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Becoming a voice 
for the vulnerable

Sr Jo McCarthy

Iwas a missionary in a 
remote part of the Andes 
mountains in Peru from 
1990 to 1993 during the 

revolutionary campaign car-
ried out by the Shining Path 
terrorist group, whose aim was 
to destroy Peru’s governmen-
tal and social institutions and 
replace them with a radical 
Marxist-Maoist regime. It led to 
the death of some 70,000 peo-
ple. One of the reflections that 
emerged from Church groups 
at that time was that mission-
ary groups had not engaged 
sufficiently with civil society. 
As well as providing education, 
health/social care and pastoral 
support through parish devel-
opment, missionaries took on 
difficult social issues. They often 
became the voice for people 
who had little agency – chil-
dren with a disability, women 
in prostitution, prisoners, land-
less labourers, etc. these were 
run efficiently and effectively 
in structures that ran paral-
lel with civil society, but didn’t 
engage sufficiently with civil 
and political entities. 

Missionaries now work 
closely with local communi-
ties, and I was very aware of this 
new approach during a recent 
visit to Kenya. I was privileged 
to be part of Misean Cara’s 
inter-Church visit to Kenya in 
September. We visited four mis-
sions that have projects funded 
by Misean Cara:

• Samburu is situated in 
a vast, remote and sparsely 
populated area 350km north 
of Nairobi, and the SAAP (Sam-
buru Awareness & Action Pro-
gramme) is supported by the 
Presbyterian Church under 
the direction of missionaries 
Stephen and Angelina Cowan 
and serves a population made 
up mostly of pastoralist herder 
communities, supporting edu-

cation and children’s rights 
especially for girls, youth lead-
ership capacity training, and 
sustainable livelihood initia-
tives. 

• Tujisaidie Community 
School serves 350 children aged 
3-15 in the poor and largely self-
reliant informal settlement of 
displaced families in Soweto in 
the Kibera slum area of Nairobi. 
Since 1992, the Church Mission 
Society Ireland in partnership 
with lay missionaries from the 
Anglican Church of Kenya sup-
ports the school and local com-
munity 

• The Daughters of Charity 
have been serving the semi-
rural, impoverished commu-
nity of Thigio, 40km northwest 
of Nairobi, for over 20 years. 
The KISIMA Special Needs 
Programme and School, pro-
vides education and care for 
118 children, youth and adults 
with wide-ranging intellectual, 
developmental and physical 
disabilities. Parents, older teens 
and young adults also attend 
classes. There is a Day Centre for 
the elderly, a Women’s Devel-
opment Project, a nine-bed 
hospice that provides palliative 
and end-of-life care for patients 
with terminal illnesses, a gen-
eral medical clinic, a library and 
sports and arts programmes 
available to children from local 
schools.

❛❛They have 
built two primary 
schools and 
one secondary 
school, providing 
education for more 
than 1,000 children 
annually”

• The Franciscan Missionary 
Sisters for Africa (FMSA) set up 
the Hands of Care and Hope 
(HCH) programme in 2007, 
serving the needs of people in 
the Huruma settlement, one 
of the poorest areas of Nairobi. 
They have built two primary 
schools and one secondary 
school, providing education for 
more than 1,000 children annu-
ally. Parents of students can also 

participate in life-skills classes 
and an income-generating 
programme that helps them 
develop the skills, mindsets 
and resources to provide bet-
ter for their families. The Sis-
ters and staff at HCH also run 
programmes to teach students, 
youth and parents about social 
justice and how to advocate for 
their human rights. They have 
also set up an Out-of-School 
Youth programme, that engages 
local youth in an eight-week 
course of personal develop-
ment leading on to a vocational 
training course of their choos-
ing, including a certified nursing 
assistant specialty, mechanic 
training, plumbing and elec-
trics, and catering. 

Projects
Several elements stood out 
for me during this visit, how 
missionaries are approaching 
their work now and preparing 
for the future and the involve-
ment of dynamic, committed 
women in the projects.

Succession and 
empowering local 
leadership
All of the projects we visited 
are focussed on involving 
local communities in their 
plans, providing training and 
education for local leaders. 
Missionaries have an advan-
tage as they live and work 
in the community and are 
immersed in the life of the 
local community. Their com-
mitment is to local commu-
nities rather than to projects 
and they take a holistic view 
of the community and its 
needs. They know the prob-
lems and they are trusted by 
the communities. 

In the Franciscan Mis-
sionary project we heard 
testimony from a young 
Muslim man who had come 
up through the school and 
was now giving back to the 
community as a teacher. In 
Soweto we met a youth leader 
who had been educated in the 
school and now wished to 
give back to the young peo-
ple in his community. In the 
rural villages of Samburu we 

met young local leaders who 
had attended hands on train-
ing and were now in turn 
using their technical skills 
in mechanics, construction, 
plumbing etc in their local 
areas. Home gardens and 
diversity in fodder produc-
tion are promoted to provide 
climate resilience. 

Education and 
women
I was really impressed by 
the strong representation of 
women we met in the differ-
ent projects who are capa-
ble, articulate and providing 
strong leadership in their com-
munities. In Samburu we met 
Faith who had herself been 
supported by the Mission as 
a young girl banished by her 
family because she would not 
submit to an arranged mar-
riage at 12 years of age. She is 
now dedicated to promoting 
Childrens Rights in the rural 
villages and especially the 
right to education for young 
girls and their protection from 
cultural practices like early 
marriage and FGM. Early mar-
riage is the greatest threat to 
the education of girls as a girl 
of 12 handed over in marriage 
means a dowry of a cow or a 
few goats or even a camel for 
the family. Faith is now consid-
ering a possible involvement in 
local politics in order to share 
her skills and talents. 

In Thigio, we met carers 
who have an extraordinary 
dedication to the special needs 
children they care for. One 

Sr Jo McCarthy (far right) at the SAAP project in Samburu, Kenya, with (from left) Jenny 
Smyth, Mission Director of CMSI, John Moff ett, CEO of Misean Cara, and Faith Kasoni, 
SAAP Safeguarding Offi  cer.

St Clare Primary School in Kariobangi, Nairobi, a project 
of the Franciscan Missionary Sisters for Africa through the 
‘Hands of Care and Hope’ programme.
young woman told me she feels 
she was born for this work. In 
Harumu, we saw the fruits of 
a group of women who have 
been active in the community 
for over thirty years. Every-
where, there was evidence that 
the missionaries are passing on 
their passion and commitment 
to their partners and collabora-
tors in the community and are 
actively planning for a transfer 
to local leadership. The Francis-
can Sisters and the Daughters 
of Charity spoke of their train-
ing programmes for their local 
Sisters, what they call their 
‘succession plan’, ensuring 
proper governance and over-
sight as the work continues. 

Finally, I was inspired by 
the courage and resilience 
of all the missionaries we 
met in the face of the many 
challenges, dilemmas and 

paradoxes that face those 
working with the poorest, 
those furthest behind and 
most difficult to reach. The 
services they provide are 
non-denominational but the 
faith dimension of their lives 
and work was evident and 
sustains their courage and 
resilience and commitment, 
whether in the rural areas of 
Samburu County with non-
existent road infrastructure 
or in the urban slums of Nai-
robi, where the waste water 
is flowing in open drains 
outside houses and there is a 
total lack of government sup-
port for communities living in 
such poverty.

Sr Josephine McCarthy 
is a Presentation Sister and 
Vice-Chair of the board of 
Misean Cara

❛❛I was inspired by the courage and resilience 
of all the missionaries we met in the face of 
the many challenges, dilemmas and paradoxes 
that face those working with the poorest, those 
furthest behind and most diffi cult to reach”

i



| World Mission Sunday Supplement |  17The Irish Catholic, October 17, 2024

In October each year we 
are reminded that the 
Church is missionary. 
Pope Francis underlines 

this truth by his journeys to 
the margins or peripheries 
of the world. He, like his 
namesake St Francis, has 
made the World his clois-
ter bringing the message of 
the Gospel to all corners of 
the world. The missionary 
heart seeks encounter with 
Christ and with our brothers 
and sisters. This desire has 
compelled Irish women and 
men to leave their homeland 
and travel to all parts of the 
World bringing with them 
Christ’s peace, love and joy. 

 The global influence of 

Irish missionaries over the 
past hundred years has been 
immense. It has been a chap-
ter of our history that should 
not be forgotten. The Irish 
Capuchins have been part 
of this endevaour from the 
early 1900’s when Capuchin 
Friars from Ireland spread 
their wings from California 
to Capetown, from Zambia 
to Wellington, from Korea 
to Madagascar. 

 The Psalmist writes “They 
go out sowing in tears, they 
come back rejoicing” (Pslam 
126) and this has long been 
the cry of battle cry of the 
missionary. We can ask ‘Has 
it been worthwhile? Has 
it been successful?’ For a 

full and honest answer to 
those questions, one would 
need to ask the peoples who 
received these messengers 
of the gospel. 

