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 EDITOR’S WORD

After several decades of missionary 
service in various provinces, the body requires 
more rest and care. The Society gives the 
confreres the opportunity to "slow down" and 
live the mission in a different way.  

Everyone reacts differently to this stage of 
life, which has to happen one day. The confreres 
share with us, without holding back, how 
they experience this period of their lives. 

They certainly encounter some challenges, 
but they speak to us a lot about the way they 
continue to live their missionary vocation, 
albeit lived in a different way; they do not try 
to reproduce, at this stage, what they did in 
Africa or elsewhere, but their interest for the 
mission has not diminished. Their prayer life 
helps them to live the mission at a different 
level with the whole Society of Missionaries 
of Africa and the whole Church. Many have 
left a part of their "heart" with the people 
they have known and served; but they know 
deeply that the missionary, like Christ, must 
"live out the Pascal mystery" by announcing 
the Good News of salvation and by doing 
good. 

Freddy Kyombo

Burundian proverb : «Where we love, it never gets dark.» 

Meaning: Brotherly love is the best antidote to despair. 

Couverture: 
Varsenare, in the community of Kasteel. 

PHOTO: REMI VANDE WALLE 

322

SINCE DECEMBER 1912 

PETIT ECHO 
Society of the 

Missionaries of Africa 
2021 / 06   n° 1121     

10 ISSUES YEARLY 
PUBLISHED BY 

THE GENERAL COUNCIL OF THE SOCIETY 

Editorial Board 

Francis Barnes, Asst. Gen. 
André Simonart, Sec. Gen. 
Patient  Bahati  
Freddy Kyombo 
Editor 

Freddy Kyombo 
petitecho@mafrome.org 
Translations 

Jean-Paul Guibila 
Steve Ofonikot 
Jean-Pierre Sauge 
Administrative Secretary 

Addresses and Dispatch  

Odon Kipili 
gmg.sec.adm@mafr.org 

Editorial Services 

Guy Theunis  
Dominique Arnauld 
Correspondents 

Provincial/Sector Secretaries 
Msola, Rome 
Internet  

Philippe Docq 
gmg.webmaster@mafr.org 

Archives 

Photographs provided by the 
M.Afr Archives are subject to 
permission for any public use 
Postal Address 
Padri Bianchi, Via Aurelia 269, 
00165 Roma, Italia 
Phone **39 06 3936 34211 
Stampa Istituto Salesiano Pio XI 

Tel. 06.78.27.819 

E-mail: tipolito@donbosco.it 

Finito di stampare Giugno 2021 



FOREWORD

323

Should I wait or insert myself  
wholeheartedly?

One year ago today, on June 15, 2020, I was at Dombe Mission in 
the Diocese of Chimoio, Mozambique. I arrived there at the beginning 
of March 2020 to visit and encourage our confreres in the sector. In tech-
nical terms, or in our Father White jargon, I came for a "canonical visit 
". As Assistant General, it is always a great pleasure for me to meet the 
confreres and see how they express their joy in Mission through their 
many concrete pastoral activities. The two weeks’ visit was supposed to 
end on March 20th, but news from abroad, especially from Italy, sug-
gested that Covid had already taken many lives and was creating a real 
danger. I decided, after a discussion with my confreres in Mozambique 
and the Generalate, not to throw myself into the lion's den and to wait 
for the situation to calm down. 

How long would I wait? By the beginning of April my hope that the 
situation would soon be resolved was quickly fading.  At this point I 
imagined that I could well be in Mozambique for at least a year! So, ra-
ther than remaining in standby mode, I decided not merely to wait but 
rather to integrate myself wholeheartedly into this new environment, 
this new mission. This was a sort of self-appointment motivated by 
events. But it went without saying that if I 

did not want to waste my time, 
then it was better to seize the 
opportunity to insert myself 
and discover our mission in 
this country. 

I soon realized that to inte-
grate in a new place is not wi-
thout effort. In fact, I was 
confused. I could neither ex-
press myself in Portuguese 
nor in the local language and 
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also the reality of this country, which has known difficult moments in 
its history, was quite different from what I had known before. In short, 
I had so much to learn, and discover. 

Nevertheless, there were factors that facilitated this integration. First 
of all, the fact that I joined the members of our community in Dombe, 
and remained there throughout my confinement gave me the stability 
that I appreciated. As the saying goes, a rolling stone gathers no moss! 
The fact that I received a warm welcome from my confreres Raphaël 
Gasimba and Frank Kalala and from our stagiaire Honoré Munezero; 
praying daily Lauds and Vespers together; celebrating the Eucharist; sha-
ring in the good meals of our cook Mr. Jaime; having a good bed and 
even a desk; being in a clean house well maintained by " Mama " Enya; 
being initiated into the  learning of Portuguese thanks to the in-house 
lessons offered by Honoré; understanding some of the issues related to 
our mission, such as the importance of supporting the other congrega-
tions present in Dombe; and supporting the various pastoral activities 
that unfortunately could not be fully carried out because of the pandemic 
restrictions. In short, a whole lot of factors that enabled me not only to 
settle down but also to discover and appreciate the new reality and the 
pastoral activities of my confreres in this Mission of Dombe that had 
become my new home. 

These kinds of changes may occur in our missionary life at any given 
time. In fact, they are part of our journey and often mark the beginning 
of a new chapter in our life. These changes also come with lots of chal-
lenges. In this edition of the Petit Écho, we pay attention to one of these 
changes that leads or will lead us, at some point in our missionary life, 
to one of our retirement homes, or as we say in Quebec, to a Residence 
for the Elderly (RPA) or in France, to an Ephad. Four confreres agreed 
to share with us how they are living this change, this new insertion. Here 
are some of the points that stood out: 

�   to appreciate living in a Missionary of Africa community 
while interacting with several lay people and religious sharing 
the same facility; 

�   to desire to live our mission in a different way while remaining 
attentive to the animation of prayer, the celebration of the Eu-
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charist and the encounter with the Africans who are nearby; 
�   to rediscover one's home environment which in some places 

is undergoing an accelerated dechristianization; 
�   to cherish old memories while focusing on the present; 
�   to see this new appointment as a new challenge to serve the 

Society and the confreres; 
�   to appreci ate an environment that offers a new way of life 

more adapted to one's physical and mental condition; 
�   to appreciate the professional services offered by the staff of 

the retirement home; 
The list is long, so let us not overlook other points! Appreciate the 

wisdom of the elderly and understand that our retirement homes are not 
just places where we are kept waiting but places where we can immerse 
ourselves and continue to live our missionary vocation. And as one of 
our four confreres reminds us, let us ask God to help us to:  

live one day at a time,  
to enjoy one moment at a time,  
to accept difficulties as a path to peace,  
to take, as Jesus did, this sinful world as it is,  
and not as I would like it to be,  
trusting that God will make everything right  
if I surrender to His will. 

Enjoy your reading and may this summer period, which promises to 
be a time of renewal, thanks to the easing of the pandemic, give us the 
taste to live fully the present moment while contributing the witness of 
our life in Jesus Christ! 

Ciao! 
Martin Grenier, M.Afr., 

General Assistant.  
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Supplementary list of   
appointments for young 

members - 2021

       Names                                    Country of Origin    Province  

1.    ARANDA MARTINEZ Adrian   Mexico                    EAP 

2.    BAMA Elysée Marie Innocent     Burkina Faso           EAP 

3.    GEORGE Rijo                             India                        SAP 

4.    AKPO Kouakou Hermane           Ivory Coast              SAP 

5.    SAMBI Pascal                              Burkina Faso           SAP 

6.    ABIRIGA Savio Dominic            Uganda                    GhN 

7.    NAHABWE Anthony                  Uganda                    PAC

Freddy goes to Canada, Salvador to Le Petit Écho. The mission continues.

The list of appointments of new confreres is available on the Intranet or
on the Intranet version of the Petit Echo.
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The confreres are grouped mainly in two large Residences for the 
Elderly (RPA), as they are called in Quebec: 

- at the Cardinal-Vachon residence, initially built for the diocesan 
clergy, located in Beauport, near Quebec City; there are 12 confreres 
there, with an average age of 87.6 years; 

- Les Terrasses Bowen in Sherbrooke, a private RPA opened in Sep-
tember 2020, has 26 confreres with an average age of 87.2 years. In ad-
dition, there are 240 flats which also accommodate about a hundred re-
ligious sisters and many laypeople.  There are also four other confreres 
in the city's three long-term stay hospitals (CHSLD). In Chicoutimi, 
there are 3 in 3 CHLSDs, while in Winnipeg, 2 in the same residence. 
At the Maison Provinciale de Montréal, 9 of its residents are over 80 
years old. In Toronto, there are 2 in this age group. 

The confreres in retirement 

home/seniors' residence in 

Canada

MISSION



MISSION

328

At Sherbrooke 

At the end of September 2020, the confreres moved from our own 
RPA in Lennoxville, in the suburbs of Sherbrooke (Recently sold to a 
foundation for people in need of detoxification.), to the new RPA called 
Terrasses Bowen, in the city of Sherbrooke itself, built by Lokia. This 
private company specializes in the construction, administration and 
animation of RPAs.  The residence includes 240 flats that also 
accommodate about 100 religious sisters, 4 Marianhill Missionaries 
and many laypeople, couples and individuals. There is also the Oasis, 
an infirmary where eight less autonomous confreres reside. 

This has undoubtedly been an essential change of environment for 
the confreres. In Lennoxville, we had our own residence at a reasonable 
distance from the other houses, surrounded by woods with paths where 
deer roamed, a small lake, at about 5 km from Sherbrooke. We were 
really at home in a picturesque setting. 

 Then we moved to the city. The space outside is more limited. The 
home is next to the Saint-François River, which runs through the city, 
with a path that runs along it for several kilometres and is used by pe-
destrians, joggers and cyclists. We are closer to the city's hospitals, so 
the Hôtel Dieu is only a few hundred metres away, which is very useful 
for elderly confreres. We are housed on two floors, with our own small 
chapel and community room; we meet in a section of the common 
dining room for meals. The management of Les Terrasses takes our 
protection from the dangers of contagion of the pandemic very seriously; 
fortunately, we have escaped the restrictions imposed by the pandemic 
on the Beauport confreres who for months have had to receive their 
meals in their individual flats. 

The same generous triumvirate of confreres represents us in the ad-
ministration, of the home which also offers many services to the 
residents: recreational activities, physical activities, a small pool, etc. 
In short, it's a bit like a hotel with flats that are more spacious than our 
rooms in Lennoxville. There may have been a bit of shock when we 
moved to the new residence (different place, different customs!), to 
which were added, a few months after our arrival, the restrictions 
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imposed on RPAs by the pandemic. However, contrary to many CHSLDs 
and RPAs, no case of Covid has been reported here. This is all part of 
the positive experience of our relocation. 

Elsewhere in Canada 

I have not had the opportunity to meet confreres from other homes. 
But, judging from the views of some confreres in Sherbrooke, expressed 
both in writing and in conversation, it is clear that they have retained a 
personal interest in the Mission in Africa manifested in various ways: 
relationships by correspondence facilitated by the Internet; personal fi-
nancial assistance to persons or projects; generous contribution to a 
proposed annual Lenten project for Africa among the confreres of the 
Province, etc.  

 To support and concretize this personal interest, they enjoy reading 
the Petit Echo, newsletters from the provinces of Africa and elsewhere, 
etc. Many regularly refer to the Necrological Calendar in the community 
hall, where the names of confreres known not only in Canada but also 
elsewhere, especially in Africa, are listed for the record. Thanks to the 
internet, it is pretty easy to keep abreast of what is happening in Africa. 
Christians, clergy, dioceses, countries of the African continent where 
they worked have a special place in their prayers. Some feel that 
Quebec, which is undergoing an accelerated de-Christianisation, should 
also be remembered in the prayer for the Mission itself.  

On a more personal note, others expressed that they now have a lot 
of free time for better quality and quantity prayer and spiritual reading 
while maintaining an interest in leisure reading.  One concluded: "I will 
feel happy if I can succeed in improving my way of being a missionary 
in a residence for the elderly", a wish that could, without hesitation, be 
expressed by many of us as well.      

Roger Tessier
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The confreres  

in a rest home in Billère

As regional superior, I was often questioned about my intention of 
sending confreres aged seventy-five or more back to Europe because 
they hindered community life and the continued development of their 
particular mission. On the other hand, at the same time they felt that 
their departure would be detrimental to the project they would leave be-
hind. 

