welcome at Monte Verde community, our General House. 

I got used to the sub-culture and learned enough Italian to get by. I 

entered into community life and consciously tried to contribute to it. I 

enjoyed the Italian dishes. I liked riding buses, observing people and 

reflecting; ‘never read when you can reflect’. The loneliness of the old 

and their longing for love was brought home to me one day on a bus, 

when an old man furtively took out a little book he had just bought; it 

was entitled ‘Secreta di Amore’. One day when admiring a beautiful 

tiny pot plant in a suburban flower shop I felt very deceived and let 

down when I found it was synthetic. The power of technology to 

imitate reality. 

 

Jesus Caritas Fraternity 

While still in Ireland I heard of a group of Irish priests in Rome who 

gathered regularly to pray and share their lives. I was at once attracted 

to this opportunity of forming community, with an eye on Fiji. It led 

to a close relationship with the Irish College, which ended in giving a 

retreat to the students. I became a member of a group of diocesan 

priests and students who met monthly. I have kept in touch with the 

leader, Martin Denman, over the years. It was a refreshing experience, 

answering a need to relate with fellow priests on a personal and faith 

level. It means a readiness to disclose myself as a Christian religious 

person, by sharing faith, values, vision, dreams, doubts, opening my 

life for review, evaluation, support or fraternal advice. Jesus Caritas is 

a fraternity of diocesan priests (in groups of 3 - 6) based on the vision 



  92 

of Brother Charles, the Universal Brother. It is a priest, helping priest, 

to commit himself to a life of love and to live the priesthood happily. 

 

My Rome experience was a time of peace and contentment, putting 

down roots. Looking back, the plan of Providence becomes evident: 

preparing me for the task of formation of priests, both initial and 

ongoing. It made me open to any call, to self-giving, to an awareness 

of not being on my own, to a reflective and contemplative attitude, to 

be a co-worker with God, to trust in a providing God, learning to 

remain calm always, ‘For God is not a God of confusion, but of peace’ 

1 Cor 14:33, commitment to regular time of extended prayer, 

commitment to fellow priests, a call to be generative and to pass on 

my vision. 

 

Scripture: ‘He helps us in all our troubles, so that we are able to help 

others who have all kinds of troubles, using the same help we have 

received from God.’ (2 Cor 1:4) 

 

I need to reflect further and more deeply on Rome and ask: How did I 

feel about those seven months? What strong feelings surface when I 

think back on this time? What aspect affected me most? What has 

affected my life even until now? How do I see it as part of and fitting 

in with the fulfilment of my dream and God’s plan for any peace? 
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PACIFIC REGIONAL SEMINARY (PRS): 1983-89 
 

In March, 1983, while I was still in Rome, Bishop Bob Leamy 

telephoned me from Suva, inviting me, in the name of the bishops of 

CEPAC, to become rector of the Pacific Regional Seminary. I was 

elated. I was ready for another major challenge at the time and, seeing 

this as a special call from God, I did not hesitate long. I felt privileged 

to be chosen for this important task, leading a team in forming the 

future priests of the Pacific. From the outset I experienced a sense of 

trust and confidence. I don’t think I ever lost this in the years that 

followed. Even in 1985, when I went through some rough patches due 

to opposition from a group of senior students and which resulted in a 

severe attack of shingles lasting several months. I saw then why God 

had brought me to Rome for that year of spirituality. 

 

I was aware of having limited academic expertise, with no scholastic 

degree to my name. I believe I was selected because of the person I 

was. I saw myself as a co-operator in the venture and this awareness 

was never far below the surface in the ensuing years. I felt as one 

carried, buoyed up, and I was able to draw on a deep well of 

resourcefulness and strength. This gave me a sense of peace and calm. 

I was often amazed at the ease and aplomb with which I could turn 

from one demanding task to another in quick succession, or gracefully 

receive one student after another for interviews for many hours. 

Perhaps this explains why I seldom felt really tired during the six years 

as rector, in spite of sleeping only five hours a night and seldom having 

a siesta. My powers and capacities were stretched in a way I would 

never have thought possible, without impairment. I am reminded of 

the three-tiered prayer of the bow: 

 

I am a bow in your hands, Lord. Draw me, lest I rot. 

Do not overdraw me, Lord. I shall break. 

Overdraw me, Lord and who cares if I break. 

Nikos Kazantzakis: Report to Greco 
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I gave myself over to the task in a single-minded fashion from the 

moment I was appointed rector. I was not concerned for myself nor 

the prestige attached to the post, or of advantages that might accrue. I 

often found it a thankless job, with seldom a word of appreciation from 

students. This was to be expected because of the nature of the task of 

moulding young men, for the most part immature, to a way of living 

directly opposite to their human and cultural inclinations. I appreciated 

the occasional word of thanks when it did come, usually at the end of 

a year. It affirmed me and fired me on. 

 

Relating to Students and Staff 

I set out to be empathic and gracious in my dealings. I saw this as the 

most effective way for goodness to hold sway, for God to have his 

way. How I related to fellow staff members and to students was very 

important to me. Students got the major share of my time and 

attention. I found it difficult setting aside time to spend with the staff 

as a community. More often than not I left them to their own company, 

while I went out of my way to be available to students. In the Pacific 

cultural situation this was a demanding task. Students invariably came 

to the ‘big man ’with their problems, though in most cases any of the 

twelve or fourteen staff members available would have done as well. 