 For the most part the lit-
tle seed planted has borne 
fruit, in growth of the 
Church in mission lands as 
well as local vocations to our 
Capuchin way of life. “Unless 
the Lord builds the house in 
vain do the labourers toil.” 
(Psalm 127) -  We thank the 
Lord for being with us and 
blessing our labours over the 
past decades.

 We can look to the future 
with hope in the Lord who 
calls and sustains his peo-
ple. For the most part Irish 

missionaries are part of our 
history however a new chap-
ter continues to be wrotten 
as our missions are getting 
local vocations. These young 
men need our encourage-
ment and material support 
to set up and aid their for-
mation. 

You can support the work 
of the Capuchin Missions 
through enrollment in the 
Seraphic Mass Association. 
More information is available 
from the Capuchin Mission 
Office, Church Street, Dublin 
7 - Phone 01 873 1022 Email: 
capuchinmissions@gmail.com

Capuchin Missions - With Gratitude 
for the Past with Hope for the Future

i

Building of new church at Makometsane outstation Mass 2018, St Anthony’s, SiyabuswaServing Christmas lunch to the homeless in Parow

Siyabuswa 1st Communion
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Delivering education in 
a nation born in confl ict

The Irish Loreto 
sisters have been 
empowering 
young South 
Sudanese 
women for two 
decades,Chai 
Brady writes

From being exchanged 
for cattle to fulfil 
wedding arrange-
ments, to becoming 

educated leaders in their 
community, the lives of 
women in South Sudan have 
changed dramatically due to 
the tireless work of the Loreto 
Sisters. 

After an invitation 20 years 
ago in 2004 by the Loreto 
leadership team to again 
find their missionary spirit 
and engage in a programme 
called ‘Courage to Move’, the 
Loreto provinces began dis-
cerning where to start a new 
mission in a new country. 
The Irish sisters accepted an 
invitation from the Bishop of 
Rumbek to southern Sudan 
– which would later become 
South Sudan after the coun-
try would split. The aim was 
to establish a girls’ boarding 
secondary school.

Speaking to The Irish 
Catholic, Loreto Sr Orla Treacy 
IBVM (Institute of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary) who has been 
working to empower the 
people of South Sudan for 
two decades said that work 
to get the school up and run-
ning began “in an area where 
we discovered girls weren’t 
even going to primary school, 
let alone secondary school, 
in a culture where cows are 
valued more than girls, more 
than women – they are mar-
ried in exchange for a cow 
dowry. The education of girls 
was certainly something very 
new for the people”.

While it took a number of 
years to get settled, not only 
was a boarding school started 
– which has 385 female 
pupils – a primary day school 
was also established. It is cur-
rently educating 1,200 boys 
and girls. 

In the boarding school, 
some of the girls stay 365 days 
a year because of the circum-
stances they face at home. 
Sr Treacy puts this down to 
several reasons, including 
escaping forced marriage, 
insecurity in the areas they 
come from – South Sudan is 
still reeling from years of civil 
war – or simply because they 
have travelled from so far 
away to go to school.

Sr Treacy said in many 
ways the schools is also like 
a women’s refuge and that 
there would be girls coming 
to them aged 16-17 and may 
only graduate at 21.

Healthcare Centre
Loreto’s Mary Ward Primary 
Health Care Centre opened in 
2018 and is the newest of the 
core programmes at Loreto 
Rumbek. The clinic serves the 
school and the wider commu-
nity. It provides basic health 
education and nutrition sup-
port, water sanitation and 
hygiene education, maternal 
and well-baby care, provision 
of essential drugs and supplies 
to those with minor illnesses 
and conditions, support and 
counselling.

To support the school and 
the healthcare centre they 
have been trying to engage 
local qualified staff which was 

difficult with South Sudan 
being one of the most illiterate 
countries in the world. To com-
bat this they set up an intern-
ship programme so that school 
graduates could return for two 
years to assist in the schools or 
in the healthcare centre. 

Sr Treacy explained: “So 
a lot of those students now 
would provide classroom sup-
port in the primary school, or 
they provide administrative 
support or clinic support, or in 
development work in different 
areas around the compound. 
And then we would support 
them to go to university. So 
today we have 60 of our gradu-
ates in university in Kenya.”

❛❛We now 
have about 500 
graduates who are 
working within the 
country or studying 
outside. But those 
young women are 
now coming back 
as educated young 
women”

She recalls South Sudan 
gaining its independence 
in 2011 and the President 
Salva Kiir Mayardit telling 

the nation they were not 
rebuilding South Sudan, 
but building it. “So there’s 
a sense for us in Loreto that 
education is our mandate 
and it’s education in all areas 
– helping to build a commu-
nity. So our graduates would 
be studying education, 
healthcare, engineering, 
law, journalism, business, IT, 
all the main areas that you 
would want in developing 
and building a new country,” 
said Sr Treacy.

“We now have about 500 
graduates who are working 
within the country or study-
ing outside. But those young 
women are now coming back 
as educated young women. 
And they are now settling, 
marrying and having their 
children – and looking to the 
future.”

Five of their graduates 
who are settled and working 
in the northern part of South 
Sudan approached the mis-
sion in Rumbek 18 months 
ago asking if they would 
consider opening another 
mission in their area of 
Aweil, as the young women 
there were not receiving the 
benefits of an education. The 
project has since been given 
the green light by the con-
gregation’s leadership team 
in Rome and by the local 

bishop. 
“We had come at the invi-

tation of the bishop, whereas 
this time the invitation was 
coming from the graduates, 
which was really beautiful. It 
was a real synodal moment 
for us, where it was the 
laity inviting us,” she said. 
While the area is tradition-
ally Catholic there are no 
religious sisters there. The 
hope is that construction 
will start in November of a 
day primary school for boys 
and girls and a girls’ board-
ing secondary school and a 
small clinic – the same as 
Rumbek. It has the support 
of the bishop of the Diocese 
of Wau.

Confl ict
Asked about South Sudan’s 
security and often fraught 
polit ical situation, par-
ticularly with elections 
recently being pushed for-
ward, Sr Treacy said: “South 
Sudan was born from con-
f lict. It is about building a 
country from the ground 
up. There was a push from 
the international commu-
nity for elections. I think 
locally people thought 
‘yes if everybody is avail-
able and able’, but we still 
have many people in camps 
in neighbouring countries 
and while peace is coming 
in, people are only slowly 
returning. I don’t think 
there was disappointment 
from a lot of us that the 
elections were pushed, I 
think people feel we are 
still in a transitional period. 

“We are still trying to 
grow as a nation together, 
we have a lot of identities, 
we have a lot of challenges 
around building a national 
community so I think it 
will take us time to settle. 
In terms of the fear of the 
conflict, when you live in a 
new country like this there 
is always going to be anxi-
ety but you work with the 
needs that are there and as 
missionaries we always stay 
with the people. We have 
been blessed in Rumbek 
that we have been able to 
always work, the only time 
we ever had to close schools 
was during Covid and ironi-
cally, we never got Covid in 
Rumbek – at least we never 
saw it in our clinic.”

The Pope has of ten 
prayed for peace in South 
Sudan over the years, even 
making a papal visit two 
years to the embattled 
country, which had a pro-
found impact on Rumbek’s 
schoolchildren. Sr Treacy 
said: “It was a fabulous 

experience, as a diocese we 
walked to visit the Pope. 
That was an extraordinary 
experience for the young 
people because they had 
grown up in conflict and all 
of a sudden they were doing 
a peace pilgrimage through 
their own country, many 
of whom had never seen 
beyond the town boundary. 

“When the Pope comes 
to your land he brings 
international eyes as well 
and that was really positive 
for all of us to recognise 
the international, univer-
sal Church and to feel the 
world in solidarity with us 
and to feel that love and 
hope from the Pope, he is 
very strong in his desire for 
peace.”

❛❛ I hope we 
come from a very 
different value 
centre and the idea 
is to live among the 
people and to be a 
message of hope, a 
message of love to 
the people”

Asked about whether Sr 
Treacy feels Irish people 
understand or value the 
lasting impact Irish mis-
sionaries have made all 
over the world in developing 
healthcare, education and 
much more, she said in it 
doesn’t really matter if peo-
ple understand the impact. 

“Missionaries don’t do 
it for the glory of others to 
see them. I think we do it 
because we feel there’s a 
need and there’s a call and 
we’re rooted in God and 
we respond to that need. 
If it brings pride and glory 
to a nation, that’s an extra 
bonus, but I don’t think any 
missionary would ever tell 
you that’s something that 
they’re either disappointed 
about or that they’re 
expecting.

“I hope we come from a 
very different value centre 
and the idea is to live among 
the people and to be a mes-
sage of hope, a message of 
love to the people, however 
we do that, whether it ’s 
through education, health 
care, whether it’s through 
human rights, through a 
direct prayer ministry, pas-
toral ministry, whatever it 
is, I think it’s about bringing 
dignity to the people and I 
think that would always 
be what we would want as 
missionaries,” she said.