Remembering this, after forty-eight years of mission in Africa and 
approaching the age of seventy, I reckoned that I could no longer 
continue with the functions that I occupied, so I volunteered myself for 
another appointment in Europe. I was not looking for a suitable place in 
France to continue what I had left off doing in Africa. As a good White 
Father, I made myself available for a new appointment from my 
superiors. I was named   "Director-Superior" of the White Fathers' reti-
rement home in BILLERE.  Thus from 1998 to 2021, I lived and 
continued my missionary activity between the EHPAD of BILLERE 
and TASSY. And today I feel fully at ease in this role. 

Current situation in France 

There are currently two retirement homes in France run by lay asso-
ciations, each with about forty White Fathers among the residents. 
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To be happy in these houses, one should not consider this appointment 
as a punishment, but rather as a new challenge to serve the Society and 
confreres: a new life adapted to our physical and mental condition. 
Like everyone, the body requires more rest and attention at a certain 
period of life, though many people find it difficult to accept and live 
through this period; this is not peculiar to the White Fathers since few 
people are happy to contemplate the move to a retirement home. They 
want to stay close to their families at home. Therefore, this stage for us 
who are committed to the Society and have already left our families, 
should only be seen as an appointment to a house where we meet other 
confreres and live and work in the community according to our 
missionary commitment, with all the care and comfort that our age 
requires, whilst still remaining missionaries. 

In the homes where I have lived, I see that those who are tardy in 
coming are often so diminished that they have more difficulty adapting 
and do not last. However, usually it is easy to adapt when there is a 
lively community life, with many people, in comfortable houses which 
make the confreres feel that they have not often been so well provided 
for and cared for during their stay in Africa. They are grateful for all 
that the Society does for them. 

These houses are less family-oriented due to residents who are not 
members of the Society, women, and men and given that, we are no 
longer responsible for their management and administration. On the 
other hand, we do appreciate all the administrative services provided 
by competent people, including food and accommodation.  In general, 
there is a dedicated staff to attend to all our needs. For example, 24-
hour health service, people to clean our rooms, make our bed and feed 
us, if necessary. There is ample room to be fully committed to our 
mission of service to our brothers in and out of the house.  

Many of them actually need to improve their health, a little more 
rest, sometimes a little silence. The group is conducive to a life of 
prayer, reading, and reflection and to resume a more regular life. At the 
beginning, they take the opportunity to put their files in order, to 
complete one or other task they may be still working on. They are en-
couraged to write some notes about past missionary life to avoid losing 
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the rich texture of their life and thus keep alive the memory of the So-
ciety. 

Attention for the spiritual and missionary life 

The administrative services that run these houses talk a lot about the 
"quality of life" that we have to offer to the residents. In this area, the 
possibilities are immense for us because of the "driving force " that is 
our spiritual life and what it directs our lives towards. 

Our communities must live the same missionary commitment as 
others in the Society, of which we are both actors and beneficiaries. 
Firstly, each one has a responsibility, according to his possibilities for 
the preparation and celebration of the Eucharist, breviary, monthly re-
collections and community meetings. This implies searching for 
appropriate liturgy and songs. It is a well-established structure that is of 
benefit to everyone and unites us.  

I would also add all that we experience during the last moments of a 
confrere’s life. Everyone draws close to him to accompany him, 
sometimes day and night. His departure gives us the opportunity to 
gather together all that we have experienced with him and to form a 
magnificent wreath of thanksgiving during the funeral vigil and the ce-
lebration of the requiem. There is never any sadness at such services. 
The families are often very touched by the prevailing atmosphere.  

Conferences, projections, movies, a good common library plus the 
books that each one orders and the numerous magazines that go around 
the house, stimulate us to remain open to the Church and the world. All 
this effort is made available to everyone here in Billère thanks to an 
internal television network that allows those who stay in their rooms to 
follow everything on their television sets. This proved so useful during 
the many confinements when a confrere presided over Mass and the 
breviary in the chapel for everyone.  

Our spiritual life in the broadest sense is our commitment as 
missionaries called by God to live and proclaim the Good News. It is 
about all the activities carried out for mutual concern, accompaniment, 
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and an indication of the attention we give to others, a sign of our love. 
Below are a few of the activities from a list that could be long: Pushing 
a wheelchair for a confrere (it could be seven trips in one day!) – 
Visiting one another, help with internet, tablets, phones, helping with 
the upkeep of the property - flowers - serving in the sacristy - decoration 
for feasts - printing articles or texts from the Society for those who do 
not have computers - doctor's visits - hospital visits - excursions - 
shopping in town for those who do not go out - correspondence for 
those who can no longer write, reading to the visually impaired. ..... We 
have the poor, the sick, the weak in our midst; let us show them the 
same love as Christ. This is his great commandment.  

My wishes 

I hope that the Society will continue to have communities in each 
country to welcome elderly confreres. According to the Church, it is 
normal that at a certain age, the missionaries leave behind their respon-
sibilities and return to their country of origin. Not to repeat what they 
did elsewhere, but to receive an appointment to continue living and 
working in the community, perhaps a retirement home. If after meeting 
all the needs of the house they still have some strength left, they will 
find some type of ministry outside as many do here. 

Regis Chaix in his room in Billere
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My wish is that the Society will always look for a local superior of 
such large communities, a confrere capable of accompanying the 
confreres in this last stage of their life. He should be the animator, the 
confidant of each one, who lives with them and feels the way the group 
is evolving.  

It is important to foresee what the Society will need to do for Africans 
and Asians who will eventually retire. A good question for the next chap-
ter! 

Régis Chaix 



Maison Lavigerie, where I have been for the past two years, is only 
a stage of my transition period since I had to leave my parish of 
Kabwata, "Good Shepherd", in Lusaka, Zambia. After more than 20 
years of being in charge of the parish, you can imagine how much 
bonding took place with this community. 

In Zambia, we were in the former British colonies. I was assisted by 
two confreres, one of whom was African, in building up this parish. We 
had to respond to the needs of our extensive Christian community with 
all the changes that the Second Vatican Council entailed. The first step 
was to build a church that would be proportionate to our community, a 
church inaugurated by the bishop of the diocese in the year 2000. A 
poor neighbourhood of about 40,000 inhabitants was attached to this 
community. There was no school for the children, no dispensary to care 
for the sick, and no prayer centre. Therefore, we began a development 
project according to the needs of this neighbourhood, so much so that 
we now have a new parish St. Lawrence, established by our bishop for 
this poor neighbourhood. 

Our regional thought it best to transfer me to another parish where I 
would be semi-retired. There is no need to tell you that this transfer was 
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Maison-Lavigerie  

EHPAD
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painful. Still, I fully accepted it, leaving the parish of Kabwata under 
the responsibility of the Tanzanian confrere with whom I had been 
working for some years. Having looked at the various options I agreed 
to go far away enough so as to not interfere in any way with the 
confrere now in charge.  

This was my prayer in this time of uncertainty:  

Prayer of serenity  

God, grant me the serenity to accept 

the things I cannot change, 

the courage to change the things I can, 

and the wisdom to know the difference between the two. 

Live one day at a time, 

enjoying one moment at a time, 

accepting difficulties as a path to peace, 

taking, as Jesus did, this sinful world as it is, 

not as I would like it to be, 

trusting that You will make everything right 

if I surrender to Your will. 
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This transfer took me to another diocese 600 kms away in the east of 
Zambia. I had to accept to be a Simon of Cyrene and bear the burden of 
the cross. I had to bear the burden of the transfer and the responsibility 
of the Cathedral of Chipata for a brief period. For me, who am rather an 
orderly and methodical person in my work, I was disappointed when I 
saw the level of development of the only cathedral parish in the city 
and when the vicar general ordered me not to change anything waiting 
for someone to be appointed the following year after the ordinations. 

We were told that to grow old well, we must know how to be silent, 
to think about the past and consider what life is at present, something 
our Ignatian retreats had prepared us for: the mystery of life and the 
preparation for death, as we used to say. 

In this retirement home called EHPAD, our eyes are now focused on 
the present, and we allow the old memories that we keep deep inside us 
to shine through. Some of us may spend hours at the window 
contemplating the beauty offered to us by nature, especially the Pyrenean 
mountain chains, and sometimes be sensitive to the beauty of flowering 
trees in spring or the ineffable colours of the leaves in autumn. In the 
quiet of this house, we are in touch with our past experiences, with all 
those we have met and who now rest with God in eternity. 

Surely our hope lies in our memories? Beautiful memories are some 
of the best things we have to share and perhaps receive in return. These 
memories are mostly related to the environments in which we have 
lived, especially in Africa for most of us. Is it not possible then to relive 
our mission in this retirement home through these memories? Of course 
'Yes'! 

We have our times of prayer in the chapel for as much as the 
confreres are able to move around, if need be in a wheelchair. In our 
house, which is a house of prayer really and is called the EHPAD in 
Billère, we are fortunate in that we have televisions in our rooms which 
connect us to the chapel and allow us to participate in the community 
exercises whenever we want to, even when our physical condition does 
not allow us to go downstairs. 
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Very often, before a community exercise, Lauds, the Eucharistic ce-
lebration, or Vespers, we are presented with prayer intentions: current 
happenings, Pope Francis' intentions, news from our families, or 
something related to the places where we have ministered. The intentions 
are broad enough for us to live the missionary spirit, even if this 
situation is different from what we experienced in the past. 

Edgar Pillet 

Edgar Pillet in front of the EHPAD in Billère 
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In Castelfranco 

My pastoral work in Africa came to an end in 2017, when I left 
Algeria because of my age (82) and some health problems. I moved to 
Castelfranco Veneto in the northeast of Italy, where one of the two 
communities that now make up our sector is located. There I found 
seven confreres about my age, who had also returned after long stays in 
Africa. 

One used to say that our mission is not over when we retire: it is 
lived differently. This is exactly what I found in Castelfranco. Even 
though their numbers are diminishing, there are still many practicing 
Christians in the region. While the clergy is declining rapidly in number. 
The parish priests of the surrounding parishes often call on us for 
confessions, Masses, preaching, etc. The confreres respond willingly: 
these contacts awaken in them a missionary vision of the life of the 
Church. 

However, their ministry tries to go beyond that. Many immigrants in 
the North-East of Italy are drawn by a flourishing economy, where they 
stand some chance of finding work. The majority are Muslims from the 

The Mission continues upon 

return from Africa
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Maghreb, but there are also a good number of Africans from sub-
Saharan Africa and among them some are Christians. Our community 
has tried to make contact with them. To this end, the community has set 
up a missionary group to share with adults its desire for encounter and 
friendship. This group has taken part in the celebration of the Eucharist 
of a community of Ghanaians which is cared for by an African priest. It 
has also invited them to their meetings. The Fathers have also developed 
relationships with Muslims: they occasionally meet to reflect on themes 
common to Christianity and Islam. For example, the Muslims invited 
them to a shared meal at the end of Ramadan, after praying separately. 
The community also attempted to offer them an Italian language course. 

Missionary animation extends beyond our diocese: Padua, close to 
Castelfranco, entrusts a deanery (5-6 parishes) to the White Fathers 
each year to speak about the mission of the Church in the world. The 
catechesis ends with a mass where a White Father preaches, and the 
faithful offer their financial support to our Society. Thanks to a former 
student of the White Fathers who now works in a local television 
station, Father Luigi Lazzarato has had the opportunity to speak more 
than once about mission on the local television.  

In Treviglio 

At present, I am no longer in Castefranco, but in Treviglio, in the 
diocese of Bergamo, where we have the second community of our 
sector. We are about fifteen confreres, half of us are disabled. Those 
who are still fit help out in parishes, as in Castelfranco, and animate the 
missionary groups in three deaneries. A confrere, Father Pino Locati, 
together with a group of men and women, is involved in combating 
human trafficking, especially women, who are sometimes recruited by 
the "magnacci" (pimps) deceitfully with the promise of a good job. 
They are mostly from Eastern Europe and Africa and end up on the 
roads here. 

There is also the group of those among us who are disabled; mission 
continues as well for them. They are no longer able to be involved 
directly in ministry, but by accepting their infirmity, which is sometimes 
very difficult, and by their prayer, they offer their lives to God for the 
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missionary Church. They have Africa in their hearts and often evoke 
their apostolate, not with heartbreaking nostalgia, but with thanksgiving 
for what the Lord helped them to achieve among their brothers and 
sisters in Africa. They remind us of what the near future holds for all of 
us: the mission of total self-offering.  

