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the coming months, is felt everywhere. 
So far our troops here have met very 
little trouble. But there is an atmosphere 
of death everywhere. I am very happy 
here as I shall probably never get an 
opportunity again of visiting the Holy 
Places.
It wasn’t until 31st May 1948 that 

Jeremiah Dennehy, the Superior General, 
appointed him to Mokpo in Korea. He left 
home on 20th February 1949. 

The outbreak of the Korean War on 
25th June 1950 found him in Mokpo 
with Monsignor Pat Brennan and Fr Tom 
Cusack. He stayed with them when North 
Korean forces captured the town on 
24th July and all three were imprisoned 
in Kwangju. Their captors put three 
US soldiers in the cell in August. One, 
Lieutenant Alexander G. Makarounis, 
remembered how the monsignor would 
encourage Jack to do an Irish jig or sing 
a song. He had a good voice and the way 
he sang Bing Crosby’s hit ‘Far Away Places’ 
“made you forget you were cooped up in 
a prison cell and sent your thoughts fl ying 
home”. 

In August thirty-two prisoners, including 
the priests and the three soldiers were put 
in a broken-down truck to be transferred 
to a prisoner-of-war camp near Seoul. 
The truck broke down completely seven 
miles from Daejon and the captives 
were forced to march at a very fast pace 
towards the city. Jack helped the wounded 
Makarounis. At the city they were 
separated. The lieutenant regretted that, 
“We never got a chance to say goodbye to 
the missionaries.” 

On 15th September, General Douglas 
McArthur led a UN army ashore at 
Inchon. Seoul was captured four days 
later. Northern Korean forces retreated to 
avoid being surrounded. Before leaving 
Daejon they massacred their prisoners. It is 
presumed that all three priests were killed 
on the night of 24th September 1950. •
Fr Neil Collins was ordained in 1962 and served 
on mission in the Philippines. He is History Co-
ordinator for the Columbans and has published 
a number of books including, A Mad Thing to 
Do – A Century of Columban Missions (1916- 
2016).

01. A South Korean man who lost 
his family and possessions 
during the Korean War.
Photo: Shutterstock.

02. Fr Jack O’Brien on the day 
of his ordination on 21st 
December 1942 giving his 
blessing to the ordaining 
prelate, Bishop John D’Alton 
who was, at the time, coadjutor 
Bishop of Meath. He would 
later become Archbishop of 
Armagh. 

03. Fr Jack O’Brien was just 31 
years old when he was killed 
by North Korean forces during 
the Korean War. 

04. Omaha Beach in Normandy, 
France after D-Day in 1944. 
Photo: Shutterstock.

05. World War II’s Operation 
Overlord or D-Day Landing on 
6 June 1944 in Normandy.
Photo: Shutterstock.

A Priest Forever 
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Wakein
Educational
Centre

Sr Kathleen Coyle 
writes about Mary 
Man’s incredible work 
in Myanmar to feed and 
educate children in the 
slums of Yangon and 
the detrimental effect of 
the military coup on this 
project. 

W akein village can hardly be called 
a village. It is a large depressed 
slum area on the outskirts of 

Yangon city in Myanmar. People live in abject 
poverty in shanties, with neither water nor 
electricity. These shanties are connected to 
each other by a muddy path that leads from 
house to house and ends in a side road at 
the back of an ancient Buddhist monastery.   

When the military junta took over 
Myanmar in 1964, embassies, industries and 
factories were closed, jobs were lost, families 
moved to depressed areas like Wakein and 
set up temporary shelters made of four 
bamboo rods and a sack covering until 
they could afford more durable material. 
These shacks have now become their 
homes. While men live in hope of casual 
construction work, the women sift through 
garbage, collect discarded plastics or sell 
food in the marketplace to provide for their 
children. The nearest government school 
to Wakein is a 50-minute walk away and 
pupils have to provide their own uniform, 
textbooks, and pay an annual fee. The 
children of Wakein could not afford this 
expense so they have never gone to school.

