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 am recently returned from Railaco, East Timor, where I was privileged to be one 
of the participants on the first ever “immersion trip” organised for parishioners 
and friends from St Canice’s parish in Sydney. 

  
The purpose of this trip was to visit the Mission, meet the people, and see first-
hand the work that we have been supporting. 
  
And amongst many interesting questions, one that was raised and that I will 
attempt to address first is: 

  
As my religious affiliation is non-Catholic, why am I a donor to this Jesuit 
humanitarian project? 

  
Well, after reflecting in my ‘Examen’, (an exercise from Ignatian Spirituality that we 
were all exposed to on some evenings, and with some suited to ‘engage more 
deeply than others), I share my thoughts. 
  

I 
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My introduction to the Jesuits, and in particular the education development 
work they undertake, came many years ago, from my ex-husband - who was 
a student at Xavier College in Melbourne. 
  
So, for some time I have had a high-level appreciation of the Jesuit values 
for formation, education, and being agents of change. 

  
Also, through my great friend 
Michael Musgrave, I have 
occasionally been involved in 
special celebrations at St Canice’s, 
where I love the music, the singing, 
and the welcome extended by 
what is evidently a very inclusive 
community. 
  
When Michael became more 
involved in his project of raising 
funds for Railaco, and as a result of 
my trust in him, I decided to 
donate so I might add my bit to 
support the humanitarian efforts of 
a few dedicated people in nearby 
East Timor. And it was with full 
confidence I did this, knowing that 
the funds were being sent directly 
to the Railaco Mission. 

 
  
I also believe this to be the embodiment of the famous Jesuit maxim, ‘Men and 
Women for Others’.  
  
Now, I have returned from the visit, with multiple thoughts rolling around in my 
head about what we have seen, and the work that is being done. I hesitate to use 
the word spiritual, but it has definitely been a significantly transformative 
experience. 
  

There was poverty and privation obvious everywhere; a people in great 
need, but not needy” was a comment from one of our perceptive fellow 
travellers, which I wholeheartedly concur with. 
  
Six days a week, with only the basic of facilities, open fires, and a large 
cooking pot (to cater for up to 100 children daily), 3 selfless, smiling women 
work tirelessly to deliver a basic food program to serve children with a tasty 
nourishing meal. 

My good friend of nearly forty years, Michael with me on the 
beach up near the famous Cristo Rei statue in Dili 
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Rotating through different 
villages, and traversing over 
steep, narrow ( and scary) dirt 
roads, enables the Dr (Fr Bong) 
to reach the elderly, the infants, 
and the weakest in the 
community, to provide support 
and medicines from a make-do 
pharmacy in the back of his old 
4WD. 
 
 

  
 
Back in 2004, soon after the fight for Independence of the small nation, the need to 
do something was obvious to a group of people visiting from St Canice’s. Children 
were malnourished; there was a lack of medical services; and education was almost 
non-existent. Providing schooling, and a school, was the first service introduced by 
the Mission. Nourishment and medical programs followed in quick succession.  
  

My good friend Dr Helena who came on the ‘immersion’ was 
very interested in speaking with the patients of Dr Bong at the 
4WD ‘pharmacy’ 

One day visiting a village near Railaco, the children all line-up and entertain the visitors before they are served a tasty meal with the needed protein 
of milk and an egg included. This ‘Children’s Feeding Program’ has been operating for 15 years and continues to be supported by St Canice’s. 
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Even with the progress of the 
past 15 years the need goes on. 
The desire to get a better 
education and improve academic 
performance has 40 boys living 
in what’s not much better than 
‘tin sheds’ that they and their 
families built in the school 
grounds. With the help of a 
couple of Australian donors, 
work has already commenced on 
a new accommodation block to 
house 88 students in better 
conditions.  

 
40 girls sleep in another 
dormitory block on the 
grounds of a nearby convent 
where a nun supervises their 
routine. The girls are cleaning, 
studying and cooking for 
themselves, and learning 
important life skills as they 
progress to their final exams. 
The energy, enthusiasm to 
learn, and the spirit of these 
children gladden all our 
hearts. 
  
East Timor continues to be one of the world's poorest countries. It is ranked 147 
out of 187 (2011) countries in the UN's Human Development Index. 
  
The support from St Canice’s parish members, and others, continues to be a critical 
element in allowing these services to continue. 
  
Being in a Catholic environment, I’m not surprised at seeing remnants of Latin still 
floating around in the discourse. The Latin phrase ‘Cura Personalis’ as it relates to 
the students under the care of these Jesuits and sisters resonated with me.  
 
(I learn that Cura Personalis translates as "care for the entire person", and as such, 
suggests individualised attention to the needs of the other. This, in addition to the 
Examen (that I still have to come to terms with), are hallmarks of Ignatian 
spirituality. 
 
 

The new accommodation block for the boys at NOSSEF is being constructed 
next to this ‘structure’ built by the students and their parents so they could 
improve their academic results. 

The 40 girl students sing to us outside their accommodation quarters. They too 
have great ambition and seek academic improvement. 