Let me add that our missionary animation initiatives have been put 
on hold by Covid, just like elsewhere. Like our fellow citizens, we have 
been living under confinement and restrictions imposed by the pandemic. 
Activities are beginning to pick up slowly at the moment, but we 
wonder whether we will ever be able to return to the way things were in 
the past, or in the time we have left, to create something new. 
Nevertheless, our hope remains alive and sustains us. 

Aldo Giannasi 

The day of 5 September 2020, with Archbishop Bernard-Nicolas 
Aubertin, Archbishop Emeritus of Tours
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Books and articles published 
by confreres. 

Eugeniusz Sakowicz & Boguslaw Zero (ed.), Christians in the World 
of Islam – Dialogue – Mission – Witness, Symposium organisé les 25-
26 janvier 2019 à l’Université de Lublin (Pologne) par les missionnaires 
d’Afrique (MSOLA & MAFR) à l’occasion du 150ème anniversaire de 
leur fondation avec des contributions entre autres : du Cardinal M. Fitz-
gerald, des PP. Diego Sarrio Cucarella, Lazaro Bustince, Anselme Tar-
paga, Boguslaw Zero, de Sr. Mia Dombrecht, Natalin K/Lublina, 2021, 
238p.  

Diego Sarrió Cucarella, “Serving together in the international 
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Michel Meunier, Never a Boring Moment! Memories of a Missionary, 
ISBN 978-1-7771441-1-1, Marquis, Quebec (Canada), July 2020, 246 
pages

For some years the Society has been 
encouraging older confreres to write 
down their memoirs: life stories, missio-
nary experiences or reflections, pastoral 
lessons, cultural or personal memories, 
etc. 

In our archives, we receive more and 
more of these brochures or books which 
could later become, as the diaries today, 
precious documents to consult. 

The last book received is the one of 
Michel Meunier published in French and 
English, well presented and very pleasant 
to read. Michel recounts many facts of 
life collected during his missionary life 

first in Malawi: 1st parish, Mua; 2nd parish, Dedza; 3rd parish, Ntcheu; 
then elsewhere, in Toronto, Canada, in Jerusalem, in a parish in Nairobi, 
in South Africa, in Zambia and finally in Montreal. 

The book begins with his many journeys, and then narrates, in small 
chapters, facts dealing with a particular subject. It contains all sorts of 
anecdotes and facts, but also a few treasures such as what he shares 
about street children (Kwetu Center, house of peace), on pastoral work 
(youth movements, small Christian communities, the sacrament of re-
conciliation, girls or women who want to have abortions or commit 
suicide, etc.).  

Without any surprise, one of the longest chapters is devoted to 
songs, music and theatre (pp. 81-99)². It reminds one of his performances 
in Nairobi on the problems of the cities (African Jigsaw), on the 
meaning of Christmas (Rock Nativity), on the passion, death and resur-
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rection of Jesus (Jerusalem Joy); some of these productions were aired 
and rebroadcast by Kenyan television. 

The most intimate chapter is about the signs he received from God 
in his lifetime. This book is also a beautiful testimony of faith and a 
missionary vocation, illustrated with beautiful photos. Thank you Mi-
chel! 

Guy Theunis
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Jacques Hazard 
1935 - 2021

Our confrere, Pello Sala, 
with whom Jacques li-
ved together in Nyami-

rambo (Kigali) from 1985 to 1988, 
recounts: "Every year, a few of us 
would climb one of the volcanoes 
in the north of Rwanda: Visoke, 
Karisimbi, Sabyinyo. Although 
Jacques was often the oldest, he 
was the first to reach the summit. 
His long legs climbed up quickly. 
" It was hardly any easier to follow 
Jacques on his missionary journey, 
as he often changed places and 
commitments, at least until his ar-
rival in Toulouse.   

Jacques was born in Perpignan 

in 1935, probably because of his 
father, an officer in the French 
army was stationed there. It is, ho-
wever, Versailles that seemed to 
have been the family's home base. 
Jacques was one of the last to do 
the Novitiate at Maison-Carrée in 
1956/1957. The Novitiate moved 
to Gap the following year. He conti-
nued his theological studies in Car-
thage, and ordained a priest on De-
cember 21, 1963. He left for 
Rwanda, where he spent an initial 
term of about four years. 

In Rwanda 

His presence in Rwanda follo-
wed a rather sporadic course: he 
spent 14 years there, interspersed 
with his return to Paris, Mours, 
and various renewal sessions to 
Canada or France, etc. Pello Sala 
testified: "His years in the parish 
were beautiful years, not only for 
Jacques, but also for me. Jacques 
was a generous man, always avai-
lable for apostolic work and 
community service. He took part 
in community pastoral activities. 
Although Jacques was not particu-
larly suited for positions of authority, 
he was a good team player. Jacques 
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was very committed to the charis-
matic movement. The prayer of 
these groups provided him with 
spiritual enrichment. As a priest, 
he was a good leader who unders-
tood the tonalities of the prayer 
groups. He guided the participants 
in their commitment and service 
to others, especially the poor and 
marginalized of Nyamirambo. Be-
sides, he gave doctrinal formation 
sessions to counterbalance the more 
emotional aspect of these groups. 
"He loved the Renewal prayer 
groups, and it was undoubtedly in 
this environment that he developed 
a sympathy and spiritual affinity, a 
spiritual affinity with people who 
lived fragile lives to which he was 
sensitive. 

Jacques was a great walker who 
loved to cover many kilometres. 
He would go on Sundays to cele-
brate the Eucharist in Mpanga, Bu-
rema, Mwendo, and in all the outs-
tations of the vast parish made up 
of an urban area and a vast coun-
tryside area. He would go down 
the valley, up to Mageragere, walk 
for miles and then down to Mpanga 
with a small haversack on his back, 
containing the necessary supplies 
for the Eucharist and his simple 
snack.  With his broad and fast 
stride, mutarambirwa (the tireless 
one), as he was called, would shout 
out loud greetings, and burst out 

in laughter while exchanging news.  
Undoubtedly, his journey and 

his frequent changes underscore 
fragility, an endless search to better 
situate himself in his missionary 
vocation. A fragility that made him 
sensitive to the suffering of others: 
thus in 2020, years after his depar-
ture, he was still in correspondence 
with Rwandans, including people 
with disabilities, who still warmly 
spoke about him. The Carmelites 
of Nyamirambo, writing at the 
news of his death, wrote: "He did 
us lots of favours. A saint! With 
you, we are grateful to Christ, of 
whom he was a faithful witness. » 

Unfortunately, his time in 
Rwanda ended tragically: On April 
6 1994, he was in the parish of 
Rambura, the parish of origin of 
the former Rwandan President Ju-
venal Habyarimana, who was as-
sassinated on the evening of that 
day. Jacques was in the parish 
where the Rwandan priests welco-
med him for meetings with prayer 
groups and students. After the as-
sassination of the President people 
were infuriated, and the violence 
was unfurled. A grenade was thrown 
into the chapel where Jacques was 
praying with the Rwandan priests 
who were killed. It was difficult to 
imagine how no shrapnel reached 
Jacques in such a cramped place. 
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He escaped alone, unharmed, trying 
to get out of the horror, though not 
without trauma. A sub-prefect of 
the region took him on his motor-
bike and managed to get him to 
Gisenyi, where he could leave 
Rwanda. Another confrere, Rik 
Lenssen, managed to do the same: 
“We fled from Ruhengeri towards 
Goma with a convoy of five cars. 
Jacques alone was running towards 
the border. I got him into my car 
as we drove along the shore of 
lake Kivu. In the overloaded vehicle 
Jacques never uttered a word.  "Af-
terwards, he remained discreet about 
what was undoubtedly for him a 
most traumatic experience.” 

He was profoundly overwhelmed 
by what he had seen and experien-
ced that he asked to go to the I’Ins-
titut de Formation Humaine Inté-
grale de Montréal’, to help deal 
with this trauma, and improve his 
talents and skills as a counsellor. 
He stayed there for two years before 
he volunteered to go back to 
Rwanda that had been so torn apart, 
where so many people had been 
scarred and hurt but whom he 
would like to help. He proposed 
taking up what he called a ''healing 
ministry'' or ''liberation ministry''.  

In France 
Knowing his frailties and his 

difficulties to rest and restrict him-

self, the superiors judged it wiser 
to keep him in France and appointed 
him to Toulouse, where he spent 
about twenty years helping the 
parish of Minimes' but above all 
exercising his ministry of the ac-
companiment of groups and indi-
viduals. Being a wounded man 
himself, he understood people who 
were suffering and could approach 
them with great empathy. He en-
joyed visiting the sick, the elderly 
and those who felt rejected. He 
put his enthusiasm at the service 
of various charismatic groups and 
showed a great interest in ecume-
nical outreach. His services were 
required all over Toulouse. He 
could be everywhere to such an 
extent that he was not always pre-
sent in community but the confreres 
appreciated him and understood 
his need to be active and to walk   
the streets of Toulouse morning, 
noon and evening.  

However, years went by, making 
Jacques feel the weight of his years. 
As a result, in 2016, he was ap-
pointed to our community in Bry 
where he spent his last five years. 
Initially, he used to walk around, 
but his legs became little by little 
less responsive, and he could be 
seen walking with a cane, then 
with a walker. Condemned to im-
mobility, he sensed that his last 
days were near. He was hospitalized 
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with the Camiliens. He died on 
February 5. The pandemic meant 
that his funeral could not be held 
in the chapel of the community 
thus his funeral service was held 
in the church of Bry sur Marne, in 
the presence of members of his fa-
mily, Rwandan friends and confreres 
from other communities. The re-
mains were then taken to Versailles 
for burial in a family vault. 

Jacques was and will remain 
for us a model of evangelical and 

apostolic generosity who gave of 
himself without counting the cost. 
Jacques was ‘poor in heart', 
conscious of his limitations. His 
weaknesses, however, did not make 
him closed in on himself. On the 
contrary, they opened him up to 
the failings and sufferings of others. 
He has now joined the Good She-
pherd, who is attentive to the suf-
fering sheep. 

Henri Blanchard 
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Gerald Stones 
(1941 – 2020)

Gerry, as he preferred to 
be known, was born to 
Patrick Stones and Mary 

Benigna Mullen of Bonnyridge, 
Scotland, on 31st October 1941.   
He was the third of their twelve 
children.   

Gerry attended primary school 
at St Joseph’s, and from there went 
on to follow his secondary school 
studies at St Modans High School, 
Stirling.  He left High School with 
qualifications in English, Mathe-
matics, French and Greek before 
going to study Philosophy at the 
formation house of the Province at 
Blacklion, Ireland.     From there 

he progressed to Dorking, England 
where he completed his Spiritual; 
Year.  The Novice Master wrote of 
him: “He has sound judgement, 
not easily influenced by others and 
quietly holds his own opinions and 
exhibits a deep piety. He will be-
come a very good White Father.” 
With this endorsement Gerry went 
on, initially, to Carthage and then 
to Vals, France, for his theological 
studies.  Again he is highly 
commended for his piety, for his 
discretion and his contribution to 
the life of the community.  For the 
first time mention is made of his 
excellent singing voice which is 
something that would stand Gerry 
in good stead in later years when 
recovering from his stroke.  He 
took his Missionary Oath in Vals 
on 26th June and was ordained on 
2ND July 1965 in his home parish 
of St Joseph, Bonny bridge. 

Mission in Ethiopia 

Immediately after ordination 
Gerry was appointed to Rome for 
five years of scripture and oriental 
studies before going to Adigrat as 
professor of biblical studies. His 
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letters from there are full of good 
humour and interesting anecdotes 
as he got to grips with the language 
and the new liturgical calendar. He 
was deeply impressed with the re-
ligious fervour of the people and 
wrote: “Lent, here, is really tough-
strict fasting for forty days, giving 
up all animal meat and food…it is 
astonishing how this deeply reli-
gious people, so destitute can give 
up the little they have to honour 
God. The longer we stay here, the 
more we wonder and the more we 
learn.” In spite of his teaching 
commitments Gerry was very 
concerned about the economic and 
political situation in Ethiopia.  He 
wrote frequently to organisations 
to request help for the local parish 
and people in times of drought and 
civil unrest. In a letter to the British 
Provincial, he wrote in 1976: “we 
feel that working among these 
fringe elements, setting up structures 
where none exist, doing small pio-
neering tasks, all help to underline 
what a missionary vocation ought 
to be..and we do believe we are on 
the right track!”  When the major 
seminary students went off to do 
their military service, he and the 
other confreres turned their hand 
to other services.  Gerry, with great 
humour, turned his hand to teaching 
English to “very noisy and enthu-
siastic fifteen-year-olds.”   

