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Columban Fr Michael Hoban stands with three children from 
the summer holiday programme in Santiago, Chile. 
(See Columban Fr Michael Hoban's story pages 06-07)
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TFE@columban.org.au
Fr Daniel Harding

"I t is the early morning of Easter 
in Myanmar,” said Cardinal 

Bo, the Archbishop of Yangon, in 
his Easter message this year. He was 
referring to the return of democracy 
on March 30, after 50 years of 
authoritarian military rule. This is 
momentous news for all the people 
of Myanmar, for the Myanmar Church 
and for our Columban mission team 
there.

Columbans Frs Pat O’Donoghue and 
Neil Magill write about the return 
to democracy in Myanmar. They 
are part of a new Columban team 
which returned there in 2015 after 
an absence of 36 years. Fr Pat also 
writes about the visit to the grave of 
Columban Fr John Walsh by his niece 
and nephew. He was murdered in 
1964, most probably by the military. 

As well as the momentous news from 
Myanmar, this June issue of The Far 
East offers many other interesting 
stories from around the world. 

Writing from Santiago, Chile, 
Columban Fr Michael Hoban, shares 
with us the efforts of 17 parishes 
in poor areas to offer over 1,500 
underprivileged children a summer 
holiday programme involving 

From the Editor
Momentous news

games, workshops, excursions, faith 
formation and nutritious meals. From 
Lima, Peru, Columban Fr Bernard Lane 
writes of the ongoing difficulties of 
violence, corruption and poverty that 
plague the country. 

Two Catholic primary schools in 
Melbourne have made tremendous 
efforts to reach out to those in need 
in Peru and Chile. St Christopher’s 
Primary School, Airport West, has 
raised over $36,000 for the Manual 
Duato School for children with special 
needs in Lima, Peru. 

St Vincent de Paul Primary School, 
Strathmore, raised over $12,000 
from their Walkathon for a native 
tree reforestation project amongst 
indigenous Pehuenche families 
on the high slopes of the Andes 
mountain range 850 kilometres south 
of Santiago, Chile. This is the third 
year they have raised money for this 
project. The Columbans, in the name 
of those who benefit in Peru and Chile 
by the hard work of these primary 
school children, offer a big thank you 
to the children, parents and staff of 
these two schools. 

Columban Fr Charles Rue and Hanna 
Cifuentes, from the Columban Mission 
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Children's summer holiday programmes in Chile.

Walkathon raises $12,000 

St Vincent de Paul Primary School 
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Institute in Sydney, write about the 
serious problem of human-induced 
Climate Change. Hanna writes of her 
growth in awareness regarding it. 
Fr Charles writes about the recent 
DivestInvest Conference held in 
Sydney. Today smart investment 
money is moving away from fossil fuel 
dependence to alternative energy 
resources. 

What does a semi-retired Columban 
priest do? Columban Fr Reg Howard 
shows how busy and challenging 
semi-retirement can be. 

The Far East staff, Columbans and 
our subscribers congratulate the 
people of Myanmar on their return 
to democracy after 50 dark years. 
In a special way, let us remember to 
support and pray for, Myanmar, in 
these very early days of democracy. 
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I n his Easter message this year, Cardinal Bo, the 
Archbishop of Yangon, reflected on the return to 

democracy after 50 years of debilitating and authoritarian 
military rule. 

“Dear Brothers and Sisters, Easter breaks forth like a river in 
the long desert. It is a very special Easter today for the people 
of Myanmar. The river of democracy is slowly spreading its 
splendour in the long desert of hopelessness. We people of 
Myanmar today celebrate Easter with signs of resurrection 
around us. It is the early morning of Easter in Myanmar.  
‘Happy Easter’!”

Myanmar’s new democratic government was sworn in on 
March 30, 2016, and took office a few days later on April 01. 

Speaking just before Easter in Geneva on March 15 at the 
United Nations Human Rights Council Cardinal Charles Bo 
had this to say:

“My country, Myanmar, now stands on the threshold of hope. 
After over half a century of brutal oppression at the hands of a 
succession of military regimes and after more than sixty years 
of civil war, we now have the possibility to begin to build a new 
Myanmar, to develop the values of democracy, to better protect 
and promote human rights, to work for peace. Myanmar has 

Easter dawns in Myanmar after  
50 years FR PATRICK O'DONOGHUE & FR NEIL MAGILL 

This report was prepared by Columban Frs Patrick O'Donoghue and 
Neil Magill from Myanmar. 

A poignant visit FR PATRICK O'DONOGHUE 

C olumban Fr John Walsh was shot and killed on 
the night of March 23, 1964, near Mogaung in the 

Diocese of Myitkyina, Myanmar. He was returning to 
his parish having gone to get some medicine for a sick 
parishioner. Some people heard the raised voices and the 
shot which killed him but were too afraid to come out as it 
was dark. 

The following morning when his body was recovered from 
his shallow grave, his rosary beads were in his hands and a 
bullet hole in the back of his head. It is believed that he was 
shot by the military in retaliation for the shooting of two 
Buddhists monks by Kachin rebels some days previously. 

The place where he was shot was a short distance from an 
army checkpoint. 

John, who was 43 and had been in Burma for 12 years, is 
buried in Myitkyina. The people of Mogaung have never 
forgotten their much loved pastor. A large cross was 
erected at the spot where he was shot. There was a plan 
to build a small chapel there to commemorate the 50th 
anniversary of his death but due to refusal of permits, 
ownership of the land and other factors that was changed. 

Once the Church was able to finally buy a small area of 
land around the site of his death, it was decided to create a 

woken to a new dawn, with the first democratically elected 
government. We have a chance – for the first time in my 
lifetime – of making progress towards reconciliation and 
freedom as a nation. There is a vibrant civil society and a freer 
media. We know that while evil has an expiry date, hope has 
no expiry date. And yet there is a very, very long way to go; 
there are many, many challenges to confront; and no one 
should think that the election of a new government means that 
our struggle is over. It is just the very beginning”. 