I accepted that burden without question, feeling it was worth the 

trouble in the long run. Out of ten visits there was bound to be one 

which demanded serious and/or immediate attention. 

 

I strove to create an environment of trust and responsible freedom, 

conducive to human growth. It was difficult to strike a balance, 

especially in the first years when there were more than a few 

immature, ill-selected students. I tried to exercise surveillance and yet 

turn the blind eye, allow for mistakes and misdemeanours without 

condoning patterns of misbehaviour, expect conformity while 

discouraging conformism. I like to believe I succeeded to a large 

extent. Early on I annoyed a number of responsible students by over-

reacting and probing. I used to experience a lot of inner stress on free 

weekend nights, when an ominous silence about the seminary meant 

anything could be happening! I tried to cultivate a relationship with 

each student which was warm yet impartial. 
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I had much satisfaction in seeing the positive result of a personal 

evaluation process which I introduced to the seminary, in which each 

student participated actively. It did away with the suspicion 

surrounding assessment by staff in a student’s absence and minimised 

the fear of being ‘kicked out’. 
 

I used to regret not being able to build a closer community spirit (on 

the personal and faith level) among the staff and also in the 

‘moderator ’groups into which students were divided. I was more 

successful in this with groups outside the seminary with whom I 

worked. I also remained the ‘policeman ’for too many students and 

perhaps for some of the administrative staff. 

 

'God Fits the Shoulder to The Burden’ 

Commencing some twenty-five years ago, I learned to deal calmly 

with difficult situations that could easily lead to discouragement. I was 

able to perceive them intuitively and incisively rather than analytically 

or impulsively. I do this quite quickly. I listen, observe and size up, 

decide where responsibility lies and calmly decide what steps to take. 

Then I live peacefully with the consequences for myself and any 

negative reactions of others. This awareness was a vital factor in my 

leadership at the seminary. It counterbalanced my hypersensitive 

nature and strengthened me against opposition and criticism. True, at 

times I wilted, at least interiorly. I normally find it very hard to face 

confrontation or any kind of harsh relationship. However, I don’t 
remember losing my equilibrium or peace at a deep level for many 

years. 

 

Meetings 

Meetings with faculty, formators, students executive and committees 

occupied a large part of my life. I disliked the thought of them 

intensely, especially the fortnightly meeting of the students ’executive 

committee with their confrontational issues. But I followed through 

with the practice consistently, posting reminders well in advance and 

reminding reluctant or forgetful members. Meetings were a place 

where, once begun, I felt powerfully the grace of God at work; in 
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searching together for the truth, in handling conflicts, reconciling 

differences, clarifying and shaping the common vision and energising 

the group thrust. When meetings were over I always experienced a 

feeling of consolation - not just relief - and personal integrity, in that 

we had faced up to and dealt with matters of vital importance to the 

community and taken responsibility together for the outcome. 

 

Day Off 

Before 1985 I did not believe in taking time off, away from my place 

of work. As that particular academic year advanced I felt a strong need 

to get away on my own, due mainly to tension arising from the non-

cooperation of a few senior students and the students ’executive 

committee. From then on I took every Thursday afternoon and evening 

off and looked forward to it. I went down the coast to Deuba Beach 

and swam and basked my troubles away. Or I would go to the Home 

of Compassion for a long sleep. Afterwards I loved to go and relax at 

the Marist Regional house, enjoy a beer and evening meal together. I 

did not relish facing back to the seminary but felt rejuvenated and 

strengthened by the day. 

 

Jesus Caritas Fraternity 

During my first year in the seminary Aidan Carvill and I decided to 

start a fraternity. The monthly gathering became a highlight in my life. 

It was a coming together for a half day with four or five fellow priests 

of similar inclination to share the scriptures, review our lives, pray 

together and go off for a meal. It took an effort each month to send 

reminders to the others and organise myself to get away. But no one 

of us wanted to miss out. It answered a deep need we all had, to go 

below the surface in our relationships, share our personal experiences 

of the month and our faith life. We felt a real sense of brotherhood of 

the agape kind, of simple joy and gratitude. 

 

New Chapel: 1984-85 

Building a seminary chapel was my first major organisational 

challenge on coming to PRS. I had been told of it before I came. I 

found it a tremendous experience and I rose to the occasion without 

difficulty. I facilitated the project from behind the scenes, working 
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quietly but persistently to include as many as possible. From the 

outset, it involved constant discernment, consultation and dealing with 

a wide assortment of people, from architects and other professionals 

to the PRS Board, to bishops, the faculty, students as well as overseas 

funding organisations. One of the results of this process was that on 

the day of Dedication nearly everyone present felt that the 

achievement was theirs. ‘Good leadership is, when the task is done, all 

will say, we did it ourselves.’ (Mao Tse Tung). I too felt proud and a 

great sense of achievement that day. The undertaking took two years. 

The chapel has proved eminently suitable to the needs of the seminary 

and has enhanced the formation environment. 