Sr Orla Treacy, director of the Loreto mission in Rumbek, South Sudan, walks outside the 
school with children in 2017.

❛❛Missionaries don’t do it for the glory of others to see 
them. I think we do it because we feel there’s a need and 
there’s a call and we’re rooted in God and we respond 
to that need. If it brings pride and glory to a nation, 
that’s an extra bonus, but I don’t think any missionary 
would ever tell you that’s something that they’re either 
disappointed about or that they’re expecting”
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Bank: Bank of Ireland | Currency: € Euro
Account Name: Institute of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary – Irish Province – Loreto Rumbek
IBAN: IE76BOFI90001760775342

LLoorreettoo  RRuummbbeekk  iiss  EExxppaannddiinngg
In 2022, five graduates of Loreto Rumbek, now working mothers in the North of South Sudan, returned to 
the Loreto School in Rumbek with an exciting proposition. They invited the Sisters to open a new primary 
school for boys and girls and a secondary boarding school for girls in their hometown called Aweil, about a 
10-hour drive from Rumbek. Mary Nyanarop Ameklai and Regina Ajok Deng were 2 of these graduates. The 
following is an extract from an interview where they explain their motivations behind making this invitation.

Regina Ajok Deng, Mary Nyanarop Ameklai

Loreto: Nyanarop and Regina, you 
both belong to a group of five for-
mer Loreto students who invited 
the Loreto sisters to open a new 
school in Aweil, Northern Bahr el 
Ghazal. Where is this idea coming 
from? Why does Aweil need a Loreto 
school?

Regina: The people in Northern Bahr 
el Ghazal, especially women, have 
faced significant challenges access-
ing education due to the war. As a 
result, there is a lack of educational 
background and passion for higher 
learning in our community. I’m 
from Aweil, but I had the privilege 
of growing up in Lakes State, where 
I received a quality education. Now, 
I’m back to serve my community and 
make a difference.

Nyanarop: In Aweil, girls face sig-
nificant barriers to quality educa-
tion. Many drop out of school at 
an early age, often getting married 
young and missing out on opportu-
nities for personal and professional 
development. The lack of dedicated 
boarding schools for girls is a press-
ing issue. Without these safe spaces, 
young girls often find themselves 
with limited options after complet-
ing primary school, frequently lead-

ing to early marriages and a cycle of 
unfulfilled potential

The establishment of a Loreto 
school in Aweil would address these 
challenges directly. Loreto schools 
are renowned for their commitment 
to providing quality education and 
empowering students to become 
confident, capable individuals. The 
unique focus on nurturing not just 
academic skills but also personal 
development sets Loreto apart from 
other educational institutions.

Regina: In South Sudan, 2.8 million 
children are out of school, and the 
majority of them are girls. The lack 
of good schools and boarding facili-
ties with strong standards, like those 
at Loreto, is a significant barrier. 
Loreto protects girls and provides 
them with an environment condu-
cive to learning. If I hadn’t attended 
Loreto, I would have likely dropped 
out after my first year and faced a 
life of early marriage and mistreat-
ment, like many women here. Loreto 
Primary and Secondary is among the 
best schools in the country, where 
students gain confidence and valu-
able skills, even those who start 
school later in life.

Nyanarop: Loreto schools are 

Help us build a school! 
Donate now directly on our website  

or via bank transfer.

❛❛If I hadn’t attended Loreto, I would have 
likely dropped out after my first year and faced 
a life of early marriage and mistreatment, like 
many women here”

Women are only respected when 
they are educated and aware of their 
rights. Without education, we will 
struggle to assert ourselves and gain 
the freedom we deserve. This is why 
I am passionate about having Loreto 
here in Aweil.

I want more girls to receive the 
same quality education I did and to 
be included in decision-making roles 
within the private sector, NGOs, and 
government. With educated women 
leading the way, we can create a 
society where mistreatment and 
inequality are no longer tolerated.

In our current state, women feel 
completely powerless, often unable 

to claim ownership of their prop-
erty. Even those who work hard 
find their assets taken by men. It 
pains me to see how women are 
treated. When we are educated, we 
can stand up and say, “No, I won’t 
allow this to happen.” That’s why 
we need a school that offers quality 
education—so that women can claim 
their rights, participate in decision-
making, and contribute to a better 
society.

Nyanarop: Can you help us bring 
this vision to life and collaborate 
with the Loreto sisters to educate 
our fellow sisters in Aweil?

BIC: BOFIIE2
CRA Name: The Insti-
tute of the Blessed 
Virgin – Irish Province
CRA no: 20014186. 

Please include your 
name and contact 
details as a reference.

unique; my own journey reflects 
the profound impact of a Loreto 
education. Thanks to the skills and 
confidence I gained while at Loreto, 
I can now present myself effectively 
in front of others. When I moved 
to Aweil, my strong educational 
background enabled me to secure 
an excellent job with an NGO, com-
peting successfully against other 
male applicants. Loreto’s education 
empowered me to stand out in a 
competitive job market and pursue 
my ambitions fearlessly.

Regina: When I look at the five coun-
ties in Northern Bahr el Ghazal, I see 
a lack of representation for women 
in decision-making. Loreto taught 
me that women can achieve great 
things, gain respect, and participate 
fully in society. Many women here 
are suffering and being mistreated 
in their marriages because they lack 
awareness of their rights and educa-
tion. That’s why I believe extending 
Loreto Primary and Secondary to 
Aweil is vital. Educated women can 
stand up for their rights and take on 
leadership roles, changing societal 
norms gradually.

Freedom and respect are fun-
damental principles I hold dear. 

- Regina Ajok Deng
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been linked with the Tujisaidie Self-
Help Group, attaching lay missionar-
ies in partnership with the Anglican 
Church of Kenya. 

Misean Cara funding for the con-
struction of four new classrooms is 
helping to reduce class sizes.

The Daughters of Charity Ser-
vices in Thigio (40km northwest of 
Nairobi) has served the residents of 
the mostly rural and impoverished 
local community for over 20 years. 
Through a multi-faceted approach, 
the project is catering for a diverse 
range of needs, including special 
education, medical and hospice care 
services, social programmes for the 
elderly, and a women’s development 
project that provides small grants 
for micro-enterprises. 

The specific range of services 
has evolved over the years, in close 
consultation and collaboration with 
the community itself, reflecting a 
relationship of listening and trust 
that has continued to grow from the 
start, and with an enduring objec-
tive of affirming the dignity of the 
people they serve. Misean Cara has 
supported the Sisters in Thigio since 
2012. 

Hands of Care and Hope (HCH), a 
project of the Franciscan Missionary 
Sisters for Africa (FMSA), set up in 
2007 to serve the needs of the peo-
ple in the Huruma settlement, one of 
the poorest areas of Nairobi, where 
need levels are chronically high and 
government-provided resources 
few. HCH has set up two primary 
schools and a secondary school, to 
provide affordable education for 
more than 1,000 young learners 
annually. Parents of students can 
also participate in life-skills classes 
and an income-generating training 
programme. 

Unemployment in the commu-
nity runs around 75%, and Misean 
Cara is currently providing funding 
to the HCH Out-of-School Youth pro-
gramme, which engages local youth 
in personal development courses 
and vocational training courses to 
build skills for a secure future. Last 
year, 220 young people took part in 
the course, with a long waiting list in 
place for new participants. 

(Left to Right): Jenny Smyth, Mission Director CMSIreland; Paul Gichuki, Misean Cara Mentor East Africa; 
John Moffett, CEO of Misean Cara; Reverend Uel Marrs, Global Mission Secretary Presbyterian Church in 
Ireland; Bishop Alphonsus Cullinan, Diocese of Waterford & Lismore; Sr. Josephine McCarthy, Presentation 
Sisters and Vice-Chair Misean Cara Board of Directors.

In September this year, Misean 
Cara CEO, John Moffett, jour-
neyed to Kenya for a week, 
accompanied by the Board 

Vice-Chair Sr. Josephine McCarthy 
(Presentation Sisters) as part of a 
year-long celebration of Misean 
Cara’s 20th anniversary. 

They were joined on this special 
trip by leadership representatives 
from the three churches in Ireland, 
all of whom have overseas develop-
ment projects that are supported 
by Misean Cara: Bishop Alphonsus 
Cullinan, Diocese of Waterford and 
Lismore; Reverend Uel Marrs, Global 
Mission Secretary of the Presbyte-
rian Church in Ireland; and Jenny 
Smyth (Mission Director of Church 
Mission Society Ireland (CMS Ire-
land). 