Just the very beginning and the list of challenges is 
enormous: Poverty, education, human trafficking, drugs, 
protecting freedom of expression, constitutional reform, 
religious conflicts, the economy and health care. These 
are just some of the challenges. In Myanmar today, 60% of 
children never finish primary school, maternal mortality is 
the highest in the region and the country has the lowest 
doctor to patient ratio in the region. Myanmar is the second 
biggest producer of opium in the world.

We stand on the threshold of hope. 

Positive news out of MYANMAR...



MYANMAR
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We never fear walking that 
narrow road even at night as 
Fr John is continually looking 
after us”.“ 

Photo: Fr Patrick O'Donoghue SSC

memorial garden with a steel cross to replace the one made 
of concrete. That cross is now almost complete.

In mid-January, 2016, John’s nephew Jerry Slattery and 
niece Jean Ross came from Ireland for a short visit to 
Myanmar. Upon arrival in Myitkyina they were very warmly 
and graciously received. They immediately visited John’s 
grave. But the highlight of their visit to Mogaung was 
meeting a large group of parishioners, some of whom were 
alive at the time John was shot. 

The parishioners were overjoyed at being able to welcome 
some of John’s family. Jerry and Jean were overwhelmed by 
the warmth and delight of the people and very moved at 
how they have preserved the memory of their uncle. It was 
something they could never have imagined.

But there was poignancy too and more than a few tears 
were shed as stories were recounted. Jerry and Jean had 
brought with them photocopies of the letters John had 
regularly sent to his mother while in Burma. They gave 
these to the community. 

Columban Fr Patrick O'Donoghue is part of the Columban team in 
Myanmar.

But the most treasured item they had was the rosary beads 
that John held as he was shot. This had been given to John’s 
mother, who is now dead, by Columban Bishop John Howe, 
who at that time was the Bishop of Myitkyina. It was the 
family’s wish that, rather than a particular family member 
receiving this treasured item, it would be kept in Mogaung 
as a very tangible memory of their loved pastor. 

The people found it hard to express their deep gratitude 
that the family would want to do this. But it is probably 
exactly what John himself would want – a reminder, 
perhaps, that he is still watching over and praying for 
them from heaven. As one of the people said, “We never 
fear walking that narrow road even at night as Fr John is 
continually looking after us”.

After their few short days in Myitkyina, Jerry and Jean left 
Myanmar, having established a new and valued relationship 
with the people of Mogaung.

Fr John Walsh's niece Jean Ross & nephew Jerry Slattery  
at the spot where their uncle was shot.
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Summer in the city FR MICHAEL HOBAN

G rowing up in New York City, 
summers for me were times for 

relaxing, recreation and fun. There 
were family picnics, trips to the beach, 
baseball games and books to be read 
and time to relax with my friends. But 
summers for many, if not most of the 
children in the poblaciones (housing 
estates for the poor) of Puente Alto, in 
Santiago, Chile, are not so enjoyable. 

They live in the overcrowded 
apartment blocks which were built 
during the 1980s to accommodate 
the poor. There are few parks or 
recreational activities. Their parents 
set off for work early in the morning 
and do not return until late at night. 
So that means that many children 
must wait for their parents to come 
home to prepare dinner. Days are 
spent cooped up in the apartment, 

watching television, playing soccer 
on the streets or playing with some 
toy which they received for Christmas. 
Summers are often boring and 
in some cases dangerous. These 
housing estates are places where drug 
trafficking is part of life and where 
a stray bullet can take the life of an 
innocent bystander. 

Last year, we decided to reach out to 
the children of Puente Alto, especially 
in the poorest areas of the Maipo 
Vicariate where I am the Episcopal 
Vicar. The Archdiocese of Santiago 
had developed a system of working 
with the children. This is a recreational 
program for children who live in 
our “poblaciones” and who are not 
fortunate enough to be able to enjoy 
the summer taking trips, going to the 
beach or just getting away. A well run 

summer camp (colonia urbana) fulfills 
five prerequisites: recreation, values 
formation (taken from the Gospels), 
handicrafts, excursions and nutrition.

 It takes a lot of preparation and 
organization to run a successful 
summer camp. Volunteers must be 
recruited and trained. Donations 
of food and educational materials 
are sought. A team of cooks-usually 
mothers or grandmothers of the 
children-has to be in place in every 
parish. The camp provides the 
children with lunch and an afternoon 
snack. It is no small job to feed 150 
hungry kids!  

Camila Pastene, a young social 
worker, came to our Vicariate and 
with great enthusiasm set about the 
task of organizing and improving our 



CHILE
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camps. Camila formed a committee 
which included several religious 
sisters, two priests and several young 
volunteers. Together they produced a 
handbook for values formation. There 
were training sessions for the young 
volunteers. Each day of the camp has 
to be planned carefully. 

One of the principal aims of the 
camps is to strengthen the formation 
of Christian and human virtues. A 
different virtue is presented and 
practiced every day: friendship, 
respect for others and for the 
environment, team work, solidarity, 
love of God and neighbour and so on. 

At the center of every camp is the 
person of Jesus who loves all children 
and wants them to draw near to 
Him. The children are divided up into 
alliances (red, blue, yellow and green) 
which compete every day for points in 
the different activities of the day. The 
alliances build a sense of belonging 
and stress the importance of team 
work. At the end of the camp, small 
prizes are distributed. No one is left 
without a prize! 

Mornings begin with a reading from 
the Scriptures and a short prayer 
which is followed by singing songs 
and doing some physical exercise. 
Next there are competitions through 
various group dynamics. Occasional 
breaks are scheduled between group 
dynamics. At the end of the morning, 
all the alliances will gather to sing a 

hymn or share about how they lived 
out a particular virtue. The alliance 
which accumulates most points is 
either applauded or booed and the 
other alliances are encouraged to do 
better tomorrow. 

Chileans eat their main meal in the 
middle of the day and at 1:00pm it is 
time for dinner. A menu is prepared 
for each day. Like in many other 
countries in the world, hot dogs and 
french fries are very popular. Less 
popular are the salads and vegetables. 
Gallons of fruit juice is consumed. It is 
a rare sight to see a plate which is not 
empty. 