 

Pope’s Visit: November 1986 

I associate Pope John Paul 11’s visit to Fiji with the seminary chapel, 

because it was there he met and addressed the assembled bishops of 

the CEPAC. (One or two of the cardinals in the entourage expressed 

some doubts about the siting of the Blessed Sacrament chapel. But we 

had done our studies). The Holy Father’s visit did not leave the deep 

impression on me that I thought it would. His overnight stay at the 

seminary was highly organised and, what with the presence of so many 

dignitaries and security precautions, a personal atmosphere was 

impossible. Staff and students were vacated from the campus to make 

way for the papal entourage and there was no opportunity for them to 

meet him. I was unaware that I was to receive the Pope personally on 

arrival and accompany him to his quarters; I was sure the president of 

the bishop’s conference would do this. Afterwards I thought of all the 

things I might have said to him as I walked him to his place of 

residence! As it was, I was spellbound and he was the one to initiate 

conversation!  

 

Mam’s Death 

My mother’s death in June 1986 affected me deeply. Not that it was 

the sad event I thought it would be. In fact, I recall it with a great 

amount of joy. Her death was not so much a dying as a thanksgiving 

for her life. She was herself a symbol of how to live and how to die. 

Though eighty-eight, she never seemed to grow old. I was grateful to 

be at her bedside as she died. I remember I wanted to leave her for a 
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few hours but was somehow held back. Then suddenly and ever so 

gently she was gone. Her funeral was a real celebration of life. The 

whole event had a tremendous unifying effect on the family. Though 

I had lived on the other side of the world from her for forty years, she 

never seemed far away. I got used to her absence and at the same time 

felt her presence near. I looked on her transfer to heaven in much the 

same way. 

 

My mother had a big influence on my life and I see in myself many of 

her traits. For one thing, I open parcels carefully and save the brown 

paper and string! She was a woman of faith and from her I learned 

what lived faith looks like. She was down to earth and had an 

abundance of common sense. She was a woman without guile but 

could see through you. She was gentle in her dealings and was a 

respecter of the freedom of others. She delighted in your coming and 

entered fully into your life and interests but you felt free to go when 

you wanted. She was a good listener and her joy was to see others 

grow and blossom. Though she came from a kind of aristocratic 

background on her mother’s side, she had no airs and had a soft spot 

for beggars and down-and-outs. My father did not have much time for 

them and thought they should all be out in the fields working. When 

he had gone to work they would come around to the back of the house 

and my mother would feed them surreptitiously. She had a certain kind 

of calm about her and was seldom perturbed. I can only remember her 

being angry once: the day, when I was about twelve, she beat me on 

the back of the legs with a stick for being disobedient when my father 

was away. It had a humbling - though not humiliating - effect on me; 

I knew in my heart I must have really deserved it for her to do it! She 

had a positive outlook on life and projected a sense of quiet hope and 

optimism. She adapted herself to post-Vatican spirituality. In later 

years she developed a love for the scriptures, as evidenced by her well-

thumbed bible. All the same, she loved the rosary to the end of her life. 

 

I experienced my mother’s love for me both in her letters and during 

my visits home. I did not realise how deep this love ran until the 

morning in 1975 when, at the end of my holiday, I was about to say 

goodbye and return to Fiji. Though she lived for ten years after that 

she wanted to be sure she articulated beyond doubt what had lain 
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always in her heart. Breakfast over, still sitting at the table and without 

looking up - otherwise she would not have been able to speak - she 

said ‘Laurence, I want to tell you something. You are very precious to 

me and I love you very much’. She sobbed briefly and then was 

strengthened to say goodbye. This expression of love, so full of 

feeling, so deep and unqualified, had a profound effect on me. I had 

never experienced such before. I was fifty-five then and on my way to 

the East Asian Pastoral Institute in Manila for a year’s renewal course. 

I had enjoyed a happy and fulfilling thirty years of priesthood. And 

now this! What made my mother want to say this to me now - after all 

these years? It seemed she was giving birth again to me, endowing me 

with the fullness of her love and sending me forth. That is what it felt 

like, this extraordinary experience of tender human love. I felt a 

fullness of life come over me, I felt valued and wholesome, wanting 

to walk tall. Feeling so loved, I felt an urge to share love. It was a good 

start to my renewal course, which in turn led to a more person-oriented 

lifestyle and which eventually led me into the field of formation. 

 

Peter’s visit: August - October 1989 

I felt grateful to Peter for taking seriously my invitation of the previous 

year to come to Fiji and conduct workshops on prayer guidance for lay 

people. I looked forward to his coming, but at the same time I felt a 

bit anxious - about how to relate to him personally. True, he was my 

brother. But we knew each other only poorly. He was twelve years 

younger than me. He was a Jesuit and obviously quite professional in 

his work. We had met only a few times between 1948, when I left 

home for Fiji and my 1982 home holiday. Even then our meetings did 

not have much depth about them. But Peter’s coming to Fiji was a 

grace. I felt God sent him at an important moment, as I was preparing 

to enter another ‘passage ’in my life. We gradually ‘tamed ’each other 

and got to know each other through normal interaction, while at the 

same time attending to our own daily tasks. I learned much from him, 

whenever I took time to listen to his own experiences and sense the 

way God had worked in his life. I am glad also I sat at his feet those 

four workshop weekends side by side with lay people, who thirsted to 

know more about the ways of prayer. I began to buy his vision. I 

recognised the song he sang in his heart and found it harmonised with 
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mine. And so, something new happened. We, who had been blood 

brothers, and brother priests at that, had now become close and 

intimate friends. He helped me articulate my dream as I came to the 

end of my time in the seminary. He awakened a desire in me to 

dedicate time to reflect on and savour ‘the great things God had done 

for me’ in my long life, to relive them gratefully, and to ‘own ’and 

appropriate more fully my life history. I was about to have a full year 

sabbatical to myself on finishing at PRS, and was planning to take 

some courses. ‘Courses?’, he said. ‘Don’t you think you know enough 

at this stage in your life’. He convinced me that I would be better off 

learning from my own life experiences instead of somebody else’s - in 

other words, reading my own book. This is what I did. 
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SOUTH PACIFIC ASSOCIATION OF THEOLOGICAL 