“I am constantly amazed while 
travelling, by the commitment of 
our members and their teams to 
patiently and diligently chip away at 
the systemic causes of poverty while 
providing much needed services,” 
comments Mr. Moffett. “Nothing 
replaces being on the ground at the 
projects we fund, meeting the mis-
sionaries (our members) and the 
people whose lives they are helping 
through their holistic, long-term 
projects.” 

“By talking with people living in 
poverty and struggling every day 
with hardships few of us can imag-
ine, we truly come to understand 
the incredible value of long-term 
missionary development work. Our 
members work tirelessly and with 
awe-inspiring commitment to help 
lift lives out of poverty every day and 
year after year,” continues Moffett. 

“As part of how we’re marking 
our 20th anniversary this year, we 
are putting a special focus on tell-
ing the story of the Irish missionary 
tradition as exemplified by the work 
our missionaries are actively doing 
at the moment.”

While in Nairobi, the group vis-
ited a project of the Franciscan Mis-
sionary Sisters for Africa, the Hands 
of Care and Hope in the very poor, 
informal Huruma settlement (slum) 
community. Hands of Care and Hope 
offers a holistic programme includ-
ing two primary schools, a second-
ary school, an out-of-school youth 

Frontline Report from the Missions
Misean Cara 20th Anniversary trip to Kenya

training programme and other ser-
vices aimed at addressing the great 
needs of families and children living 
in situations of extreme urban pov-
erty.

“Pictures don’t do justice to what 
life is really like for people there (in 
Huruma),” observes Moffett. “You 
never get the full sense of the over-
crowded, unsanitary and precarious 
conditions in which people, even 
children, have to live their lives.” 

“The FMSA Sisters took our group 
to visit a site where they had previ-
ously constructed a primary school, 
for children living on the inner edge 
of the slum next to a river. Earlier 
this year, after flooding devastated 
the area, the government decided 
to create a flood plain by the river 
and with only two-days’ notice they 
razed the school to the ground, pro-
viding no alternative accommoda-
tion. Just like that, the school, a safe 
educational haven for some of the 
poorest, most vulnerable children 
in the community, was gone.” 

“The Sisters and the teachers 
converted the only building left, 

the kitchen, into temporary class-
rooms and they continue to turn up 
every day to provide an education to 
those children in exceptionally dif-
ficult circumstances. The Sisters are 
working to secure a piece of land to 
rebuild the school and continue to 
offer hope of a better way of life and 
a path out of poverty. It’s a level of 
commitment and compassion that 
is hard to do justice to in words, but 
which we saw at work in all of the 
missionary-led projects that wel-
comed us in Kenya,” Moffett con-
tinues. 

“You have to admire their resil-
ience, determination and ability to 
rebound from challenges.”

While in Kenya, the 
group travelled to four 
projects:
Samburu Awareness & Action Pro-
gramme (SAAP): Situated in a vast, 
remote and sparsely populated area 
350km north of Nairobi, SAAP serves 
a population of mostly pastoralist 
herder communities. SAAP is a part-

nership project of the Presbyterian 
Church in Ireland and the Presbyte-
rian Church of East Africa, present in 
Samburu County since 1989 under 
the direction of lay missionaries 
Stephen and Angelina Cowan. The 
project, which receives Misean Cara 
funding, takes a holistic approach 
to its mission and ministry and is 
committed to community empow-
erment through training in sustain-
able livelihoods, promoting girls’ 
rights and access to education, land 
rights advocacy, and climate change 
adaptation. 

The Tujisaidie Community 
School, first set up in 2003 serves 
350 children aged three to fifteen 
in the impoverished, informal set-
tlement of Soweto, in Nairobi. The 
school is a vital part of the local 
community, which formed in 1992 
when 350 families were internally 
displaced from their homes in the 
Muorto and Kibagare areas of the 
city after the then government 
seized the land and demolished 
all buildings there. Since 1992, the 
Church Mission Society Ireland has 

SAAP Home Garden training 
for improved food security 
in pastoralist communities, 
Samburu.

Tujisaidie Community School, Nairobi- a visit to a new classroom block 
funded by Misean Cara.Misean Cara staff and guests with Daughters of Charity Sisters, Thigio. 
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Jenny Smyth, CMSIreland Mission Director (far right, standing)

Stephen Cowan, SAAP Project Manager (left) and Reverend 
Uel Marrs, Global Mission Secretary, Presbyterian Church in 
Ireland (right) in Samburu

❛❛The most striking impression from all of the 
locations visited was the dedication and servant-hearted 
nature of those involved in delivering the projects. The 
quality of care and commitment to the communities 
where they were living, pride in their work and the clear 
difference being made in peoples’ lives, was remarkable. 
Long term sustainable change has been enabled through 
long term commitment by Irish mission personnel and 
the funding availed through Misean Cara.”   
– Jenny Smyth, Mission Director CMSI

❛❛ Since 2019, very crucial input from Misean Cara 
to SAAP has helped the project reach out to the most 
vulnerable of girls in the area with opportunity for 
education, and is also helping with farm skills training 
for the local pastoralist people. So the support of Irish 
Aid and the signifi cant input of Misean Cara over the 
past fi ve years have really enhanced and strengthened 
the work and enabled much progress in a broad range of 
development initiatives.” 
– Reverend Uel Marrs, Global Mission Secretary, Presbyterian 
Church in Ireland

Bishop Alphonsus 
Cullinan, Diocese of 
Waterford & Lismore
I was privileged to have been 
invited to join a small team going 
to Kenya to see projects which are 
sponsored by Misean Cara, which is 
celebrating 20 years of its existence.

Leaving behind many preoccu-
pations in the Diocese I entered into 
a very different world in Kenya. It 
was my second time in the country 
but the contrast with home was still 
very stark. 

After our first night in Nairobi, 
we travelled by small plane to 
Samburu to see a mission under 
the direction of Stephen Cowan, a 
lay Presbyterian missionary from 
Co. Down who has been there for 
30 years. He knows the people and 
their language and is bringing the 
Gospel to life in such practical ways. 
He and his wife, Angelina (who was 
away) and those he has gathered 
around him have improved life 
greatly for the native people of the 
area.

Back in Nairobi we went to visit 
a wonderful education mission and 
school run by an Anglican commu-
nity in a quarter of the city where 
the local city authorities decided 
some years ago to clear a part of a 
slum area of the enormous capital, 
displacing many families who were 
given small plots to resettle on. The 
people built as best they could and 
have together formed a strong com-
munity and are gradually building 
up lives filled with hope and vision 
through education and enterprise.

Just an hour outside the city we 
travelled to a haven of peace in Thi-
gio where the Daughters of Charity 
of St. Vincent de Paul run a school 
for special needs children, a hos-
pice, a clinic and day care centre. I 
remember the love with which the 
children were treated. The clinic 
runs on a shoestring and sheer 
grace of God. We were again blessed 
to witness the Gospel in action.

My last day in Nairobi was spent 
in one of the slum areas of which 

there are several in the city. The 
Franciscan Missionaries of Africa 
(founded by the extraordinary 
Mother Kevin Kearney of Co. Wick-
low) showed us some of the schools 
they run.

It is hard to believe the utterly 
basic nature of the resources avail-
able to the staff and students. We 
heard testimonies of people who 
were themselves brought up in the 
nearby slums and who were won 
over by the love of the Sisters and 
lay staff and the education they 
were offering. One ‘star’ student 
is now on the staff with the FMSA 
and is himself a Muslim. Such is the 
peaceful co-existence which is pos-
sible when love is genuine.

The work of Misean Cara goes on. 
My visit to Kenya was a reminder 
of the great efforts of countless 
people of faith to make a difference 
and, urged on by the will of God, to 
help those less fortunate and to do 
what they can to relieve the human 
suffering which is in the world and 
indeed always has been. By God’s 
grace a great deal of loving work is 
being done through people working 
together, supported by the generos-
ity of Misean Cara. 

Sr. Josephine McCarthy 
(Presentation Sisters), 
Vice-Chair of Misean 
Cara Board of Directors 
and former missionary 
to Peru 1990 - 1993
I was really impressed by the strong 
representation of women we met 
in the different Misean Cara-sup-
ported projects in Kenya. These are 
women who are capable, articulate 
and providing strong leadership 
in their communities. One such 
woman we met in Samburu, Faith, 
had herself been supported by the 
SAAP project as a young girl, when 
she was banished by her family for 
not submitting to an arranged mar-
riage at 12 years of age. She is now 
dedicated to promoting Children’s 
Rights in the rural villages and 

especially the right to education 
for young girls and their protection 
from cultural practices like early 
marriage and FGM. Faith is now 
considering a possible involvement 
in local politics in order to share her 
skills and talents.

In Thigio, we met carers who 
have an extraordinary dedication 
to the special needs children they 
care for. One young woman on staff 
at the centre told me she feels she 
was born for this work. 