In the afternoon, the children take 
part in various workshops: guitar 
playing, dancing, cooking, pizza 
making, mosaics, knitting, painting 
etc. At least once a week, the children 
leave their “poblaciones” and are 
brought on an excursion. This year, 
they visited a zoo. We were able to 
obtain a discount for 700 children 
in a popular zoo called “Buinzoo”. 
Other groups were taken to the 
municipal pool with no charge for 
their entrance. One of our pastors 
organized a trip to the beach!

It takes a huge effort to finance these 
urban summer camps. It requires a 
collaborative effort on the part of 
our parishes. In some cases we were 
able to obtain donations of food 
from the government while other 
parishes organized food campaigns 

and visited the local open air markets 
soliciting donations. The Archdiocese 
of Santiago donated some of the 
materials for arts and crafts. The local 
municipality agreed to provide several 
buses to take the children to the zoo 
and to a municipal swimming pool 
but there were so many children that 
we had to pay for half of the buses. In 
fact, these donations were insufficient 
to meet the costs. Without help from 
Columban benefactors as well as 
family and friends, we would have had 
to reduce the number of camps in our 
Vicariate. Thanks to this help, we were 
able to increase the number of camps!   
In January 2016, we were able to 
run 17 different camps, three of 
them in the Columban parish of San 
Matías. Most last for a week or in a 
few cases ten days. An estimated 
number of 1500 children benefit from 
these efforts to make summer more 
enjoyable. Our hope is to extend the 
time for all the camps to two weeks 
and to run shorter camps during 
the winter holidays. We have made 
a good beginning and with our 
continued efforts and the support of 
benefactors, this work can continue 
to grow and touch the lives of more 
children. If we could run a camp every 
Saturday in our poblaciones, life 
would change for so many children!

Columban Fr Michael J. Hoban is the 
Episcopal Vicar for a large Vicariate on the 
southern periphery of Santiago, Chile.

jrussell
Typewritten Text
Listen to: Summer in the city

https://www.columban.org.au/assets/files/tfe/Audio/2016/05%20June%202016/07-the-far-east-june-2016-Summer-in-the-city.mp3


aster greetings from Lima to each and every one of you and your families and communities. 

Summer has been intense with the warmer than usual weather and the highest ever recorded U.V radiation factor here 
in Lima. Our weather here in Peru has been noticeably affected by the "El Niño" current coming south along the Peruvian 
Coast. 

The past months have been intense with activities and commitments. January was the Summer Course that our Columban 
Mission Centre (CMC) offers. We reached 180 people in attendance on some of the nights, with a good atmosphere and  
pro-active spirit. Then it was northwards for the Summer Mission to parish communities in the Dioceses of Chimbote, north 
of Lima. We were a group of CMC laity, Columban seminarians and myself.

One of the groups returned to the parish community of Samanco, a coastal town 20 minutes drive south of Chimbote.  
Fr Kevin McDonagh, an Irish Columban, has been ministering in Samanco for the past two years. It is a smallish town with 
a couple of smaller hamlets. The majority of people are involved in fishing or agriculture. It was thrust into the national 
limelight last October when the towns mayor and his legal advisor, (a young lawyer from Chimbote), were murdered and 
their car incinerated. The first stage of investigation of the murders in Samanco has not yet begun because of death threats 
to some of the attorneys and magistrates assigned to the case. A couple of young "sicarios" (hired hit-men) have been 
captured and a number of former town councilors have been detained, accused of being part of the murder plan. 

Sadly what this particular incident highlights is the ever-widening spiral of violence and lawlessness that occurs in Peru. 
This has been particularly present in the state of Ancash where the Diocese of Chimbote is located. During the past couple 

E
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FR BERNARD LANELetter from Lima
Melbourne born and raised, Columban Fr Bernard Lane has worked for many 
decades in Lima, Peru. We publish below excerpts from his 2016 Easter letter written 
at the beginning of April which was sent to family and friends.

Photo: Missionary Society of St Columban



of years there have been more than 200 murders involving organized crime and all that goes with it -corruption, extortion, 
drug trafficking and an ineffective legal system. As a consequence, the National Government declared a state of emergency 
on December 24 last year. This has meant that the number of police in Samanco has doubled and that they have increased 
powers. It was notable during our weeks in Samanco and Chimbote when the police were undertaking roadside document 
checks. There were occasions when we felt annoyance and frustration at the almost daily police checks along the road out of 
Samanco and along the Panamerican Highway. 

A further comment regarding life in Samanco has to do with the fact that the lives of many families have been affected 
over the summer with the effects of the "El Niño" current. Fishing has been seriously affected with the increase in the ocean 
temperature. The varieties of fish that normally live in the colder waters of the Humboldt Current, which flows up from 
Antarctica along the South American west coast, have moved away. This has been devastating for those families who live 
from small-scale fishing. One positive effect of the warmer water temperature has been to make the time in the ocean 
swimming more enjoyable than is usually the case with the cold Humboldt Current!

This reality that I have just described needs to be placed in the context of the National Elections which take place on April 10. 
The election is for president and representatives to the Congress.

Please pray for the people of Peru, that the people will vote with a conscience and that the elected authorities will be people 
who serve with justice and respect for truth. There are currently more than a 100 social conflicts related to the environment, 
mostly involving mining (both legal and illegal), logging especially in the Amazon Basin and access to water. 

Another significant event occurred at the beginning of December 2015, with the beatification of three priests who were 
assassinated by the Shining Path Guerrillas in 1991. I travelled to Chimbote with a group of our CMC people for the 
beatification.

The three who were beatified were two Polish Conventual Franciscans and an Italian Diocesan Priest. There was some debate 
regarding the focus on the three clergy only, when there were also other Religious among the almost 70,000 victims. Among 
them was Australian Josephite Sister Irene McCormack. The Ceremony was moving and inspiring. "Witnesses of Hope" was the 
central theme of the beatifications.

It is significant that this May will be the 25th anniversary of the murder of Sr Irene and Huasahuasi town leaders by the 
Shining Path on May 21, 1991. "Twenty five years”! Where have the years gone? The reality of violence that so gripped the 
people of Peru in those years continues to be a central theme of the news and our reflection.

