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Seasons of Faith 

Br Mark O'Connor treated us to a journey of faith 

expressed in the seasons, starting from Summer, and 

working through the decline and loss of Autumn and 

Winter into the joys of Spring. Through well-chosen clips 

and photos, with poetry to the fore, he illustrated the kind 

of faith journey we need to go through as we age. The 

delights of listening to Seamus Heaney reading his own 

poetry were especially notable. Film clips of Pope Francis 

that showed the example he is setting, or the humour of 

seeing differences between Italians and other peoples both 

humoured and enlightened us. 

Despite the serious nature of the 

subject, Mark's presentations 

always had us entertained with 

his irreverent and down-to-earth  

style. The stories he had such a 

fund of were compelling 

listening, and the allotted time 

always passed too quickly.  

Thanks to Mark and his laconic assistant Paul Gilchrist, for 

a most entertaining contribution to our journey, and the 

food for thought they have provided for us. 

Scavi Visit 

On 3rd December 13 of us were lucky enough to visit the 

"Scavi" i.e. the excavations under St Peter's Basilica where 

the tomb of St 

Peter has been 

found. Our guide 

was an Italian 

woman who 

spoke very 

distinctly and not 

too quickly.  

We entered the 

area through a 

series of dimly-lit 

passages and 

staircases. It was hot and humid underneath, and certainly 

no place for anyone who suffers from claustrophobia. 

However, we were rewarded by finding a necropolis (city 

of the dead) dating back to 200 AD. It was as if we were 

travelling backwards in a time machine. We saw remains 

of the original St Peter's built by Constantine, and partly 

demolished in the early 14th century to make way for the 

present structure. Parts of the original marble floor as well 

as the remains of the high altar presented themselves 

clearly to us. 

Further down were the 

tombs of hundreds of 

pagans, all carefully 

arranged in what would 

most resemble a modern-

day vault. These vaults 

were richly adorned, as 

were the many 

beautifully decorated 

marble sarcophagi. Most 

bore the names and a 

brief history of the 

occupants carved in the 

Latin we had learnt at 

school, so mostly were 

easily translated. Suddenly these people of so long ago 

became very real for us. 

Out of all these dead there were only two identified as 

Christian. One woman, the wife of a rich man, had RIP 

written after it, while the second had the Christian Chi - 

rho (a P with a St Andrew's cross below). Since 

Christianity was highly illegal in those days, even putting 

such symbols on tombs was a very brave act. 

We walked along Roman streets that dated back 2000 

years, still looking as they had in those far-off days. The 

tour lasted over an hour and many vowed to return 

someday given the 

chance.  

The climax of our 

adventure was seeing the 

tomb of St Peter itself, 

and we spent a few 

minutes of prayer there 

before continuing to the 

tombs of recent Popes, 

then returning to the 21st 

century world of motor 

cars and crowds, and 

rushing to catch our train back to Manziana. 

It isn't easy to visit the Scavi. It takes weeks of dealing 

with Vatican bureaucracy to arrange mutually acceptable 

times. Our thanks to Stephen who initiated the proceedings 

and Mick S for completing them. The great experience of 

this adventure makes us all the more appreciative of your 

efforts. For those interested in the historical and technical 

details of the Scavi, there is plenty of material online. 



Called to be the Marial/Marian face of the Church 

Br José Maria Ferre showed us that 

both Marists and Marianists share a 

devotion to Mary that is based in a 

vision of her role in the Mystery of 

Redemption. Her role is characterized 

by the fact that she brings people to 

the Lord Jesus. In her rare NT 

appearances she lives out her unique 

Mission: bringing Jesus directly to us, 

pointing to him, and helping others to 

find or experience him. The Mystery 

of redemption is an eternally enduring mystery, manifested 

in special moments of world history as well as special 

moments in our walk with faith. The Mission of 

evangelization is a Marian Mission because its goal is to 

bring all people into awareness of the Love of God made 

visible in Christ Jesus Our Lord.  

We walk by faith and not by sight, we affirm that Mary 

walks with us this faith journey; indeed she shows us how 

to meet Christ and how to walk with him in our own 

journey which is sometimes flooded with light, and 

sometimes steeped in shadows of darkness. 

Marianists and Marists seek to be a sign of the Marial or 

Marian dimension of the Church. The value of the Marian 

Mission is summarized by Hans Urs von Balthazar: 

"Without Peter, the Church becomes an enthusiastic trend, 

but it will be like a boat sailing adrift. Without Mary, the 

Church becomes a structure of power." You could also say 

that we try to present a Marian profile of the Church, that 

is of “being Church.” Our devotion is expressed by living 

out our Mary's own Mission by being love centered, open 

to participation and to the Holy Spirit, all the while seeking 

to serve and not to be served. –            GTC  
 

Healthy Living  -  Mary Rickard 
 

Mary blessed us with her 

delightful presence to engage us 

re health and well be-ing. Her 

pastoral and professional 

experience caring for the Irish 

Jesuits, and respect and 

affection for Religious elders 

was obvious as was her passion 

for caring for 3
rd

Agers like us. 

In her 4
th
 visit to Manziana the 

lovely lilt of her Irish brogue  

along with her lively manner 

gently elicited our questions and 

concerns, so encouraging 

discussion of issues rarely raised by men in religious 

communities. We found this both helpful and informative. 

Mary‟s career in nursing and counselling plus her obvious 

sense of fun made for easy conversation. We also 

appreciated her offer of individual consultations and 

checkups. 