In Harumu, we saw the fruits 
of a group of women who have 
been active in the community for 
over thirty years.  Everywhere we 
went, there was evidence that the 
missionaries are passing on their 
passion and commitment to their 
partners and collaborators in the 
community and are actively plan-
ning for a transfer to local leader-
ship. The FMSA and Daughters of 
Charity Sisters spoke of their train-
ing programmes for their local Sis-
ters, what they call their ‘succession 
plan’,  ensuring proper governance 
and oversight as the work continues 
into the future. 

Finally, I was inspired by the 
courage and resilience of all the 
missionaries we met in the face 
of the many challenges, dilem-
mas and paradoxes that face those 
working with the poorest, those 
furthest behind and most difficult 
to reach.  The services they provide 
are non-denominational but the 
faith dimension of their lives and 
work was evident and sustains their 
courage and resilience and commit-
ment, whether in the rural areas of 
Samburu County with non-existent 
road infrastructure or in the urban 
slums of Nairobi, where the waste 
water is flowing in open drains out-
side houses and there is a  total lack 
of government support for commu-
nities living in such poverty.

To read the full reflections by 
Bishop Alphonsus Cullinan and Sr. 
Jo McCarthy, please visit the Misean 
Cara website https://www.misean-
cara.ie/2024/10/kenya-reflections/

Learn more about Misean Cara, celebrating 
its 20th anniversary of support to Ireland’s 
missionary organisations: www.miseancara.ie

Mother Kevin Community School, Hands of Care and Hope, Nairobi.
Misean Cara CEO, John Moff ett (second from left) visits St. Clare 
Primary School, of the Hands of Care and Hope project, Nairobi.
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Respond has a long legacy of providing high-quality housing in vibrant 
and caring communities, be a part of it with a Gift in your Will.

Ireland is facing a severe housing 
crisis, with more people than ever 

before experiencing homelessness. 
This has placed tremendous pres-
sure on services across the coun-
try. Respond works tirelessly, with 
their statutory partners to provide 
affordable homes and essential 
community services, helping fami-
lies and individuals in desperate 
need. 

How your gift can make a 
difference:

By including a Gift in Your Will to 
Respond, you become a vital part of 
our mission. Your generosity helps 
us to continue delivering not only 
high quality homes but also vital 
services that provide support to 
people of all ages – from newborns 
to older adults.

A Legacy Rooted in Faith:
Respond was founded in Waterford 
in 1982 by Father Patrick Cogan 
(Order of the Friars Minor), with 
a purpose to provide meaningful 
solutions to housing insecurity and 
homelessness.  

Since our inception, we have 
collaborated closely with religious 
orders to address the housing short-
age, including the development of 
land and the repurposing of former 
religious buildings where feasible.

Our core values remain deeply 
rooted in the Franciscan spirit of 
peace-making, compassion, and 
community development. These 
values continue to guide us as we 
collaborate with religious orders 
across the country supporting them 
to preserve their legacy by repur-
posing buildings to provide homes 

and essential services. For instance, 
St John’s College in Waterford, a for-
mer seminary and training college, 
has been transformed into 57 social 
homes addressing specific housing 
needs, including age friendly hous-
ing. The site also hosts an onsite 
cafe, conference facilities and 
offices used by Respond and other 
local community groups. Addition-
ally, two of our Family Homeless 
Services in Dublin are also based 
in former convent buildings. These 
projects ensure that the legacy 
of these sacred spaces lives on by 
serving those in need. 

In 1983, Father Cogan opened 
Responds first housing scheme in 
Larchville, Waterford. Since then, 
Respond has grown to become one 
of Ireland’s leading Approved Hous-
ing Bodies, now providing over 
7,700 homes to more than 17,000 
people across all 26 counties work-
ing closely in partnership with 
local authorities, the Department 
of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage and others. We are com-
mitted to offering high-quality 
homes in areas where people want 
to live, recognising that a secure 
home is fundamental to improv-
ing lives and enhancing health and 
well-being. Our vision is that every 
family and individual in Ireland will 
have access to high-quality housing 
within a vibrant and caring commu-
nity.

Respond not only deliver quality 
homes but also works to improve 
lives by providing a range of 
services in the community, 
for families and individuals 
including:  

• 6 Family Homeless Services pro-
viding emergency 24/7 accommo-
dation to 174 families (240 adults 
and 250 children) in 2023. Fami-
lies experiencing homelessness 
often need ongoing, wraparound 
support in relation to accessing 
long term housing, mental and 
physical health services, family 
or parenting support.  Our Fam-
ily Homeless services follow a 
trauma-informed approach. 

• 3 Day Care Services for Older 
People provide a social outlet, 
links to support services, meals 
and provided respite for 227 older 
people in 2023. These services 
support people to live indepen-
dently in their homes and com-
munity for as long as possible.   

• 15 Early Learning and School 
Aged Care (ELSAC) Services
which provided community-
based affordable early years edu-
cation and after school services 
for 507 children in 15 communi-
ties nationwide in 2023.    

• Family Support: We have dedi-
cated support staff who provide 
needs-led individual support, 
group programmes, and activi-
ties for families to promote 
social wellbeing and tenancy 
sustainment. These range from 
walking groups, parent and tod-
dler groups, parenting support 
groups, and cookery classes.   

• Refugee Resettlement services
Respond actively works with 
families to support their integra-
tion into their new communities. 
Delivered through a Resettlement 
Support Worker and an Intercul-
tural Worker.

Why leave a gift in your will?
It is important to remember the 
housing crisis is about people, it’s 
about families, children and older 
adults who are struggling. In July 
2024, over 14,000 individual’s, 
including many children, were living 
in emergency accommodation.

Tragically, some children are even 
being born into homelessness. Your 
support can help reduce the trauma 
they face and offer them a better 
start in life.

In 2023 alone, 35 new-born 
babies and their parents were dis-
charged from maternity hospitals 
directly into a Respond services. Cur-
rently, 70 children under the age of 
one are residing in our homeless 
services. A gift of any size will make 
a meaningful difference strengthen-
ing our ability to meet the growing 

demands of the housing crisis. Your 
support can help us to continue to 
support families in crisis. 

Our Early Learning and School 
Aged Care services are often located 
in areas of high socio-economic 
need, providing essential resources 
to those who need them most, 
including parenting support, fund-
ing for external trips and necessary 
supplies. As we see a growing num-
ber of neurodiverse children in our 
care, we are committed to offering 
personalised support in environ-
ments designed to be accessible and 
inclusive.  

Our Day Care for Older People 
services are evolving to meet the 
growing needs of older people with 
dementia, who now make up 42 per-
cent  of our service users. To further 
support these individuals we need 
additional resources to enhance 

staff training, expand activities, and 
upgrade equipment, ensuring our 
services are more accessible and 
effective.

With many of our upcoming 
developments being large-scale, 
mixed tenure developments includ-
ing both social and cost rental homes, 
expanding the scope of our Family 
Support team will be important to 
promote community wellbeing and 
integration helping to create vibrant 
and caring communities.  

We rely on gifts from people like 
you to make a positive impact on 
communities nationwide. Legacy 
gifts ensure that Respond can adapt 
to increasing demands faced by our 
communities as a result of the hous-
ing crisis and help us to continue to 
provide housing and community ser-
vices for generations to come. 

Including a gift in your Will to Respond is very straightforward. 

It is helpful to have the following information to hand when you are speaking with your solicitor
Our Registered Office Address: Airmount, Dominick Place, Waterford. X91 A397
Registered Charity Numbers: 20012625. CHY6629.

Cliona Maughan our dedicated Legacy Officer is here to help if you have any questions you can 
contact her confidentially at legacy@respond.ie or 087 355 6341

Discover how Your Legacy can support Respond’s mission to 
Build Homes and Improve Lives by including a Gift in Your Will
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Remember Respond in your will

Your legacy will ensure that future generations can 
access aff ordable homes and support services

Cliona Maughan our dedicated Legacy Officer is here to help 
if you have any questions. You can contact her confidentially 
at legacy@respond.ie or 087 355 6341.

Registered Charity Numbers: 20012625.  CHY6629. 



The Medical Missionaries of Mary are an international congregation of religious women. We serve 
in 12 countries around the world. 

Sisters are trained in a variety of health-related professions. We go to peoples of different cultures 
where human needs are greatest. Our special concern is the care of mother and child and the 
fostering of family life. To find out more about MMM please visit our website or listen to our MMM 
Sister’s stories on our Podcast. 

Our 2024 MMM Yearbook and the 2025 MMM Calendar are out now! If you would like a FREE copy 
of these and our upcoming supplements, please fill in the form underneath with your details, so 
we know where to send them and mail it to the address below.*

*Please do not fill this form in if you are already receiving our calendars and yearbooks in the post. We 
appreciate that you are already on our mailing list and thank you for your continued support!

