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My Dear Fellow Serrans,
Shalom!
This year, we will be celebrating 50 years of Serra in Brazil.
Let us join our fellow Serrans from Brazil to thank our Lord
for this great blessing. I remember the very warm hospitality
of the Serrans from Brazil at the National Shrine of Our
Lady of Aparecida when I visited them in November last
year. Our heartiest congratulations to Serrans in Brazil on
their golden jubilee celebrations!
As May is the month of the Rosary of Our Blessed Mother,
we have featured a very insightful article by the late Fr. John
Hardon on the Rosary – the indispensable prayer for all
Serrans. There is also an interesting true story on the three
doves that are usually depicted at the feet of the statue of
Our Lady of Fatima whose feast we celebrate on 13 May.
As my term as Serra International President is ending
soon, I am especially pleased to feature two very inspiring
vocation stories from Singapore. One is of a Vietnamese
priest serving in Singapore; Fr. Gregoire van Giang, M.E.P.
The other is none other than His Grace, the Archbishop of
Singapore, Msgr. William Goh who was instrumental in the
chartering of the Serra Club of Singapore in 2006. Reading
his vocation story, you will know why we are blessed to
have him as our Archbishop in Singapore. We thank the
Lord for him.
I would also like to thank all the various priests and individuals
who have contributed to this issue of Serra Connects.
Lastly, while the experience of the 17th Serra Asian
Convention (held from 2-4 May in Bangalore) is still fresh
in my mind, I would like to commend Jeanette D’Souza,
President of the Serra Club of Bangalore and her team for

organizing such a memorable and meaningful convention
for all of us. It has certainly set new standards in many
aspects. They remain steadfast in trusting in the Lord to
pull them through despite the many personal trials and
challenges that each of them went through during the
months in the run-up to the convention.
I personally believe that it is important for Serrans to make
the effort to attend Serra conventions because it gives
Serrans from different countries a platform to renew old
friendships and make new ones. We do not exist alone for
we are a global apostolate just as the Catholic Church is
universal. We need to keep the communications open with
one another to edify and encourage one another in this
apostolate which can be challenging at times.
Therefore, I hope to see a good turnout at the 72nd Serra
International Convention in Sacramento in July!
Whatever your task, work heartily, as serving the Lord and
not men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the
inheritance as your reward; you are serving the Lord Christ.
Colossians 3:23-24.
May the Lord continue to bless all of us.
Yours sincerely in Christ,
Sean Yeo
President, Serra International
Editor, Serra Connects
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The Rosary:

A Prayer for All Times

The Indispensable Prayer for Our Times
by Fr. John A. Hardon, S.J.

Our title for this conference is, “The Rosary: A Prayer for All
Times.” I would like to add a subtitle, so that the full title will
read: “The Rosary: A Prayer for All Times - The Indispensable
Prayer for Our Times.”

St. Pius V saw that the Muslims were bent on taking over the
Western world. So he urged the faithful to beg Our Lady of
the Rosary to spare Christian Europe from being overtaken
by Islam.

There are so many wonderful things we can say about the
Rosary that I thought we should focus on what I sincerely
believe. The Rosary is necessary in order to obtain from God
the miraculous graces that the world so desperately needs in
our day.

In 1571, the Christian forces won the historic battle of Lepanto
against the overwhelming Muslim navies. The Holy Father saw
this as a miraculous intervention by the Blessed Virgin. He
therefore instituted the Feast of the Most Holy Rosary.

The moment we say the modern world needs miraculous
graces we imply that these graces are indeed to be obtained
from God; but they must come through the intercession of the
Mother of God.
Here is the logic I wish to follow in speaking to you. It comes in
a series of five questions:
• Why was the Feast of the Holy Rosary instituted?
• Why is it so important to stress Mary’s Divine Maternity in
our day?
• How is Mary the Mother of Divine Grace?
• How is Mary the Mother of Miracles?
• How is the Rosary such an effective form of the apostolate?
Origin of the Feast of the Holy Rosary
The Feast of the Holy Rosary was instituted by the Dominican
Pope St. Pius V. As a member of the Order of Preachers, he had
inherited a great devotion to the Holy Rosary from St. Dominic.
He knew that it was devotion to the Rosary that saved the
Church in Western Europe in the thirteenth century from the
plague of Albigensianism. This was the heresy that claimed
a good god created a world of the spirit, and an evil god the
material world, including the human body, which is under the
control of the wicked deity. Albigensianism was overcome, in
large measure, by the preaching of the Dominicans and their
promotion of the Rosary.

In order to appreciate the significance of the Battle of Lepanto,
we must realize why the Muslims wanted to take over Europe.
They saw Europe as a stronghold of Christianity. They saw
Europe as a stronghold of idolatry. They saw Europe as an
enemy that must be conquered as the will of Allah. They saw
Europe as an enemy, which their sacred Koran told them to
either convert from its idolatry or destroy. They saw Europe as
a grand opportunity to convert people to Islam and therefore
away from the idolatry of Christianity.
Why did (and do) Muslims think that Christians were (and are)
idolaters? Because Christians believe that Mary is not only
the Mother of Jesus, but the Mother of God. Muslims do not
believe that the Son of Mary is the Son of God. Because, in
Islam, Isa (Jesus) is the Ibn Mariam (Son of Mary) but is not
the Ibn Allah (Son of God).
It was the Christians’ faith in Mary as the Mother of God,
expressed by their ardent recitation of the Rosary, which saved
Christian Europe from being taken over by the non-Christian
Muslims.
Why Stress Mary’s Divine Maternity Today?
There is an urgent reason for stressing the Divine Maternity of
Our Lady today. It is a widespread undermining of this cardinal
truth of our faith in nominally Catholic circles of the twentieth
century. The movie “The Last Temptation” was a blasphemous
portrayal of Christ as a sinner. This movie was warmly endorsed
and had not a few Catholic supporters, including a professedly
Catholic scripture scholar whom I had as a teacher.
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In 1571, the Christian forces won
the historic battle of Lepanto against
the overwhelming Muslim navies. The
Holy Father saw this as a miraculous
intervention by the Blessed Virgin. He
therefore instituted the Feast of the
Most Holy Rosary.
On a wider scale, the teaching of sex education in many
Catholic schools today presents Christ, in so many words, as
“a human person,” who had the same fallen human nature as
our own.
It is therefore imperative that, in today’s confused world,
we emphasize, underline, underscore, focus on, stress,
concentrate on Mary as the Mother of God. I do not hesitate
saying that recitation of the Rosary is an outstanding sign of
our profession of faith in Our Lady’s Divine Motherhood.
Remember, too, why we Catholics have two parts to what we
now call the “Hail Mary.” The second part is really the “Holy
Mary,” which was officially added to the “Hail Mary” by the
Church. Why? Precisely in order to profess our Catholic Faith
in Mary as the Mother of God, which was being undermined by
the founders of Protestantism in the sixteenth century.
Mother of Divine Grace
We are so accustomed to addressing Our Lady as Mother of
Divine Grace that we are liable not to realize how literally Mary
is the Mother of God’s Grace.
The Blessed Virgin is the Mother of Divine Grace because she
is the Mother of God, who is the Author of grace. Except for
Jesus Christ, the Son of Mary, the grace that was lost by the fall
of Adam and Eve would not have been restored to the human
race. Our Lady’s fiat mihi (be it done to me) at the Annunciation
began the restoration of God’s grace to the human family.
The moment Our Lady conceived her Divine Son in her womb,
we may say, was the beginning of the Holy Eucharist. We now
have the Body and Blood of Christ in the Blessed Sacrament
only because Christ’s Mother gave Him the Flesh and Blood
that He offers on the altar at Mass, that we receive at Holy
Communion, that we adore in the Blessed Sacrament. In
the words of St. Augustine, “The Flesh of Jesus is the flesh
of Mary.” Since the Holy Eucharist is our principal source of
grace here on earth, we must thank Our Lady for making the
Eucharist possible.
We are asking, “How is Mary the Mother of Divine Grace?”
She intercedes for us to obtain the graces that we need. Her
powerful intercession is proportionate to her holiness, and
there is no human person more holy than Mary.
But all this grace, made available through the Mother of God,
depends on our invoking her aid. That is why the Rosary is
such a powerful channel of grace to those who recite it with
faith in the Divinity of Mary’s Son. Fifty-three times in every
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(five decade) Rosary we ask her, “Holy Mary, Mother of God,
pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.” We
invoke Our Lady so that she may intercede for us. Her power
of intercession, the Saints do not hesitate to say, partakes of
infinity.
Mother of Miracles
It was through Mary’s intercession that Christ worked His first
miracle at Cana. As you recall, Jesus told His Mother that His
time for working miracles had not yet come. But no matter, His
Mother asked Him, and she was so sure He would grant her
request, that she simply told the servants to, “Do whatever He
tells you to.” They obeyed when Jesus told them to fill the huge
jars with water. And as the poet tells us, the water recognized
its Maker and blushed. It was because the Mother of the Maker
of heaven and earth had asked her Son to work the miracle.
She interceded and He exercised His omnipotence.
Over the centuries, most of the Church’s shrines where
miracles have been performed, have been shrines of Our Lady.
The logic behind this phenomenon is clear. No one is closer to
Jesus Christ than His Mother. No one has more influence with
Christ than His Mother. Christ wants us, He tells us to expect
miracles.
But these miracles will be worked only if we believe. Believe
in what? Believe that Jesus Christ is God. Believe in what?
Believe that Mary is the Mother of God.
As we read in the Gospels, Christ is said to have been unable to
work miracles in certain parts of Palestine. This is an incredible
statement. The Almighty could not exercise His omnipotence!
Why not? He was, by His own choice, restrained from exercising
His Divine power over the world He created because some
people did not believe in His Divinity.
What a lesson to all of us. Our Lord promised that His followers
would work miracles in His Name. But He made this promise
conditional. The condition was that those who call themselves
Christians believe, and He meant believe, that He, the Jesus of
Nazareth who was the Son of Mary, was the Creator of heaven
and earth and therefore the Son of the living God.
The Apostolate of the Rosary
What do we mean by the apostolate? The apostolate is the
work of an apostle, not only of the first followers of Christ but
of all the faithful who carry on the original mission entrusted by
the Savior to “make disciples of all nations.” A good description
of the apostolate is to be a channel of grace to others.
So we ask, “How is the Rosary a channel of grace?” By now
we have the testimony of at least forty Popes who over the
centuries have recommended, even urged, the people to
propagate the recitation of the Rosary as a powerful channel
of grace to the world. Our Baptism and Confirmation give us
both the right and the duty to engage in what we are calling the
apostolate of the Rosary.
Conversion of Sinners. Ours is an age of massive apostasy.
Whole nations once Christian have abandoned, not only their

union with the Vicar of Christ but their faith in Christ as the
Incarnate God. In fact, not a few have abandoned even their
faith in a personal God. Thus the underlying theme of Pope
John Paul II’s encyclical “Splendor of the Truth” is a plea to
return in humble obedience and acknowledge our dependence
on the Lord. Entire nations have lapsed into secularism,
godless individualism, and practical atheism.

I am pleading with you to
become apostles of the Rosary.
Promote the Rosary. Urge the Rosary.
Teach the Rosary. Shall I say,
advertise the Rosary.

Only a flood of miraculous graces can restore Christianity and,
within Christianity sound Catholicism. How are these miracles
of moral conversion to be performed? How to obtain the graces
that millions need to return to God? The verdict of history is,
through the Rosary of the Mother of God.