I confess that at times it is a struggle to maintain hope given the on-going violence occurring here in Peru and throughout 
our world. But we try to keep our eyes and heart on the signs of life and the good people who keep on committing 
themselves to service and solidarity, living out Gospel values or motivated by a sense of humanity. 

Part of my Easter reflection both at a personal level and with people in the communities, was to consider our responses to 
the concrete situations of injustice and violence. How to try and live a life based on basic human principles founded on faith 
and the Gospel!. And in what ways can we be witnesses to the Risen Lord and the victory of life over death in the Peru of 
today? 

In the peace and joy of Easter,

Bernie Lane SSC

Columban Fr Bernard Lane is a missionary in Lima, Peru.
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I confess that at times it is a struggle to maintain hope given the on-going 
violence occurring here in Peru and throughout our world.“ 

jrussell
Typewritten Text
Listen to: Reflection - Letter from Lima
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What an achievement!

n March 18, 2016, at the school assembly, Principal 
Adrian Gladsby, staff and students from St 

Christopher’s Primary School, Airport West, Melbourne, 
presented a cheque for $36,935.32 to Fr Gary Walker, the 
Regional Director of Columban Mission Society in Australia 
and New Zealand. 

The money was raised for a Columban supported project 
in Lima, Peru, the “Manuel Duato School”, which is a school 
for children living with intellectual disabilities, hearing 
impairments and Down Syndrome. The Manuel Duato 
School is St Christopher’s sister school. 

In his acceptance speech, Fr Gary thanked the staff, 
children and parents for their generosity. He spoke about 
the Manuel Duato School and how the funds would make 
such a difference to the students there. He reminded 
those at the assembly that in poor countries it was very 
difficult to receive an education and especially so when 
you have a disability. Thanks to the school community of 
St Christopher’s, those children can now look forward to a 
much better future.

O

JANETTE MENTHA

The presentation at the school  
assembly

Background to the project

t Christopher’s, the fourth largest primary school in 
the Archdiocese of Melbourne, with 720 students, is 

committed to educating their students in social justice and 
believe that all children have a right to education.

In 2010 a group of teachers were looking for a project 
for the school to support. They approached the then, 
Principal, Gary Trainor, with this idea. He said it would be 
good to consider a Columban project, due to the long 
term friendship the school had with Columban Fr Bernard 
(Bernie) Lane, who has worked in Lima, Peru, for many years.

Fr Bernie, originally from Essendon, returns home regularly 
to visit his family and friends. On these occasions, he always 
visits St Christopher’s to speak to the students and teachers. 
He always makes a strong impression on them. This in turn 

S

has developed into support for Columban Mission in Peru, 
specifically the Manuel Duato School. 

To date St Christopher’s has raised over $100,000 for the 
Manuel Duato School which has enabled them to purchase 
a bus to transport the students to and from school. It also 
enables them to provide occupational therapy, giving the 
students a chance to learn living skills for their adult years. 

Every couple of years, two of St Christopher’s teachers 
travel to Peru to visit the Manuel Duato School. Columban 
Missionaries accompany them and translate for them on 
these visits. This year, Jemma McVeigh and Maria Tasevski 
travelled to Peru to represent St Christopher’s school 
community. 

During their visit to the Manuel Duato School, Jemma 
and Maria got to know staff, worked with the students 
and their families as well as immersing themselves in 
Peruvian culture. They shared their experience with the 
St Christopher’s school community back home through 
regular updates on Facebook. 

Photo: Missionary Society of St Columban

Jemma McVeigh (left), Principal Adrian Glasby, Maria Tasevski  
& Fr Gary Walker (right).

Presentation assembly, St Christopher’s Primary School,  
Airport West, Melbourne. 
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Some highlights of the visit posted 
on Facebook - Manuel Duato, Lima, 
Peru
Giving out the special gifts made by our students at  
St Christopher’s for the students. Words cannot explain the 
joy and happiness that came over these children's faces as 
they received their gift. We all sat down to read the books 
together and swapped them around to share the love.

A visit to the Sensory room was something that was new 
and that we as a community had helped make happen. It is 
filled with colour, lights, musical equipment and resources 
that help the children regulate their sensory experiences so 
that they can tackle the real world. 

The computer room was a different story all together. It 
was a dull, outdated and moderately functioning. After 
speaking to the teachers who were asking us for ideas that 
would help the kids manipulate the keyboard and mouse, 
we were hit with the grim reality that it would be difficult to 
gets children interested and enthusiastic about technology 
with the 'disc' programs they were using. They lacked 
colour, sound and speed. We now know that children with 
Down syndrome have short attention spans and respond 
to sound and visuals. The challenges these teachers face to 
build their student’s ability to 'integrate' is difficult.  
Our hearts went out to the teachers as their frustrations 
and helplessness in being able to bring about change was 
evident.

On April 10, Jemma and Maria were farewelled. They said, 
“We feel felt truly blessed to have had the opportunity to come 
to Peru and represent St Christopher’s School Community. It 
has been an incredible experience to witness the difference we 
have made at the Manuel Duato School and to meet so many 
inspiring and beautiful souls.” 

Recently, the Manuel Duato School Community sent 
the following message, “To our St Christopher’s School 
Community, thank you for your continued support of this 
amazing initiative. We are truly humbled by your generosity, 
compassion, care and kindness.”

Janette Mentha is the Director of the Communications & Publications 
Department at the Columban Mission Centre, Essendon.

Photos: Jemma McVeigh and Maria Tasevski 

Jemma McVeigh & Maria Tasevski's visit to the Manuel Duato 
School in Lima, Peru.
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t Vincent de Paul Primary School, Strathmore, 
Victoria, has come up with a novel way to raise 

money in support of a reforestation project amongst 
Pehuenche families in Chile. The Pehuenches are an 
indigenous ethnic group who live in isolated high mountain 
valleys of the Andes mountain range in South-Central Chile 
and across the border in neighbouring Argentina. 