In 2003, Mary Man was in her senior 
year at the Myanmar Institute of Religious 
Studies in Yangon when she saw a woman 

rummaging through a bin. After an initial 
conversation she accompanied her on 
the bus to Wakein where she saw the 
devastating poverty of the area with 
neither shop nor school. Graduating 
from college, she committed herself to 
providing education for these poverty-
stricken children. With a generous donation 
from Combined Services Third World 
Fund, Dublin, a more durable building was 
constructed. A brick foundation was added 
and the gravel fl oor was cemented. A picture 
of the Buddha in the classroom assured the 
local leaders that we Christians were not 
building a church.

Mary Man became director of the 
programme as well as principal of the 
school. She soon discovered that most of 
the children survived on one meal a day. 
They needed nourishing food as well as 
education. At this time I was in Dublin 
preparing to return to Manila via Yangon 
when the Oblate Fathers in Inchicore, Dublin, 
surprised me with a very generous donation. 
With this money we began our Wakein 
Educational Centre. Our goal was to give 
every child a nourishing snack before class 
and a substantial meal at 3pm before they 
went home. A library with benches, books, 
and colourful charts was set up as well as 
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Sr Enda Im writes about the Columban Sisters’ mission to a country beset by problems 
and challenges. 

                  myanmar   

On 13th May 1947, four Missionary Sisters 
of St Columban left Ireland for our fi rst 
foundation in Burma/Myanmar, a country 

which was once known as the rice bowl of Asia. 
As it was only a couple of years after World War II, 
ships were scarce. So the Sisters had to travel in a 
troop ship on which conditions and amenities were 
austere, to say the least. The ship called at no ports 
along the route due to the strikes operating in all 
the ports. 

The Sisters arrived in Rangoon three weeks after 
their departure from Ireland. On landing, they saw 
a city that had been devastated by war and now 
lying in a shambles. Where there had previously 
been prosperity, the poor fl ocked the streets in 
search of something to eat.

Before long, the Sisters found themselves on an 
army plane bound for Myitkyina in the north of the 
country. Here, as was the experience of the fi rst 
Columban Sisters arriving in China, no house was 
ready for them, so they stayed in the priest’s house 
until their own house was built. The urgent need for 
education was very apparent to the Sisters and they 
assumed responsibility for the school begun by the 
Columban Fathers. 

When the school opened the roll call numbered 
125, including Burmans, Shans, Karens and 

Kachins. No school had operated during the war 
years and so the opening of the Sisters’ school was 
a truly exciting event. A few years later, a boarding 
school was opened to focus on developing the 
Kachin youth who were the hope for the future 
development of the Church in Burma.

While the mission was developing for the Sisters, 
the political situation in the country was becoming 
very precarious. In 1947, just as the British were 
handing over the government of Burma to the 
Burmese people, General Aung San and his 
government were assassinated by a rival group. At 
this time, it was also becoming diffi cult to secure 
visas for new Sisters joining the fi rst group which 
resulted in long delays before they arrived. But 
this did not deter the Sisters from expanding their 
service to the people. 

As the number of pupils and the educational 
standards grew in the schools, the Sisters were also 
developing strong bonds of love and friendship 
with the people. This resulted in a few local 
young women being attracted to the Columban 
Sisters’ way of life. Given the political unrest in the 
country, however, plans to build a novitiate were 
suspended. As the Sisters continued to grow closer 
to the people, they became more aware of the 
need for medical services. The arrival of two Sisters 
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01. Sr M Ita O’Mahony on the 
Irrawaddy River in Burma.
Photo: Columban Sisters Archive. 

02. Sr Maureen Griffi n with Kachin 
weavers in Burma.
Photo: Columban Sisters Archive. 

03. Sr Enda Im and co-worker 
support a child with special 
needs. 

04. Sr Theresa Kim encourages a 
young boy with special needs. 

05. Columban missionaries Srs 
Theresa Kim, Kathleen Geaney 
and Cris de Leon with the 
Mandalay Interfaith group. 

Sr Enda Im is from Korea and 
has been on mission in Myanmar 
for several years. 

who were nurses led to the setting up 
of a clinic in a new area which was in the 
Kachin Independent Army’s (KIA) territory. 
Tragically, due to the fi ghting between the 
KIA and the Burmese army, the clinic and 
convent had to be closed.