Service in province 

After thirteen years in Ethiopia 
Gerry was ready for a change of 
direction and responded readily to 
the request of the British Provincial 
to take over the running of the 
First Cycle in London.  He wrote 
that he would also like to continue 
his teaching of bible and hoped he 
would be able to do so at the Mis-
sionary Institute.  He wrote: “I 
love teaching (bible) and I really 
would look forward to a spell at 
the Missionary Institute (if they 
would have me!).  I would be over-
joyed if you could arrange some-
thing in that line..whereas I’d just 
be happy if you gave me anything 
else!”.  So in September 1983 Gerry 
took over the leadership of the 
First Cycle Community in London 
and began lecturing at the Missio-
nary Institute where he was very 
happy and greatly appreciated: “he 
is a highly rated lecturer who relates 
well with both staff and students.  
His intelligence, ability to study 
and powers of reflection are not 
questioned…”. 

General Assistant 

After his term in London Gerry 
was looking forward to a return to 
African soil and was to be appointed 
back to Adigrat in 1987.  However, 
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the Holy Spirit or fate intervened 
and Gerry was elected in 1986 a 
member of the General Council on 
which he would serve for the next 
six years, together with Etienne 
Renaud, Jan Lenssen, Wolfgang 
Schoneke, and Gilles Barrette.  As 
Gerry had a long experience of 
teaching bible and in formation 
houses, he was given the responsi-
bility to oversee all the formation 
centres of the Society. It was in 
this role that he was responsible 
for the foundation of the Society’s 
mission in India.  While he may 
not have known each and every 
student by name Gerry carefully 
researched their dossiers before 
each meeting of the Council and 
“showed a sharp and clear mind in 
his discernment.” He has been des-
cribed by a former fellow member 
of the Council as always being 
“clever, insightful and to the point 
in meetings of the Council.”  To 
the members of the Council and 
the community of the Generalate 
he brought a breath of fresh air 
and a great sense of humour and 
warmth in his relationships.  To-
gether with other members of the 
Council, one on the violin, and 
one on the piano, Gerry would 
love an impromptu concert at which 
he sang with his fine voice.  Always 
interested in the latest technical 
gadgets Gerry was among the first 

in the community to purchase a 
computer.  Again this together with 
his love of singing would serve 
him well in later years when reco-
vering from his stroke. 

Mission in Mozambique 

Relieved of his duties on the 
General Council Gerry took a sab-
batical year in London before ac-
cepting an appointment to teach at 
the major seminary in Maputo, 
Mozambique.  Of course, he had 
first to learn Portuguese and so 
spent three months in Lisbon with 
two other confrères.  Gerry’s know-
ledge of Italian helped him greatly 
in this task and staying with a 
community of fellow missionaries 
the three were obliged to speak 
Portuguese all day so progress was 
rapid. Again, his good humour and 
sense of fun helped the two younger 
confreres relax and enjoy the ex-
perience. 

Gerry was very happy to be 
back on African soil again and 
wrote in 1994 to the British Pro-
vincial: “let me say at the outset, it 
is great to be back on African soil 
with that glorious blue sky…I am 
obviously still finding my way ; it 
is quite different from the Ethiopian 
set up but each day brings with it 
another piece of the mosaic…at 
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the moment I seem to be doing 
nothing more than staying half a 
page ahead of the students..not the 
first time I have been in that situa-
tion.” Shortly after arriving Gerry 
was appointed Rector of the semi-
nary, a post he was to hold for the 
next four years. In late 1998 Gerry 
handed over to a new Rector and 
returned to the Province.  He would 
have preferred to remain in Maputo 
but it was deemed better to make a 
clean break for the good of the se-
minary. 

Back to the province 

In London Gerry once again, 
after a sabbatical year, accepted to 
be superior of the community at 
Oak Lodge, London.  From there 
he continued to lecture at the Mis-
sionary Institute and help out in a 
local parish at the weekend.  It 
was while in the parish one weekend 
in 2004 that he suffered a massive 
stroke which left him paralysed 
down one side of his body.  At 
first it was thought he would not 
speak again but with the help of 
staff, the community, family and a 
close friend he was encouraged to 
regain some speech especially 
through the medium of getting him 
to sing!  However, in spite of his 
limited speech he never lost his 
sharp mind and was very aware of 

all that was happening around him 
and what was being said.  While 
he maintained a good sense of hu-
mour it was, at times, frustrating 
for him not to be able to commu-
nicate what he wanted to say.  For 
the next six years he was in resi-
dence first at Oak Lodge and then 
at the new community house in 
Ealing, London.  Although he was 
increasingly reliant on his mobility 
scooter for getting around, he, no-
netheless, managed to take a large 
number of trips abroad with family 
and friends.  Invariably when so-
meone mentioned at table the name 
of a place they had been to or were 
going to, a voice would pipe up 
from the end of the table: “I’ve 
been there!” Indeed, he had either 
as a member of the General Council 
or with his family and friends.  In 
his room he continued, through the 
internet, to keep in touch with a 
large number of family and friends 
and enjoyed reading and watching 
television.  As always, he was up 
to date with all the latest technical 
wizardry. 

After suffering an increasing 
number of falls he accepted to 
move to nursing care but requested 
that he be moved to his native 
Scotland.  This was arranged and 
just before Covid struck he took 
up residence at a nursing home in 
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Glasgow.  Unfortunately, due to 
the restrictions, visits from commu-
nity and family were not possible 
but he was well cared for and 
happy.  The staff quickly warmed 
to him and did all they could to 
make him comfortable.  He remai-
ned in touch with family and friends 
through the internet and on the day 
he died enjoyed a conversation, in 
the afternoon, with one of his sisters 
and a close friend.  As they said: 
“we put the world to rights” and 
finished, in true Gerry style, with 
a sing song!  He died peacefully 
shortly after. 

He is buried with his confrères 
in Rutherglen, Scotland, and would 
have been pleased to know that 
his funeral was the first of the 
Sector to be live streamed!  Gerry’s 
deep faith and acceptance of all 
that came to be, especially in those 
years of suffering, would surely 
have made him echo the words of 
Simeon: “now Master you let your 
servant go in peace for my eyes 
have seen your salvation.” 

Compiled from the memories 
of several confreres
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Nazzareno Benacchio 

1922 - 2020

Nazzareno Benacchio was 
born on December 25, 
1922, to Rodolfo Be-

nacchio and Maria Scotton, in San 
Nazario, a village in the province 
of Vicenza in the diocese of Padua, 
Italy. He had one sister, Celina, a 
nun, who died in May 2000, two 
months before her 100th birthday. 
His other brother, Giuseppe, a dio-
cesan priest, is 92 years old. 

At the age of eleven Nazzareno 
entered the diocesan minor seminary 
of Thiene, where he attended middle 
and high school. He finished his 
secondary studies at the diocesan 

seminary of Padua. In these semi-
naries, he developed his missionary 
vocation and decided to join the 
Missionaries of Africa (White Fa-
thers). 

On November 11, 1945, he re-
ceived the habit, and began the no-
vitiate in Rado (Vercelli). He conti-
nued his theological studies in 
Parella (Ivrea), where he took his 
oath on September 18, 1947, and 
was ordained deacon a few days 
later, on September 20. He was 
then sent to Tunisia to complete 
his theological studies. It was in 
Tunisia that he was ordained a 
priest on June 30, 1948. 

His first appointment was as a 
missionary animator in Italy. Bet-
ween 1953 and 1958, he lived in 
Parella and then in Treviglio (Ber-
gamo), before moving to Castel-
franco Veneto (Treviso). 

Missionary in the Congo 
and Italy 

In 1960 he was appointed to 
Africa, in particular to Zaire, where 
he was sent to Matanda mission in 
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the diocese of Goma. He later lived 
in Birambizo and Karambi. He re-
turned to Italy in 1967 to participate 
in the Ignatian retreat and, in 1970, 
for medical treatment. However, 
progressive deformation of his spine 
forced him to return to Italy per-
manently in 1974. 

During his fourteen years in the 
DR Congo, he was involved in the 
health sector since there was no 
medical care for about 200,000 
people. As a result, he established 
several health centers and had a 
hospital built in Birambizo. 

In Brazil 

On his return to Italy, he was 
unable to adapt to what he perceived 
as the cold and bourgeois mentality 
of the local clergy. Nazzareno opted 
to fulfil his missionary vocation in 
Brazil, in the region of São Paulo, 
in the parish of Pietade, diocese of 
Itapeva. The parish compound was 
a grazing ground for goats and 
horses. His first task was to streng-
then the congregation through an 
expansion of the parish church. 
There was not much space available 
to assemble the youth and children. 
Initially, four classrooms were 
constructed for catechism classes, 
then another seven for the children. 

In addition, there was a lack of re-
creational facilities: so he built a 
well-lit sports field and another 
one for the children’s games. 

Besides the parish of Pietade 
Nazzareno also founded the parish 
of São Roque in Jaedi Maringa, 
Itapeva. There he established several 
communities: Villa Boava, Barrio 
Braganceiro, Cepap, Barrio Itaoca, 
and several other structures for the 
parish. In addition, this dynamic 
missionary built with the collabo-
ration of the local people the beau-
tiful chapel of "Nossa Senhora de 
Fatima" (Our Lady of Fatima) in 
the village of the same name. He 
was also responsible for the commu-
nities of Jardim Imperator and Jar-
dim Bela Vista. 

Nazzareno embraced the cause 
of the slums: the "Faveladas de 
Pilao Agua"; he played a significant 
role in constructing the houses in 
Vila Mariana. In everything he un-
dertook he insisted and encouraged 
the local population to show mutual 
care and concern.  

Convinced of the importance of 
communication as a means of evan-
gelization, he built up a communi-
cation network in the region: Rede 
Vida and Conção Nova.  Inspired 
by the ideas of Don Bosco who 
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valued sports and recreation as 
means to evangelize young people, 
he built a sports gymnasium in Jar-
dim Cimentolandia, which became 
the city's largest recreation centre.  

Furthermore, he organized and 
supported more than twenty Bible 
groups, claiming that this was the 
best way to Christianize families. 
He focused his energy, as was the 
case for many other people, on the 
love for the needy and the sick, 

who he always visited at home.  

In July 2018, he celebrated his 
70th anniversary of ordination in 
Italy. 

Nazzareno lived a fully active 
missionary life until the end. He 
left us at the age of 98 on November 
16, 2020. He was buried in Brazil, 
in Itapeva. 

Giovanni Castagna

La paroisse de São Roque à Jaedi Maringa, Itapeva
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Mariano Ceccon  

1935 - 2021

Father Mariano was born 
in Valstagna, in the mu-
nicipality of Valbrenta, in 

the diocese of Padua. He was born 
on March 8, 1935, the fourth child 
in a family of seven children, three 
girls and four boys. His family was 
of modest means but with a deep 
Christian faith.  

The countryside of Valstagna is 
beautiful. The family house, built 
near the mountain, gives the im-
pression of living in a precarious 
situation, threatened by the fall of 
massive stones from the slopes 
above. The valley becomes narro-
wer here, and the mountain blocks 

the horizon, so much so that the 
sun only appears a few hours a 
day. The Brenta River flows through 
the valley below. The land to culti-
vate and feed the many inhabitants 
is scarce, prompting many of them 
to emigrate.   

After finishing elementary school 
in 1948 Mariano left Valstagna, in 
the valley of Valsugana, for the 
first time to enter the minor semi-
nary of the White Fathers in Parella, 
near Turin, where an elder brother, 
Ugo, had preceded him. It was 
there that he completed his studies: 
secondary school, high school and 
philosophy. 

On September 27, 1956, he joi-
ned the novitiate at Maison-Carrée 
(Algeria), which was later closed, 
as was to be the case of the scho-
lasticate at Thibar. After that, he 
studied theology in Carthage (Tu-
nisia), where he took his oath on 
June 27, 1960. After that, he retur-
ned to Italy and was ordained to 
the priesthood by Girolamo Bor-
dignon, bishop of Padua. The ce-
remony took place in the city of 
Pontevigodarzere on February 2, 
1961.  
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From 1961 to 1962, he studied 
at the IPEA in Tunis, being intro-
duced to Islamic studies in prepa-
ration for his appointment to Ka-
songo in the Maniema, DRCongo, 
a region strongly marked by Islam.  