The name Pehuenche means the “people of the pehuén”, the 
pehuén being the nutritious seeds of the Monkey Puzzle 
Tree - “Araucaria Araucana", which only grows in this part of 
the Andes between the altitudes of 900 and 1500 metres. 
This seed is the staple diet of the Pehuenche people.

On Friday, August 7, 2015, the children of St Vincent de Paul 
School, along with their parents and teachers, participated 
in a Walkathon in the streets around the school. They 
raised an amazing $12,000 which has been sent to the 
Pehuenche project in Chile in order to buy seeds, organize 
Greenhouses, digging materials and a water system for the 
project.

The children made an enormous effort in seeking sponsors 
for their Walkathon. Many of them walked the route around 
the school several times more than was to be expected, 
being conscious of the purpose of the project in the 
southern Andes mountain range of Chile. In seeking a 
novel way to raise money for this project, St Vincent de Paul 
Primary School chose a Walkathon as a way to enhance and 
promote fitness amongst students, parents and staff. 

This is the third year that St Vincent de Paul Primary School 
has worked to support the Pehuenche Project, which aims 
to help these indigenous people generate enough income 
to remain on their land and thereby protect their own 
unique language and culture.

In Chile, the project is operated by a married couple, 
Eduardo and Rosa Cueto, who come from one of the old 
Columban parishes in Santiago, Jesus de Nazaret, on the 
southern periphery of Santiago. They first visited the 
Pehuenches in 1998 on a parish mission outreach. They 
became friends with many Pehuenche families and have 
decided to dedicate their lives to working alongside them 
in improving their living conditions and protecting their 
culture and language. 

Over the past 18 years Eduardo and Rosa have made the 
1600 kilometre return bus trip several times a year to 

Walkathon raises $12,000

S visit the Pehuenche 
families in their 
isolated mountain 
valleys. Pehuenche 
families who need to 
come to Santiago for medical treatment or educational 
opportunities stay with Eduardo and Rosa. Back in 
their parish in Santiago, Eduardo and Rosa are active 
Extraordinary Ministers of Communion, regularly taking 
communion to the sick, visiting the poor and helping to 
organize parish activities. They have two children. 

The current emphasis in the project is the reforestation with 
native trees of the mountainous slopes around the small 
holdings of the Pehuenche families. The original valuable 
hard wood native forests were mostly cut down and sold 
during the years of Chile’s military dictatorship and in many 
parts replaced by non-native pines. The pines have not 
grown well due to their inability to bear the weight of the 
heavy snow the region receives every winter and to adapt 
to the soil of the area, which is predominately volcanic ash. 

Last year Eduardo and Rosa distributed seeds from six local 
native tree species to many interested families in the area 
as well as materials and support to build plastic covered 
Greenhouses where the seeds can germinate. These species 
are native to the area and thus adapted to the heavy snow 
fall and the volcanic ash soil. The first seedlings were 
planted out in May 2016 and being natives, will be able 
to cope with the heavy snow over the winter months. A 
kindergarten in the area is also involved in the project and 
will be creating their own reforestation project. 

Once the trees grow, the Pehuenche families will be able to 
systemically harvest in a sustainable manner some of the 
valuable hard wood timber from these native species and 
use them to make carvings and souvenirs for tourists who 
come in summer or to sell for cabinet timber. 

Back in Australia, Columban Fr Dan Harding and Mrs Janette 
Mentha from the Melbourne based Columban Mission 
Centre, regularly visit the school to discuss the progress 
of the project and to offer PowerPoint Presentations on it. 
Each year there are several bi-lingual conversations using 
Skype that are organized between Eduardo and Rosa in 
Santiago and the children of St Vincent de Paul School 
about the progress of the project. 

FR DANIEL HARDING
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Columban Fr Daniel Harding is the Editor of The Far East 
magazine in AUS/NZ.

In the name of all the Pehuenche families involved and 
Eduardo and Rosa Cueto, the Missionary Society of St 
Columban would like to thank the children, parents and 
staff of St Vincent de Paul Primary School, Strathmore, 
for all their hard work and wonderful support. The 
August 2015 Walkathon was a wonderful achievement. 

AUSTRALIACHILE

Grade 1 student Charlie from  
St Vincent de Paul Primary 

School.

Photo: St Vincent de Paul Primary School

Rosa with the Pehuenche indigenous people.

Eduardo visiting the indigenous ethnic groups in the Andes  
mountain range in South-Central Chile, with a Monkey  
Puzzle Tree in the background.

Inside one of the newly built Greenhouses of a Pehuenche family.

Photos: Eduardo Cueto
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A memorable train ride  LENETTE TOLEDO

Columban Lay Missionary, Lenette Toledo from the Philippines, shares with us a 
memorable train trip from Mandalay to Yangon, Myanmar.

n March 2, right after our yearly 
retreat in Mandalay, Catha 

and I decided to take the train from 
Mandalay to Yangon. I always love 
to take the train. Besides being more 
comfortable than the bus, I enjoy 
looking at the beautiful landscape 
and scenery from my window.

We bought tickets for the 5:00pm 
train to Yangon and to my delight it 
was twice as cheap as the bus.  

O At 4:30pm, local priest Fr Philip from 
Mandalay and Paul his assistant, drove 
us to the train station and made sure 
we were settled into our seats before 
they left! Two generous, kind, and 
hospitable people we have met on 
our journey!

When I saw what the train looked like, 
I can only describe my reaction in two 
words! Oh! and Ahrrg! The windows 
were open which meant I had to brace 

myself against insects like mosquitoes 
and who knows what else! And it was 
windy, dusty and cold!! 

We couldn’t stop laughing when we 
realized and imagined how it would 
be sitting for 17 hours on such a rough 
journey. But it was not until the train 
started moving that we realized it was 
tougher and rougher than we had 
imagined. The train was really very 
slow and I felt I was horseback riding. 

Railway train in Yangon, Myanmar

jrussell
Typewritten Text
Listen to: A memorable train ride

https://www.columban.org.au/assets/files/tfe/Audio/2016/05%20June%202016/11-the-far-east-june-2016-A-memorable-train-ride.mp3
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MYANMAR

Columban Lay Missionary Lenette Toledo is 
assigned to Myanmar. She comes from the 
Philippines.