Name      Phone Number

Address

If you would like to receive our our bi-monthly MMM email newsletter please add your email address here:

Email                   

Mail to: MMM Communications Office, 
Beechgrove, Hardman’s Gardens, 

Drogheda, Co. Louth, Ireland, A92 XKX0

www.mmmworldwide.org

Listen to 
our MMM 
podcasts 
here >>

Scan this code 
with your phone
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To learn more about our work or 
to make a donation 

call 01 497 2035 or 
visit www.missio.ie

64 Lower Rathmines Road Dublin D06N2H1
CRA no. 20205153 | CHY 22544

National Director Fr Michael Kelly SPS

Go and invite everybody 
to the banquet

First name        Surname

Home address (please include Eircode/Post code) Phone number

Email

Here is my donation of  €10        €35        €50        €125           Other €/£

I enclose a Cheque/Postal Order payable to Missio Ireland
Or debit my Visa        Mastercard

Card Number                    CVC

Expiry Date  Name on Card    Signature

Please indicate where you would like your donation to go: 
Poor Mission Dioceses               Training of seminarians and sisters          Children’s projects

(cf.Mt 22:9)

By choosing to make a gift to Missio Ireland, you will help local 
missionaries overseas, train future priests and sisters, and give 

hope to the world’s poorest children, like the children from 
the Maasai tribe who live in Northern Tanzania (pictured).

Missio Ireland is the Holy Father’s offi cial 
charity for overseas missions.
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ternity. As Pope Francis says in 
his Encyclical Letter Tutti Fra-
telli, we are all brothers and 
sisters.

These same words I said to 
Abu Naser (one of the mujahi-
din’s leaders) on my last day in 
captivity: “… may God help us 
to understand that we are all 
brothers and sisters!”  Before 
leaving the desert, I forgave 
him.  

In spite of the words they 
spoke against me (they looked 
on me as kafir and an enemy, 
good only for hell), but I am 
convinced that only forgive-
ness and pardon can break 
down the chains of hate and 
violence.

Finally, the 3rd Gift is the 
Cross: I made this cross by 
myself but I didn’t show it to 
anyone. I’ve always hidden it in 
my pocket. This cross reminds 
me of the silence. 

Symbols
The silence is the greatest 
gift I’ve brought back from 
the desert. I cried out as Jesus 
did on the cross: “Father, why 
have you forsaken me?” And 
God didn’t answer (or bet-
ter) he answered me with 
the sound of silence. But that 
heavy silence allowed me to 
go deeper into myself and see 
beyond my own horizon. I dis-
covered in this silence some-
thing about God.  Today I dare 
to say, God is silence. 

I have experienced that the 
desert is not empty, but the 
best place to hear God deeper. 
The word of God comes from 
the silence. The silence is the 
father of God’s word. God is 

light in the darkness and he 
speaks and communicates 
thorough the silence.  

The keyword / symbol of my 
desert experience is the cross, 
and from the cross I’ve learned 
two lessons: first, I learned to 
pray differently. I like what 
St. John of the Cross has said 
about prayer: “prayer is the 
harmony of two silences”.  

And the second lesson, I 
bought home from my story 
is…to love and forgive my 
enemies.  During my captivity, 
I often meditated on the words 
of Jesus on the cross: Father, 
forgiven them, they don’t 
know what they are doing.
Before leaving the desert for 
freedom, I forgave my cap-
tors. For all the details of my 
story, I refer you to Catene de 
libertà, the book I have written 
on my time in captivity. But at 
least these three objects high-
light the main elements of my 
desert story.

Last but not least… I’m set 
free, but peace is still a hos-
tage… so, please let us con-
tinue to pray for peace. Don’t 
stop praying for all those who 
suffer for the sake of the Gos-
pel. Thank you.

View a video in which Fr 
Gigi speaks about his cap-
tivity via: https://youtu.
be/8y2HS3OM3tQ   - by going 
to www.sma.ie or by scanning 
this QR Code

On the night of 17 
September 2018, 
Fr Pierluigi [Gigi] 
Maccalli SMA [Ital-

ian Province] was kidnapped 
from his Mission in Bomoanga, 
Niger Republic, by GSIM jihad-
ists [Group of Support for Islam 
and Muslims]. He was dressed 
in his pyjamas and slippers. He 
was released in Mali Republic 
on 8 October 2020. Since his 
release, Fr Gigi has taken time 
to rest, to pray, and to recover 
his health, having spent nearly 
all of his captivity in chains. He 
spent some weeks with our 
SMA community in Wilton, 
Cork, last August, to improve 
his English. During that time, 
he spoke of his ‘trial’ at the 
Sunday Masses in the parish.

After thanking the SMA and 
our supporters in Ireland for 
our prayers, he continued:

“I may summarise this 
long time as a prisoner, in two 
words: sadness and bitterness. 
This time has been for me the 
period, by far, the darkest 
of my life. From September 
2018 to October 2020, I have 
counted 753 days in captivity, 
otherwise 25 new moons that 
means two years and three 
weeks, a long holiday! But I 
have to add, right now, that 
since the first day of freedom, 
I have washed away these two 
years or sadness and bitter-
ness.

Gifts
At my arrival in Rome, my 
nephew Andrea hugged me 
so strongly in his arms that 
I poured out all my tears. So 
these tears have cleansed 
(baptised) me… I’m reborn, 
and now I feel at peace.

I summarise my story 
using three objects that I 
brought home from my cap-
tivity. They are the gifts of 
my desert experience: chain, 
rosary and this Cross.
Chain: this is a piece of the 
chain that I had on my feet. 
This link is the only part that 
I was able to open because it 
was not welded.  After 17 days 
on a motorbike, a man came 
with a chain (1.5 metres long), 
and put one end of the chain 
around my ankle and the other 
end round a tree. I remember 
it well, it was on October 5, 
2018. For 22 days I was held 
there, day and night. I cried 
out all my pain to God.  “Why
have you forsaken me? What
wrong have I done? Where are 
you God? Lord come haste to 
my aid………..

❛❛The strength 
came from above, I 
am convinced. I cried, 
prayed and invoked 
the Virgin Mary and 
the Holy Spirit”

After that I was taken 
away into the Sahara. For a 
whole year the Sahara was my 
open-air prison. For the first 
6 months I was the only pris-
oner there, then I was joined 
by two other hostages, Luca 
[Tacchetto] and Nicola [Chiac-
chio]. The guards took off the 
chain, but then, on 14 Septem-
ber 2019, they put it on my feet 
again. This happened because 
Luca tried to escape during the 
night.  From then on I was in 
chains each night from sunset 
to sunrise until my release. 
Sleeping in chains was very 

Three Gifts from my Captivity

very uncomfortable.
Even though it might sound 

strange to you, I tell you that 
being chained has opened 
up ‘my free inner space’. One 
evening I was upset, looking 
down at my feet in chains. 
Then suddenly an inner 
awareness came to me and 
I said to myself “my feet are 
chained, but my heart is not!”.  
I thought of St Thérèse of 
Lisieux, the Little Flower, who 
said: “I will be love in the heart 
of the church”. I recalled what 
our Founder said: “I will be a 
missionary from the bottom of 
my heart.” So the prayer of the 
heart was my free space.

This piece of chain reminds 
me of all those who are suf-

fering as victims of war and 
injustice and the urgent need 
for mission for peace. 

Rosary: I made this Rosary 
myself from the material used 
to protect me from the sun. I 
tied 10 knots, so I could say 
the Rosary twice a day. Even 
now, I use it to pray for all the 
innocent victims of the war 
(every morning that is my first 
intention). I continue to pray 
this Rosary (one decade) that 
I wear also on my wrist for all 
the innocent victims of war 
and also for those who perse-
cute the peace.

These 10 knots remind me 
that the important thing in life 
is…. to tie RELATIONSHIPS, to 
build bonds of friendship / fra-

Photo from Video 
Interview in Wilton 
August 2024

Photo from video clip sent 
by captors as proof that Fr 
Gigi was still alive.

The rosary, cross and chain 
link referred to in the article.

The terrain in Niger where Fr Gigi worked

Fr Gigi and Parishioners – Baptism

❛❛Along with the appeals of 
Archbishop Lompo of Niamey and the 
Catholic community in Niger, two young 
Protestant pastors organized a vigil 
of ecumenical prayer and the Muslim 
leaders of Niger joined the Christians 
in praying for Fr Gigi’s release, asking 
his kidnappers that, following the true 
teaching of Islam, they stop all violence 
and respect the rights of every person”

Since his release, Fr Gigi has written a book 
Catene de libertà [Chains of freedom]. It has been 
translated into English and will be published soon.

❛❛ It was 2 years of great silence, sadness 
and isolation. My greatest sadness as a 
missionary with 21 years of presence in 
Africa (10 in Côte d’Ivoire and 11 in Niger) 
was to see young people (my jailers and 
supervisors) indoctrinated by propaganda 
videos praising Jihad and violence”

i
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Missionary work 
and Missionaries 

Missionaries are 
people whose 
hearts have been 
moved by Christ’s 

love enabling them to live and 
practice charity in a very radi-
cal way. They leave their own 
communities and travel to new 
cultures to proclaim the Gospel 
way of life, caring for people in 
need and proclaiming God’s 
Word of salvation, freedom, 
hope and joy. 