SCHOOLS (SPATS) 
 

The South Pacific Association of Theological Schools, commonly 

known as SPATS, took up a lot of time during my last few years at 

PRS, especially after 1986 when I became its president. I was greatly 

responsible for the revival of the association. Its aim was to assist the 

many theological colleges and seminaries of different denominations 

scattered throughout the Pacific in a common endeavour to prepare 

effective ministers of the Gospel for their local churches. For a variety 

of reasons, this holds many good memories for me. Through it I 

developed several close friendships which I will always treasure. I 

came and went with ease to the Fiji theological colleges and homes of 

faculty members. I was always made welcome. I became a kind of 

catalyst, helping to break down mistrust and developing bonds of 

friendship and cooperation between institutions and faculty members. 

Most difficult and of most concern were the small national theological 

schools which were isolated and out of touch with the wider church. 

 

What I remember with most pleasure were the meetings of the 

executive committee, held two or three times a year over several days 

in some quiet place away from Suva. There, six or seven of us, from 

different countries and differing faith traditions, lived together and 

entered into an experience of community, taking time to become 

human to one another, sharing our life stories and our faith journey, 

our concerns and our dreams. This experience drew us together as 

friends, and facilitated our discussions and planning no end. As my 

time at PRS came to an end, some of the warmest expressions of 

appreciation of my work for theological education and formation came 

from these ecumenical partners. 

 

Leaving PRS 

A year or more before my term was up, I reminded the Sacred 

Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples in Rome through the 

Apostolic Delegate that my six years ‘contract ’was coming to an end. 
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They did not want to know - they don’t believe in contracts - and 

pressed me to remain on. I felt good about this, but after consulting 

with confidants thought it wise to finish. I had given six years of my 

best and it should now be someone else’s turn. 

 

‘You must be happy it's all over ‘, they used to say as the end came. 

‘Of course’, I replied, but inside I only half agreed with them. I felt 

leaving it more difficult than I thought. I had identified so closely with 

PRS and being rector and had invested so much of myself in it, that I 

felt cut off at the roots and adrift as it came to an end. Meaning and 

motivation in life had gone, so it seemed. No one was aware what it 

felt like inside, because my cry was a silent one. I had to work my way 

slowly through the grieving process and allow it time. I reminded 

myself of the positive side, aware of my privilege of having served the 

Church of the Pacific in this capacity and let it come to a happy 

conclusion. Within a month I was a right as rain. 

 

Part of the sadness of leaving was due, I believe, to the lack of 

ritualisation. What I would consider the proper rites were not 

observed. I thought there should have been a formal public farewell, 

where things that needed saying might be said, things it would be as 

good for me to hear as for others to express. I would like, for instance, 

to be remembered for my love and care as much as for my commitment 

and hard work - just for someone to say it! As it turned out there was 

little opportunity or time for this. And, realistically, students do not 

see it that way, nor deem it necessary. They are pragmatic. I was no 

longer the boss; it was the new boss they had to deal with now. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

As I draw to the end of this phase of journaling my life, I feel very 

much a loved person, special to God and to many people. This fills me 

with peace and happiness. It is confirmed every time I reflect back 

over my life and see it so full and fruitful, so graced and blessed. These 

months of journaling have been like sitting by a stream observing in 

the water flowing by, the events of my life, having time to ponder 

calmly all I see. It is not to analyse happenings, but to allow them to 

give up to me their meaning.  

 

For, ‘life is not so much a problem to be solved as a mystery to be 

lived’. I see God’s personal love manifested at various times and in 

diverse ways through the events and relationships which make up the 

story of my life. 

 

We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time’  

T.S.Elliot 

   

The best is yet to be, 

The last of life, for which the first was made; 

Our times are in his hand 

Who saith, ‘A whole I planned, 

Youth shows but half; trust God: sees all, Nor be afraid’? 

Robert Browning 

 

Larry Hannan 

Greenmeadows 

Hawkes ’Bay 

New Zealand 

23 April 1990 
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APPENDIX 

 

There follow some words written in appreciation of Laurence 

 

 

The first is written by Fr Mick Mc Verry SM  

when Larry celebrated the 50th anniversary of his priesthood 

 

Congratulations on this day of your 50th anniversary of priesthood. I 

rejoice with you. I am proud of you and today is the day to speak the 

unspoken words that live in my heart and the hearts of so many to 

whom you have been such a wonderful sign of Christ’s priesthood. I 

am in Sydney and tomorrow Brian Wilson and I will celebrate our 

thanks and joy to God for you; his gift to us and the Church of Fiji and 

to the family of Mary in mass tomorrow. If I was in Tutu, I would 

come to Suva…. alas. But in the quiet of my room here at Oceania 

house I am able to gently dwell in thanksgiving like the many others 

whose lives you have touched. 