We thank her and wish her well in her ministering and 

assure her of warm welcome at Manziana.   Pat 

Papal Audience 

At 7 o‟clock on December 3rd a group of Brothers left for 

the Wednesday Papal Audience.  As if to test or bless us 

the rain fell hard from the start, but nothing stopped these 

pilgrims who 

had to be there 

from 9 o‟clock 

for a meeting 

with the Holy 

Father at 

10:30.  Two 

Brothers, 

more devoted 

than the rest, 

left an hour 

earlier to save 

places so we 

would have a 

seat. “They are crazy, these Romans.”  (B.D. Astérix)  

The rain continued when we arrived at the San Pietro 

station in Rome, and walked walked quickly to get our 

tickets from Ted and Chris at the end of the left column in 

St. Peter‟s Square. Once the tickets were in our hands, 

some went directly to their seats while others went to have 

a hot coffee. 

Having been refreshed, we went to our seats.  We saw 

Pope Francis on a large screen and as he rode through the 

crowd. Before speaking, the Pope visited some sick people 

and it was very moving to see these handicapped people 

being taken in the arms and hugged by Pope Francis.  

During his talk the Pope spoke of his trip to Turkey, and 

the dialogue he had with the orthodox Christians and 

Muslims.  He asked that Christians and Muslims join 

together for justice and peace. He told us again about the 

importance of praying for the Christians of the Middle East 

driven from their countries. He finally spoke about the 

ceremony of the feast of St. Andrew celebrated together by 

the Patriarch of Constantinople and the Bishop of Rome.  

Such a ceremony reinforced the fraternal ties between 

Orthodoxy and the Catholic Church. 

The showers continued a good part of the morning but it 

did not affect pilgrims like ourselves. Late in the morning 

the rain stopped and after the audience everyone went to 

get something to eat and some returned to the excavations. 



Give us a God with Skin 
 

not the forgotten god of empty ritual, 

nor some vague kind of inferred presence. 

We don‟t want that indifferent greybeard 

nor the frigid bookkeeper nor capricious wonder worker. 

We don‟t want a human choice from a pantheon 

of our own fears and foibles, our hopes and heroics. 

Do not try to palm us off with a warm fuzzy 

nor to confuse us with some clever theological construct. 
 

We need a God with skin: 

a God who is embodied and earthy; 

who is washed down lovingly in our birth 

and anointed equally lovingly in our death; 

a God who hungers and knows our bodily needs; 

a God who can laugh and dance, 

who has played and who knows the importance of rest; 

a God who can be cared for, who can be touched. 
 

We need a God who sweats and blisters 

from work and from walking, 

who smells of the crowd and of the marketplace; 

a God who is leathered with exposure 

and tempered with tears; 

a God enfleshed, 

who will shiver with all our fears, 

and will bruise and bleed under lash and thorn. 
 

We need a God who knows our dust 

yet whose presence glows with the fullness of life. 

We need this God beside us, within us; 

to sustain and unite us. 

We need this God to assure us 

that we are not alone 

and that, yes, our fleeting mortal day 

is meant, and is meaningful.          © Stephen Eric Smyth  

 

Our Staff 

Valentina, how much will it cost to post this to the US? 

Valentina, can you help find the timetable for Viterbo? 

Valentina, there‟s no hot 

water this morning! 

Valentina, I need to see a 

doctor who speaks English 

– is there one around? 

Valentina, can you make a 

booking to visit the Vatican 

excavations?  

Valentina has responded to 

1001 such questions over 

the last couple of months. 

Always a smile, always a quick solution, always an “of 

course ... don‟t worry!” She has attended to all the 

administrative tasks that support the programme and 

worked as our advisor, interpreter and liaison with 

graciousness and efficiency. A real ambassador for Italian 

warmth and hospitality, Valentina – grazie mille! 

Also a great help to us all were our cooks, Rafaela and 

Luana. You have kept us very content, if in danger of 

expanding our waistlines.  With the body‟s needs so well 

cared for, we 

could concentrate 

on our spiritual 

and mental health. 

Thanks and bless 

you both – may 

you long continue 

this apostolate for the likes of us. 

Brothers Today 

Br Tony Leon came up from Rome to offer us a 

presentation which was both very entertaining and a 

valuable final message so we 

might be challenged before we 

began our final retreat towards the 

end of our Manziana programme.  

He began by giving us a quick 

overview of the young brothers 

and those in formation from 

around the Marist world. It was 

very obvious to us that most of the new life within our 

orders (and particular the Marist Brothers) is coming very 

much from the developing districts of Asia, Africa and 

Latin America, where we have 91 novices, 106 Postulants 

and 150 post-Novitiate trainees in formation.  

Then Tony went on to present us via video and sometimes 

music with images and stories of people who did 

extraordinary things well into their older ages, e.g. the likes 

of John and Polly Lewis who in their 80s continued to 

offer their home and hearts to young people from deprived 

backgrounds via the Foster Parents Movement. Tony went 

on to speak about one of his own mentors and heroes, Br 

Xavier Kelly, an older Brother who through his presence 

and wisdom took time to sit with (literally whilst digging 

potatoes), and encourage and inspire the young Br Tony.   

And so the challenge of remaining young at heart was 

gently put before us, as we were reminded of the Wisdom 

(or „Sage‟) figures we can become for the young, not by 

pretending that we have all the answers, but by taking the 

time to share our rich experience of life with them.  

Retreat 

We rounded off the course with a 3-day 

Retreat with an Irish Jesuit, Fr Michael 

Drennan, based on the Sacraments of 

Reconciliation, Anointing and Eucharist. 

It was a gentle winding down and 

consolidating what we have been doing. 

Thanks, Michael, for moving us on in 

our understanding. 

EDITORIAL 

Thanks to all who have contributed to our “Jottings.” Our 

course is nearly finished, so this is the final edition.  

We hope the newsletter has contributed to the enjoyment 

of the course, can act as a way of remembering much of it, 

and encourage others to undertake courses in places like 

Manziana. It has been an awesome ride! 