In Kasongo diocese 
(DRCongo)  

In 1963 he arrived in Wamaza, 
which was his first parish insertion 
in the diocese of Kasongo. The 
area was very insecure; when in 
1964 the rebels invaded the region, 
he escaped first to Rwanda, then 
to Masisi (Goma). Eventually, he 
returned to the diocese of Kasongo 
in Lulingu (1965). But he was not 
very lucky there: he was attacked 
one day while he was in church. 
Although he was wounded, he did 
not lose consciousness and managed 
to reach the dispensary of the Sisters 
who were able to stop the blee-
ding. 

In 1967 he returned to Italy to 
regain his health and, in the mean-
time, became involved in missio-
nary animation in Cirié, near Turin. 
He returned to the Congo as soon 
as he had recovered sufficiently, 
still in the diocese of Kasongo. He 
worked in Mingana (1970), Kipaka 
(1984), Wamaza (1987), Kasongo 
(1991), Wamaza again (1991), 

Comiso (1993), Kasongo (1994), 
and finally Kalima (1995) in the 
office of the diocesan bursar. It 
was there that he lived the most 
painful experience of his life. In 
his room he kept a photo of the 
eleven Rwandans, eight priests and 
three nuns that he could not save 
from the massacre on March 1, 
1997.  

Everywhere Mariano was known 
as a person willing to serve, close 
to the people, and always very 
much loved. People kindly used to 
call him "Mariamu", which in Swa-
hili means "Mary", and this name 
did not displease him.  

In Castelfranco, Italy 

He returned to Italy for good 
on July 2, 1997 and was appointed 
to the community of Castelfranco, 
where he lived for 23 years until 
his death. His brother, Father Ugo, 
five years his senior, would join 
him there in 2004. Mariano took 
care of him until his death on 
August 14, 2013. At his brother's 
funeral Mariano gave the following 
testimony that illustrated the role 
that Ugo played in his life: “To 
call me the Lord used my brother 
Ugo... When he left the diocesan 
seminary of Padova and joined the 
White Fathers, following his exam-
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ple, I wanted to become a missio-
nary of Africa, and so I entered the 
seminary of the White Fathers. In 
the missions Ugo always wanted 
to help me.  Thank you, Ugo, for 
the love and example you have al-
ways shown me; Rest in peace”. 

Each time Mariano went to pray 
at his grave, he read the spiritual 
testament of his brother: "The word 
that comes to me now sponta-
neously, but that has always ac-
companied my life, is a huge 
THANK YOU. I have always consi-
dered myself lucky in life, and I 
have always had the joy of feeling 
loved and committed to loving."  

In Castelfranco, Mariano wil-
lingly put himself at the service of 
the community. He put his qualities 
as a local bursar at its disposal, 
paying particular attention to the 
maintenance of the house, which 
was being expanded to accommo-
date up to 12 confreres. He was at-
tentive to the needs of the elderly 
and sick confreres. Having cared 
for so many of our sick confreres, 
his turn had now come to be cared 
for. His health deteriorated with 
age, and within a short time he 
collapsed. 

The community barely had time 
to celebrate the Jubilee of his sixty 
years of priesthood (he was ordained 

on February 2 1961). The eve of 
the celebration one of his sisters 
found him still aware of things. 
But he died the following day, 7 
February 2021, at 2:20 pm attended 
to by the medical staff and his 
confreres. He tiptoed off, without 
disturbing anyone, discreetly as 
was his habit. The large number of 
people who came to the funeral, 
celebrated in the parish church of 
the Pieve di Castelfranco, was a 
clear sign of his influence in the 
lives of many. He was truly a good 
and faithful servant in all simplicity 
and serenity. 

Gaetano, the provincial delegate, 
shared a phrase from his spiritual 
testament: "'Let the Father love 
you,' they told me in Jerusalem in 
1983. And when I said 'yes’, I 
found peace and serenity".   

After a long missionary life in 
the Congo (ex-Zaire), the paths of 
the two brothers converged in the 
community of Castelfranco. The 
first to return to the Father's house 
was Ugo. Mariano joined his brother 
to rest beside him. Thus, the two 
brothers shared their whole life of 
their missionary vocation in Africa 
and in the Congo; they now rest in 
peace side by side in the graveyard 
of the White Fathers. 

Gaetano Cazzola  
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Stenger Friedrich Wilhelm (Fritz) 

1942 - 2021

Father. Fritz Stenger was 
born on 22nd December 
1942 in Aschaffenburg on 

the Main in Bavaria to Adolf Sten-
ger and his wife Hilde and grew up 
with his sister in a predominantly 
Christian family. His father was a 
government inspector. Fritz was 
baptized there on 28th December 
and confirmed in Würzburg at the 
Sacred Heart Church on 1st April 
1953. He attended primary school 
in his home town of Aschaffenburg 
from 1949 to 1955. Between 1955 
and 1960, Fritz was at the high 
school in Aschaffenburg before 
changing to Darmstadt. He atten-
ded the Max Planck College in 

Grossumstadt from 1960 to 1964 
and passed his school-leaving 
exam. He studied philosophy at the 
White Fathers' Seminary in Trier 
from 27.04.1964 to 30.08.1966. 
He continued at the novitiate in 
Hörstel from 08.09.1966 to 
08.09.1967. On September 15, 
1967, he was sent to Ottawa, Ca-
nada, for his theological studies 
and remained there until June 15, 
1971. He took his missionary oath 
on 14-05-1970 and was ordained a 
priest in his home diocese of 
Würzburg on 27-06-1971. 

Mission to various  
countries in Africa  
and Europe. 

He returned to Ottawa after his 
ordination to do a licentiate in 
theology. On 25-09-1972, his des-
ire to go to Africa became a reality. 
He was appointed teacher at the se-
minary of Adigrat in Ethiopia. Ho-
wever, on 04-01-1975, he was 
called back to his homeland for a 
term of missionary animation in 
Walpersdorf, Austria. Subse-
quently, he arrived in Köln ill with 
a stroke followed by rehabilitation 
in Boppard. He returned to Africa 
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on 01-01-1977 and this time to 
Zambia, where he first attended the 
language course in Ilondola. After-
wards, he was curate in Samfya in 
the diocese of Mansa from 01-01-
1978.  On January 1, 1981, he was 
appointed to the minor seminary in 
Bahati.   

He took up a journalism course 
in Cologne on 15-10-1983 and 
later worked as a journalist for the 
missionary magazine KONTI-
NENTE in Cologne. On 01-09-
1985, he moved to the parishes of 
Grevenbroich, Barrenstein, All-
rath, where he did a great job in 
youth animation and an exchange 
with the youth of Rotherham in 
England. There were events of all 
kinds, parish celebrations, harvest 
thanksgiving and youth meals. 
There was also a Way of the Cross 
with the three parishes and the 
needy worldwide leading to a 
"hunger march" and pilgrimages in 
Israel. 

He attended an ongoing forma-
tion course in Jerusalem on 01-03-
1989 and then another in the USA. 
On 15-10-1989, he was again in 
Zambia as a curate in Mufulira. 
And in July 1993, he went for ano-
ther course of ongoing formation 
in Ireland. He was appointed tea-
cher at the major seminary in Lu-
saka, Zambia, on 01-01-1994. He 

spent a few days at the Generalate 
in Rome on January 25 1995, and 
then went to England, for treat-
ment.  

Doctor in African  
philosophy 

On February 10 1995, he atten-
ded the institute run by the Para-
clete Fathers. In London he 
pursued his studies for his docto-
rate in African philosophy at 
SOAS. He was a chaplain on board 
a tourist ship to St. Petersburg 
from 18-06-1998 to 02-07-1998. 
On 15-06-1999, he started another 
sabbatical year followed by his 
doctorate in African philosophy in 
London on 14-06-2000. 

He was back to Africa on 01-
10-2000, but this time to teach at 
Tangaza College in Nairobi, focu-
sing on "African Religions and 
Cultures". He took a break from 
teaching for spinal surgery from 
18-12-2005 to 14-01-2006 in Mu-
nich. He became superior of St. 
Charles community in Nairobi on 
01-07-2007.  He edited among 
other things a critical paper respon-
ding to Mr. Mudimbi's theory on 
the role of the White Fathers in co-
lonial Central Africa and the 
BANTU philosophy of Fr. Tem-
pels with success despite the initial 
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skeptical attitude of the students 
wondering if a European 
(Mzungu) knew anything about it 
and could teach it.  

New commitments 

About that time, the Embassy of 
the Federal Republic of Germany 
in Kenya in Nairobi asked him to 
take care of the German commu-
nity in Ethiopia. He gladly accep-
ted this request since he had been 
familiar with it from his previous 
stay. He visited them in Addis 
Ababa several times a year. In his 
spare time, he also cared for the 
notorious slums in Nairobi city wi-
thout sanitation, water and power 
on the rubbish hills and many other 
needy people seeking help. He 
spent another sabbatical year in 
Germany, Israel and the USA from 
21-05-2008 to 10-06-2009. 

On the 16-12-2009, he became 
a lecturer at the Pastoral and Social 
Institute of the Diocese of WA in 
northern Ghana. The Institute is af-
filiated with the University of 

Cape Coast, where students world-
wide study. He enjoyed being back 
in Africa after a year's sabbatical 
and felt very comfortable there be-
cause he felt "at home". However, 
he was called to the library in the 
Generalate in Rome on 09-02-
2012, he worked there until 10-04-
2017. He could not fully commit 
himself to the library of the Gene-
ralate because it was undergoing 
restoration and transformation. So 
he started to work on a vade 
mecum on EBOLA for the Medi-
cal Missionary Institute in Würz-
burg, from where experts are sent 
worldwide for rapid intervention in 
disaster and crises to try to clarify 
the cultural particularities in the 
fight against EBOLA. 

After five years in Rome, he re-
turned to Germany and went to 
Munich to manage the bursar's of-
fice. His Lord called his faithful 
servant back to him on March 17 
2021, after a heart operation at the 
hospital in the south of Munich. 
R. I. P.  

Alois Schmid 
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Jean-Marie Vasseur 
1928 - 2021

Jean-Marie was born on 12 
January 1928 in Abbeville, 
in the diocese of Amiens. 

His father, a doctor, and his mother 
were convinced Christians; Jean-
Marie had several aunts and uncles 
who had embraced the religious 
life. He was the eldest child in the 
family; he had his education in 
Catholic institutions, and he was 
born and raised in a privileged en-
vironment. So it was no surprise 
when, after obtaining his bacca-
laureate, he asked to enter the se-
minary. Both from his teachers and 
the parish priest, the recommen-
dations could not have been more 
flattering. 

In 1946 he was admitted to Ker-
lois where he spent two years before 
joining the novitiate at Maison-
Carrée. All considered him a very 
gifted young man with many hu-
man, intellectual, social and spiritual 
qualities. He continued his mis-
sionary training in Thibar, then in 
Carthage. He stood out for his 
sound and solid maturity. He took 
his oath on 27 June 1952 in Thibar 
and was ordained a priest on 5 
April 1953 in Carthage. 

Professor of  philoso-
phy, then regional of  
West Volta 

He was appointed to the commu-
nity of student confreres in Stras-
bourg who were preparing to be-
come teachers in minor seminaries. 
He graduated with a degree in phi-
losophy. It was therefore natural 
that he taught philosophy for the 
first few years, first at the minor 
seminary of Nasso (diocese of 
Bobo-Dioulasso), where he stayed 
for two years, then at the minor 
seminary of the province of France, 
at Bonnelles. It was very hard for 
him to leave Nasso, and he found 
it very difficult to adapt. However, 
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he committed himself fully to it: 
he proved to be a good educator 
and a good teacher. His calm and 
level-headedness won him the confi-
dence of his pupils, as well as that 
of his confreres.  

In 1965 after completing a thirty-
day retreat at Villa Cavaletti (Rome), 
he left again for Upper Volta, where 
he was appointed to a parish in the 
diocese of Nouna as he had re-
quested. He devoted himself to 
learning the language and to his 
new role as a missionary in the 
parish of Toma among the Samo 
people. However, since there were 
not many philosophy teachers 
around, he was appointed superior 
of the minor seminary of Tionkuy, 
where all appreciated him. However, 
his strong personality radiated 
beyond the seminary, so in 1972, 
his confreres chose him as regional 
superior of the Western Volta Re-
gion, with residence in Bobo-Diou-
lasso. 