In Mark’s Gospel chapter 
16:15 Jesus told the disciples 
to ‘Go out to the whole world: 
proclaim the Gospel to the 
whole of creation.’ In Luke’s 
Gospel chapter 4:18 he said, 
‘The spirit of the Lord has 
anointed me to bring good 
news to the poor, to proclaim 
release to captives, sight to the 
blind and let the oppressed go 
free’. 

In former times missionar-
ies were generally Europeans 
and North Americans who 
travelled to the developing 
world to proclaim the Gospel. 
Nowadays, missionaries come 
from every continent. In the 
period 2020 – 2024 one hun-
dred and twenty-three Sale-
sians have volunteered to work 
and live as missionaries. 

A missionary is one whose 
life is centered on God and who 
lives the Gospel of the Good 
Samaritan in a tangible way 
through feeding the hungry, 
clothing the naked, caring for 
and healing the sick, welcom-
ing refugees, consoling those in 
prison, and offering hope to the 
most vulnerable.

The Salesian story 
-Don Bosco and 
Turin
Don (Fr) John Bosco founded 
the Salesian congregation in 
1859. He was born near Turin, 
Italy in 1815 and ordained a 
priest in 1841. It was a time 
of rapid change in Europe. In 
late 1841 Don Bosco began a 
three-year pastoral course in 
the city.  At the time Turin 
was home to many poor 
young people.

Don Bosco made him-
self familiar with the social, 
cultural, and political issues 
the people of Turin were liv-
ing through. He walked the 
streets, talked to the young 
and old, and visited the pris-
ons where he met thousands 
of young people without hope 
or a future. This was the mis-
sion territory.

Seeing all these needs and 
especially the vulnerability of 
the young people, Don Bosco 
started an Oratory a mod-
ern-day youth centre, which 
began through an encounter 
with Bartholomew Garelli on 
the 8th of December 1841. 
Don Bosco was in the sacristy 
of his local Church preparing 
to say mass when young Bar-
tholomew entered the room. 
The sacristan asked Bar-

Salesians Missions — 1875 - 2025

tholomew if he could serve 
Mass and, when he replied 
no, he was very firmly asked 
to leave. Don Bosco followed 
the young boy and had a con-
versation with him. Bartho-
lomew was 15 years old and 
from the country. Both par-
ents were dead. He could nei-
ther read nor write and had 
no employment skills.  Don 
Bosco proposed they both 
meet again and suggested 
to Bartholomew to bring his 
friends along with him the 
following Sunday. This Bar-
tholomew did and so began 
Don Bosco’s very famous Ora-
tory. 

Today, the Salesians con-
tinue Don Bosco’s mission of 
creating the Oratory spirit 
in each school, parish, youth 
center, or other work. A home 
where young people are wel-
come, a school where they 
learn the lessons of life, a 
parish where they gather to 
deepen their spirituality, and 
a playground where they can 
meet friends. These offer a 
variety of dynamic activities 
designed to help young peo-
ple reach their full potential 
and achieve happiness in this 
life and in the next.

The beginning of 
Salesian Missionary 
work 
During the 19th century the 
Catholic Church in Italy pro-
moted the ‘missions’, that is the 
bringing of the Word of God to 
cultures and countries where it 
was not proclaimed.

Don Bosco wanted to be 
part of this missionary out-
reach. He constantly talked 
about Salesians becoming 
missionaries. In 1872 he had 
a dream concerning Salesians 
starting a mission in Patago-
nia, Argentina with indige-
nous people. His hope became 

a reality in November 1875 
when a group of ten Salesian 
missionaries sailed from Genoa 
to Argentina. Their initial work 
was with Italian immigrants 
in Buenos Aires. In 1879 a 
missionary centre was set up 
with the indigenous people in 
Patagonia, Argentina. 

On the 14th November 1877 
the first missionary Salesian 
Sisters departed from Genoa 
for Uruguay, full of enthusiasm 
and zeal. Just three years later, 
in 1880, the second mission-
ary expedition of the Salesian 
Sisters to Patagonia (Argentina) 
departed, as they followed 
their Salesian brothers who 
had prepared the way for their 
arrival.

The Salesian missionary 
movement had begun, and it is 
now located in 135 countries 
worldwide.

The Salesian
Missionary
Approach
The educational principles 
and values Don Bosco used 
and learned at his Oratory 
directs the Salesian mis-
sionary ethos worldwide: 
meeting the young and par-
ticularly poor youth where 
they are and where they 
live, welcoming them, pro-
viding a safe place where 
their needs can be met, and 
enabling them to take charge 
of their lives

There are nearly 30,000 
S a le s i an  m i ss i onar i e s 
(priests, brothers and sis-
ters) serving in 135 countries 
worldwide. Many are in the 
poorest places of the world. 
They work and live within 
the communities they serve 
building partnerships with 
governments and NGOs 
(nongovernmental organi-
zations) enabling them to 
quickly provide humanitar-

ian assistance when emer-
gencies occur. 

150th Anniversary 
The 150th anniversary of the 
start of Salesian missionary 
work is an opportunity to 
reflect and to make this story 
better known. As our logo 
states: we give thanks, we 
rethink and relaunch.

Give thanks: We give 
thanks to God for the gift of 
missionary vocation.

Rethink: This is an oppor-
tune occasion to rethink and 
develop a renewed vision on 
the Salesian Missions in the 
light of new challenges.

Relaunch: We have not only 
a glorious history to remem-
ber and be grateful for, but 
we look to the future with 
missionary zeal and enthu-
siasm so that we may reach 
out to even more poor and 
abandoned youth.

What is needed 
today?
Education is at the core of 
Salesian mission and today 
hunger is a big obstacle to 
the work. The UN estimated 
in 2023 that 783 million 
people, or more than 9% of 
the world’s population, suf-
fered from chronic hunger 
and more than 333 million 
people faced acute levels of 
food insecurity, an increase 
of almost 200 million peo-
ple compared to pre-Covid 
levels.

Young people cannot 
learn on empty stomachs. 
Kindergartens, primary and 
secondary schools, techni-
cal colleges and shelters all 
offer food to the hungry. 
For many being able to get 
a meal encourages them to 
go to school. To mark the 
150th anniversary the Irish 

Salesian community is start-
ing a project to provide food 
for children and young peo-
ple attending missionary 
schools. It will be known as 
‘Don Bosco Meals’. 

What could you the reader 
do? 

• Pray for missionaries, 
asking the Lord to strengthen 
their faith, hope and love as 
they encounter the impover-
ishment of our world. 

• Pray also for the poorest 
and most vulnerable people 
of our world that, somehow, 
they escape the poverty that 
threatens to destroy their 
lives. 

• You may wish to finan-
cially support a project or 
programme for needy peo-
ple. Have a fundraiser in 
one’s own circle or group 
of friends to promote Don 
Bosco’s meals. 

• Another possibility is to 
volunteer with Salesian mis-

sionaries. 
• Please share your sug-

gestions regarding being 
part of the Salesian mission-
ary story. Always feel free 
to contact Don Bosco Aid at 
Salesian house, 45 St Teresa’s 
Road, Crumlin, Dublin 12 
XK52. Telephone 01 4650717. 
E-mail dba@salesiansireland.
ie.

Finally, for Don Bosco the 
success of his projects was 
always due to the role of 
Mary, Help of Christians in 
his life. We put the renewal 
of the Irish Salesian mission-
ary project in her care and 
we ask for her direction and 
guidance. We give thanks to 
God for this wonderful gift 
and we ask for the grace and 
faith to support, develop and 
make known the Salesian 
missionary story.

Fr Dan Carroll
Director, Salesian Mis-

sions Ireland.

Fr Dan Carroll

Fr Francis Trong, a native of Vietnam and 
now a Salesian missionary in Chile

❛❛For Don Bosco the success of his projects 
was always due to the role of Mary, Help of 
Christians in his life. We put the renewal of the 
Irish Salesian missionary project in her care 
and we ask for her direction and guidance”
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Pioneer Sisters 175 years on...
Missionary Sisters of the Assumption

Small business & savings groups from the Assumption Development Centre, Makhanda 
(Grahamstown) share their stories with Sr Maureen

Fr Brian Brown congratulates Sr Mary Cunningham on her 
70th Anniversary of Profession

Sisters and pupils of the Assumption Convent School, Malvern, Johannesburg

After-school activities at the Assumption Nutrition Centre, 
Makhanda

Following in the footsteps of Mother Gertrude, a young woman from the Eastern Cape, Sr 
Pikelwethu makes her Final Vows in Grahamstown, February 2024

Project teams from Caritas-DKDA, Kroonstad

On 15 December, 
1849, a group of 
seven nuns from 
the Religious of 

the Assumption congregation 
in Paris arrived in Grahams-
town, South Africa, under the 
leadership of 27-year-old Sr 
Marie Gertrude de Henning-
sen. They were invited by 
Wexford-born Bishop Aidan 
Devereux of the Eastern Vicar-
iate of the then Cape of Good 
Hope to establish schools for 
girls, teach catechism and 
minister to the Catholic com-
munity. The Archbishop of 
Paris thought they were “all 
mad to consider the request”. 
The Sisters were missioned 
to the Cape of Good Hope by 
Mère Marie Eugénie, (now St 
Marie Eugénie), Foundress 
and Superior of the Religious 
of the Assumption in Paris. 
Regardless of the risks of this 
venture into the unknown, Sr 
Marie Gertrude and her six 
companions were filled with 
zeal for this call to spread 
God’s Kingdom. 