It was awfully bumpy but surprisingly, 
rather than feeling agitated because 
of discomfort, I found myself amused 
by the whole situation.

I couldn’t stop laughing for a few 
minutes, so much so that our fellow 
passengers noticed our reaction and 
started to laugh with us. Whenever 
the train rattled we looked at each 
other and laughed. I had only one 
concern - will my body still be 
intact if I make it to Yangon the 
following day? The train is divided 
into sections. I think we had the best 
accommodation compared to those 
where seats are made of wood. I can’t 
imagine their discomfort all night.

Seventeen hours of a rough journey 
with nothing else to do but to sit and 
feel my body bouncing and shaking, 
I reflected on my personal journey in 
Myanmar for eight months which has 
been like a train ride. 

There were bouncy, rough and shaky 
times. But God has been great as 
He kept His promise to carry me 
through by His grace. Life can be 
very challenging sometimes but with 
positivity, humour and  
light-heartedness, like my reaction to 
the train, I can beat all odds. 

After all I was able to gaze at 
and bathe in the beauty of the 

magnificent sunset and beautiful 
scenery on my journey and empathize 
with the local people who can’t afford 
the expense of taking air-conditioned 
buses and planes. Surely, there is 
beauty in every experience even if at 
first it’s hard to notice. Just keep your 
eyes and heart open and you will see 
it.

Life can be very challenging sometimes but 
with positivity, humour and light-heartedness, 
like my reaction to the train, I can beat all 
odds. “ 

Photo: Epixx/Bigstock.com



he United Nations refugee agency has welcomed 
the solidarity of Pope Francis with the world's 

refugees and migrants when he visited them in the Greek 
island of Lesbos on Saturday April 16 and offered a home to 
three Syrian families, bringing them along with him to Rome.

"The Pope's latest gesture is a powerful demonstration of 
solidarity. It must inspire governments and societies in a world 
where the desperate plight of record numbers of forcibly 
displaced is too often met by barriers, rejection and fear," said 
Filippo Grandi, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR). The 12 Syrians included three couples and six 
children aged four to 14 years. Two families are from the 
capital, Damascus, and one from the city of Deir ez-Zor.

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

T

ICN  Independent Catholic News -  April 19, 2016 

16 The Far East - June 2016 

That seminarians and men and women entering religious life may have mentors who live the joy of the
Gospel and prepare them wisely for their mission.

Mission Intention for June - Seminarians and Novices

UN welcomes Pope's solidarity with refugees 

War, conflict and persecution have forced around 60 million 
people worldwide to run for their lives, the largest number 
since World War II. Nearly 20 million of these are refugees 
and more than half are children. The conflict in Syria is the 
main driver of this global crisis, forcing more than 4.8 million 
Syrians to become refugees in its neighbouring countries 
alone, with more seeking safety further afield.

Photo: d13/Bigstock.com



From the Director
To go or stay

Fr Gary Walker
director@columban.org.au

n this edition of The Far East some of the articles focus 
on violence. The history of St Columbans Mission 

Society is a violent one. In the last 100 years the Society has 
been caught up in major wars and insurrections. We have 
suffered with people from political violence of the ‘left’ and 
the ‘right’. 

For decades Columbans and other missionaries have 
grappled with the question to go or stay in times of crisis. I 
would like to share with you a couple of extraordinary stories 
where choices were an option and in other cases no option.  

Columbans had been in the parish of Huasahuasi in the 
Andes (Peru) for some years; they knew the risks they were 
taking by remaining there. The Shining Path Maoist guerrillas 
operating in that part of the country had threatened to kill 
the priests. Two Columban priests were in the parish when 
they were given an ultimatum to leave or die. They chose 
to stay. Not long afterwards a local woman hurried to one 
of the priests and told him urgently, “Father, you must leave 
now. The guerrillas are coming to kill you.” How did she know? 
Her sister had risked her life to pass on the message; she was 
a coerced member of the Shining Path. The priest found his 
companion, they jumped in their truck and left. They never 
returned but another Columban did return after a period of 
time.

On May 21, 1991, Josephite Sister Irene McCormick was 
working in the Huasahuasi parish and was executed by the 
guerrillas. This was a political killing rather than a lawless act 
but the consequence was the same. Like the Columbans, 
the Josephite Sisters knew the risks that they were taking by 
remaining there. 

In these circumstances the missionary has to weigh up many 
factors in deciding to go or stay.

I

 “Father, you must leave now. The guerrillas are 
coming to kill you.” 
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In 1936 Columbans opened a new mission in Burma (now 
Myanmar). In the post-colonial feeling of the 1950’s the 
government decided to exclude any foreign priest from 
returning to the country for any reason. As a result the 
Columbans did not visit home, they had no chance to 
leave for medical treatment. As their numbers dwindled 
they decided on a 10 year plan which ended in a complete 
withdrawal in 1977. A hard decision to make.  

Myanmar is now, thankfully, emerging from 50 years of 
isolation and repression. We are pleased that a small group 
of Columban priests and lay missionaries have been able to 
return to Myanmar this year. Now that we are back, we hope 
to stay.

All of these decisions were difficult to make. They were 
heroic decisions affecting and changing the lives of and the 
people with whom they worked and shared their lives. 

Today there are many people who make heroic decisions in 
their lives which affect them and the lives of their families. 
Like the missionaries in our stories, they too grapple with the 
consequences of their decisions. The ripples of unintended 
consequences run out for better or worse. 