Over the next few years, the political 
situation continued to deteriorate and 
the atmosphere in which the Sisters 
were living became more and more 
tense. Soon, as foreigners, they were 
not allowed to continue to administer 
the school. Undaunted, they then spent 
their time among the people, travelling 
by bicycle to visit families. This afforded 
them unforgettable opportunities to enter 
more and more deeply into the lives of the 
people and to grow even closer to them. 
At the same time, it was becoming more 
and more clear that their situation was very 
unstable and so preparations began to be 
made in 1966 for a quiet departure, after 
nineteen years, from the land and people 
which they had come to love.

But it was with great joy that in 2003, 
fi ve Columban Sisters responded to the 
call to return to Burma, now known as 
Myanmar. Both the people in Myitkyina 
and the Columban Sisters were so happy 
to meet again after a long separation. As 
the Sisters settled into life once again, 
they courageously engaged in various 
areas of ministry where people needed 
our presence and accompaniment. These 
included running a language school, 
caring for people with HIV, community 
health in rural areas, religious/priestly 
formation, drug rehabilitation, youth 
and biblical ministry. After a few years, 
we began to reach out in the Mandalay 
diocese to respond to the call to live ‘unity 
in diversity’. Here, the Sisters became 
engaged in Inter-faith dialogue in every 
level of life in the Mandalay community.

Sadly, a few years ago, the people of 
Myanmar found themselves once again 
struggling against the military. The hope 
for a better future that they once had 
in their hearts proved to be an illusion. 
The country once again fell into a great 
confusion and suffering. Cities, villages 
and rural areas were exposed to armed 
confl ict, temples and churches were 
targeted and destroyed. Many people had 
to leave their homes behind and hide in 
the jungle or fi nd shelter in refugee camps.

In the midst of this uncertainty, our 
presence as Columban Missionaries 
continues as we live and work with the 
people and together seek hope in the 
midst of despair. We continue to actively 
work in various areas of need. As suffering 
continues to wound people’s lives, we 
respond to the call to accompany them 
in their struggle by collaborating in 
psychotherapy programmes for those who 
are experiencing psychological or physical 
diffi culties, for women who experience 
domestic violence, and trauma healing 
processes that aim to support young 
people and children in refugee camps. 
Just like our early Sisters, we believe that 
empowering young people and the next 
generation is the way to build up the 
country for a better future. •country for a better future. •
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Oscar Bryan writes about Sr Mary Dorothea Byrne’s (1929-1996) dedication of her life, 
talents and strength to selfl ess service. 

                  myanmar   

Sisters in Profile 4

Born in Cloontarriff, County Mayo on 10 
July 1929, Mary Julia Byrne grew up in an 
environment that was immersed in religious 

devotion. Knock Shrine was just a stone’s throw from 
her family farm. On her way to school, Mary would 
frequently see pilgrims fl ocking there. The Far East
magazine was where she fi rst became acquainted 
with Columban mission and Mary began to feel the 
stirrings of her own vocation. She entered Cahiracon 
on 11 February 1949. 

Taking the name Sr Mary Dorothea, she made her 
First Profession on 12 September 1951. Sr M Dorothea 
was drawn to nursing and was dispatched to St 
Vincent’s Hospital in Dublin for training. She qualifi ed 
in 1959 and was temporarily assigned to Hong Kong’s 
Ruttonjee Sanatorium. By 1961, she had obtained 
a visa to work alongside the Columban Sisters in 
Myitkyina, Burma. 

Despite the hazards of the military coup, the 
Columban Sisters at that time were managing a 
successful boarding school in the Kachin capital. As 
the community planned to expand their mission to 
Manbang, Dorothea was selected to help establish 
a clinic there. However, within a matter of months, 
skirmishes between Kachin nationalists and the 
Burmese military forced the Sisters to retreat to their 
base in Myitkyina. By 1966, with the grip of the military 
government tightening, the Columban Sisters were 
exiled from Burma.