The Rosary, we are told by the Church is an extraordinary
means of changing tepid Christians into ardent followers
of Christ. Why? Because the foundation of holiness is the
practice of mental prayer, and the foundation of mental prayer
is meditation on the truths of our faith.

Among the Bishops of Rome, Pope Benedict XV is outstanding
for advocating the apostolate of the Rosary. He says that, “The
Rosary is the perfect prayer.” It recognizes Mary as the Mother
of God who wants nothing more than for those who have
strayed from her Son to return to His embrace. The Rosary
invokes Mary as the Mediatrix of all graces, including the
graces of conversion.

The fifteen mysteries* of the Rosary are the cardinal mysteries
of Christianity. Prayerful reflection on these mysteries is at
once a deepening of the faith and a profession of the faith.
There is no more effective practice in the Catholic Church for
achieving this deepening and profession of the Christian faith
than the frequent recitation of the Rosary.

It was not coincidental that when Our Lady appeared to
Bernadette Soubirous at Lourdes, she was fingering the beads
of the Rosary and invited Bernadette to join her. The year was
1858, when France and other countries of Western Europe
had become victims of the anti-Christian virus of the French
Revolution.
It is also not coincidental that the Basilica at Lourdes is
dedicated to Our Lady of the Rosary. The countless miracles
of healing that have taken place at Lourdes in the past century
and a half are only external witnesses to the deeper wonders
of spiritual healing through the recitation of Mary’s Rosary.
The same is true of Our Lady’s message at Fátima. During her
apparitions to the three peasant children, she told them to tell
the faithful to do penance and pray the Rosary. Otherwise the
world would be chastised for its sins. She also told the children
that when we recite the Rosary, we should add between the
decades what has now become a standard practice in the
Catholic Church. We are to pray, “O my Jesus, forgive us
our sins. Save us from the fires of hell, and bring all souls to
heaven, especially those who most need Your Mercy.”
Sanctification of Believers. The apostolate of the Rosary is
also directed to the sanctification of the mass of believing
Christians.
If there is one truth of faith taught by the Second Vatican
Council it is the fact that we are called not only to salvation,
by escaping hell, but to sanctification by our imitation of Jesus
Christ.

It was the Christians’ faith in
Mary as the Mother of God, expressed
by their ardent recitation of the
Rosary, which saved Christian Europe
from being taken over by the nonChristian Muslims.

If we ask how the Rosary is such a potent conduit of sanctity,
the answer is that the three* sets of mysteries of the Rosary
are the expression of our three greatest needs.
We need to grow in gratitude for all the blessings the Lord
has given us through the Incarnation of His Divine Son. The
Joyful Mysteries provide us with the grounds for our deepest
gratitude to the loving God.
We need to grow in patience to accept the trials and sufferings,
which the Lord sends us in this valley of tears. The Sorrowful
Mysteries give us the strongest motivation in the world for
patiently enduring pain. God became man so that He might
endure pain out of love for us. Should we not be willing to
suffer out of love for Him?
We need hope as we see one creature after another
disappointing us here on earth. The Glorious Mysteries are the
horizon on which we can meditate and strengthen our hope
of rising from the dead, of joining Our Lord and His Mother, in
body and soul, in that heavenly kingdom for which we were
made.
All of this, and infinitely more, are locked up in the promise of
Divine blessings through the prayerful recitation of the Rosary.
One final word. All that I have said was not only an exhortation
to say the Rosary. Absolutely not! I am pleading with you to
become apostles of the Rosary. Promote the Rosary. Urge the
Rosary. Teach the Rosary. Shall I say, advertise the Rosary. It
is through the Rosary that we can bring countless souls back
to Christ from whom they have strayed. It is through the Rosary
that we can make them lovers of Christ through the mediation
of His Mother, the Mother of Miracles since the marriage feast
at Cana even to the dawn of eternity.
* Father Hardon wrote and gave this conference before His
Holiness, John Paul II, issued the Apostolic Letter Rosarium
Virginis Mariae that added five more mysteries (the Luminous
Mysteries) to the Rosary.
Copyright © 2000 by Inter Mirifica
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In 1946, Portugal celebrated its 300th anniversary of her
consecration to the Immaculate Conception. In order to manifest
their great love for Our Lady of Fatima (whose feast is on 13 May),
the people wished to celebrate it with great pomp and grandeur.
A great procession with the statue of Our Lady of Fatima was
organized which began in Fatima at the Cova de Iria where She
appeared to the three children and ended at the Church of Our
Lady of Fatima in Lisbon, 70 miles away. Men carried the statue on
a platform the entire way on foot, with the changing of the “guard”
in each city along the way. In every city, massive crowds came
to show their devotion with different festivities including all night
adoration and concluding with Holy Mass in the morning before She
began her journey again.
As a mark of honor and thanksgiving, six white doves were
released into the air on 1 December 1946. Three of them flew
down to Our Lady’s feet and remained at Her feet during the whole
journey to Lisbon. They refused to eat or drink and they ignored
all the commotion and noise which attended the Statue as She
passed through the villages. Rose petals were tossed at Our Lady
and brushed against the doves, lights and thunderous fireworks
blazed in the night skies, crowds pressed all along the path of Our
Lady. Once in a while the doves would drift up a little off the statue,
as to prove that they were not tied there. This remarkable event
became such a sensation that the local newspapers recorded all
the details and aroused the interest of all of Portugal.
With the white doves still perched at Our Lady’s feet and still having
refused to eat, the statue finally arrived in Lisbon at Our Lady
of Fatima Church on 5 December, in time for the great Feast on
the Immaculate Conception on 8 December. It seems as if all of
Portugal was wondering what the doves would now do, since they
had reached the destination of great import.

Why Our Lady of
Fatima Statues
are Sometimes
Depicted with
Three Doves

On 7 December at 3:00 p.m., thousands of children were consecrated
to the Blessed Mother. There was an enormous evening candlelight
procession at 9:30p.m. Masses were then offered throughout the
night and the solemn High Mass was held in the morning. While this
Mass was progressing, there was a sudden fluttering of wings. One
of the doves flew to the Epistle side of the altar and the other to the
gospel side. As the bishop straightened to elevate the Consecrated
Host, they alighted and folded their wings, one on each side, as if
they were adoring the Host.
The third dove was still at Our Lady’s feet. Then all of a sudden, at
the moment of Holy Communion, the third dove flew up to the top of
the crown of the statue. As the bishop turned and held up Our Lord
saying “Ecce Angus Dei” (“Behold the Lamb of God”), astoundingly,
the dove spread its white wings and held them open.
It seems Our Lady held the doves at Her Feet, on this special
occasion, so that they could give glory to God at Holy Mass Who, in
turn, confirmed the glory that He has given to Our Lady – Our Lady
of Fatima.
Source: Franciscan Handmaids of the Immaculate
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Interview with SERRA

BRAZIL

on the occasion of its 50th Anniversary Celebrations

Dom Jaime de Barros Camara and Luiz
Alexandre Compagnoni (extreme right) at a
Serra Mater meeting in 1963

Congratulations to you and to all Serrans in Brazil on
your 50th anniversary! Can you please share with us
how the first Serra Club in Brazil was started?
Serra began its activities in Brazil in 1963, when, at
the request of Dom Jaime de Barros Câmara, Cardinal
Archbishop of São Sebastião do Rio de Janeiro, asked
Luiz Alexandre Compagnoni, a great Catholic leader, to be
the founder of Serra. He immediately embraced the cause
and, with the help of Augusto Maurer, from Serra Lima,
Peru, and Jan Berberrs, from Serra Montevideo, Uruguay
worked hard to form a group to join Serra International.
On 8 December 1964, the first club of Brazil, named Serra
Mater in Rio de Janeiro, received the aggregate charter
number 1 in Brazil and the 274th Club chartered by Serra
International worldwide. The aggregation ceremony took
place on 19 March 1965.
Brazilian Serra National Council was constituted only on
4 August 1979, during the National Convention held in
Florianópolis (SC). Its first President was Luiz Alexandre
Compagnoni, who remained in office until his death on 1
August 1981.
How many Serra Clubs are there in Brazil, and how
many members are there?
Currently, there are about 140 active Serra Communities
(Clubs), and 32 new clubs in formation. We have around
1330 members in active clubs and almost 550 candidates
in those clubs in formation.

Can you please share with us the secret behind the
successful growth of Serra in Brazil?
There are two main reasons for Serra’s growth in Brazil:
firstly, the support of the Church hierarchy, especially that of
our Bishops and secondly, the persevering and passionate
work of some Serrans namely, Luiz Alexandre Compagnoni,
Oswaldo Tavares Ferreira (winner of Serra International
O’Hare Prize), Ulysses Claudio Lonzetti, Antonio Luiz
Droguhetti, Edgard Pimentel, Ulysses Antônio Sebben,
José Ginaldo de Jesus and others.
What are the activities that you have lined up for the
upcoming anniversary celebrations?
Serra Mater, from Rio de Janeiro, organized a Eucharistic
Celebration presided by Cardinal Dom Orani João
Tempesta, Archbishop from Archdiocese of São Sebastião
do Rio de Janeiro on 2 April 2014.
The Brazilian National Council has planned the following
activities for 2014:
• XXI Congress for priests, on 22 August in Florianópolis
(SC), with the presence of Cardinal Dom Eusébio
Scheid, Archbishop Emeritus of Rio de Janeiro; Dom
Wilson Jönck, Archbishop of Florianópolis; Dom Angelico
Sandalo Bernardino, Brazilian Serra Episcopal Adviser,
and many other bishops, priests, deacons, religious and
seminarians.
Serra Connects • May-June 2014
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• XXVII National Convention on 23 August in Florianópolis
(SC), during which a souvenir magazine on Serra Brazil’s
50th anniversary celebrations will be launched.
• XXVII National Pilgrimage, on 16 November in Aparecida
(SP). On that occasion, there will be moments of
Thanksgiving for 50 years of Serra in Brazil at the National
Shrine of our Lady of Aparecida.
What is the most significant milestone that the Serra
Council of Brazil has experienced over the past 50
years?
Several episodes could be reported, but just one is
considered as the most significant. It happened in 1980,
on the occasion of the first visit of his Holiness Pope John
Paul II to Brazil. The original invitation was made from
Brazilian National Council of Serra, through its President
Luiz Alexandre Compagnoni. The Pope, upon receiving

the invitation, asked: what’s going to happen especially in
Brazil? At the mention of a series of events planned, His
Holiness added “and dopo?”, “and dopo?” until he was
told that the intention was for his visit to coincide with the
ordination, of approximately 80 priests. Immediately he
said: “Adesso si, lora ‘n’ diamo!”. On 2 July 1980, in the
presence of a large number of Cardinals, Archbishops,
bishops and Priests, and more than 100,000 people, 82
new priests were ordained at Maracanã Stadium in Rio de
Janeiro.
After the big event, the vestments and stole worn by Pope
John Paul II on that memorable occasion were given to
Brazilian Serrans as souvenirs. Serra Brazil has been
keeping them with much respect and affection. Now, after
the canonization of Saint John Paul II, we will have an
extraordinary, unique and important relic of a new Saint of
the Catholic Church.