Ultimately, people of faith leave their decisions, once made, 
in God’s hands. Who knows where the decisions we make 
will lead us? The wind blows where it will… so it is with the 
Spirit, (Jn 3:8).

jrussell
Typewritten Text

jrussell
Typewritten Text
Listen to: From the Director - To go or stay

https://www.columban.org.au/assets/files/tfe/Audio/2016/05%20June%202016/13-the-far-east-june-2016-From-the-Director-To-go-or-stay.mp3
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It's not all doom 
and gloom
HANNAH CIFUENTES

Why I’m learning to be hopeful about 
Climate Change

ver since I first became aware of climate change many years 
ago I have experienced feelings of guilt and disappointment 

on a regular basis. I find myself constantly analysing my carbon 
footprint, feeling ashamed for forgetting the reusable shopping 
bags at the supermarket and guilty whenever I drive instead of 
taking public transport. I know that my experience is not unique. 
Recently I pondered, Why is it that individuals are feeling like they 
are solely to blame for centuries of industrial processes that have 
created climate change? It doesn’t seem fair nor practical. The saying 
goes change your thoughts and you’ll change your world  and so 
recently I decided to try just that. Adopting a positive mindset 
about climate change has proven to be an easier adjustment than 
I’d first thought. 

E

Here's why...

ver one weekend in November last year, millions of people 
gathered in cities and towns around the world to call for 

action on climate change. The People’s Climate March received 
worldwide media attention and aimed to generate widespread 
social awareness of climate change in the lead up to the United 
Nations COP21 climate talks in Paris. I walked alongside people 
of diverse faiths and cultures with the Faith Ecology Network, 
an interfaith, ecologically-focused network facilitated by the 
Columban Centre for Peace, Ecology and Justice in Sydney. People 
of all walks of life were in attendance, including scientists, health 
professionals, people living on the frontlines of change and 
young people. The voices of many were heard around the world.

Finally, after several not-so-successful climate negotiations at 
past UN Conferences of the Parties in Lima and Copenhagen, an 
agreement was reached in Paris that set an international target to 
limit global warming to 1.5. A collective sigh of relief was heard 
around the world. This is the most promising action on climate 
change we’ve seen yet.

Whilst it’s still early days, the momentum is certainly building. This 
is a welcome necessity. As current production and consumption 
activities currently have us on track to reach a four or five degree 
warming by 2100, this means that we can no longer afford to 
open any new coal mines or over exploit natural resources like 
timber, water and fisheries. This isn’t as drastic as it sounds. 

There are many possible routes that governments, industries and 
communities can take in the next several years to begin working 
towards this target, many of which are already happening. The 
front-runner at the moment is certainly investment in renewable 
energy powerhouses using wind and solar sources, which are 

O

The saying goes change your 
thoughts and you’ll change 
your world and so recently I 
decided to try just that.“ 
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already eclipsing investments in coal and gas. There are countless 
examples of large-scale, profitable renewable energy projects 
overseas in countries such as Germany, Spain and China. Several 
of the 10 highest carbon-polluting companies in Australia have 
committed to no new coal mines and some are even investing in 
renewable energy projects themselves . 

Some players in the coal industry have lent their support to a 
process called ‘Carbon Capture and Storage’ (CCS) as a method of 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. As the name suggests, CCS 
involves capturing the CO2 emissions of the coal burning process, 
turning this into a liquid form of CO2, and then depositing it deep 
underground under a non-permeable ground layer at selected 
land sites. The process is meant to mimic the natural processes 
that create oil. CCS however isn’t a foolproof solution. It has been 
subject to significant criticism, where the pros and cons are often 
debated. This is also the case with all proposed climate change 
solutions – solar, wind, high-density urban living, vegetarianism… 
the list goes on. These solutions might not be everything we 
need to solve climate change, however what they do indicate to 
me is progress. 

Ten years ago I was a high-school student becoming increasingly 
alarmed at the extent of environmental issues affecting the world. 
Of these issues, climate change rapidly flew to number one. My 
classmates and I despaired over the plight of the world, as many 
young people do, harbouring feelings of helplessness and anger. 
Since then I have seen change within communities, industries 
and government that I never would have believed were possible. 
The signing of the Paris agreement is one example of this. Entire 
nations like New Zealand, Costa Rica and Norway committing to 
carbon-neutral futures is another. 

In his encyclical Laudato Si’, Pope Francis calls for all of humanity 
to ‘recognise the need for changes of lifestyle, production and 
consumption, in order to combat this warming’ #23. He also calls for 
all people to engage in dialogue with science, to work together to 
care for our common home. This is already happening. An official 
Interfaith Climate Change Statement was drafted and signed by 
many religious leaders and faith communities around the world. 
The statement emphasised the importance of prompt ratification 
of the Paris Agreement from a faith-based perspective. It was 
presented to the President of the UN General Assembly in April. 

People, industries and governments are moving, bit by bit, to 
mitigate and adapt to climate change. I believe that we can and 
will continue this trend. Slowly, conversations are being steered 
away from debating the reality of climate change towards asking 
what are we going to do about it? 

Hannah Cifuentes worked as the Assistant Network Coordinator and 
Publications Officer in the Columban Mission Institute’s Centre for Peace, 
Ecology and Justice in Sydney.

Photo: Davizro Photography/Bigstock.com

AUSTRALIA
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What does a semi-retired  
Catholic priest do? FR REG HOWARD

ravelling to Melbourne from 
Sydney in early February, I 

had just settled into my Qantas seat 
when a lady sat alongside. Shortly 
after, a flight attendant checked our 
boarding passes and asked both of 
us to shift to the row in front. This 
broke the ice and after we had settled 
down my row companion asked if 
I was retired. My reply was “Semi-
retired”. She told me she was retired 
and then asked me what work I did 
and my reply was, “Catholic priest”. 
You guessed it. She then asked: “What 
does a semi-retired Catholic priest do?”

While it was easy for me to answer as 
I saw it, it did stir up some reflection 
about how I was finding my semi-
retirement and what I would like it to 
be. 

At Easter 2015, I left the Columban 
Mission Institute, the flagship of 
Columban presence in Sydney. While 
I still had other Columban roles and 
duties, there was a sense of loss, 
so much so, that at a gathering of 
Columbans and our professional 
lay staff later in Melbourne I spoke 
of grieving and feeling paralysed, 
meaning unable to muster much 
enthusiasm for other duties or even 
something routine like reducing the 
clutter resulting from emptying my 
office at the Institute. So much so, that 
one role was neglected for much of 
the rest of the year.