Dorothea saw the expulsion as an opportunity to 
launch her next project. Training as a midwife in Holles 
Street Hospital in Dublin, she took up an assignment 

in St Columban’s Hospital in Mokpo, Korea. For the 
next seventeen years, Dorothea divided her time 
between working as a midwife and championing the 
cause of natural family planning. She formed a warm 
friendship with Dr John Billings.

A sabbatical in 1984, allowed Dorothea to work in 
the infi rmary in Dalgan Park and she also undertook 
a course in Pastoral Studies in Chicago. Following her 
return to Mokpo in 1989, she put the resources and 
personnel together to open a women’s shelter. Her 
experiences as a midwife had highlighted how many 
young mothers lacked a place of sanctuary where 
there was spousal abuse or unplanned pregnancies. 
Our Lady’s Home aimed to meet that need and the 
project proved to be one of Dorothea’s most enduring 
legacies. The Home continues to provide services to 
this day.

A trip to Myanmar in 1994 provided her with a 
cherished opportunity to reconnect with old friends. 
However, in 1996, Dorothea’s declining health 
prompted her return to Magheramore. Surrounded 
by the love and support of her caring community, 
she peacefully passed away on Christmas Eve 1996. 
Dorothea lived up to her motto: ‘Jesus, not my will 
but Thine be done’, dedicating her life, talents and 
strength to selfl ess service. •
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01. Sr Dorothea Byrne at work in a clinic in Burma.
Photo: Columban Sisters Archive. 

02. Sr Dorothea Byrne with local community leaders in Cheju. 
Photo: Columban Sisters Archive. 
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Darkness would not be 
dark to you

                  REFLECTION   

01. Colourful wildfl owers from the Columban Sisters’ garden in 
Crumlin, Dublin. Photo: Sr Ann Gray.

01

L ast April I sowed wildfl ower seeds – I just 
raked the ground and scattered the seeds, 
as did the Sower whom Jesus talks about 

in the Gospels. As I let them go, the seeds sank 
into the dark earth where I would not be able 
to see what was happening to them. It was a 
simple act of faith and trust in Mother Earth. 
Those seeds were on a journey – a journey 
of waiting in the dark and I found myself 
challenged by the words of the poet, Jessica 
Powers, “Joy waits with me. I think of the 
marvellous fl ower that is to come and how the 
light will hover over it. Now and again, though, 
is the message blurred by brief uncertainties.” 

As the weeks passed, I wondered - would 
those seeds take root? Would they fl ower? 
Would they die in the dark? And then, the fi rst 
miniscule shoots began to appear, to grow 
in strength as they reached out to the light 
of the sun and my precarious wonder began 
to strengthen. “Who would have thought 
my shrivelled heart could have recovered 
greenness? It was gone quite underground 
as fl owers depart to feed their mother-root 
when they have blown.” (George Herbert). Not 
all of the seeds survived, of course, but I was 
fi lled with wonder at the resilience of those 
tiny shoots which did continue to mature – so 
fragile and yet seemingly so determined to 
grow. 

Today, our world seems to be fi lled with 
darkness and uncertainties – war, starvation, 
death in so many countries, destruction of so 
much of our planet. In all this darkness and 
suffering, as we wonder where God is, it seems 
impossible to experience the seeds of hope 
that we can nurture into blossoming. We need 
to be as convinced as Desmond Tutu was that 
“Hope is being able to see that there is light 
despite all the darkness.”

With all of this in mind, in springtime this 
year I once again sowed wildfl ower seeds and 
I yet again sensed the challenge to my faith 
and hope. Would they take root? Would they 
fl ower? Would they die? I have watched and 
waited for the fl owers to appear on the tiniest 
shoots, struggling upwards, preparing to bring 
joy and wonder.  

