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Province History Part 2b 
 
In 1892, the entire Province of St Joseph consisted of one hundred priests and 
forty brothers, and amazingly there were twenty-four of them present, for the 
opening of extensions in Goulburn that year! The original property had been 
called Ravenswood and had 
been built by the former 
mayor and Methodist 
minister, Francis Tait. The 
property including 55 acres 
was sold to the Passionists 
after Francis’ sudden death at 
age 49. Ravenswood was 
renamed ‘Presentation Retreat, Mary’s Mount’ and officially opened and 
blessed in 1890.  
 
A visitor from New Zealand gave this description in 1891,“The Passionists, I 
learn, do not intend changing the present house, as it will be kept for priests 
and laymen who go in to the Retreat, as they do at present under the 
guidance of the Fathers. They are building a new wing, which will be no 
doubt more to their wishes, as it will not contain the luxurious fittings of the 
present house. A chapel and choir are to be added”. After some 
improvements and the addition of a house of study, the new building named 
was opened and blessed on June 29th, 1892. 

 
The claim was made that this event was the first time a peal of 
bells had been heard over a monastery in the Southern 
hemisphere. A set of Harrington’s (eight) tubular bells were set 
in place within the seventeen-meter high tower. They had been 
originally imported for the Sydney post office by clockmaker 
Angelo Tornaghi, but an alternative was selected. Novices 
learned how to play ‘call to prayer’ hymns, and once in a while 

something untoward like ‘Jingle bells’! 
 
 



  

 

Interestingly around sixty 
years later, fourteen Carrera 
marble statues were 
commissioned for the ground
s. They were created 
Ferdinando Palla Studio in 
Tuscany, Italy, the heartland 
of Carrara marble and the 
source of Michelangelo’s 
David and the Pieta. The 

statues are half life-size figures and weigh 500 kgs.  
Each statue took more than six months to 
create and then they were shipped 
individually to Sydney and trucked to 
Goulburn. The last statue arrived in 1955. 
Each statue cost around five hundred 
pounds which was half the cost of an 
average suburban house in those days. All 
14 ‘Stations’ were donated. When the 
property was sold in 1973 the statues were relocated to the sisters of Mercy in 
Goulburn and in 2000 they were relocated to the Passionist community in 
Glen Osmond and they are the focal point of the Sacred Garden. 
 
At the blessing of the extensions in 1892 there were postulants, novices, 
students and brothers who had been born in Australia, as well as a number of 
priests whose generous presence in Australia had been a drain on the 
Province back in England and Ireland. Some men 
were ill or overworked; some were deemed 
unsuitable for the Australian mission. The mission 
suffered from inadequate local community leaders 
and there were some letters of complaint written ‘home’. Despite this, there 
are no reports in Provincial Chapters of any trouble, and the Provincial’s visit 
in 1896 paints a different picture from that of two years earlier when he had 
been exhorted by the General to remedy the ‘sad situation’ in Australia.  
 

Marcellus was asked to lead a small 
community that went to New Town, Hobart to 
“redeem our good name’ because of the 
dispiriting state of affairs financially and the 
effect it had on the health  of the acting-
Superior. The Provincial visitor noted 

Marcellus’ transfer to Hobart and his repeated absence from novitiate classes. 
He did have an assistant but Marcellus had spent just eighty-two days in one 



  

 

eighteen-month period in the novitiate.  
 
                During this period he gave many missions throughout Australia and New 

Zealand. Pope Leo X111 granted an indult in 1895 to allow the fourteen novices 
to be professed despite Marcellus’ long absences from the novitiate. By 1895 the 
Pro-Provincial Vincent Grogan, described Marcellus as disappointed, troubled 
and troublesome” who from 1894 wanted the novitiate closed so that he could 

return to England. Marcellus had reported his 
own absences to the authorities to help 
achieve this! 
 

 
Marcellus did return home in 1895 and was appointed to 
Ardoyne, Belfast and over the next six years he 
conducted missions in England, Ireland and Scotland. In 
September 1901 he was appointed to Mt Argus, Dublin 
and was at that time suffering from Bright’s (kidney) 
disease. On September 5th 1902 Marcellus was dismissed 
from the Congregation as a fugitive for not responding 
to requests from his Provincial to return to his 
community, and it seems that like during his time in 
Australia, he was away engaged in missions, and 
spending little time at home. 