Superior General 

In this capacity, he participated 
in the 21st General Chapter of 
1974, during which he was elected 
Superior General. It should be men-
tioned that the situation of the So-
ciety then was fragile. Although 
the membership had never been so 

large (3,400), the Second Vatican 
Council and the 1967 Chapter had 
brought about many changes. Most 
confreres welcomed these new 
ways with enthusiasm. But a good 
number of confreres were destabi-
lized, not only by the conciliar 
texts but also by the Capitular Do-
cuments of 1967, the latter calling 
for personal responsibility, and not 
so much for rules of life as had 
previously been defined in detail 
in the Constitutions and in the Di-
rectory. In addition, many confreres 
no longer understood the meaning 
of their mission as the dioceses 
were now entrusted to an African 
hierarchy. The Chapter, therefore, 
had to clarify our apostolic project 
and our way of living it. For exam-
ple, it was necessary to specify our 
role and clarify the true missionary 
tasks in an already established 
Church. It was also essential to re-
define community life and the apos-
tolic spiritual life. Our initial and 
ongoing formation had to be re-
viewed... The new team was the-
refore entrusted with an important 
programme. 

Jean-Marie set to work with his 
usual ardour.  It is impossible to 
present here the six years of his 
mandate. However, we must point 
out the main decisions that were 
to strongly mark the future of the 
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Society. Jean-Marie continued to 
make contracts with the dioceses 
to define our collaboration with 
the local Churches, both in terms 
of the "initial tasks" that the Society 
could assume and the material 
conditions of this collaboration. 
However, Jean-Marie understood 
well that the malaise stemmed 
mainly from spiritual attitudes. The 
Council and the 1967 Chapter called 
for a real conversion. This is where 
the problem was, and it was at this 
level that remedies had to be found.  

To this end, Jean-Marie initiated 
the retreat sessions of Saint Anne’s 
in Jerusalem, which allowed many 
confreres to renew their spiritual 
and apostolic life. Those likely to 
become formators or direct retreats 
were invited to follow sessions on 
Ignatian spirituality. He entrusted 
a team with the task of writing a 
paper on the identity of the White 
Fathers and strongly emphasized 
the community dimension of our 
charism. He published long letters 
in the Petit Echo with a doctrinal 
slant on subjects such as 'the de-
mands of the apostolate', 'apostolic 
prayer', 'community life', 'the mis-
sion of Mary', 'Witnesses to Christ', 
etc. The aim was to renew the spirit 
of the Society in line with our tra-
ditions. He also attached great im-
portance to formation. However, 

it should be noted that one of the 
most important contributions of his 
term of office was the real start of 
welcoming African vocations in 
the Society.  

The various missions in 
France 

By the time Jean-Marie ended 
his term of office as Superior Ge-
neral, he had left a lasting mark on 
the future of the Society. But he 
had worked so hard that his health 
would suffer for several years. He 
suffered from chronic sinusitis and 
would spend several years under 
the care of many doctors. In 1982, 
he thought he could return to Upper 
Volta. But all agreed that it was 
better for him to stay in France. 
He moved to rue Friant. As he 
could not take on any important 
responsibilities, he provided many 
occasional pastoral services. In 
1984, the province asked him to 
assume the responsibility of the 
homes of elderly confreres, with 
residence at Bry-sur-Marne. After 
a few attempts, he realized the dif-
ficulty of this mission which did 
not seem to respond to a genuine 
desire of the elderly confreres. 

Therefore, in 1988, he accepted 
to be in charge of the parish de la 
Gabelle in Fréjus. This new project 
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was initiated by the province, and 
was a way to establish a presence 
in a Muslim environment. Jean-
Marie stayed there for eight years, 
giving the best of himself in the 
service of the parish. He quickly 
acquired great influence in the dea-
nery. The confreres who were ap-
pointed to Fréjus had a little diffi-
culty keeping up with him! 

Moreover, the bishop of Toulon, 
who saw Jean-Marie's many qua-
lities, took him into his council 
and entrusted him with other tasks, 
such as that of spiritual director at 
the diocesan major seminary. The 
bishop even proposed that he be-
come his Vicar General and Su-
perior of the major seminary. But, 
in his wisdom, Jean-Marie said 
that this was not the role of a White 
Father.  

In 1997 the White Fathers left 
Fréjus and Jean-Marie was appoin-
ted to the community of Vanves, a 
community of confreres carrying 
out various ministries in the region 
of Paris. He took advantage of this 
transition to attend the session-re-
treat in Jerusalem. The diocese of 
Nanterre entrusted him with a mis-
sion as a curate in the pastoral 
team of Bagneux. But Jean-Marie 
was not very comfortable in Vanves, 
which he found too far from Ba-
gneux. He, therefore, asked to be 

appointed to rue Friant, which was 
easier to reach. In 2004 he changed 
parish and worked in the parish of 
Montrouge, closer to rue Friant. 
He also did a lot of work accom-
panying individuals and groups. 
He dedicated himself entirely to 
the priestly ministry. In addition, 
he was responsible for ongoing 
formation in the province, which 
involved accompanying confreres 
who came to Paris for a period of 
renewal.  

Active in a retirement 
home 

In 2005, he indicated that he 
was ready for an appointment to a 
retirement home and, the following 
year, he joined the community of 
Bry-sur-Marne, which he left in 
2016 to go to Billère, but it was 
not to rest! Until his last breath, he 
devoted himself without counting 
the cost to the service of his 
confreres and to pastoral commit-
ments. He was concerned with the 
well-being of everyone in the house, 
visiting his confreres in their rooms, 
especially those at the end of their 
lives. He participated in the running 
of the house, either on the House 
Council, or to animate the liturgies, 
or to organize the library. In addi-
tion, Jean-Marie, an intellectual, 
continued to read books on theology, 
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exegesis, spirituality, or any other 
work that would allow him to keep 
up to date and understand the world 
of today. He took notes and compi-
led files; by the time he died he 
left behind an impressive quantity 
of meticulously classified docu-
ments. 

Jean-Marie was not someone to 
stay at home; he quickly found 
ways to get involved in the life of 
the local Church, either by leading 
groups such as the Équipes Notre-
Dame or Catholic Action teams, 
or through numerous individual 
accompaniments, or by participating 
in diocesan events. He often spent 
days in the confessional in Lourdes. 
Until his last days, he wanted to 
respond faithfully to his vocation 
as a priest and missionary. 

Jean-Marie was always on the 
move and appeared tireless. He did 
not seem to know the meaning of 
the word 'rest'. He did have health 
problems that required check-ups 
and stays in hospital. But he never 
talked about it and never complai-
ned. Finally, it was his back and 
legs that failed him and forced him 
to spend his last months in a wheel-

chair, but this did not affect his 
energy and sense of service. On 
the contrary, he was active up to 
two or three weeks before his death. 
He was confined to bed for a few 
days and passed away quietly, still 
conscious, on the afternoon of 25 
March 2021, at 93. 

The funeral took place in the 
parish church so that the majority 
of confreres and friends could at-
tend, the chapel having been closed 
to the public. The funeral was or-
ganized by the Notre Dame groups 
that he accompanied in collaboration 
with the family of a niece living in 
Pau. The mass was presided over 
by Mgr Molères, bishop emeritus 
of the diocese; the homily was 
given by Father Bernard Lefebvre, 
superior of the community.  

Confreres near and far united 
with them in their thanksgiving for 
all the years Jean-Marie Vasseur 
had devoted his many talents in so 
many ways to the service of the 
mission and of the Society, with a 
'devouring passion, a supernatural 
passion' just as Lavigerie had asked 
for.  

François Richard
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Roger Berkensträter 

1936 - 2021

Roger, highly esteemed 
by his confreres, was 
born on September 29, 

1936. He came from a good family 
in Witten with three brothers and 
sisters. At the age of six he was ad-
mitted to the Catholic elementary 
school in Beckum. When he fini-
shed elementary school, he under-
took an apprenticeship to become 
a painter gaining a professional 
examination, then worked for three 
years in the same company. 

Brother Roger was quiet and re-
served but always cheerful and 
ready to help. He had great willpo-

wer and stamina. These abilities 
made him such a pleasant collabo-
rator among the youth of his 
parish. Many of these young 
people of 16-17 years of age were 
encouraged by his example to be-
come leaders in youth movements 
later on. 

The ideal thing for Roger was 
helping other people. He fulfilled 
his desire to help spread the king-
dom of God by sharing his faith 
with others, primarily through his 
work and example, then by ente-
ring the postulancy of the White 
Fathers in Hörstel at the age of 20 
in January 1957. At the end of his 
novitiate, he took his first tempo-
rary oath. After the scholasticate in 
Marienthal, he undertook impor-
tant reconstruction work in the 
province, in Trier, in Langenfeld 
and Linz/Bonn until his first ap-
pointment to Africa.   

Mission in Zambia 

After seven years of preparation 
in the province, his appointment to 
Africa in 1963 led Brother Roger 
to his missionary goal. The 
RAPTIM flight took him from 
Amsterdam, via Entebbe, to Lu-
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saka in Zambia. The following 
day, he continued to Ndola, a beau-
tiful commercial city. It was the 
beginning of the rains in Decem-
ber, and everything looked fresh 
and colourful, giving him a posi-
tive first impression of Africa. 
After a few days of rest, the mood 
changed: 12 White Fathers who 
were to participate in the three-
month language course in Ilondola 
piled their luggage into a truck. 
The journey was an experience for 
all of them, over sacks of cement 
and all sorts of other things desti-
ned for the mission stations; the 
roads were bumpy, dusty and see-
med never to end since Ilondola is 
about 600 km from Ndola, in the 
middle of the bush.  

With the sides of the truck clo-
sed and only the rear cover open, 
not only was it scorching, but the 
rear opening sucked up all the dust 
from the road. A bath on arrival 
was more appreciated than ever! 
They continued the next day. For-
tunately, it rained during the night; 
the road was not dusty anymore, 
and they could admire the beauti-
ful landscape. Hoch received his 
students at their destination on the 
evening of the second day. He 
would introduce them to the lan-
guage and customs of their new 
homeland for three months.  

Roger was appointed to the dio-
cese of Kasama after the language 
course. His first mission was Chi-
lubula, and he would remain there 
for the next 20 years. It was an old-
style mission station. Everything 
was in the hands of the missiona-
ries: the administration, the 
schools, the hospitals. The 14 
parishes of the diocese belonged to 
the White Fathers. Roger started 
his mission – could it have been 
otherwise - by painting:  the   Sis-
ters’ house and the hospital that 
had just been completed and nee-
ded to be painted and furnished. 
Later when one was looking for 
someone to help in the bursar's of-
fice and Roger had completed the 
construction work, the choice fell 
on him.  After one year, the office 
work wasn't enough for this very 
active brother.  After his perpetual 
oath which took place during a 
beautiful celebration in 1965, he 
asked to be transferred. The bishop 
then entrusted him with the 
construction of a parish house for 
a new foundation. Upon comple-
tion of the house, the superiors 
were unanimous in saying that 
construction was his vocation.  

Major construction projects 
awaited him in Chilubula and the 
surrounding area: schools, residen-
tial houses, hospitals. Roger de-
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manded that his collaborators fi-
nish the job down to the smallest 
detail. He started by drawing the 
sketches for his workers. He wan-
ted to be a role model and a good 
trainer for them and was therefore 
very demanding. Everyone unders-
tood this and accepted it. This way, 
he built a team that could be trus-
ted.  

Many meetings, funerals, ga-
therings, study days, etc., were 
also held in Chilubula. The bursar 
was responsible for ensuring that 
the meals were ready, even the 
rooms and tables decorated with 
flowers. Roger did this quietly. He 
also enjoyed spending time in the 
garden. He attached great impor-
tance to producing plenty of vege-
tables for the kitchen, for all to 
enjoy. 

What Roger desired from 
others, he exemplified in simpli-
city and silence: to share his faith 
with those around him and show 
his reverence for the Virgin Mary. 
In Chilubula, Malole and elsew-
here Roger would be seen praying 
the rosary in the open air. He also 
took time to show the nice sur-
roundings to the confreres who 
were on transit in Chilubula: Chi-
shimba Falls and some of the sur-
rounding villages. In this way he 
allowed them to have a first im-

pression of village life, customs, 
traditional religion, etc. 