As I pray for all those who are suffering in 
the darkness of our world today, I ask myself 
- can I be like the seeds and be consoled and 
encouraged with the words of the psalm, “If I 
asked darkness to cover me, and the light to 
become night around me, that darkness would 
not be dark to you, night would be as light as 
day.” (Psalm 139) •

Sr Ann Gray    



                                  OBITUARIES   

Sr Claire O’Rourke was born in Providence, 
Rhode Island, USA on 27th February 1933. 
She had two sisters and two brothers, Hugh 
and Paul, both of whom were Columban 
Fathers. After training and performing 
with the New York Dance Company, she 
entered the Congregation in 1951. She 
professed First Vows in 1954 and took the 
religious name, Sr Mary Loyola. For the 
next four years, she studied in Mundelein 
College for Women in Chicago for a BA, 
majoring in English. 
In 1959, Claire was assigned on mission to 
the Philippines where she professed Final 
Vows in Manila. Later she did a Masters 
in Social Work, after which she spent a 
few years in the USA. She returned to 
Mindanao in 1972 where she served the 
very poor and visited the sick.
Poor health forced her to return to the USA. 
When she returned to the Philippines she 
became involved in group counselling 
and set up a programme in Social Work 
at Immaculate Conception College in 
Mindanao. 
Claire was assigned to the USA in 1981 
and studied at Regis College in Toronto 
for an MA in Spiritual Theology and in 
Boston College for a certifi cate in Spiritual 
Direction. In addition to working as a 
spiritual directress, she volunteered in a 
shelter for the homeless and was a member 
of the ‘Lost Coin’ group which fundraised 
for students who had dropped out of study 
due to lack of fi nance. 
In 2014, Claire moved to Silver Creek 
where she became known for her 
kindness. She lived most of her life with 
indifferent health in great discomfort. On 
18th February 2024 she died peacefully in 
Brooks hospital in Dunkirk.   

Sr Maura (Mary Margaret) Lyden was 
born 2nd January 1944 in Letterfrack, Co 
Galway. She attended Letterfrack National 
School and Kylemore Abbey. In October 
1962, she entered the Columban Sisters 
in Magheramore where she professed 
First Vows in 1965, taking the name Sr 
Mary Hildegarde. A year later she studied 
General Nursing in St Vincent’s Hospital, 
Dublin and then gained a diploma in 
Tropical Nursing in the Tropical School of 
Nursing in Liverpool. By 1970, Maura was 
assigned to Korea where she worked in 
the clinics in Chun Chon and Sam Chok. 
While in Sam Chok she had the privilege 
of caring for Bishop Quinlan when he was 
dying. In 1972 she professed Final Vows in 
Chun Chon. After spending a few years on 
promotion work in England, Maura then 
gained an MA in the Institute of Formative 
Spirituality in Pittsburgh. She was then one 
of the nine participants in the Columban 
Formation Programme in Magheramore. 
Maura was later assigned to Birmingham 
where she participated in vocation 
promotion and mission appeals. She also 
became involved in interreligious dialogue 
and experienced the richness of Eastern 
religions. She spent a year at the Tantur 
Ecumenical Institute in Jerusalem. 
As the care needs in Magheramore 
continued to grow, Maura was assigned 
there again, this time to the ministry of 
medical support and nurse. She became 
well known as she accompanied Sisters to 
clinics and ensured their needs were met. 
She will be missed especially for her 
exceptional kindness and her generous 
response to the needs of the Sisters. After 
a short and sudden illness, Maura died 
on 21st April 2024 in St Vincent’s Hospital, 
Dublin.
May they rest in peace.

Sr Claire O’Rourke

Sr Maura (Mary Margaret) Lyden 
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WILL?
Make a Difference!

Please remember the needs of Columban 
missionaries and their missions.

Without your help we cannot continue our work.
Your gift could help some of the most 

marginalised and neediest.

Missionary Society of St Columban, Widney Manor Road, Knowle, Solihull, West Midlands, B93 9AB.
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Jesus Helps a Roman Officer

A s Jesus made his way to Capernaum, he 
was met by some senior Jewish people 
of the town. One of the Roman offi cers 

of the garrison there – a centurion – had asked 
them to approach Jesus on his behalf. One of his 
most valued servants was dangerously ill, and the 
centurion believed Jesus would be able to heal him. 
He was not a Jew, however, so he did not want to 
risk offending Jesus by approaching him directly. 

The Jewish elders pleaded with Jesus. “He deserves 
your help,” they said, “because he is very good to our 
people. In fact, he built the synagogue for us.” 