Pope John Paul II during his
first visit to Brazil in 1980

Members of the
Brazilian National Council
(Taken on 25 January 2014)
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Interview with

David Connell

President of the
Serra Club of Wagga Wagga, Australia

Congratulations on the successful recruitment of 15
members during the recently concluded Induction Night.
The Serra Club of Wagga Wagga is now the fastestgrowing Serra Club in the world. Can you please share
with us how you managed to achieve such an enviable
growth, considering that many Clubs worldwide are
struggling with declining membership?
I am relatively new to Serra and I have been on a very
steep learning curve. However, especially with the benefit of
hindsight, I am totally convinced that the Holy Spirit chose
me for Serra…we do not choose Serra. For a great many
years I have practiced as a chartered accountant and in more
recent times as a strategist…guiding accounting and other
professional firms in the growth of their firms and usually
whenever I commenced a new assignment I found the first
challenge was to lift the participants out of their complacency
and to create a sense of urgency for action.
That wasn’t so hard to do in this Club because active
membership was down to about 10 members and declining.
The Club was already on a watch list for removal of its charter.
I did not know this but certainly understood clearly that a
new membership drive was crucial to the ongoing existence
of the Club. With the very strong and active support of our
local Bishop – Bishop Hanna – we put out a strong message
for renewal, regrowth and change. Personal invitations were
made both verbally and in writing, articles were published in
our local Diocesan newspaper, requests were made of all of
the Parish Priests, short addresses were given after Masses…
initially it seemed – all to no avail! It just seemed all too hard.
Then one day whilst attending Daily Mass in our Cathedral it
occurred to me (inspired perhaps!) that these people attending
Daily Mass and communion were clearly people with strong
faith and so somewhat reticently I began to approach these
people I had witnessed over many years and yet did not know.
To my absolute delight, I received a very positive reaction and
this encouraged me to keep going. Some of course politely
said “No” for usually very obvious reasons but most said “Yes”
to my question: “Would you like to know about Serra and could
you be interested in joining?” and as a result just over a year
ago we inducted 8 new members into the Club and then again

on 8 April we inducted 15 new members - more than tripling
our membership base in just over 12 months!
Without exception all of these people have very strong faith
and have shown remarkable enthusiasm and passion for the
work of Serra. Again with the benefit of hindsight this can only
be the work of the Holy Spirit in their hearts as they leave the
church immediately after receiving Communion. All of these
people have unique talents and skills and have been in my
opinion chosen by the Holy Spirit…and I do mean every
person. I would like to mention two in particular; one, a mother
of nine and another, a mother of eight. I’m sure any reader
would agree that if a woman can manage such a family they
can manage anything! And they do. We have a remarkably
diverse group of young and old – I understand that our Club
in SCANZSPAC has the youngest Serran and the oldest
Serran as members! We have an earth moving contractor, a
kidney specialist, a heart surgeon, nurses, IT consultants, a
taxi driver, a university media consultant, a journalist, many
retirees and mothers, a retired RAAF chef, a retired army and
hospital chef, retired farmers… the array of occupations is
incredible but together they create a synergy that is doing truly
wonderful work.
I have also found that each is seeking a challenge to contribute
their own talents in some way and in support of God’s work.
It has occurred to me that our founders – the businessmen/
Rotarians in California who recognized the need for talented
leaders to lead the laity in supporting priests and religious
were absolutely correct and clearly guided by the Holy Spirit
and today Serra perhaps needs to be reminded that there are
many, many good people of faith out there just waiting to be
asked and very willing to do God’s work. Just tap them on the
shoulder and invite them…it really is not that difficult!
I recently received an email from Daniel Jones, President
of USAC from Portland, USA, and he had this quote at the
bottom of his email:
“Pray as though everything depended on God. Work as though
everything depended on you!” St. Augustine of Hippo
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I now place this at the bottom of all of my emails and I really
do believe that this is an outstanding motto for Serra.
Praise and glory to God forever.
You will be taking over from Max Spencer as the President
of SCANZSPAC in July this year. Moving forward, what
are your plans for SCANZSPAC over the next three years?
Again I continue my very steep learning curve and I am
confident that Max Spencer, Frank McCulloch and the rest
of the Board will continue to give me guidance as they have
already done at Club level.
We have already completed a Strategic Plan after surveying
clubs across Australia and New Zealand to ascertain the
issues causing the most concern … we received well over
100 issues but the most common were very obvious, i.e.,
establishment of new clubs and recruitment of new members.
Max had already made a strong point that on the present
rate of decline in club numbers, Serra could be gone from
Australia within five years. I agree with that summation. From
time to time though we need to remind ourselves that our
leader is a living God, a true Leader – there is none better.
Too many today do not seem to understand that. There is no
denying the fact though that Serra in Australia is in crisis and
I view that as a positive – because it means that now is the
time for serious action and I will be appealing to all existing
Australian, New Zealand and South Pacific Serrans to lift
themselves out of their complacency and take strong action
immediately to grow their clubs and develop new clubs. At
a recent funeral of a Bishop I had the opportunity to speak
to a number of Bishops and eight indicated to me that they
wanted Serra Clubs in their Diocese. The challenge right now
is finding the people to help us in this work.
I recognize a strong need for SCANZSPAC to move into
the world of social media – very active websites with ‘hot’
buttons for action, Facebook, YouTube and so on. One of
my first actions will be to commence a regular ‘president’s
blog’ to all members with an email address to try to increase
communication and provide tips and pointers to assist clubs.
Having experienced what is possible through the Wagga
Wagga Club I will attempt to roll out that experience wherever
I can.
Max Spencer has also suggested that we look to improving
our presence in New Zealand and the South Pacific and I will
look to the Board for further recommendations as to how we
should do that.
Next year also happens to be the year for a Serra International
Convention in Australia and I have little doubt that this will be
a highlight. Australia is truly an amazing country and I say this
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as someone who has travelled extensively across this huge
land including a trip through Central Australia on the Ghan
train journey. My own country Diocese of Wagga Wagga is
bigger than many European countries. There is just so much
to see and New Zealand where I have visited over 40 times is
often said to have the best parts of all of the other countries in
the world rolled into one.
The first highlight for me personally I suggest will be attendance
at the Serra International Convention in Sacramento, USA
where it is possible that I will be the newest country President
in attendance and I have made it a personal goal to speak to
every attendee individually to make new friends and discover
why you are in Serra.
What is the highest point in your work as a Serran over
the past three years?
Without doubt the Induction of 15 new members into Serra at
the St. Michael’s Cathedral Wagga Wagga on 8 April and the
full realization that the Holy Spirit is truly amongst us. To see
their faces as they made their pledge and to know that these
people mean business. We have in the space of 2-3 years
moved from being close to extinction to now one of the largest
clubs in SCANZSPAC.
There have been so many other high points that they are too
numerous to mention here but what all of these high points
have done for me personally is to increase my faith in the
knowledge that there are so many strong, faithful, dedicated
people who truly want to do God’s work and they give me
strong examples in the way they live out their lives.
Pope Francis made an especially strong call in one of his
recent addresses when he said, “It is an ugly thing when
one sees a Christian who does not want to lower himself,
who does not want to serve, a Christian who parades around
everywhere. It’s terrible, no? That person isn’t a Christian:
he is a pagan! The Christian serves and lowers himself.” 18
December in St. Peter’s Square. Strong words and dare I say
that in some of our clubs we have what I refer to as ‘Knife
and Fork Members’ (there just for the dinner and socialising)
and ATNA’s (all talk; no action!) Thankfully they are very rare
in number in Serra but Serra does provide that marvellous
opportunity to “launch out into the deep”.
Editor’s Note:
David Connell and his wife, Patricia have been helping out
with their diocese’s perpetual Eucharistic Adoration program
for a number of years. We believe that the graces associated
with this practice have certainly benefited the Serra Club of
Wagga Wagga.

Interview with

John Zimmer

Vice President of Training and Formation of
the Fellowship of Catholic University Students
(FOCUS)

What inspired you to serve in FOCUS?
Like many college students, even though I was raised in
a Christian home, an absence of Catholic friends and the
allure of sin pulled me away from my faith while in college.
Thankfully, through God’s grace, I was reintroduced to
Jesus and had a profound encounter with Him shortly
after starting my professional career. I surrendered my
life to His Lordship and committed myself to serving
Christ in whatever mission He might call me to.
Due to the loss of faith I experienced in college, I felt that
I was being called to participate in mission to university
students. My wife and I wanted to start a mission of this
type, but unfortunately we did not know where to begin!
Within a few weeks of deciding to pursue this idea,
we found Fellowship of Catholic University Students
(FOCUS), which was started less than a year earlier. It
was clear this was a providential meeting. Within months,
my wife and I quit our jobs and moved to Colorado to
work for FOCUS.
“Through God’s grace and a commitment to daily
Mass and prayer, FOCUS missionaries provide
students with the opportunity to slow down amidst
busy college schedules in order to hear God’s voice
and direction.” Can you please share with us some
of the programs that FOCUS has in place to promote
priestly and religious vocations among college
students?

FOCUS is an evangelizing organization. We are deeply
committed to introducing college students to an encounter
with Jesus Christ and the Church that He founded, so
they can discover the plan that He has for their lives.
Once students have a personal encounter with Jesus,
shortly thereafter, they will begin to ask what God’s plan
for them might be.
FOCUS provides both a culture for evangelization and
also a program which builds small faith communities
centered on authentic Christian friendship and an
encounter with God’s Word through the scriptures,
catechesis, daily Mass and prayer. These programs
create an environment where young people’s hearts
become open to serving God. When college students
begin asking the question, “Lord, how can I serve You?”,
and when their hearts are truly open, it is only natural
that priestly and religious vocations will flourish. We
have been blessed in FOCUS to have a front row seat
as God calls His children to a life of heroism. Since our
founding 15 years ago, we have helped foster more than
110 women entering convents and more than 285 men
have entered seminary. This is God’s work, and we are
privileged to play a small part.
What is the highest point of your work and experience
in FOCUS?
There are many, so it is hard to choose. Some are very
personal such as when a student who was formerly
the President of the Muslim Students’ Association on
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his campus was baptized at last year’s Easter Vigil.
Afterwards, with tears of joy, he hugged his FOCUS
missionary and said, “If I were to die right now, it would
all be worth it.”
Other experiences are more grandiose, such as our
national student conferences. It is powerful to experience
the grace when a priest processes with the Blessed
Sacrament through a ballroom of over 5,000 students,
all of whom fall to their knees in adoration.
But I would have to say my favorite experience is during
our annual five-week staff training. Our missionaries are
amazing. They have sacrificed careers, graduate school,
raised their own salaries and have put dating relationships
on hold in order to serve as missionaries. Walking into a
chapel with 400 missionaries deep in silent prayer during
a daily holy hour cannot help but give one hope for the
future.
We are grateful to Serra International and the many
benefactors who partner with us in this mission, as it is
truly not possible without the help of our friends. I would
not be able to experience these moments were it not for
the sacrifice of so many individuals and organizations.
Can you please share with us some of the challenges
you have faced while serving in FOCUS and how you
managed to overcome them?
To echo His Holiness Pope Francis, the biggest challenge
is that I am a sinner. Thankfully, we serve a God who is
rich in mercy. The FOCUS commitment to daily prayer,
Mass and personal growth in Christian character is what
provides me with what I need to overcome the challenges
before me.
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A specific challenge we face in FOCUS is the need for
great leaders. I have been blessed to be encouraged
to develop personally as a leader and to help create
programs to help others develop as well. In particular, I
am most proud of our staff formation and our Leadership
Development Initiative. By God’s grace we have been
able to develop a program that not only develops men
and women in deep Christian character, but also provides
them with world class leadership and management
training. These missionaries not only serve FOCUS
well while they are with us, but they are also prepared
to make an impact in business, law, politics, healthcare
or whatever arena they serve upon completing their
missionary service with FOCUS.
Short Bio of John Zimmer
John Zimmer is the Vice President of Training and
Formation for FOCUS, the Fellowship of Catholic
University Students. John has served in a variety of
roles within FOCUS, including serving as a campus
missionary and directing the national campus
apostolate. In 2004, John founded Epic Publishing, a
division of FOCUS which creates and distributes books
and media. John speaks and teaches throughout the
country on leadership, evangelization and apologetics.
John graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in Business
Administration from the University of Washington in
Seattle and holds a Master’s Degree in Business from
the University of Denver. Prior to joining FOCUS, John
worked in corporate technology sales. He and his wife,
Barbara, live in Denver, Colorado, with their six (soon
to be seven) children.