 

I want to write on behalf of all the babies you have baptised, the 

children you have prepared for first holy communion and confession, 

the sinners to whom you have been instrumental in bringing Christ’s 

mercy and forgiveness in the sacrament of confession, the faithful at 

the many masses when you took plain bread and wine and changed 

them into the body and blood of Christ for their nourishment, the many 

young couples you have joined in the sacrament of matrimony, the 

sick in mind, heart and body, you have helped plant hope alive in their 

hearts again and the dying you have anointed into paradise…. 

 

I think of the people of Savusavu, Lami, Suva, Napuka, Tutu, the 

seminarians and the love they have known from you. Not to mention 

the hours spent in prayer, the hurts gone beyond, the figures counted, 

the confreres like myself to whom your presence alone is enough to 

sustain and uplift and let God continue to be great in us as He has done 

in you, and continues to do in you…. Perhaps now more clearly than 

ever. In my youthful days in Tutu where I was reckless in my 
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enthusiasm and neglectful of my body, Brother Kevin told me…. 

anyone can do something good for a short period, but if our sign is to 

be credible as witnesses of Christ, then we have to keep on doing it for 

a long time. You are that sign for me Larry and I thank you for it. The 

sign is not the reality course but when the sign is clear it is so easy to 

jump across to the reality signified of God’s love and faithfulness of 

which you are the sign. I think there might well be cream buns for 

morning tea in heaven this morning. 

 

I will go to the chapel now and just sit in thanksgiving to God for your 

family...your mother and father and all the people that were part of 

forming the hard disk that is your heart. Words are not much good at 

these times, but I want you to know that I treasure and value you and 

that you are a wonderful gift to me….and I hope you will continue to 

be the blessing you are for a long time before the sun sets. 

 

With much love and rejoicing… 

Your brother in Mary, 

Mick McVerry S.M. 

 

 

The following was written by Jan Snijders, S.M 

 

I remember two Larries really. Of the earlier years I have the image of 

a rather severe man, a bit straight-laced, an administrator. Then he did 

a renewal in Manila and after that I remember him as a very caring 

man, as seminary rector in Suva and as formator in Tutu. I have always 

cherished the story of Larry as rector of PRS replacing the washing of 

the feet with a kava ceremony in which he, as rector, took the role of 

the servant mixing the brew and carrying it to the attendants. It 

shocked the seminarians but they admitted later, it was the first time 

they had understood the meaning of the Maundy Thursday ceremony! 

Larry must have held just about every post and parish in the country. 

The Lord will have received him right at the gate!  

 

 

The following is a tribute of one of his former students  

at the seminary, Bishop Soane Patita Paini Mafi 
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This writing space cannot cover fully if I was to do justice here and 

describe to you what I would consider a man who had \ saved me to 

repossess my call to the priesthood during a time of great struggle and 

personal confusion in my early years at the seminary.  Larry was not 

only a Rector, but a mentor and companion in my own journey as a 

young seminarian at the time. It's hard for me to forget the soft voice 

of your dear uncle which to me was so full of sincere love and 

tenderness of a true shepherd. I am so fortunate to have seen that last 

look of a true saint before I continue my pilgrimage to Rome. 

 
 

A message from Father Laurence’s family  

for those who attend his funeral mass 

 

The members of Father Laurence’s family regret that we are not able 

to be with you today. But we want to share with you our common 

sense of loss and to share too our memories of such a great person. 

 

We, the five remaining members of Father Laurence’s family, namely, 

Mary, Carrie, Anne, Michael and Peter, would like to thank you all for 

your presence here and for your support. We hope that along with 

expressing our grief we will take this time to appreciate and be grateful 

for his wonderful life, one that he lived to the full. 

 

I think that this sense of a person fully alive and happy will be our 

abiding memory of Father Laurence. We remember him for the energy 

with which he did everything; he believed in the principle that you 

should never walk when you can run. He was always full of new 

initiatives and plans and it was never advisable to stand in the way of 

these. 

 

I think that we will always remember and admire his great love of 

people and of being with them. We the members of his family have 

memories of him home on holidays in Ireland. His great joy was to 

divide his time between visiting, reporting back to us what happened 

on his journeys and planning where he might go next. He could never 
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get enough of his family, his friends and of the people of Fiji among 

whom he spent 67 years of his life. Some years ago, we suggested that 

he come back to Ireland for his remaining years but he told us that his 

real home was with the people of Fiji. 

 

Even though he was a very forceful person abounding in energy he 

was also, especially after the year he spent in Manila, a very warm and 

affectionate person. In his later years he went out of his way to keep 

in touch with each member of his family and he would not leave you 

without expressing his love in a way that never ceased to surprise. He 

had an unusual capacity to love people and an even more unusual 

capacity to express it in a way that always sounded genuine. 