Jesus went with them to the centurion’s house. 
They were not very far from the house, however, 
when some of the centurion’s friends met them 

with a message for Jesus: “Sir, do not put yourself 
to any trouble for me. I am not worthy enough for 
you to enter my house, and for this reason I did not 
come to you myself. Please just say the word and my 
servant will be healed. For, like you, I have authority: 
I only have to say to one of my soldiers, ‘Go!’ and he 
goes, or ‘Come here!’ and he comes.” 

When Jesus heard the centurion’s message, he 
was astonished. He turned to the crowd of people 
following him and said, “Not in the whole of Israel 
have I come across faith such as this.”

The messengers returned to the centurion’s house 
and found his servant completely healed. •
Read also: Luke 7:1-10

Bible Quiz No 112 Winners: Louise Taylor, Lancs • Margaret Eldridge, Kent
• Matthew Tye, Birmingham. 

1 In Numbers ch.12, which brother saw his sister 
affl icted with leprosy and pleaded with Moses, “Please 
my Lord do not hold this sin against us”?

2 In Judges ch.13, was it Moses, Manasseh or Manoah 
who said to his wife, “We are doomed to die, we have 
seen God”?

3 In Genesis, ch.43, who said to Jacob, “If you send our 
brother along with us, we will go down and buy food 
for you”?

4 In Matthew ch.16, which disciple said to Jesus, “You 
are the Christ, the Son of the living God”?

5 In Luke, ch.18, was it a rich man, a Jewish man, or a 
Samaritan who asked Jesus, “Teacher, what good 
thing must I do to gain eternal life”?

6 In Mark ch.1, who said to Jesus, “Lord if you want to 
you can make me clean?”

  number

114Bible Quiz

Address:

Name:

THREE

£15VOUCHERS TO BE WON!£15 vouchers for the fi rst three correct entries received! 
Consult your Bible, answer the questions above and send your 
entry to: Bible Quiz Nº 114, St Columban's, Widney Manor Rd, 
Solihull, West Midlands, B93 9AB, before 30th August 2024.
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V elvet worms are true survivors. We know this 
because their fossil remains have been found 
in Canada and China and date back 500 million 

years. This geological era, known as the Cambrian, was a 
time when plants and animals still lived in the oceans and 
life had not yet ventured on to land. 

Imagine what a barren and lifeless place the earth 
was with only rock and rubble. There was no living soil, 
no plants, no animals, insects, or humans. Around 400 
million years ago, when the fi rst plants eventually left the 
sea and came on to land, some species of velvet worms 
came along with them.

You might wonder, why they are called velvet 
worms? It is because their entire bodies are covered 

with overlapping scales, and this gives them a soft 
velvety appearance. To hold a velvet worm, you 
would have to travel all the way to the moist tropical 
regions of New Zealand and Australia. 

These soft bodied creatures do not harm humans 
and although they may seem cute and cuddly, they are 
fearsome predators. If you were a cricket, a small spider, 
a termite, or a wood louse, I would keep well away 
from them. Their hunting methods are ferocious. Out of 
their heads, they shoot ultra sticky glue which hardens 
immediately into a glassy texture. Their unfortunate 
victims are instantly immobilized and provide the next 
meal for the velvet worm. They come in a variety of 
colours, including red, orange, blue, brown gold and 
even white. Indeed, they are not related to worms but are 
closer to insects and spiders.

Thankfully, it never matters to God who we are related 
to. He does not keep a book of ‘Who’s Who’ or a social 
register. We are all part of God’s family. His loving 
embrace enfolds all of us no matter where we come on 
the tree of life. •

Im
age: Shutterstock

01. Onychophora, velvet worm, perched on a green leaf. 

1. Where do sheep go on holidays?
2. Why don't fi sh go on holidays?
3. Where do ghosts go on holidays?
4. Where do birds go on summer holiday?
5. What does bread do on holiday?
6. Where do bees stay on their summer 

holiday?

1. To the baa-hamas!
2. Because they're always 

in school.
3. Lake Eerie.

4. The Canary Islands!
5. Not much, just loaf around!
6. An air bee and bee.

HA! HA! Competition Winners 
MARCH /APRIL 2024
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The Velvet 
Worm

 By Elizabeth McArdle
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