“God Must Have
Loved Me”

His Grace, Archbishop William Goh
Archdiocese of Singapore
When I look at my life, I think God must have loved me,
not in spite of my unworthiness and sinfulness but because
of my unworthiness and sinfulness. He must have loved
me for He has already chosen me even when I was in my
mother’s womb. Of course, I can only confidently say this
from hindsight when I reflect on the events of my life that
helped shape my response to the call of Priesthood.
Gift of a Prayerful Mother
God must have loved me – He gave me a loving mother
who was very prayerful. Even before I was born, my mother
was known to be a devout and God-fearing woman. As a
young child, I would observe my mother praying the Rosary
devoutly everyday before the altar, often waking up early
in the morning to do so. So when I was a young boy of
about four years old, as far as I could remember, my mother
would bring me along with her to the Church of Our Lady of
Lourdes to pray to Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception
every Saturday morning. She would then proceed to shop
at Arab Street for her sarongs (Editor’s note: A sarong is a
piece of fabric worn as a wrap around skirt), after which she
would go to the Church of St. Alphonsus (commonly known
as Novena Church) to attend at least two sessions of the
Novena.
The highlight of the day for me was when she would reward
me with “goreng pisang” (Editor’s note: Goreng pisang is a
Malay term for banana fritters) bought at Novena Church.
I would carry the paper-bag of “goreng pisang”, swing it
around many times until it dropped. Of course, such long
prayer sessions were rather boring for me then and I would
sleep on the bench while she attended one service after

another. I suppose Our Lady must have looked on me with
love then. In retrospect, I realised that it must have been
my mother’s faith and devotion to Our Lady that sowed the
seed of my vocation without my consciously being aware
of it.
Gift of Faith and Prayer
God must have loved me for this gift of faith which developed
further. From as early as Primary Two (Editor’s note: This
is at the age of eight) until my A-level (Editor’s note: At the
age of 18), without fail, everyday, I would spend an hour or
more to pray in the nearby church before going to school.
Then, I did not feel there was anything exceptional or odd
for a young boy like me to enjoy praying when boys my age
were more interested in running about and playing before
the start of school sessions. Not only was I there in church
praying before going to school but also during recess time
and even after school. What was it that attracted me to pray
in the church? I really did not know. Perhaps, it was the
silence and the tranquility of the church. And, at that tender
age, what did I pray? The Rosary of course! However, by
12 years old, I was already praying the Scriptures every
day. I was quite lonely then. I did not know how to mix well
and I did not have many friends. God must have loved me
by giving me His love to compensate for the lack of friends.
Later in Primary Four, God showed His love for me by
drawing me closer to our Blessed Mother Mary. I did not
know how, but one day out of the blue, I simply decided to
attend the Novena at the Church of Our Lady of the Nativity
of the Blessed Virgin Mary (Nativity Church) on my own.
In fact, I did not even know what a novena service was
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like then, but finding it meaningful, I continued attending the
Novena Saturday after Saturday.
It was about this time, that the Crusaders were recruiting
members at school. I joined it without knowing what it was
all about. Actually, I had wanted very much to join the Cubs/
Scouts at school but at that time, my parents could not
afford to pay for the Scouts’ uniform, which cost $4. Hence
joining the Crusaders was the only choice left. I went for the
Saturday meetings to listen to Bible stories and of course to
play with my friends. I was so impressed by the stories told
to us by the teacher, especially the story of Moses and the
10 plagues that when I was only 12 years old, I used up all
my savings of $50 to buy a Children’s Bible. Later when I
was 14 years old, I even bought the complete Bible by Msgr.
Knox from Nativity Church. I remember with joy the fervor
and excitement whenever I attended the annual National
Crusaders’ rally at St. Anthony’s Convent. In those days, it
was a big event for me because I had never attended such
large gatherings in other context. It was simply awesome
to me.
A Faithful Young Servant
Two years later when I was in Primary Six, a friend of mine
who was a fellow Crusader, asked me to join the Altar
Servers. Once more, I felt God must have loved me! I never
dared to think that I would be able to serve Mass at the altar
because we had to learn the prayers in Latin and unless
we pass the servers test, we would not be allowed to serve
at the altar. But joined I did and passed I did! Eventually,
because of my commitment and dedication I held the title
of “Best Altar Server” for many years in the society. I was
diligent and determined to do my best. Subsequently, I was
promoted to be one of the instructors to train new altar
servers as well.
Whether out of fear, duty or dedication, I woke up every
morning at 5 a.m. in order to walk to church, which was about
15 minutes away from my house. But the frightening thing
was that I had to walk pass the cemetery every morning! So
whenever I reached the cemetery, I would run all the way
to the church. For the love of God, I endured such risks so
that I could serve Mass every morning or serve on behalf
of the other servers who were absent. I proved to be one of
the top altar boys that served the most number of Masses
each month.
Besides daily Masses, I would take every opportunity to
volunteer to serve at every funeral, wedding and other
church services as well. God must have loved me very
much because when I became an altar server, I was
attending daily Mass without fail even when I was not on
duty. On looking back, it could only be possible with the
immense grace of God’s love. My life became more and
more centered on the church.
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Throughout all the years, it is
God’s unfailing love for me that has
continued to sustain me through all the
ups and downs. It is my deep conviction
that the strength of my priestly ministry
lies in my fidelity to my prayer life,
meditation and contemplation of the
Face of Christ and a special devotion
to Our Lady especially in praying the
Rosary. Therefore, no matter how busy
my schedule may be, I would never forgo
my daily quiet time with the Lord before
the Blessed Sacrament, wherein He is
truly Present, even if it means that I have
to sacrifice my sleep.
Drawn to the Priesthood
When I was in Secondary Two (Editor’s note: This is at the
age of 14), the initial desire of becoming a priest stirred in
my heart. I rationalized that the idea was too far-fetched
or remote even to think of as I felt I was too great a sinner
and too stupid to be a priest. So, I gently put the thought
aside. By this time, I had advanced to the role of being one
of the leaders in the Altar Boys Society. God must have
loved me for it was in this group that I felt a strong sense
of belonging, of being loved and needed. Every year, we
would go caroling together as a group and it ended with
a barbecue. The period between my Secondary Two and
college days was perhaps the happiest years in my life as
a youth.
When I was in Secondary Four, the Redemptorist Fathers
came to my school to give us a mission talk. I was very
impressed by them especially by their cassock, the Rosary
that hung round their waist and the big crucifix they wore.
I was also immensely delighted that I could serve at the
Masses they celebrated at these school missions. As
I got to know them better, I consulted one of the more
approachable priests, Father P.J. O’Neill on whether I could
become a priest. I remembered that he told me to pray and
study hard, which I did. The idea of becoming a priest gave
me a greater impetus to complete my A-level studies.
For Love of Our Lady
At any rate, again, I felt that God must have loved me. For
in 1973, when I was 16 years old, the church had a parish
mission by the Redemptorist priests. I was so fired up after
the mission talk, that together with my friends, we managed

to gather about 120 boys and girls to pray the Rosary every
evening at the church. During the day, we invited the boys
from our school to pray the Rosary in church during recess
time. An average of 20 to 50 boys would forgo their recess
daily in order to pray the Rosary together. It was certainly
an edifying experience! Our Lady must have guided my
friends and I, for what we had done would not have been
possible without her intercession and help!
On hindsight, I just cannot imagine how we could have
gotten so many young people to join us to pray the Rosary
daily – something viewed as a boring thing for young people
to do! But somehow we did it and the group continued to
be sustained for quite a number of years even after I have
left the school. So fervent was my love for Our Lady, that
I would put up posters all over the school compound to
encourage the students to pray the Rosary. I must have
been deemed quite a fanatic devotee of Our Lady! Perhaps,
it was the support of the Gabrielite Brothers that kept up my
enthusiasm.
An Elder to the Youths
Upon reflection, I think my involvement in church activities
gave me a great sense of fulfillment. It helped me discover
and hone my leadership skills, instilling in me the joy of
service in the ministry. As a leader in the Altar Boys Society
and the leader of the Rosary group, I learnt how to deal with
my peers of both genders. I became a counsellor to many
of them and they would often turn to me to resolve their
personal and relationship problems. I was greatly respected
as a kind of “elder” in the group who could provide levelheaded solutions to their problems.
After I left school and began my stint in National Service
(Editor’s note: Conscription in Singapore to millitary
service.), God continued to manifest His love for me. For
when my family resettled at Marine Parade, the late Father
P. Barthoulot, who was then the Parish Priest of the Church
of the Holy Family enlisted me to be a catechist. It was at this
time, that I began to consider seriously whether I could have
a priestly calling. During the time of my National Service,
Redemptorist Father O’Neil who had the knowledge that I
wanted to join the seminary, invited me to their postulants’
gathering. I went a few times but somehow did not feel
at home with them. Thus, I eventually dropped out from
their monthly gatherings and I tried to suppress the idea of
becoming a priest. I began to think of a career instead.
Started a Career Instead
After completing my National Service, I started work in a
bank. Nevertheless, my faith and spiritual life continued to
grow. As before, every morning I would attend Mass followed
by an hour of prayer, meditation and Rosary before I left for
work. But the thought of joining the seminary kept stirring in