 

I would like to conclude with a memory of Father Laurence that 

captures something very special about him. The memory is of visiting 

him in Fiji in 1989 when he was rector of the seminary. Every week 

we would go out for a day together and a major feature of the day 

would be that after a swim he would get two of the largest ice-cream 

cones you have ever seen. It was a very challenging experience to get 

to the ice-cream before it dripped down the side of the cone onto the 

floor or even worse your lap. My memory of Father Laurence is of 

being amazed at how he could keep the car on the road and at the same 

time never allow a drop of that delicious ice-cream to go astray. 

 

What I treasure about this memory is the way it captures Father 

Laurence’s love of life and his determination to enjoy the last drop of 

it. 

 

Again, we the members of Father Laurence’s family wish to thank you 

for coming here today to celebrate his life. May we be enriched in the 

time ahead by our memories of him. 

 

 

The following is from a letter Larry wrote to me in 1998 

I include it here as it shows the depth of his capacity  

to love and relate with his whole person 

 

Dear Peter, 
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I’ll be seeing you in a matter of a month, and how wonderful that will 

be. But I can’t wait that long to write - not since I got your tape last 

week. I want to thank you very much for it. I was deeply touched by 

your response to what I said about our friendship. It had a powerful 

effect on me, and I did not continue with the tape until some days later, 

I wanted to savour what you said. 

 

How beautiful is friendship and yet so slow are we to let it happen, to 

befriend and allow ourselves to be befriended. As I listened in wonder 

to your voice, I could hear you deep down searching for words that 

conveyed what your heart was feeling. These, along with the silences, 

intonations and modulations communicated in an ever so gracious way 

what your inner spirit was experiencing. 

 

I have a great regard for you (I used to fear you because of your 

superior knowledge) and revere you very much, for the person of 

integrity you have become, how what you speak and write is rooted in 

your own experience, and for the harmonious relationship that has 

developed between your (now redeemed) mind and your heart. 

 

Thanks for your congratulations on my golden jubilee. It has been an 

extraordinary time. I have been living in euphoria since 22 May 

(1998). Of course, I never experienced anything like it - being the 

focus of so much adulation, after all my life trying to avoid it! And 

being me, I let it all happen, happily entering into each occasion, 

lapping it all up! It was good to hear recounted the ‘wonderful works 

of God ’in my life, for them to articulate it and me to hear it. At times, 

it struck me how easily we withhold simple expressions of love and 

affirmation, when it costs us nothing. You are good, I love you, I trust 

you...I felt truly grateful to have lived long enough to hear so many 

gracious things being said about me. Most people just don’t hear them 

until they are in their coffin. What a pity! ‘Love me while I live; don’t 
bring me roses when I die’. 

 

There were several celebrations. The first was the local parishioners’ 

combined with my brother Marists. The next was held by the wider 

Marist family (four branches) and the last was at Lami Parish. Ratu 

Mara (the president) and Adi Lala, his wife, attended the first 
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celebration. We have been close friends for long years. None of the 

gatherings were extravagant, but telling. Many were struck by what I 

had to say about Dad and Mam, especially the parents. Mam taught 

me love and Dad how to work and how these two qualities led to my 

living a full and happy life. 

 

The Magnificat has been a favourite hymn in recent years, especially 

the early verses. So, I took a cue from Our Lady in my ‘few words ’of 

repines at the celebrations ‘...all generations shall call me blessed.’ It 

seemed so bold, but I think it struck people. One is allowed some 

indiscretions in one’s old age, and I probably committed my share of 

them during the ‘few words’ following each reception! But I’m happy 

being able to disclose how I felt, the big influences in my life, what 

makes me tick, why I have always been happy. 

 

I enclose a couple of letters which I know you will like to read. I 

wound up most of the gatherings with the poem ‘The Weaver’ which 

Carrie sent me some years ago.  

 

The jubilee forced me to quieten down for some days, to reflect and 

journal on the significance of my long life as a Marist priest. I 

struggled about how I should recount my experiences in some depth, 

in a way that I would be honest with myself and others, and how I feel 

as I enter the twilight years. 

 

My journaling in 1990 helped me a lot to see my life in context during 

the past few weeks. I was reflecting lately how it enabled me to live 

my life twice over. 

 

I continue to be quite busy, though not in a way that I can easily 

explain. Designing and preparing funding proposals have taken up a 

lot of my time in the past year. I have a name for not ever having had 

an application for funding rejected. When people ask, they have no 

idea of all the thought that goes into the task and wonder why they 

can’t be ready immediately. 

 

I’ll let this go. I look forward very much to seeing you. I never thought 

I would enjoy so much the thought of going home at this stage of my 
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life. My health continues very good, so I should be able to get away 

without a prang or a lost wing or two! 

 

With much love,   

Affectionately,  

Laurence 

 

 

The following is from the homily preached by R McCarrick SM  

at the funeral Mass of Fr. Larry Hannan, S.M. 

 

'Happy are those who die in the Lord. Now they rest forever after their 

work, since their good deeds go with them.’ Rev. 14:13. 

 

We heard in the first reading that the suffering Job (Job 19:,23-27) 

believed that God would deliver him from all evil on earth and set him 

close to God. He said: ‘these eyes will gaze on him and will not find 

him distant’. 

 

Fr. Larry Hannan was a man of great faith, coming from a faithful 

family trusting in God and relying on the protection of Mary, the 

mother of Jesus and our mother. As he went through religious 

formation and life’s experiences that faith grew and bore great fruit. 