It wasn’t being depressed; rather 
it was adjusting to the new reality. 
Although over the years, my 
Columban roles and responsibilities 

T

Former solicitor, Columban Fr Reg Howard 
has been a Columban missionary priest 
for 50 years and has now retired at the 
Columban house in Strathfield, NSW, 
Australia.

had changed, this was the first time 
an appointment given to me by a 
Columban Superior had come to an 
end without a new appointment, 
responsibility or role being given to 
me.

Many years ago a large poster of 
a sunflower in bloom caught my 
attention. It was a striking image and 
the caption for me even more so: 
'Bloom where you are planted'. This 
became one of my guiding principles 
as new Columban appointments 
came. It has served me well but 
somehow for a little while last year it 
didn’t work anymore. 

Mercifully that has passed. I have 
now a full enough programme with 
a flexibility that wasn’t there before. 
I can respond readily to "casual" 
requests for Masses in parishes or 
institutions, weddings, funerals and 
other pastoral matters and I still have 
my other Columban duties. Being 
able to “not be around” if I wish is 
something I enjoy.

Perhaps I have been too willing to 
take on “casual" pastoral requests as 
I am finding the energy levels take 
time to recover. Also, tying oneself 
up too much in this way hampers me 
from following interests that I was 
looking forward to. But that trial and 
error process to get the right balance 
is still a work in progress. Not so much 
in bloom but certainly budding and 
eventually will bloom.  

So what is the vocation of the semi-
retired or retired priest or religious? 

It seems a question for reflection for 
priests and religious. Is it just a down 
sizing or lightening of responsibilities 
and work? That’s part of it. We can’t 
though leave aside our call to be 
a priest or religious. But that call is 
to be lived differently. How does 
that change our prayer life? There’s 
space and need for wisdom figures, 
mentors, contemplatives among the 
retired priests and religious. I have 
found the Clergy Life & Ministry 
website with its paper 'Priests and 
Retirement' helpful. While it arose out 
of the needs of Diocesan Priests, the 
paper has many practical suggestions 
for all priests retired from active 
ministry or who are approaching 
retirement. 

The flight to Melbourne went quickly 
as I and my row companion chatted 
about different matters. The lady said 
she wasn’t a Catholic but had great 
admiration for the myriad of Catholic 
images of Madonna and Child. For her 
these images honoured motherhood 
and pointed to the great treasure it 
is. As we came to the terminal and 
waiting for the aircraft door to open, 
she departed with, "If I want to cleanse 
my soul, how can I contact you?" She 
has my phone number.   



AUSTRALIA
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Fr Reg Howard SSC
Photo: Missionary Society of St Columban
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DivestInvest Conference FR CHARLES RUE

O ver one hundred people attended The Climate 
Institute organised “Divest Invest Conference” in 

Sydney April 5, 2016. Welcomed by John Connor CEO of the 
Institute, it explored investment responsibilities in the face 
of Climate Change (www.divestinvest.org.au/#intro).

The reality of human induced climate change was accepted 
as was its increasing negative impacts on the world, but 
how to respond financially was the focus of the conference. 
The International keynote speaker was Stephen Heintz, 
President of the Rockefeller Brothers Fund. He said that 
fossil fuel dependent resource companies do not have 
a bright investment future with some companies at risk 
of being left with stranded assets. Risk management is 
crucial. Technology is advancing rapidly, a game changer, 
so that alternative energy sources are becoming cheaper. 
Smart investment money is moving to support adaptive 
companies. 

He went on to say that many company boards are unskilled 
especially if they stay with traditional investment patterns. 
All organisations handling superannuation or other funds 
will need new board members with a wider skills-set to 
plan a transition of investments. Public demand for both 
political and economic leaders to adapt to climate change 

realities, as well as for them to be aware of technological 
advances, motivate action for change. The social good as 
well as the survival of companies and help organisations 
with investments is at stake. 

Participants were drawn from a range of investment 
advisors and financial managers, philanthropic institutions 
and new technology providers. Clients include large 
superannuation funds, foundations and universities, small 
organisations, NGOs and individual people. Large or small, 
investors face the same risks from the impacts of climate 
change and technological innovation. Divesting from fossil 
fuel dependent companies is only the beginning and the 
easy part. More important is how to invest funds wisely. 

Detailed presentations filled out the broad aims of the 
conference. Divestment requires understanding risks linked 
to climate change, analysis of portfolios and accurate 
measuring before choosing alternatives. Managers 
have fiduciary responsibility towards the fund owners 
to preserve capital value and future security with their 
portfolio. Besides being good investment policy, such 
practice would help fulfil the aspirations of COP21 Paris 
where nations pledged to limit greenhouse emissions that 
threaten the earth’s climate cycles. 
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Columban Fr Charles Rue is on the staff of the Columban Mission 
Institute, North Sydney.  

Sectoral interest groups shared their specialised concerns. 
Church sector people came mainly from Religious 
Congregations with a small agency or diocesan presence. 
All warmly quoted from the environmental encyclical of 
Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, and the way he linked ecology, 
economy, politics, compassion and future generations 
under the phrase ‘integral ecology’ as a spiritual and ethical 
call. They wrestled with conference inputs about risks 
emerging from climate change, fiduciary duties and ability 
to fund their works into the future. Columban Regional  
Director Fr Gary Walker in Australia and New Zealand 
attended the conference.

Former Prime Minister Dr John Hewson gave the closing 
address. He said that living in a zero carbon economy could 
be the fastest and biggest transition in human history. What 
kind of investments will be needed to reach that destination 
safely, prosperously and quickly? What kind of investors and 
cultures will be fit for the purpose? 

AUSTRALIA
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Columban Fr Michael Hoban helps to organise 
summer holiday programmes for 1,500 
underprivileged children from 17 parishes in 
Santiago, Chile. These involve games, workshops, 
excursions, faith formation and nutritious meals.  
 
With your help, Columban Missionaries like 
Fr Michael are able to reach out and support  
these children and continue to run summer 
holiday programmes in Chile, (see pages 06-07). 
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