me especially when I heard sermons relating to vocations
or when people asked me to consider the possibility of
being a priest. I tried to distract myself by giving more
attention to a career in the bank. I had good prospects
of being a dealer and my colleagues were also very nice
people. I enjoyed their friendship and company. We would
meet for squash or tennis during the weekends and often
visited one another. During lunch or dinner breaks (i.e. if we
were working overtime), we would play table tennis in the
recreation room. Those people were simply great; we were
just like a happy family.
God Persisted in His Calling
Still, the calling to be a priest kept stirring in my heart. I
felt God’s call to serve His people. There was this apostolic
zeal in me of wanting to bring Christ to the world, educating
fellow Catholics in the knowledge of their faith; responding
to the attacks of the Protestants and bringing conversion
to those who were lukewarm in their faith. When I could no
longer resist that Voice, I plucked up the courage to make
an appointment to see my Parish Priest and told him that I
wished to join the seminary.
My Parish Priest, Father Alfred Chan, knew me since I was
a young boy as he was ministering at the Nativity Church
during my childhood days there. He immediately asked me
to see Father Francis Lau, the Rector of the Minor Seminary.
Given my A-level, previous Church involvements, and
the commencement of the Initiation Year Program, I was
exempted from the Minor Seminary and instead was asked
to proceed immediately to the Major Seminary in Penang,
Malaysia. Once my application was accepted, I was brought
to see the Bishop. After getting his approval and blessings, I
got ready to go to the Major Seminary in Penang. I tendered
my resignation from my work to the surprise of my boss
who kept reassuring me that good prospects in the bank
were awaiting me and it would be foolish of me to leave. My
colleagues were all equally puzzled at my leaving because
they knew I was very happy at my work place. Initially, I told
them that I was leaving for further studies but later because
of the barrage of questions, I had to tell them that I was
joining the seminary. They were dumb-founded and did not
ask any more questions. However, some simply could not
understand why I would want to give up my life to be a
priest!
At about the same time, I plucked up the courage to speak
to my father as well. He did not say a single word when I
broke the news to him. It was such a tense moment. I knew
that he was not happy with my decision even though he
did not object. But I could understand his disappointment
because being the youngest in the family, I knew he
expected me to take good care of him in his old age. I
had never felt very close to my father. He almost never
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shared his thoughts, pains, sorrows or worries with me. Our
conversations were often superficial and business-like. He
provided for us financially and was a disciplinarian whom I
feared throughout my life. I casually told my mom as well.
Her response was, “Do whatever you like.”
So after some tearful farewells from my childhood friends
from Hougang (Editor’s note: This is the name of the
neighborhood where he grew up in.) and the colleagues in
Barclays Bank, I left for the College General in Penang. I
cried a lot because I really missed them and their friendship
as I had developed a close bonding with them. They were
also the source of my emotional and even spiritual support.
Seminary Life and Initial Trials
My first couple of years in the seminary were difficult years
of adaptation. It was not easy to get back to studies after
so many years. I was not confident about coping with
the studies. Studying philosophy, something so new and
strange to me, was really quite a challenge and I struggled
with it. Besides the studies, I had to cope with a totally new
environment. As I did not begin my seminary formation at
the Minor Seminary, I went to the Major Seminary without
knowing anyone. Hence at the initial stages, I had great
difficulty trying to find my place in the community. Almost
everyone was a stranger to me and I felt very lonely
without any emotional support in a strange place with
people from a myriad of differing cultures. In my loneliness
and bewilderment, I turned to prayer. Indeed, there were
many occasions when I thought of giving up because I
could not experience any real sense of fraternal love in the
community. I often felt misunderstood, ostracized for being
a loner and uncharacteristically ‘pious’. Whenever I was not
understood, I would then begin to greatly miss my friends
and former colleagues back home, and loneliness set in.
But God must have loved me and intended for me to stay,
for He sent a few brothers to comfort me and give me
encouragement in my lonely journey. Through them, I found
the strength to persevere. With new friendships forged at
the seminary, my problems of loneliness faded away and I
began to enjoy my seminary life.
As I journeyed in my later years in the seminary, I
encountered less and less problems. However, living
in a community is not always easy. Sometimes we have
misunderstandings in our relationships. Indeed, I came to
recognize that growing in true love and holiness could only
come about by engaging both the good and bad around
me for, like a rough diamond, I was being polished through
these interactions. But through such difficulties, I learnt to
be more sensitive, tolerant and accepting of those whom
I live with. I grew in humility, patience, love and a greater
self-awareness.

16 Serra Connects • May-June 2014

Most of all, to me, to
lose my priesthood would
be to lose my identity.
My studies were also improving with each passing year and
I realized that I had some grey matter after all! Most of all, by
the grace of God, I remained faithful to my prayer life from
my first day in the seminary – correction, since as a young
boy! I would spend an hour of personal adoration before
the Blessed Sacrament every evening before Vespers.
This was and still is the source of my strength for my faith,
spiritual life and priestly vocation. Yes, God must have
truly loved me and sustained me throughout my seminary
formation especially in those times when I felt discouraged,
by giving me the gift of faith and the gift of prayer.
Indeed, I was quite amazed that when it was time for me to
leave the seminary, I actually felt very sad because over the
years, I had grown to love and appreciate the community
as an inauthentic community trying to grow to be more
authentic.
Source of My Strength and Blessings
Throughout all the years, it is God’s unfailing love for me that
has continued to sustain me through all the ups and downs.
It is my deep conviction that the strength of my priestly
ministry lies in my fidelity to my prayer life, meditation and
contemplation of the Face of Christ and a special devotion
to Our Lady especially in praying the Rosary. Therefore,
no matter how busy my schedule may be, I would never
forgo my daily quiet time with the Lord before the Blessed
Sacrament, wherein He is truly Present, even if it means that
I have to sacrifice my sleep. Besides the daily Eucharist, my
quiet time with the Lord is the source of my strength.
Through this sharing of my life history and journey, what
is clear is that God has chosen me to be His priest-son
despite my unworthiness and sinfulness. Throughout
my life thus far, I am conscious of the fact that God has
protected me and showered His love on me by sending me
the right people to help me grow in my faith and spiritual
life. He greatly blessed me with a God-loving mother whose
devout prayer life was the nourishment for the seed of my
priestly vocation while I was formed in her womb. It was her
exemplary prayer life that led me intuitively to develop my
own prayer life upon which the grace of God worked. In all,
I believe that I was able to faithfully answer God’s calling to
be a priest because of my upbringing, my involvement in

church activities, the Catholic ambience I was brought up in
and the encouragement I received from people who cared
– all of which made possible by God’s grace.
Remaining in His Grace
Finally, I wish to conclude that although God has been
patient with me, I pray that I would never take His grace
for granted. As much as God has been there to protect me
from all dangers and misfortunes, I must not be ungrateful
by taking His love lightly. I know that if I do not continue to
remain in His grace through a faithful prayer life, I will bring
about my own destruction and consequently destroy the gift
of my priestly vocation that God has so graciously given to
me and to His Church. If I do not remain vigilant, then all the
graces that God has given me since my childhood in order
for me to answer His Calling would go to waste if I were to
lose His precious gift to me.
My Priesthood – My Identity
Most of all, to me, to lose my priesthood would be to lose
my identity. For the priesthood is what I have been called to
when God formed me in my mother’s womb. I know deep
in my heart that my life can only be complete if I serve the
Lord with total dedication, selflessly and faithfully as His
priest-son. Indeed, I want to continue to surrender my life to
the Lord because He has loved me so unconditionally, He
alone is the Foundation, Principle and Source of my life and
happiness and because loving and serving Him is for my
ultimate happiness in life.
On 1 May 2010, I have reached the “silver anniversary”
of my priestly life. I can say with some authority that it is
by being faithful to one’s vocation, that one can find real
fulfillment and happiness in life. I pray that my life in itself
will be a pleasing prayer to the Lord. Amen.

About Archbishop William Goh
His Grace, Archbishop William Goh was ordained to
the Diocesan Priesthood on 1 May 1985. Thereafter,
he proceeded to study at the Pontificia Universita
Urbaniana, Roma where he obtained his Bachelor of
Theology in 1985. Upon his return, first posting was to
the Church of the Holy Cross as an Assistant Priest to
then Reverend Father Nicholas Chia, who is now the
Archbishop Emeritus of Singapore. The posting lasted
from early 1986 to late 1989 after which, he was sent
to Rome for advanced ecclesiastical studies. He spent
two years at the Pontificia Universita Gregoriana,
Roma from 1990 to 1992 and obtained a Licentiate in
Dogmatic Theology.
Upon his return from Rome in 1992, he was seconded
to the St. Francis Xavier Major Seminary and served
in various capacities during his long tenure there. He
was appointed as Rector of the seminary in 2005, a
position he relinquished when he was ordained as
Coadjutor Archbishop of Singapore on 22 February
2013. On 18 May 2013, he was officially installed as
Archbishop of Singapore.
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“Lord, to whom
shall I go?”
Story of a
Modern Day Jonah

Fr. Gregoire van Giang, M.E.P.

Childhood and the Minor Seminary
I am an ethnic Vietnamese who was born in Cambodia
in 1952. My parents were devout Catholics who migrated
to Cambodia from Vietnam, as my father was working for
a French company in Cambodia. I grew up in Cambodia,
and entered the minor seminary at the tender age of 14.
However, four years later, as the Khmer Rouge leader Pol
Pot rose to power, my family decided to return to Vietnam.
I continued my studies at the seminary in Da Lat, Southern
Vietnam, from 1973 to 1975.
One year after the end of the Vietnamese War in 1975,
during which the Việt cộng (Vietnamese Communist Party)
reunified North and South Vietnam, the government shut
down all the seminaries in Vietnam. I had no choice but to
disrupt my studies once again, and returned to the parish
in my parents’ hometown, where I helped out with some
parish work, while working as a trishaw driver at the same
time to make ends meet.
I Found Jesus in My Prison Cell
In 1980, the bishop asked me and three of my fellow
seminarians to print prayer books to be distributed to
the various parishes in Vietnam. The printing of religious
material in Vietnam was illegal back then, and we did the
printing underground for three years, after which we were
arrested and incarcerated.
I was imprisoned for three years, during which I was not
allowed to do anything at all. Time slowed to a crawl; all I
could do to pass time was to play with the ants. I was given
very little water to drink, and the food in prison was so foultasting that even the dogs refused to consume them when
they were given those “food rations”. However, the real
torture was not knowing how long I had to spend in prison.
Back then, the torture seemed to last for eternity. Under
such depressing and stressful conditions, I started to blame
God for letting me go through all this torture and suffering.
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One day, when my parents found out which prison I was
in, my mother got a prison guard to pass me a tin of dried
food. A few weeks later, while eating the food, I discovered
a Communion Host! My mother had hidden the Body of
Christ in the food! After the initial elation that accompanied
this ‘surprise’ discovery, I was very touched and felt a longlasting peace in my heart. I came to the realization that
God had never abandoned me. I stopped blaming God for
my trials and crosses, and asked for His forgiveness. For
several weeks, I kept the Host so that I could pray before
it. In the gloomy and narrow confines of the prison cell, the
Host became my source of strength and hope.
Leaving Vietnam as One of the “Boat People”
After I was released from prison, I could go home but I did
not regain my freedom completely. Every week, it was either
me going down to the police station, or the police coming
over to my house. I had to report what I did during the week
in its entirety – where I went, who I met, what I said to them,
what I did with them, and so on and so forth.
It was during this time when the bishop approached me.
He offered me two options: To continue staying in Vietnam,
or to leave Vietnam as one of the ‘boat people’ (Editor’s
note: The term ‘boat people’ referred to the hundreds of
thousands of Vietnamese who fled the country during the
late 1970s and 1980s on small wooden boats). If I chose
the former, I was told that there was no guarantee that I
could continue my seminary studies. If I chose the latter,
there was a possibility of continuing my seminary formation
in another country. However, the latter option was one filled
with many risks and uncertainties. I risked being arrested
by the police and being robbed by pirates (the ‘boat people’
were often a target of pirates because many of them carried
gold with them). Furthermore, once out in the open sea, I
would be subjected to the forces of nature, having to put up
with typhoons and strong waves. Three other seminarians
were also offered the same options. Among the four of us, I

was the only one who chose to leave Vietnam.
It was very difficult to leave in Vietnam as one had to wait
for the opportune time to ‘escape’. For myself, it took me
five attempts before I left successfully. During my fifth, and
final, attempt, I left at 2 a.m. in the morning. I had to leave
in the wee hours of the morning to prevent being caught by
the police. Furthermore, the shore from which I left Vietnam
was filled with shells and the police never expected anyone
to leave from there. However, in order to get onto the boat,
I had to walk through the rocky shore, filled with shells, and
then swim to the boat out in the cold. By the time I boarded
the boat, my hands and legs sustained many cuts from the
shells and rocks. There were a total of 24 asylum-seekers,
including me, who left Vietnam on that wooden boat, and I
was the only Catholic on board.
“Lord, Save Us, and I Will Be Your Priest”
When the boat was out at sea, I thought to myself, “My
life is too tough. This is too much for me to handle. I don’t
want to go to the seminary in the third country anymore.”
At that very moment, we encountered a typhoon, and the
boat was about to sink. I realized that I was like Jonah, and
that all this could be my fault. I immediately apologized to
God, asking Him to show me a sign. I told God that if He
saved us, I would continue my seminary formation and be
His priest. To my astonishment, less than 10 minutes later,
the sea calmed down, and we arrived at the refugee camp
in Hong Kong safely, after spending a total of 39 days out
at sea.