Even as he lost his sight he hoped that he could say with Job, that he 

would gaze on the Lord and find his loving Lord, gaze with new sight 

in the joy of heaven. 

 

In the passage from the Gospel of John (Jn. 12:23-28) Jesus speaks of 

his own human life and death and then of his glorious resurrection. He 

would die and be buried. That was essential. But by dying he would 

yield a rich harvest.  Jesus then says that all of us, his followers, must 

die also, die to everything in this world because that is the path to 

eternal life and eternal life is greater than anything in this life. For this 

the Father will honour us just as he said he would honour Jesus his 

Son. 

 

But Jesus has more to say. He said: ‘Now my soul is troubled’. In 

Gethsemane we will see how troubled he was as he asked his Father: 
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‘Father let this chalice pass from me’. He was tempted to walk away 

from the suffering and death which he knew awaited him. It was his 

moment of crisis. But then he said to his Father, ‘not my will but yours 

be done’. He did not walk away from suffering and death. 

 

During Fr. Hannan’s 67 years in Fiji he had to face many crises, many 

decisions of great importance for the Church in Fiji. He did not walk 

away from them. In his strong faith he faced up to each new situation, 

each new crisis. He had to die to himself and to the calls of the world 

and for sake of the Church accept suffering. There is no doubt that he 

accepted the words and the way of Jesus. His faith was very strong, 

strong enough to do that. 

 

Perhaps the greatest test of his faith occurred when he lost his sight, 

first the sight of one eye and then, over a period of several years, the 

sight of the other eye. But he learned to adjust to his new situation by 

using very large type on his computer while he had some sight in one 

eye, and then asking people to read for him as the second eye faded 

also. It must have been a great cross for one who was so heavily 

involved in communications to have such a handicap. Yet we never 

heard him complain, never a word of anger, never a ‘if only I could 

see’. Such acceptance must rank among his greatest gifts. The Father 

in heaven glorified Jesus for accepting the cross by which he would 

save the world. I believe he will glorify Fr. Larry Hannan for following 

humbly and faithfully the example of Jesus. 

 

From faith to action. Indeed, it was his faith that allowed him to 

progress to action. During his years here in Fiji he served the Church 

in many ways; as parish priest in many parishes, as chancellor, 

formator in Tutu, as rector of PRS, and in later years as spiritual 

director, even as director of 30-day retreatants at the Ashram. Over the 

years he was called on to build Churches and halls where necessary, 

offering advice to others regarding their needs especially on the proper 

use of money, and how to avoid unwise use of money. He did not 

believe in spending freely if that was not called for. Some might say 

that he cherished the virtue of frugality. He was careful and so 

international funding organisations trusted him and generously funded 

his projects. 
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There is an aspect of Fr. Larry’s life which I believe we must look at 

more closely, that is his generosity in using the gifts which he had 

from his youth, as well as those which he developed later, for the 

benefit of others.  Most of us who came to the missions in the Pacific 

were advised to learn some basic skills so we did courses in medical 

practice, mechanics, knowledge of electricity, building, music, etc. 

 

But Fr. Larry had a skill which he learned as a boy on his family farm 

- that is how to shoe a horse. Perhaps some of you may not know that 

a horse needs shoes – mind you not high fashion shoes, but iron bands 

nailed to the hooves to protect them from rocks and very rough ground. 

When Fr. Larry went to Savusavu he found he had to shoe the horse 

that would take him around the parish. He was prepared and 

generously used that gift for the benefit of his horse. 

 

As for many of us, senior citizens, the use of the computer did not 

come easily, but he applied himself diligently until he could use it 

well. He stayed up late at night learning accounting programmes 

which he also mastered. The bishops of the Pacific admired his 

perseverance in presenting reports to them during his time as rector of 

PRS and later in his work for communications. 

 

The seminarians also recognised his wisdom, his kindness and his 

openness to their needs. They also got to know that it would not be 

wise to try to trick him. 

 

When the Columban missionaries, all twelve of them, first came to 

Fiji, Fr. Larry was given the responsibility of taking them around, 

introducing them to the prominent and the not so prominent people in 

Fiji. Bishop Foley wanted to be sure that introductions were carried 

out correctly and that the new missionaries would be given a positive 

view of the church in Fiji. 

 

In 1975 he went to Manila in the Philippines to take courses in 

catechetics and generally to be updated on the changes which had 

taken place in Vatican Council II. He found that catechetics especially 

would be very good for lay people and clergy and religious here in 
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Fiji. He became friends with teachers and students in Manila and 

invited them to give seminars in Fiji. These were a great success. He 

did not want to take credit for this success but it was clear that a great 

part of the success was due to his judgment and to his good organising 

ability. The call of Jesus to preach the Gospel, which he accepted, 

demanded this generosity and humility in the use of gifts. 

 

In the early 1980’s when television was being introduced into Fiji he 

felt that young people and adults should be made aware of what was 

coming into their lives. For that reason, he got together with a select 

group of people to form an association to help educate and inform 

people on the nature of media, its effects on the lives of people, of the 

opinions strongly expressed, of moral issues put forward. 