Vocation of  the builder 

Roger took an extended leave 
of absence in 1984 after 20 years 
of work; he sought spiritual rene-
wal and took part in the Bible 
course and the 30-day retreat in Je-
rusalem. On his return to Africa, 
Roger resumed his activities in the 
usual environment. After his leave 
of absence in 1988, he was appoin-
ted assistant to the diocesan bursar 
in Kasama, responsible for all the 
building projects in the diocese. To 
each plan he added a special per-
sonal touch. He adapted each pro-
ject to the environment in which it 
was to be built. Roger was much 
loved by his confreres who consul-
ted him and to whom he supplied 
building materials and furniture. 
The pastoral centre he planned and 
built surpassed in elegance the best 
hotels in Kasama, with its chapel, 
meeting rooms, bedrooms, refec-
tory, kitchen, etc. The Apostolic 
Nuncio and representatives of the 
donors who co-financed the 
construction were present at the 
inauguration. Roger was commen-
ded in the speeches, but he was not 
visible: he preferred to isolate him-
self in a silent place after the so-
lemn celebration in the cathedral. 
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After his leave in 1998, Roger 
was appointed to the new commu-
nity founded next to the regional 
house in Kasama. Roger's scope of 
work expanded to include offering 
his services on a regional level. 
Sadly, his health could no longer 
cope with the constant demands of 
his work: high blood pressure of 
105/190. The problem was kept 
under control for a while with me-
dication from Germany, and ano-
ther one found locally. But 
unfortunately, the doctors could 
not find the reason for it. He was 
advised to stay in Germany after 
consultation with doctors there. 

Roger agreed with a heavy heart. 

Work in Germany 

Roger was appointed local bur-
sar in Trier. After the tremendous 
task of moving out of the monas-
tery in the Dietrichstrasse and the 
community moving in at the Bro-
thers of Charity’s place, he took up 
residence there for many years. He 
died in the Brothers of Charity 
hospital in Trier on April 7, 2021, 
after suffering an aneurysm. May 
he rest in peace! 

Jean Flies and Günther Zahn 
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Gaby (Gabriel) Vernack 

1939 - 2021

Gabriel known as Gaby 
was born on June 5, 
1939, in Kortemark, 

West Flanders, and was the third of 
six children, two boys and four 
girls. His father was the principal 
of the elementary school in Korte-
mark. After retiring, he became an 
organist in three different churches 
in the neighbouring town of Tielt, 
where the family had settled. Gaby 
studied Greco-Latin humanities at 
St. Joseph's College. In September 
1960, he entered the White Fathers 
in Boechout. Upon completing his 
novitiate in Varsenare, he joined 
the scholasticate in Vals-près-le-
Puy, France.  

Gaby showed enormous vita-
lity. He was very sensitive, impres-
sionable, and liable to occasional 
mood swings. He wasn't a great in-
tellectual, but he was undoubtedly 
a good artist endowed with musi-
cal qualities. He played the trum-
pet, piano and the organ. He was 
the life and soul of the community, 
always looking for a laugh through 
jokes and puns. He would rather 
work alone than in a group. He 
was criticized for not being open 
enough, but he knew how to take 
remarks. His oath and ordination 
as a sub-deacon were postponed. 
As a result, he was sent to Thy-le-
Château for a year of probation. 
On March 29, 1968, he took his 
oath and was ordained a priest in 
Bruges on June 29 1968. 

Mission in Burundi 

He was appointed to Burundi 
and began to study Kirundi in Sep-
tember 1968 in Muyange. He sub-
sequently spent a few months 
successively in Rumeza, Bujum-
bura and Rutana, before he was ap-
pointed to the minor seminary of 
Buta in September 1969. By No-
vember 1970, he was a curate in 
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Bururi, where he got along very 
well with his Burundian parish 
priest. After his first home leave, 
he returned to Bururi. In 1972, he 
was appointed to Gitaramuka: “A 
hard worker, deeply involved in 
youth movements; he established a 
good choir and was in charge of 
the schools and of the teachers", 
remarked Claude Pagé, regional 
superior. Three years later, Gaby 
was in Kibumbu. He started his 
third term in Muhanga in October 
1976 before moving on to Jene and 
Buraniro. In February 1980, he 
was appointed parish priest in Ma-
kamba. While on home leave in 
1983, he attended an eight-month 
refresher course in Lille at the 
ITHEJE (Institut théologique des 
Jeunes Eglises). Then on April 9, 
1984, the Director-General of Im-
migration, Colonel Mandevu, in-
formed the Bishops' Conference 
that "Mr Vernack's" visa would not 
be renewed, just like that of so 
many other confreres at that time. 

Mission in Tanzania 

Gaby, therefore, applied to go to 
Tanzania.  He would first spend a 
few months in Dublin to refresh 
his knowledge of English. He be-
came the curate in Mabamba (Ki-
goma) at the beginning of March 

1985. The first impressions he had 
of the situation in the parish reflec-
ted his disenchantment. Compared 
to the crowded churches of Bu-
rundi, religious practice here was 
relatively low; the end of the Nye-
rere era was accompanied by a lot 
of poverty among the population: 
"Never in my life have I seen such 
a poor environment. The schools 
are in a deplorable state..." The 
parish does not even have a "Ka-
rani" (secretary)! There are no vo-
lunteers for the liturgy; no signs of 
youth movements. In October, he 
followed the Swahili course in Ki-
palapala before moving to Ki-
dahwe. He was happy there 
because there was much work to 
be done. In January 1989, he was 
sent to Kabanga, where there were 
many visitors, where the schools 
took up much of his time as did the 
sick at the hospital.  

In 1991 Gaby was called back 
to Belgium for missionary anima-
tion in the Blauwe Torre (Varse-
nare). He did not feel up to it, but 
he accepted. He celebrated his sil-
ver jubilee in Tielt in 1993. He 
took the opportunity to describe 
with enthusiasm his many activi-
ties: the JOM days (Jeunes ouverts 
à la mission) at the Blauwe Torre 
centre, the COM (Continents ou-
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verture mutuelle) camps, the week-
ends at the Center, the trips to Tan-
zania... 

Gaby was able to return to Tan-
zania in January 1996 to Iboja in 
the diocese of Kahama. He organi-
zed another trip with enthusiastic 
young Rotary members before mo-
ving to his new post. It was his 
sixth trip - since 1993 - for young 
people to experience the wonders 
of nature, visit huge game parks, 
and make contact with people, 
parishes, and missionaries. While 
in Iboja, he covered thousands of 
kilometres, built chapels, churches 
and schools, and boreholes. Many 
benefactors and organizations fi-
nancially supported him. Follo-
wing his home leave in 1999, he 
was appointed director of the Kis-
wahili Language School in Kipala-
pala. In 2003 he edited his course 
at the request of his successor, 
Willy Schoofs. He rounded off his 
stay in Tanzania with a tour with 
six young 'Rotarians’ from Gent... 

Mission in Poland and 
Belgium 

Gaby left for Lublin in Septem-
ber 2004 and courageously spent 
five months learning Polish at the 
Catholic University. As an "elder" 

among young confreres and his 
long experience in Africa, he was 
greatly appreciated. He taught our 
candidates French and English. A 
few days before his departure, he 
preached at five masses, each time 
in front of a packed church. "I love 
Poland; I love its friendly and kind 
people".  

He returned to Belgium in May 
2007 and was in charge of the ma-
gazine BAND and its editor until 
2011. Together with Philippe De 
Vestele, he organized the BAND 
meeting in Varsenare for many 
more years. Towards the end of 
2018, his health started to go from 
bad to worse, gradually but defini-
tely. He suffered from heart, kid-
ney and lung problems in 2020. 
And already, he stated clearly: "I 
am ready!" It was on April 10 2021 
that returning to his room at 6.30 
pm Gaby collapsed in the corridor 
and died. Due to the covid -19 pan-
demic, his funeral was held in pri-
vate in our chapel in Varsenare, 
followed by the burial in our ceme-
tery. 

Jef Vleugels 
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Jean Fontaine  
1936-2021 

Jean was born on December 
2, 1936 in Saint Andre-lez-
Lille in a solid Christian 

family. His parents lived in the 
border town of Comines, where 
they owned a company trading in 
velvet. They had six children. Jean 
received a solid primary and sec-
ondary education at the famous 
free institution of Marcq en Barœul. 
He obtained the first part of his 
baccalaureate (classical series A) 
and a second part in 1953 in the 
mathematics series. Back then he 
was an astrophysics enthusiast 
known for his generosity, frankness 
and spontaneity. Jean chose to join 
the White Fathers. He studied Tho-
mistic philosophy at Kerlois in 

Morbihan, active, cheerful and 
spontaneous from 1953 to 1955. 

In September 1955 he left for 
Algiers for his year of novitiate at 
Sainte Marie de Maison-Carrée. 
He was pious, docile, generous and 
ready to mature. On September 3, 
1956, at the age of 20 he was sent 
to Thibar, in an independent Tunisia, 
for his first year of theology. He 
immediately devoted himself to 
the spoken language, which he 
practised during outings in the 
countryside. He completed forma-
tion at the scholasticate of Carthage 
between 1959 and 1962 where he 
took his missionary oath on June 
27, 1961. During his years of for-
mation, he proved to have a good 
knowledge of spoken Arabic and 
to be capable of specializing in 
classical Arabic, so he was ap-
pointed to Tunisia. He was ordained 
a priest in his home parish in Co-
mines on June 30, 1962. 

In September, he went to the 
study house of La Manouba re-
named since 1960 "Pontifical In-
stitute of Oriental Studies". There 
he studied classical Arabic for two 
years while also practicing spoken 
Arabic. Then, in June 1964, the 
modus vivendi between Tunisia 
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and the Vatican was signed; the 
agreement envisaged the transfer 
of the IPEO. As a result, Jean, who 
was in his third year, joined the 
Institute in Rome, on the via Trenta 
Aprile, under a new name: "Pon-
tifical Institute of Arabic Studies" 
(IPEA). He completed his training 
between October 1964 and June 
1965. 

Arabic Studies 

On June 23 Jean left for IBLA 
to register for a degree in Arabic 
at the Faculty of Letters of 9 April. 
He integrated himself in the running 
of the house while waiting for the 
resumption of lectures. Following 
classes at the university was a real 
challenge for him. He soon realized 
that what he knew about language 
was not enough because the lan-
guage conveys a whole cultural 
and psycho-sociological world that 
he did not master. Moreover, his 
way of thinking and feeling was 
different from that of his Tunisian 
classmates: he felt, he said, that he 
had a square head among round-
headed classmates, and when he 
spoke of efficiency, they thought 
in terms of relationships. 

One needed to do some home-
work in order to be able to live au-
thentic relationships. Jean asked 
himself questions such as: "How 
to become a stranger unto oneself 

so as to join the other in his strange-
ness?“ To deal with such question-
ing he was wise enough to let him-
self be accompanied psychologi-
cally and spiritually. But, since 
Jean showed himself to be honest, 
true and sincere, his Tunisian col-
leagues offered to help him 're-
orientate' himself. Jean had this to 
say about them: "What saved me 
was the friendship with some fellow 
students both male and female who 
adopted me". That’s how his first 
circle of friends was born, and he 
would remain grateful to them until 
his last breath. With their support, 
he obtained in 1968 the licentiate 
in Arabic from the University of 
Tunis. 

Curator of  Library 

He then returned to the IBLA 
as curator of the research library, a 
position he held until 1977. In ad-
dition, he chose a field of research: 
contemporary Arabic literature. He 
prepared a post-graduate thesis 
which he defended in Paris in 1970 
on the religious crisis of Syrian-
Lebanese Christian writers from 
1825 to 1940. At the same time, 
he enrolled in Aix en Provence for 
a PhD on a contemporary Egyptian 
author. He submitted his thesis in 
1977, and it was published in Tunis 
the following year under the title: 
"Death-resurrection: a study of 
Tawfiq al-Hakim".  
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He then turned his attention to 
Tunisian literature in Arabic and 
French by meticulously document-
ing it day after day. This vast project 
would eventually give birth to a 
score of books, the first of which 
was published in Tunis in 1977: 
"Twenty years of Tunisian literature, 
1956-1975". His masterwork in the 
field appeared in Tunis in three 
volumes from 1988 to 1999: "His-
tory of Tunisian literature through 
texts". His competence in literature 
made him a household name in 
the Tunisian literary world and en-
abled him to give lectures appreci-
ated for their rigour and benevo-
lence. 

Jean's writings were not limited 
to Tunisian literature. In some of 
his works he became more per-
sonally involved sharing some epi-
sodes of life and some private re-
flections. For example: La blessure 
de l'âne (1998), Itinéraire dans le 
pays de l'autre (1998), Kalimât mu-
hâjira (2002), Points de suspension 
(2008), and finally: "Solidaire 
aller...retour" (2020) in which he 
defined himself as a ‘migrant in-
versé.’ 