my superior about my preferred mission country, I actually
requested to serve in a country with a substantial Chinese
population, expecting to be posted to Taiwan. Back then, I
had never even heard of this place called Singapore!
When I arrived in Singapore in 1994, I was assigned to be
an assistant priest at the Church of St. Francis of Assisi. In
1997, I was posted to the Church of Our Lady of Perpetual
Succour, where I have been serving at till today.
“You Did Not Choose Me; I Chose You”
Looking back at my long and tumultuous journey to the
priesthood, I finally understood what Jesus meant when He
said to His disciples, “It was not you who chose me, but I
who chose you.” (Jn 15:16a) Unworthy as I am, He chose
me to serve Him and His people as His priest. My seminary
formation was disrupted twice, and there were many
instances when I wanted to give up, but God never gave up
on me. He always showed me the way forward, and never
abandoned me in times of great trials and distress.
Short Bio of Fr. Gregoire van Giang
Fr. Gregoire van Giang, M.E.P. was ordained a priest
in Paris, France in 1993, and was sent by the Society
of Foreign Missions of Paris (M.E.P.) to Singapore a
year later. He served at the Church of St. Francis of
Assisi for three years, from 1994 to 1997. From 1997
till the present, he has been serving at the Church of
Our Lady of Perpetual Succour.

From Hong Kong to Paris – Final Years of Seminary
Formation and My Ordination to the Priesthood
After staying in Hong Kong for seven months, the priests
from the Society of Foreign Missions of Paris (M.E.P.) sent
me to Paris, France, in 1990 to complete my twice-disrupted
seminary formation. I was finally ordained to the priesthood
on 19 June 1993 in Paris.

As the Parish Priest, Fr. Gregoire manages the overall
plans and activities of the church, together with his
fellow priests and the Parish Pastoral Council members.
While the work is tough, he always displays a joyful
nature, and constantly seeks to inspire parishioners to
take joy in serving God by playing an active role in the
various ministries of the church.

Till today, I am still very thankful that my parents were able
to attend my ordination. Back then, it was very difficult for
the Vietnamese to obtain permission to leave the country.
My parents encountered many problems with their visa
applications and with the administrative procedures
required to travel out of Vietnam, even though we filled up
and submitted the necessary papers six to seven months
before my ordination date. However, in the end, they
managed to reach Paris in the nick of time – just two hours
before my ordination!

Fr. Gregoire is a polyglot who is fluent in eight
languages, namely, French, English, Mandarin,
Indonesian, Tagalog, Cambodian, Vietnamese, and
Bahnar, a tribal Vietnamese dialect. It was out of
necessity, not out of interest, that he picks up these
languages. This need was born from the love which
he has for the people of God, especially those who are
far from home, an experience that he is all too familiar
with.

Singapore, My New Hometown
After my ordination, I was posted to Singapore. I was caught
by surprise when this posting was announced to me by my
superior on the day of my ordination. When I was asked by
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Rev. Fr. Francisco
J. Hernandez

Vocation Director, Diocese of Sacramento, USA
We are concentrating much more in local vocations, and
probably only 20% of the candidates make it to the seminary,
and half of them to ordination.

Do you have a regular program (for example, vocation
talks, retreats) that serves as a platform to attract new
aspirants? If yes, could you please describe what this
program is?
Here in Sacramento, we do not have a regular program for
vocation promotion. We have a variety of activities around
the Diocese all year round, organized in conjunction with the
Youth and Young Adults Ministry. During the summer, our
seminarians visit parishes in groups of three or four, where
they share their vocation story with the youth groups of the
parish, and also with parishioners at the end of every Mass
during the weekend. I, the Vocation Director, visit a different
parish every weekend talking to the families about the need
to pray for and to promote vocations starting in the family
with the young children. On weekdays, I visit organizations
and institutions such as youth groups, Confirmation classes,
high schools, Newman Centers, just to name a few.
How often do you meet the aspirants on a one to one
basis for direction and how long does each session
last?
Being the only priest in charge of Vocations, I do not have
regular meetings with the candidates (aspirants). I count on
my brother priests, their pastors, for the close contact.
What are the most common fears shared by the
aspirants in their discernment process? How do you
help them dispel these fears?
The main fear is to have to find out if this is their authentic
vocation; whether God is really calling them to the
priesthood. We help them through discernment retreats;
intimate dialogues and dinners with their pastors at our
Bishop Residence, and recommending them spiritual
readings and personal prayer.
From your experience, what is the percentage of
aspirants that made it to the seminary and are
subsequently ordained as priests (if applicable)?
With foreign candidates that are serious in their intention
towards priesthood, about 60% make it to the seminary,
and 40% of those make it to ordination.
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In your opinion, what are the key attributes of a Vocation
Director?
He needs to be a man of faith and prayer. He should have
strong social skills, and he needs to know and love his
Diocese. Most importantly, he needs to be a very happy
priest!
Have you ever had to tell a young man under your
direction that he does not have a priestly calling? Are
there any particular signs that may indicate that an
aspirant may not have a calling?
Yes, I have told several young men that the priesthood is not
their vocation; I have done it not only with candidates, but
also with seminarians even after 4 or 5 years of formation.
The main signs that I look for is their personal prayer life
along with their disposition to serve in the seminary, the
Pastoral Center (offices and departments), and especially
in the parishes; and I look for their love and compassion for
the People of God.
Anything else you would like to share on vocations
promotion?
The greatest challenge in vocations promotion is to make
all the priests in the Diocese and all the parents understand
that they are the main responsible people to promote
vocations. If they all join the Vocations Director as a team,
religious vocations will flourish and young men will not be
afraid to say “Yes” to the Lord to serve Him in His holy
people.
The whole Diocese, together with their Bishop, needs to
understand that vocations and the seminary (if they have
one) is the heart of that particular Church, because from
them come the priests that will continue providing the
Sacraments and strengthening the Local Church day after
day.
Background Information:
Number of Years as Priest: 12
Number of Years as Vocation Director: 3
Number of young men (“aspirants”) discerning with you and
their average age group: 15 men
Average Age: 21 to 32

Interview with Rector,
Rev. Fr. Philip Adisak Phornngam

Saengtham College /
Lux Mundi Seminary
Thailand

What is the general background of the seminarians
enrolled at your seminary?
‘Lux Mundi’ is the national major seminary approved by the
Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Thailand. It is located in the
Archdiocese of Bangkok at Samphran in Nakhon Pathom
Province. The seminarians come from 10 arch/dioceses
of Thailand. Formators and Spiritual Directors also come
from different dioceses, living and working together as one
family. Some of our seminarians are different in cultures and
languages especially those who are from the north of Thailand.
Also those who are from the northeast have their own dialects.
We are fortunate that nowadays everybody uses the same
language - Thai.
We, Catholics in Thailand, are a minority in number compared
with the Buddhists and Muslims. Therefore to create and
grow in the atmosphere of being truly Christian, we have a
minor seminary in each diocese for boys who are studying in
secondary or high school to form and make acquaintance of
living good Christians. After minor seminary some under the
advice of the rector will proceed to the ‘Intermediate Seminary’
where seminarians from different dioceses live together,
adapt themselves and develop their social and communitarian
dimensions.
The Intermediate Seminary is a special place for spiritual
formation and vocation discernment. Apart from these
elements, every weekend, the seminarians will undergo
pastoral orientation and experiences such as visiting the sick
in hospital, the elderly in the houses for the aged, organizing
activities for children and youth in the home for abandoned
people. In addition, they are also given two weeks of exposure
immersion, during which they are sent to a village to stay and
work in the houses of farmers as sons of the family. After one
year in the Intermediate Seminary, those with the conviction of
an inner call to follow Christ in the priestly vocation will proceed
to the major seminary.

Could you share some insights on what you find are the
most common struggles among your seminarians and
how does seminary formation help them overcome these
struggles?
One of the most common struggles for seminarians is using
English proficiently in the studies of Philosophy and Theology.
Most of the subjects are taught in Thai with some in English
but most of the text and reference books are in English. They
have to put in more efforts for reading and understanding
these books.
In any case, everyone realizes that English is an important
language used globally. It is also necessary for the services in
many parishes in the dioceses. Therefore, we encourage the
seminarians to master the English language while they are in
minor seminaries. This is also a challenge for us formators in
seminaries (minor, intermediate and major seminaries) to help
them in this area.
The other thing is secularism which is a very strong influence
on the young ones and seminarians through mass media and
new technology. It is a challenge for them to be mature and to
make a commitment to their priestly formation when they are
confronted with the pull of secularism propagated through the
mass media. Hence our formators and spiritual directors are
always mindful in helping our seminarians to stay focused on
their formation.
Priests face many challenges in their pastoral ministry
especially in today’s increased secularism that pervades
even Catholic families. How is your seminary preparing
the seminarians to face these challenges when they are
ordained to the priesthood?
It is true that priests (and also all baptized in Jesus Christ) are
challenged to live in the world but not of the world. We cannot
close the seminarians’ eyes to these tendencies and problems.
Our seminarians are also fruits of today’s societies with rapid
changes. The important thing is to be aware of these things
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and be discerning. We have to form and encourage them to
always do the reflections and discernments in whatever they
have done or received, in activities, etc.
The intimacy with Christ whom they choose must be the
inspiration for their living and all their activities. So we offer them
the experiences of practicing the contemplative meditations
and prayers. It seems to grow slowly…it is not easy... to put
into practice, both working and praying together
In the seminary we also prepare them for pastoral ministries
both in their studies and in practice. We form them step by
step from the first to the seventh year of seminary life to go
out and encounter both Catholics and non-Catholics on their
weekend apostolate. Also, during every summer vacation,
each seminarian will have one month of pastoral experience
in parishes in their own dioceses, teaching Catechism,
organizing activities with the youth, attending and participating
in the organizations of the parish, etc. They will be on site to
learn from their parish priests. After four years of Philosophy,
they enter the ‘Pastoral Year’ spending one year outside the
seminary, learning and experiencing the reality of life, the life
of the laity and the life of priestly ministry in their own dioceses.
There is also a program of three months of missionary
exposure, inside or outside the country. Thereafter, when they
request to return to the seminary to continue their studies in
Theology, their motive to be a priest is also purified. They
will then be convicted to give their lives for the Lord and His
people starting in their lives and in their studies, thinking of
the people and their struggles they are going to participate
in. During the Theology years they have more opportunities
to work in parishes in the Archdiocese of Bangkok during the
weekends. Some are ready to be ordained to the priesthood
after the Theology years but others may need more time for
further formation.
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What advice would you give young men today, who are
considering the priesthood but are afraid to make a
commitment to apply to a seminary? And what are some
of the characteristics or signs that could indicate that a
young man may have a vocation to the priesthood?
Everybody is challenged by Christ to live according to the
will of God especially living the new commandment ‘love one
another’. When we love, it means we go out of ourselves
to the others. When we love others unselfishly, we care for
others, we live for others. So encourage and let them first live
the gospel, then, Jesus will tell them from inside what is the
will of God for each one. Pope Francis says, “…I invite you
to listen to and follow Jesus, and to allow yourselves to be
transformed interiorly by His Words, which “are spirit and life”
(Jn 6:62). Mary, the Mother of Jesus and ours, also says to