 

He saw the great value of the media in preaching the Gospel provided 

it is well used. It can proclaim so well the words and the actions of 

Jesus, but great care must be taken in doing that. The organisation of 

which he was the founder was given the name ‘Media Watch’. To the 

very end of his life, he cherished this organisation and regarded it as 

an important means of evangelisation. I think it is fair to say that he 

saw it as the embodiment of a great part of his missionary work, and 

an important part of his legacy to the Church in Fiji. 

 

As Fr. Larry advanced in years, he became more warm-hearted 

towards his many friends, remembering their names, their fathers’ and 

mothers’ names, their grandfathers’ and grandmothers’ names. He was 

blessed with a great memory. In so far as he could he continued his 

ties with other Churches, was the leader in studying our Marist 

spirituality. His wisdom and sense of humour were appreciated by all. 

Everyone in our Society knew that he loved and appreciated them and 

that love was reciprocated. Wisdom without love could be a cold 

commodity. For one who wishes to be a good disciple of Jesus there 

must be love as well as wisdom. 

 

I have been informed that when he was a child the doctors told his 

parents that because of some ailment he would not reach the age of 

ten. Well, we know now that he added 83 years to that ten. He had no 

disease – if one were to exclude his love of chocolate and sweet 
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biscuits and sugar (3 spoons to a cup of tea – 5 spoons as long as you 

don’t stir it), all kinds of food and the odd bowl of yaqona. Just the 

mention of ‘ice cream’ at any time during a meal was a signal for him 

to hurry up with all the other food so that he could arrive quickly at 

the ice cream. 

 

Faithful and active he certainly was but he was also a man of prayer. 

He spoke often of its importance and even more, he prayed early in 

the morning, during the day and again at night. He knew how Jesus 

prayed and he prayed as Jesus prayed. It was surely in prayer that he 

saw that his life was coming to its conclusion. To one visiting Sister 

he said: ‘I want to be with the Lord’. To others he said, as always with 

his sense of humour: ‘I have reached my ‘use-by date’, I should be on 

my way’. 

 

Even though he couldn’t read he could pray. Wherever he could join 

in the prayer of the Church he did so. He remembered some psalms by 

heart and he happily recited those with us all. 

 

Pope Paul VI said on one occasion that the world needed witnesses. 

Surely, he was an excellent witness to the presence of God in our lives. 

 

As he began to fail, he called in Fr. Ross and myself and apologised 

for any hurt he may have caused us. When we felt that his condition 

was getting worse and we could not properly care for him we 

requested the Sisters of Our Lady of Compassion to take him into their 

home, which they generously did although they were short of space at 

that time. He apologised to them and to us for being such a nuisance, 

as he saw it. He prayerfully accepted his new sufferings without 

complaint, grateful for the smallest help offered to him. He remained 

cheerful despite his worsening condition. He was still able to assist at 

Mass and even joined in the singing of hymns. 

 

When his condition became very serious Dr. Teresa Yee Chief advised 

that he should be transferred to the Colonial War Memorial Hospital. 

As I watched him slowly fade away and suffer greatly, I was reminded 

of Jesus on the cross. Sometimes his arms stretched out almost in the 
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form of a cross. Yet even then he responded to the smallest gesture or 

word of comforting. 

 

Despite the outstanding care and attention given by doctors and nurses 

at the CWM hospital, by the Sisters of Compassion and by Brothers 

Sepo and Bernado, after three days he passed away very early on 

Friday, February 6th, the feast of Japanese martyrs. 

 

Is there any way we could adequately sum up the life and 

achievements of Fr. Laurence Hannan? We could say he was the sort 

of man who could be trusted to carry many burdens for the Church in 

Fiji. We might even say he was the sort of person we could never 

forget, which I think most people would accept. 

 

I would prefer to think of him as a humble priest who learned from his 

mistakes and experienced God’s great love in his life and returned that 

love for God and for all his friends. It is clear that he showed great 

love for many people, including the members of his own family, as we 

will hear later on. But he knew he had to die to himself and allow God 

to take over so that he could be a good priest and help others to know, 

love and serve God. 

 

Let us conclude by recalling the words of Rev. 14:13 which we heard 

at the beginning: ‘Happy are those who die in the Lord. Now they can 

rest forever after their work, since their good deeds go with them.’ 

 

Fr. Larry, the man of faith, of action and of prayer has passed on and 

stands before the judgment seat of our merciful God, and now we pray 

that, through the intercession of Mary our mother whose faithful son 

he has been all his life, he may be shown mercy much greater than he 

could ever have imagined, and that he may be given the rightful 

inheritance of the just, as the book of Revelation informed us, and 

become truly a son of God. 

 

This poem called The Weaver, that my sister Carrie gave Laurence, 

is one he identified with and I feel that after reading his life’s journal 

we know why. 
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My life is but a weaving 

Between my God and me. 

I cannot choose the colors 

He weaveth steadily. 

 

Oft ’times He weaveth sorrow; 

And I in foolish pride 

Forget He sees the upper 

And I the underside. 

 

Not ’til the loom is silent 

And the shuttles cease to fly 

Will God unroll the canvas 

And reveal the reason why. 

 

The dark threads are as needful 

In the weaver’s skilful hand 

As the threads of gold and silver 

In the pattern He has planned 

 

He knows, He loves, He cares; 

Nothing this truth can dim. 

He gives the very best to those 

Who leave the choice to Him.’ 

Corrie ten Boom 
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