Their journey was beset by 
dangers and conditions when 
they arrived were grim.

In her memoirs, Mother 
Gertrude wrote a harrow-
ing account of their voyage 
from Antwerp to Port Eliza-
beth on a Belgian whaling 
ship, the Océanie. The jour-
ney took three months and 
they endured slavers, violent 
storms, mutiny and fire. 

On 3 December 1849 the 
first religious Sisters to set 
foot in Africa, south of the 
Equator, arrived in Port Eliza-
beth. The sisters then trav-
elled 120 km to Grahamstown 
by ox-wagon, having to drink 
scarce water from muddy 
puddles, encountering a huge 
cobra up-close, and dealing 
with the intense, unfamiliar 
heat. Despite all this, Amelia 
found herself falling in love 
with this strange, beautiful 
country.

Once in Grahamstown 
the sisters spent the first six 
months in rented accom-
modation until the bishop 
bought them a small piece 
of land, and they became the 
proud owners of a little cot-
tage. 

The Sisters immediately 
set up a dispensary using a 
much-treasured medicine 
chest they had brought with 
them from Paris, treating and 
bandaging wounds, mixing 
and dispensing medicines.

They started two schools, 
a fee-paying one in a room of 
the cottage, and a free school 
which began in converted 
stables.
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In 1850 on 
Christmas Day 
the 8th Border 
War broke out.
It devastated the local farm-
ing community. Many chil-
dren became orphans. Bishop 
Devereux brought these 
children to the convent and 
handed them  into the Sisters’ 
care. Suddenly, the cottage 
became home to 7 sisters and 
100 orphans. Nearly every 
night a cannon signalled 
imminent attack on the town. 
Mother Gertrude and the 
sisters brought the orphans 
for safety and shelter to the 
nearby St Patrick’s Church. It 
was at this time that Mother 
Gertrude became known as 
Notre Mère (our mother). 

Mother Gertrude and her 
six sisters, as Religious of 
the Assumption, were under 
obedience to their Mother 
House in Paris to live accord-
ing to the strictly ordered 
way of life in Paris. Instead, 
the beleaguered sisters were 
stretched to their limits staff-
ing two schools, an orphanage 
and a dispensary, growing 
their own food, gathering 
cow dung as fuel, sewing late 
into the night to feed them-
selves and 100 orphans and 
frequently attending the sick 
and dying at night. The sisters 
prayed constantly. 

In 1852, Mère Marie Eugé-
nie, recalled the Sisters from 
the mission. The Sisters were 
to return to France and leave 
the orphans and schools to 
others. We cannot imagine 
the agony Mother Gertrude 
must have faced. She was a 
woman with few resources, 
little support and thousands 
of miles from home. Letters 
took about six months to 
exchange. Finally, following 
her conscience and trusting 
in Divine Providence, Mother 
Gertrude made the painful 
decision to remain in Gra-
hamstown, where she and her 
sisters continued to serve the 
needs of the people and the 
local church. 

Subsequently they became 
a separate congregation, the 
Missionary Sisters of the 
Assumption. 

Over the years the sisters 
established schools, clinics 
and development projects 
in South Africa and beyond. 
Many young Irish women 
had joined the congrega-
tion. In 1932 the sisters came 
to Ireland and founded the 
Assumption Convent and 
High School in Ballynahinch, 
Co Down. 

Today the Missionary Sis-
ters of the Assumption, a 
small congregation, continue 
their mission in schools and 
adult education, development 
work and skills development 
for young people with special 
needs, bringing to all the mes-
sage of hope and God’s love 
for them.

THY KINGDOM COME Sr Kgomotso puts a question to you…..

Novices sing at Profession ceremony

Sr Pikolwethu’s family celebrate her Final Profession in Grahamstown (Makhanda)

MSA celebrate Sr Pikelwethu’s Final Profession

Young people learning sewing and baking at the Enkuthazweni- Beyond Limits Skills Development Centre, Port Alfred



Be a part of the legacy,
by leaving a gift in your will to help 

ensure that we can support their 
life-transforming work overseas for 

years to come.

www.miseancara.ie

In 2024, 
Misean Cara 
celebrates 20 
years of support 
to Irish 
missionary 
organisations.

Visit us at 
www.miseancara.ie/Legacy 

to learn more.

Prepare for the Joy of Christmas with the

The perfect prayer companion for the holiday season. 
Complete with daily meditations, inspirational 

reflections and blessings for the advent wreath and crib.
Complete with daily meditations, inspirational 

reflections and blessings for the advent wreath and crib.

ADVENT COMPANION

Price:
€6.00

+€2.85 P&P
LIMITED 

QUANTITIES
AVAILABLE

ORDER TODAY
01 6874024
magnificat@irishcatholic.ie
www.irishcatholic.com/shop

The Congregation of the Missionary Sis-
ters of the Holy Rosary was founded on 
7th March 1924 in Killeshandra Co. Cavan, 

Ireland by Bishop Joseph Shanahan, a member 
of the Holy Ghost Congregation (Spiritans). He 
was motivated to found the congregation for the 
upliftment of the dignity of women and girls of 
Southern Nigeria where he was on mission at 
the time. While boys went to school, girls were 
left to take care of house chores as a way of pre-
paring them for marriage and home manage-
ment as was the belief. Joseph Shanahan saw 
education as a channel of evangelization and 
knowledge which he strongly believed would 
greatly help in the upliftment of the girl child 
and women folk. For him, proper education of 
women could be better done by women who 
were themselves educated. Although there 
were a few lay Irish women volunteers serving 
in the mission of Southern Nigeria at the time, 
he desired to have a group of women mission-
aries who would devote their entire life to this 
work. Therefore, he would establish a mission-
ary congregation of women whose members 
would be wholly devoted to the education of 
women in Nigeria- in his own words ‘without 
women missionaries, the young girl and the 
wife are inevitably neglected’

He made several efforts to get a diocese in 
Ireland in which to establish this proposed mis-
sionary congregation of sisters.  Eventually an 
encounter with the God-sent Bishop Patrick 
Finegan of Kilmore yielded the fruit he greatly 
desired. Bishop Finegan accepted that the con-
gregation could be founded in his diocese. After 
much house hunting, Bishop Shanahan bought 
Drumully House and lands in Killeshandra, Co 
Cavan with a loan of £5,000 from the Ulster 

Bank.  
The courage, faith and perseverance of the 

first seven young women (six Irish and one 
American) saw the birth of the congregation 
when they entered in Killeshandra. The Domini-
can Sisters of Cabra, Dublin, were commissioned 
by Bishop Shanahan to undertake the formation 
of the new congregation. The Dominican Sisters 
worked with the new congregation for the first 
ten years of their foundation, and helped to put 
in place all that would lead to their autonomy. In 
1928, the first group of five professed sisters left 
for Nigeria. Later, the Holy Rosary Sisters equally 
expanded and moved to other parts of the world 
to expand their missionary work. 

The congregation has seen growth in both 
membership and ministry. They have moved 
from the education of girls and women only to 
inclusive education, health care services, pas-
toral work, community development, work-
ing with refugees, human rights advocacy and 
anti-human trafficking activities. They are also 
involved in care of the Earth, our common 
Home and care of the vulnerable with particu-
lar attention to children and young adults liv-
ing with disabilities. The Sisters endeavour to 
implement the motto of Bishop Shanahan; ‘Lord 
that I May See’ by seeing God in all of creation 
and seeking out new ways of being on mis-
sion today. At present, the Sisters serve in four 
continents - Africa, Europe, North and South 
America and the membership includes many 
sisters from these places. Intercultural living in 
community, sharing their vision for mission and 
breaking new ground in response to the needs 
of the time -those special gifts like perfect ingre-
dients, blend well in expressing the missionary 
charism of the congregation. 

The Missionary Sisters of Our Lady of the Holy Rosary
– Celebrating 10 decades of joyful service –

As the sisters celebrate one hundred years of 
their foundation and stand at the threshold of 
a new century, they hope and pray for more 

blessings and growth into the future.
Sr Mary Kemjei MSHR