us: “Do whatever he tells you” (Jn 2:5). It will help you to
participate in a communal journey that is able to release
the best energies in you and around you. A vocation is
a fruit that ripens in a well cultivated field of mutual love
that becomes mutual service, in the context of an authentic
ecclesial life. No vocation is born of itself or lives for itself. …”
(Message of Pope Francis for the 51st World Day of Prayer for
Vocations n.3 – 11 May 2014)
Lux Mundi Major Seminary
Contacts: 20 Moo 6 Petkasem Rd., Takham,
Samphran, Nakhon Pathom. 73110.
Thailand.
Tel. (66+) 2429-0820
Fax. (66+) 2429-0819
Email: luxmundi.th@gmail.com
Rector: Rev Father Philip Adisak Phornngam
Website: www.saengtham.ac.th
Number of seminarians: 104
Average age of seminarians: 22 – 32 years old
Educational level: Bachelor’s degree

17th Serra Asian Convention, Bangalore, India, 2-4 May 2014

“Come, follow Me.” Luke 18:22

What did I gain from the Convention?
By Lucy Yeo

The Apostolic Nuncio, Most Rev. Salvatore Pennacchio, with the
Archbishop of Bangalore, Most Rev. Dr. Bernard Moras (left) and
Rev. Fr. Eric Rodriguez, CSsR, Chaplain of the Serra Club of
Bangalore (right).

As a few of us from Singapore were venturing out of the
Park Plaza Hotel lobby to the waiting vehicle that was taking
us to a nearby chapel for Eucharistic Adoration before we
depart for home, we stopped by the lounge area to bid a
final farewell to Jeanette D’Souza, President of the Serra
Club of Bangalore and its Chaplain, Fr. Eric Rodriguez,
CSsR who were seated there, looking relieved that the 17th
Serra Asian Convention had concluded rather fruitfully.
It was late afternoon on Sunday, 3 May and the convention
had ended just a couple of hours prior to that with the closing
Mass so beautifully celebrated by His Eminence, Oswald
Cardinal Gracias, Archbishop of Bombay. I was struck by
the words of the towering figure of His Eminence when
he stood at the altar and solemnly said, “Let the Sacrifice
begin.” Somehow, those words touched my soul deeply.
With those words still resonating in my heart, I reflected
on the events that had taken place over the first two days
of the Convention, which was beautifully themed, “Come,
follow Me” (Luke 18:2). Embodied in those three simple
Words of Jesus were the demands of love and sacrifice, no
less. After all, His bloody Sacrifice on Calvary still continues
in the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass celebrated on the altars
in all the churches throughout the world every day. Love
demands sacrifice.
What we witnessed and learnt from the sharing and
exchanges at the convention was that Jeanette and her
team of Serrans and their Chaplain, Fr. Eric had gone
through a lot of sacrifice to put together the convention so
that we, the delegates could be nourished in spirit, body,
mind and soul. It was evident that Jeanette and Fr. Eric

were the two pillars of the organizing team. In her opening
welcome address on the first day of the convention,
Jeanette shared about the trials and challenges that many
of her fellow Serrans went through in the months during
the run-up to the convention. For example, one met with a
serious motor accident and could not be at the convention,
and Jeanette, herself lost her beloved husband when the
Lord called him home to Himself. Amidst all these personal
trials, grief and challenges, they forged ahead to stage a
very memorable and meaningful convention which many of
us would remember for a long time.
The beautiful and uplifting inaugural Mass which was
celebrated by the Apostolic Nuncio, Most Reverend
Salvatore Pennacchio, concelebrated by His Grace, Most
Reverend Dr. Bernard Moras, Archbishop of Bangalore and
a good number of priests set the tone for the convention.
His Excellency has aged visibly but gracefully since the
last and first time I met him briefly at the St. Francis Xavier
Major Seminary when he was first assigned to Singapore.
That was in 2003. Like an affectionate father, he graciously
shared that he had such a high regard for the apostolate
work done by the Serra Club of Bangalore that on the
very day he received the invitation to deliver the keynote
address at this Convention, he immediately replied in the
affirmative. His sincerity certainly lent weight to the words
of instruction, encouragement and fatherly advice that
followed in his keynote address.
In all, there were five input sessions and one group
discussion which culminated in a panel discussion. We
are certainly grateful for all the speakers who were all very
qualified, engaging and enlightening; presenting their points
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Opening of the Convention - The lighting Ceremony.
From right to left: Fr. Eric Rodriguez, CSsR, the Apostolic Nuncio, Most Rev. Salvatore
Pennacchio, Archbishop of Bangalore, Most Rev. Dr. Bernard Moras, Archbishop
Emeritus of Bangalore, Most Rev. Dr. Ignatius Pinto, Sean Yeo, SI President,
Mr. & Mrs. Austin Roach, owners of Park Plaza Hotel and Jeanette D’Souza.

The Archbishop of Goa,
Most Rev. Dr. Filipe Neri
Ferrao delivering his homily
during the Mass on the
second day.

Fr.Joseph Royan, CSsR
conducting the Eucharistic
Adoration at the end of the
first day.

in a systematic manner which made the imparted knowledge
easy to understand and put into practice. The common thread
that ran through all the different sessions was the demands of
being true disciples and witnesses of Christ in the church and in
the world today. Personally, I came away from the convention
more learned about my faith, imbued with the love for Jesus
and the Church that was radiated by the priests, religious and
fellow Serrans who were there. I felt I was surrounded by love.
The panel discussion which rounded up the sessions on
the second day over ran by half an hour, and hence there
were murmurings among the organizers on the floor that the
Eucharistic Adoration had to be scrapped because the hotel
staff needed two hours to set the tables for the formal banquet
dinner. When Fr. Eric who was facilitating the panel discussions
articulated what I had feared, that the Eucharistic Adoration
segment had to be cancelled, in my heart I exclaimed, “Oh
no!”. I am convinced that many others felt the same way.
Because, in his next breath, as if inspired by the Holy Spirit, Fr.
Eric asked, “Do you still want to have Eucharistic Adoration?”.
To this, there was a resounding, “Yes” that echoed through
the convention hall. At that poignant moment, across the hall,
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amidst the sea of faces, I saw the determination on the face
of an elderly Serran from the Philippines when she shouted a
feisty “Yes” to Fr. Eric’s question. My heart warmed at the sight
and I smiled to myself - she is a true Serran.
The organizers then very graciously scrambled to make
alternative arrangements for the Eucharistic Adoration to be
conducted in another room in the hotel. Finally, the delegates
crammed into a room that was a third of the size of the
convention hall. When the Blessed Sacrament was exposed
in the monstrance by Fr. Joseph Royan, CSsR. amidst the
humble surroundings, the august Presence of Jesus filled
the entire room and more importantly, the hearts of all His
faithful. It was an awesome moment - that was my highlight
of the convention because we had chosen to spend some
time to adore the Lord instead of having more time to freshen
ourselves for the banquet dinner.
At the concluding banquet dinner, Serra International President
Sean Yeo presented the Presidents of the various National
Councils of Serra in Asia each with a beautifully handcrafted
wooden crucifix as a gesture of his appreciation for their good

works and to remind them to emulate the Crucified Lord and
follow in His Footsteps as they continue to serve in the Serra
apostolate for vocations.
Time passed so quickly and yet it felt like I was there for a
week when it was just three days. Perhaps it was because
so many activities and exchanges took place during the three
days. It was more than a convention; it was a sharing of our
lives and love for our Lord, the priesthood and our faith during
the three days. I did not have the time to check my emails
during the convention and I gladly say I did not miss anything.
The recently concluded 17th Serra Asian Convention held
in Bangalore has certainly set a new standard for Serra
Conventions, not in terms of turnout but in terms of the love,
perseverance and sacrifices that went into the organization
of the convention. Also, to the Asian Serrans and those from
the USA who braved the inconveniences of getting the Indian
visa, the many stopovers at various airports and overcoming
financial constraints and language barriers to be part of the
convention, I am sure God will reward you for the love you
have shown for the Serra apostolate for vocations. My sacrifice
(if it can be called a sacrifice) of time to be at the convention
greatly pales in comparison in the light of yours.

The delegates were assigned to different groups for
discussion on vocation related topics.

To Fr. Eric Rodriquez, CSsR, though you are in no need of any
worldly honors or recognition, in our hearts, we have crowned
you the Chaplain of the Year! To Jeannette, thank you for
your strong and courageous leadership, Serra needs more
committed leaders like you. To all the Serrans of Bangalore,
thank you for sticking with your leader when the going got
tough for her. Thank you for being such exemplary Serrans!
Special thanks also go to the owners of Park Plaza Hotel, Mr.
and Mrs. Austin Roach who have so generously sponsored the
banquet dinner. God will be your reward.
The unstinting support of the Archbishop of Bangalore, Most
Rev. Dr. Bernard Moras and the Archbishop Emeritus, Most
Rev. Dr. Ignatius Pinto have been greatly instrumental for the
good works that the Serra Club of Bangalore has been able to
carry out over the years. To them, we owe our deep gratitude.

His Eminence, Oswald Cardinal Gracias, Archbishop of
Bombay with the Serrans of Bangalore and other delegates.