As a librarian, Jean was eager 
to serve the clients by providing 
them not only with the documents 
they wanted but also pointing out 
a few tips to help them expand 
their research. This was greatly ap-

preciated to the point of him being 
acknowledged as someone available 
and attentive, and therefore very 
likeable. Thus, a new circle of 
friends was formed, thereby en-
larging his network of relations. 
Jean was also responsible for keep-
ing the library as up-to-date as pos-
sible. To that effect, he would visit 
the bookstores, publishers and in-
stitutes of the place. Furthermore, 
he extended this work of prospec-
tion by visiting the countries of 
the Middle East where he liked to 
meet the local scholars. 

Ten years after his ordination, 
and having committed himself en-
tirely to his mission, Jean felt the 
need to pause and take stock, to 
reflect on his journey so far and 
orientate his future spiritually. With 
that purpose in mind he made a 
30-day retreat in France in January 
1972. He returned to his work at 
the IBLA with serenity after this 
period of grace. He was appointed 
superior of the community three 
years later, though he continued to 
serve as curator of the library. He 
asked for a sabbatical year to learn 
the semiotic reading of sacred texts 
in the framework of the Center for 
the Analysis of Religious Discourse 
of the Catho of Lyon. He lived in 
the Sainte-Foy community and at-
tended lectures during the first and 
third quarters of the 78-79 academic 
year, reserving the second quarter 
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for one of his study trips to the 
Near East. This was his first inter-
ruption of a life considered to be 
dedicated to IBLA. 

At the end of December 1978 
Jean was asked by the diocese of 
Tunis to become president of the 
Association "Centre d'Études de 
Carthage". It runs a multi-disci-
plinary library serving the academic 
world and programs cultural con-
ferences. Jean was in charge until 
June 1984. 

The director of  the IBLA 
review 

In September 1979, Jean returned 
to IBLA and took on a different 
approach : on the one hand, he 
took over the direction of the Ibla 
review, which he kept until the 
nineties, and on the other hand, he 
opted for a place of residence dif-
ferent from his place of work. 
Therefore, he was attached to one 
or the other small community in 
the greater Tunis area where fra-
ternal sharing was more sponta-
neous and where it would be easier 
for him to maintain his friendly 
relations. 

As director of the review “Ibla”, 
Jean wanted to renew the reading 
committee in charge of approving 
the texts to be proposed for pub-
lication. He, therefore, called upon 

Tunisian university friends who 
felt honoured by the trust placed 
in them to serve in the editorial 
team. Thanks to his competence 
as a documentalist, Jean had two 
sections in the review: "Tunisian 
References" and "Reviews and Re-
ports”. As he had a weakness for 
statistics, he wrote: "From 1969 to 
2016, I wrote 4200 reviews of 
works published in the journal, or 
1300 pages of text"! The Tunisian 
authorities, in recognition of all of 
his literary work, in 1991, awarded 
him the symbol of the knight of 
the National Order du mérite cul-
turel. He would be raised to a 
higher rank in the same order of 
merit six years later. 

In 1984, a confrere was needed 
in Yemen. Despite his solid roots 
in Tunisia, Jean agreed to go there 
charmed by the desire to discover 
the country of the Queen of Sheba. 
He left for Sana'a in September 
1984 as a translator for the French 
instructors of the Training Center 
of the General Electricity Company 
of Yemen. After three months, he 
had to leave the country for Djibouti 
to apply for a new entry visa, which 
he waited for in vain. Thus ended 
this second interruption of a life 
decidedly dedicated to the IBLA. 

Jean registered for the Jerusalem 
session-retreat where he could phys-
ically and spiritually follow in the 



PROFILES

380

footsteps of his master and Lord 
Jesus in September 1993. Six years 
later, he was granted another sab-
batical for a few months in Ottawa, 
Canada. Then, in 2008, he asked 
to attend the ‘Transition session’, 
which took place in Rome in 2008. 
It was a peaceful time of reflection 
on his life and discernment of the 
future while preparing to hand over 
the Ibla review to a Tunisian aca-
demic. 

The man of  the  
periphery 

Jean was not only a specialist 
in Tunisian literature. He was also, 
by vocation, a man of the existential 
peripheries, passionate about every 
human reality experienced by 
people and sensitive to situations 
of justice and human dignity. But, 
he wrote: "being competent in Ar-
abic is of no use if it is not accom-
panied by the benevolence of Jesus 
which is incarnated through the 
existence of his disciple".  

Thus, in 1992, Jean had the op-
portunity to meet the founder of 
the Tunisian Association of Infor-
mation and Orientation on AIDS 
(ATIOS). She invited him to join 
her association as an advisor. He 
accepted this offer wholeheartedly 
in order to help people living with 
AIDS by listening to them and em-
powering them. Furthermore, he 

acted as secretary and documentalist 
of the association. 

Between 2004 and 2010, Jean 
reached out to prisoners, making 
400 visits to foreign prisoners in 
Tunisian prisons. There, he was 
seen more as a social worker than 
as a Catholic chaplain. In his efforts 
to meet and bring human and spir-
itual comfort to the inmates. He 
felt "powerless before the problems 
and the inextricable situations of 
some of them, the feeling of being 
in the presence of eternal beggars". 
His experience inspired by the Gos-
pel was the subject of a book pub-
lished in 2012: "The Breviary of 
foreign prisoners in Tunisia". 

He also took an interest in the 
Salafists and their violent actions. 
As a good documentalist and stat-
istician, he recorded all manifesta-
tions of Salafist inspiration from 
June 2011 to June 2013. This work 
was meant to be “a contribution to 
the current situation in the country 
“and a way of being in solidarity 
with those who refused such radi-
cality ". It led to the publication of 
a book “On the side of the Salafists 
in Tunisia” in 2016. 

When approached by a confrere 
from Sfax, who had been contacted 
by "little Ivorian maids". Jean got 
involved with his usual ardour in 
2016 to fight against transnational 
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human trafficking. He did this 
through social networks and his 
ability to contact the relevant people 
and organizations in Tunisia. That 
was his last humanitarian fight in 
the name of the Gospel. 

The 'wise man' in active 
retirement 

Taking a step back from the 
IBLA in December 2010, Jean 
moved to an apartment of the arch-
diocese in La Marsa where he could 
play the clarinet without disturbing 
anyone. While there, he made him-
self available to assure the Eucharist 
for the religious sisters and the 
parish community of La Marsa. 
From there, he accompanied certain 
groups, such as foreigners from 
the northern suburbs who were 
married to Tunisians. If he did not 
have a solution to their particular 
problems, he would enlighten them 
on the Tunisian mentality, the Arab 
culture and the Muslim religion 
because misunderstandings and dis-
agreements often arose from igno-
rance. 

 In these years, he remained 
fully available to receive or meet 
anyone who wished to consult or 
interview him, ready to participate 
in certain cultural events and stay 
attentive to defending the human 
rights of the lowly people. There, 
he faithfully maintained his network 

of friends and relations who were 
only too happy to welcome him 
for a meal or an evening. 

Within this period, Jean experi-
enced one or another setback. Since 
his workplace was still  at IBLA 
for a few months, he had to deal 
with the tragic fire in the library 
on January 5, 2010. Jean was one 
of the first witnesses. Not to mention 
the 'pain' he felt seeing the pain-
stakingly collected and carefully 
classified books go up in smoke. 
However, he was able to bounce 
back to welcome and divide into 
teams all the anonymous people 
of goodwill that came to help clean, 
dry, sort and transport the books 
that could be saved. Subsequently, 
he drew up a list of needs to be 
made known to organizations and 
institutions likely to contribute to 
the financing for the restoration of 
the officially inaugurated places 
on October 18, 2014. 

As a way of making these years 
of active retirement meaningful, 
Jean enrolled for the senior session 
that took place in Rome in the fall 
of 2013. There he renewed his 
commitment to God and his desire 
to serve his Tunisian brothers and 
sisters. In that spirit, he accepted, 
in June 2017, to take over, for two 
years, the presidency of the Asso-
ciation "Centre d'Études de Car-
thage" when he had to find a new 
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location for his library. 

Shortly after that, he experienced 
the ordeal of illness. It began with 
a recurrent cough that made it dif-
ficult for him to speak normally. 
He was advised to consult an ENT 
specialist. This he did at the end of 
December 2018. This was followed 
by a biopsy, a CT scan and a verdict: 
cancer of a vocal cord necessitating 
treatment of 35 sessions of radio-
therapy. After many check-ups, the 
doctor told him on April 30, 2019: 
"You are completely cured". While 
commenting on this life ordeal, 
Jean wrote: "In Tunisia, I continue 
to do what is most important, not 
necessarily Ibla or the Study Center 
of Carthage, but thanking the 
people, contributing to making the 
country more humane, me the ‘mi-
grant inversé.’ Me, to whom Tunisia 
has given so much humanity,” 

However, a new ordeal awaited 
him. His health deteriorated on 
April 25, 2021. The next day, ac-
companied by friends, he was ad-
mitted as an emergency to the clinic 
Berges du Lac where he was placed 
in isolation in compliance with the 
Covid rule. Again, his condition 
deteriorated, and he was put on a 
ventilator on April 30. Jean returned 

to his Master and Lord Jesus the 
following day shortly before 11 
pm. In compliance with health reg-
ulations, the funeral was held in 
private on May 5. A Mass was 
celebrated in the chapel of Saint 
Cyprien in La Marsa, presided over 
by Archbishop Antoniazzi of Tunis, 
surrounded by the White Fathers 
and the monks of Sidi Driff, in the 
presence of the White Sisters and 
a layperson from the parish. The 
final commendation took place in 
the cemetery of Damus el-Karita 
where only 10 people were allowed 
to enter: the Archbishop, eight 
White Fathers and a Tunisian friend 
who had accompanied Jean to the 
clinic. 

Among the many testimonies 
expressed, we note that of a col-
league of the first circle of friends, 
currently the administrator of the 
review Ibla: "I am sad, I have just 
lost a great friend, Jean Fontaine. I 
am overwhelmed; I cannot list his 
human qualities, cultural, relational, 
love for others, especially for Tu-
nisia. You will remain engraved in 
the memory of the students, pro-
fessors and researchers that you 
helped. Peace to your soul". 

Gérard Demeerseman
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Missionaries of  AfricaMissionaries of  Africa

Father André Douillard, of the diocese of Luçon, France. He died 
in Pontault-Combault, France, on the 26th of May 2021, at the age of 
86 years, of which 58 years of missionary life in Italy, Rwanda, Chad, 
Niger, Burkina-Faso and France.      

Father Edward Ndahinda, of the diocese of Kampala, Uganda. He 
died in Abi Adi, Ethiopia, on the 1st of June 2021, at the age of 56 
years, of which 23 years of missionary life in Ethiopia and Uganda  

Father Baptiste Mapunda, of the diocese of Mbinga, Tanzania. He 
died in Mwanza, Tanzania, on the 3rd of June 2021, at the age of 61 
years, of which 30 years of missionary life in Zambia, Ghana, Kenya 
and Tanzania  

Father Gérard Grimonpont, of the diocese of Lille, France. He 
died in St Maur-des-Fossés, France, on the 3 rd of June 2021, at the age 
of 97 years, of which 71 years of missionary life in Malawi and France.  

Father Edwin Obare Oduor of the diocese of Kisumu, Kenia; He 
died in Murayi, Burundi, on the 9th of June 2021, at the age of 37 of 
which 3 years of missionary life in Burundi 

Father Paul Ryckelynck of the diocese of Cambrai; He died in Bry-
sur-Marne, France, on the 16th of June 2021, at the age of 99 of which 
70 years of missionary life in Burkina Faso and France.

Sister Maria d'Huys (Mia). She died in Evere-Brussels, Belgium, 
on the 07th of June 2021, at the age of 65 years, of which 88 years of 
missionary religious life in Rwanda and Belgium. 

Sister Bernadette Clergues. She died in Verrières-le-Buisson, 
France, on the 30th of May 2021, at the age of 89 of with 68 years of re-
ligious missionary life in Algeria and Tunisia. 

Sister Francine Guillon (Sr Saint-Clair). She died in Verrières-le-
Buisson, France, on the 1st of June 2021, at the age of 110 with 87 
years of religious missionary life in Algeria and France. 

Soeurs Missionnaires de Notre Dame Soeurs Missionnaires de Notre Dame d’Afriqued’Afrique
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