We thank the Lord for all our priests and religious, for laying
down their lives for the life of the Church, for us. Last but
foremost, all praise and thanks go to our Lord, without Whom
nothing would have been possible! We love You, Jesus, let us
never forget that this apostolate is all about You.
Mary, Mother of vocations, pray for us!
Profile of the 196 delegates
12 Priests
46 Non Serrans
45 Religious – mostly women

37 Asian and International Delegates
10 Salem Serrans
34 Bangalore Serrans
12 Special Invitees

President of the Serra Club of Bangalore, Jeanette D’Souza
handing over the Serra Chalice to the President of the Serra
National Council of Thailand, Boonkeet Rerai.
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Gift and Mystery:

On the Fiftieth Anniversary
of My Priestly Ordination

By Pope John Paul II
Paperback: 144 pages
Publisher: Doubleday 1996
Available on Amazon

To celebrate the recent canonization of Pope John Paul II,
Serra Connects has picked one among his many books,
namely, “Gift and Mystery: On the Fiftieth Anniversary of
My Priestly Ordination”. It tells the story of his vocation to
the priesthood, his thoughts on this sublime calling, relating
memories of his innermost experiences and above all his
great love for his priestly vocation and gratitude to God for
this Divine Gift and Mystery. “I am deeply grateful to God for
my vocation to the priesthood. Nothing is more important
to me or gives me a greater joy than to celebrate Mass
each day and to serve the People of God in the Church.
This has been truly so since the day of my ordination to the
priesthood. Nothing has ever changed this, not even the
event of being elected Pope”. This latter quote has been
extracted and included in the “Manual of Prayers” used by
seminarians and priests of the Pontifical North American
College in Rome, in the section of prayers of priests.
Indeed during his papacy that lasted more than two
decades, he received many accolades, which he certainly
more than deserves. Many have referred to him as “John
Paul the Great” while CNN touted him as “Man of the
Century”. However, we would rather simply remember him
as a priest of Christ who was deeply grateful for his divine
priestly calling and remained faithful to it to the end. Despite
his own personal struggles with debilitating illnesses, which
curtailed his physical movements in the last years of his life,
he never once thought of abandoning the flock entrusted to
him by Christ.
In remembering the life of this much-loved Pope, we cannot
fail to recognize the profound role that the Virgin Mary
played throughout his entire life, from his childhood days
until his death.
Firstly, we remember the Holy Father’s death on Saturday,
2 April 2005 at age 84 which elicited an unprecedented
outpouring of affection worldwide and brought an estimated
four million people to Rome, doubling its population. With live
media coverage, the entire world was at the funeral, making
it arguably the largest religious event in history. The plain
cypress coffin was simply adorned with the central portion
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of the Pope’s papal coat
of arms; a simple cross
with an “M” representing
the Virgin Mary at the
Foot of the Cross. The
papal coat of arms and
challenging motto “Totus
Tuus” (completely yours) spoke volumes of the simplicity
and humility of the man who entrusted his papacy to the
guardianship of Our Lady during a time when devotion to
Our Blessed Mother was confined to mostly the elderly
female faithful. Therefore, his incorporating the “M” into his
coat of arms stirred some controversy among his cardinals
who reportedly advised him to leave it out. However, our
Holy Father stood his ground, maintaining that if that were
the case, he would not have any coat of arms then.
Pope John Paul II who consecrated himself to Our Lady,
survived an assassination attempt on his life on 13 May
1981, the Feast of Our Lady of Fatima and the Lord
welcomed him into His eternal Kingdom on 2 April 2005,
the first Saturday of the month (a special day dedicated to
the devotion of Our Lady) - were these mere coincidences?
We think not. Our Lady has been his most faithful guardian
– after all he belonged entirely to her.
Below we share an extract of his book on “The Marian
Thread”, which describes the significant influence of Our
Lady on his priestly vocation and his great devotion and
gratitude to her for her constant guidance and protection.
About the Author
Born: 		
			
Ordained Priest:
Papacy: 		
Died: 		
Beatified: 		
Canonized: 		
Feast Day: 		

Karol Józef Wojtyła on
18 May 1920, Wadowice, Poland
1 November 1946
16 Oct 1978 to 2 April 2005
2 April 2005 (aged 84)
1 May 2011
27 April 2014
22 October

The “Marian Thread”

(Extract from “Gift and Mystery: On the Fiftieth Anniversary
of My Priestly Ordination” by Pope John Paul II)
Naturally, in speaking of the origins of my priestly vocation,
I cannot overlook its Marian thread. I learned the traditional
devotions to the Mother of God in my family and in my
parish at Wadowice. I remember, in the parish church, a
side chapel dedicated to Our Lady of Perpetual Help. In the
mornings, the secondary school students would make a visit
to it before classes began. After classes, in the afternoon,
many students would go there to pray to the Blessed Virgin.
Also, on a hilltop in Wadowice, there was a Carmelite
monastery which dated back to the time of Saint Raphael
Kalinowski. People from Wadowice would go there in great
numbers, and this was reflected in the widespread use of
the scapular of Our Lady of Mount Carmel. I too received
the scapular, I think at the age of ten, and I still wear it.
People also went to the Carmelites for confession. And so,
both in the parish church and in the Carmelite monastery
church, my devotion to Mary took shape from the years of
my early childhood and adolescence up through secondary
school.
When I was in Cracow, in Debniki, I joined the “Living
Rosary” group in the Salesian parish. There was a special
devotion there to Mary, Help of Christians. In Debniki, at
the time when my priestly vocation was developing, under
the influence, as I mentioned, of Jan Tyranowski, a change
took place in my understanding of devotion to the Mother
of God. I was already convinced that Mary leads us to
Christ, but at that time I began to realize also that Christ
leads us to His Mother. At one point I began to question my
devotion to Mary, believing that, if it became too great, it
might end up compromising the supremacy of the worship
owed to Christ. At that time, I was greatly helped by a book
by Saint Louis Marie Grignion de Montfort entitled Treatise
of True Devotion to the Blessed Virgin. There I found the
answers to my questions. Yes, Mary does bring us closer
to Christ; she does lead us to Him, provided that we live
her mystery in Christ. This treatise by Saint Louis Marie
Grignion de Montfort can be a bit disconcerting, given its
rather florid and baroque style, but the essential theological
truths which it contains are undeniable. The author was an
outstanding theologian. His Mario-logical thought is rooted
in the mystery of the Trinity and in the truth of the Incarnation
of the Word of God.
I then came to understand why the Church says the Angelus
three times a day. I realized how important are the words of
that prayer: “The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary and
she conceived of the Holy Spirit... Behold the handmaid
of the Lord: be it done unto me according to your word...
And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us...” Such
powerful words! They express the deepest reality of the

These spiritual experiences were
fundamental in shaping that journey
of prayer and contemplation which
gradually brought me to the priesthood,
and which would later continue to guide
me in all the events of my life. Even
as a child, and still more as a priest
and Bishop, it would lead me to make
frequent Marian pilgrimages... presenting
to the Lord in prayer the various
problems of the Church...
greatest event ever to take place in human history.
This is the origin of the motto “Totus Tuus”. The phrase
comes from Saint Louis Marie Grignion de Montfort. It is an
abbreviation of a more complete form of entrustment to the
Mother of God which runs like this: Totus Tuus ego sum et
omnia mea Tua sunt. Accipio Te in mea omnia. Praebe mihi
cor Tuum, Maria. (I am completely yours and all I have are
yours. I take you to be my everything. Give me a heart like
yours, Mary.)
And so, thanks to Saint Louis, I began to discover the
immense riches of Marian devotion from new perspectives.
As a child, for example, I would listen to the singing of the
“Hours of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin
Mary” in the parish church, but only afterwards did I realize
their rich theological and biblical content. So too with popular
folksongs, such as the Polish Christmas carols and the
Lenten Lamentations on the Passion of Jesus Christ, which
highlight the soul’s dialogue with the Sorrowful Mother.
These spiritual experiences were fundamental in shaping
that journey of prayer and contemplation which gradually
brought me to the priesthood, and which would later
continue to guide me in all the events of my life. Even
as a child, and still more as a priest and Bishop, it would
lead me to make frequent Marian pilgrimages to Kalwaria
Zebrzydowska. Kalwaria is the principal Marian shrine of
the Archdiocese of Cracow. I would go there often, walking
along its paths in solitude and presenting to the Lord in
prayer the various problems of the Church, especially in
the difficult times during the struggle against communism.
As I look back, I see how all things are connected: today as
yesterday, we find ourselves no less deeply caught up in
the same mystery.
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He speaks to our deepest desires and highest ambitions and
shows us their only satisfaction, our only happiness. What
Saint Francis de Sales did for his generation, Fr. Morrow does
for ours.” - Mike Aquilina, author or editor of more than 40
books on Catholic history, doctrine, and devotion.
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Do you have a plan to get to
heaven? If you’re hoping to get
to heaven, you’ll need a plan
to reach your goal. Everyone
should have one! You have
business plans, financial plans,
career plans, holiday plans and
even dinner plans but no plan for
eternal life?

Chapter Preview from Be Holy
Why is it that so few people today strive for holiness? Why so
few who even seek any religious involvement, any morality in
their lives? I think a major reason is that they have been lulled
to sleep about the most critical moment they will ever face:
divine judgement. It seems certain that if more people kept in
mind that they will surely die one day and meet the Lord - at
which time their eternal destiny will be sealed - they might be
more dedicated to preparing for that crucial day.

Do you pray? Give any thought to the virtues? Do works of
mercy? And what about the sacraments? Been to confession
lately? Are you doing any spiritual reading? This handy manual
not only presents all the elements of a successful life, it also
helps you incorporate those elements into everyday practice.
Be Holy is the guide you need to achieve holiness now and
heaven later.

Add to this the all-important knowledge as to just what they
can expect on that day, based on how they have lived, and
we have powerful motivations to live the gospel. Alas, many
believe nowadays that heaven is boring, hell is empty and
purgatory is like a doctor’s waiting-room. Not so, according to
Christ and his Church. Far from it!

Reviews
“...Solid Catholic theology and tradition, and a convincing
example of orthodoxy that attracts young adult Catholics.
Readers can get old-time religion with a new expression and
experience.” - Fr. Benedict Groeschel, C.F.R

It does not matter what success we have had in this world, if
we were rich, or famous, or had scores of wonderful friends,
if we don’t make it to the Kingdom, all is wasted. Our Blessed
Lord said as much: “For what will it profit a man, if he gains the
whole world and forfeits his life? Or what shall a man give in
return for his life?” (Mt. 16:26)

By Fr. Thomas Morrow

“Fr. Thomas Morrow... speaks in a language that’s all our own.
In a conversation between Our Lady and St. Dominic, Our Lady said,
“Dear Dominic, do you know which weapon the Blessed Trinity wants
to use to reform the world?”
“Oh, my Lady,” answered Saint Dominic, “you know far better than I
do because next to your Son Jesus Christ you have always been the
chief instrument of our salvation.”
Then Our Lady replied: “I want you to know that, in this kind of
warfare, the battering ram has always been the Angelic Psalter which
is the foundation stone of the New Testament. Therefore if you want
to reach these hardened souls and win them over to God, preach
my Psalter.” (Editor’s note: The Angelic Psalter is the traditional 15
decades of the Rosary.)
These and many other stories and real life accounts are recorded in
this little book.
A prolific writer and great lover of the Blessed Virgin Mary, St. Louis
de Montfort has penned down the great mysteries or secrets of this
age-old prayer. The Rosary, loved by saints and sinners, throughout
the ages. A prayer said to break down divisions, end wars, prevent
disasters, bring victories, beg the mercy of God, melt hearts with the
fire of charity, bring hardened sinners to their knees before God, and
sends the devils fleeing. But what is in this prayer that can do so
much, with what seems like mundane repetition of words.
St. Louis de Montfort slowly uncovers the many layered roses of the
rosary. He writes this book to his vast audience, both laymen and
clergymen, children and adults, the learned and the illiterate, saints
or sinners or the lukewarm, all who wish to hear his words, explaining
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the wonders and the mysteries hidden
beneath this special prayer given from
Heaven. A prayer which brings us
deeper into the life of Jesus and Mary.
He follows a pragmatic, easy-to-read, well thought out structure.
First he begins by the origins, and then moves into the prayers and
meditations of the rosary. He describes, also, the many miracles and
wonders that God has done through the rosary and ends by teaching
and recommending the manner and methods of praying this prayer
that all may draw from this wealth of grace, while addressing also
some difficulties in praying the rosary and offers some remedies for
them.
Suitable for all, this book has been read by Catholics all over the
world since the 1700s. It continues to be a good guide and great
spiritual reading, to plunge into and immerse in the spiritual insights
and merits shared by this Saint, and graces offered through the
recitation of the Holy Rosary.