 
                 After completing a mission in Sheffield, he travelled to Bolton 16 kilometres 

north-west of Manchester and stayed with his sister. His death certificate 
indicated he had been suffering jaundice for sixteen days, as well as Bright’s 
disease. On September 16th 1902 he died aged 55. A Passionist, Fr Damian, was 
supplying in Bolton at the time and attended Marcellus in his last hours. A 
number of Passionists were present at his funeral and burial and his 
community celebrated the customary three Masses following his death. It is 
not certain whether Marcellus had been advised of his dismissal from the 
Congregation given it was not officially made known in Rome until September 
5th, and his death was eleven days later. He was buried in Tonge cemetery, in 
Bolton.  

 
The Novitiate was closed in 1896 because of the lack of qualified formation 

personnel. Much of that situation had been caused 
by insufficient funds. 
The novitiate was 
transferred to England, 
and in 1908 to Ireland. A 

dramatic reduction in vocations from Australia 



  

 

followed. Only twenty-nine clerical novices persevered to ordination 
between 1891 and 1925 and of these, only eighteen were Australian born. 
Many of those ordained left in the following years. The expense involved in 
travelling to England for novitiate and theological studies, which candidates 
had to meet, meant many refused a vocational 
call.  The Chapter determined the Novitiate 
could be re-opened, provided novices paid forty 
pounds for the year of novitiate (@ $2500) and 
twenty pounds per year afterwards until ordination. The 1905 Chapter 
determined that after profession Australian students should be sent to study 
in England and travel costs were to be met from Australia. Plans to re-open 
the novitiate did not happen until 1916, because of the advent of the Great 
War (1914-1918).  
In 1901 eighty-seven percent of the Australian clergy were Irish born. Some 
dioceses deliberately endorsed a policy of importing Irish priests for many 
decades. Many of them came from the poor south-west of Ireland and some 
suffered lung complaints. Most were ill prepared for the ruggedness of 
outback Australia.  

 
 We are witnessing today a difference of 
approach in various dioceses about importing 
priests from other counties. This is not a new 
phenomenon. One hundred and twenty years 
ago around the turn of the century, some 
Bishops were keen to encourage native clerical 
vocations since they thought the Irish model of 

priesthood unattractive to Australian youth. The Passionists had begun to 
accept native vocations soon after their arrival, unlike the Redemptorists who 
waited thirteen years. Unfortunately, the closure of the novitiate radically 
altered that promising beginning. 
 
 Three Passionists were chaplains-in-action 
during the 1900-1902 Boer War and seven of 
the sixteen Passionists volunteered for 
chaplaincy service in camps or overseas 
during World War 1. It was against this background that the deportation of 
German born Passionist Charles Jerger caused great divisions. It was claimed 
thirty-seven year old Charles made ‘a disloyal utterance’ in the old St Brigid’s 
church. Charles and Alphonsus Coen travelled to Melbourne to explain the 
allegations to the Minister for Defence and to guarantee the loyalty of the 
Passionists. Alphonsus claimed that the number of Passionists serving as 
chaplains proved their loyalty. 
 



  

 

 Alphonsus also claimed that Charles had done much to 
assist lonely or interstate soldiers at the training camps. 
War causalities among the men from Marrickville parish 
were high (492 had died by 1918). Antagonism among the 
churches grew and hatred spilled into Marrickville parish. 
A fellow Passionist reported Charles and he was interned 
in 1918 and later deported. The fact that suburbs, towns 
and streets were renamed with English names, reflected 
the strong anti-German feeling at the time Charles was 
deported. This mood led Reginald Lummer who came 

from a German family who had settled in Adelaide, to move to America. He 
returned after the war and served as Novice Master and Provincial but went 
to the United States again after World War 2 broke out.  One effect of this 
saga was the energetic fund raising for St Brigid’s that extended to distant 
parts of Australia.  
 
There was a keenness to repel Protestant antagonism and to take pride in 
Catholicism. Because of a lack of male collectors who had become involved in 
the war effort, women took on this service. In Marrickville, Parkside, 
Kingswood, Blackwood and Mitcham people were involved in house-to-
house collections, and saw themselves as assisting the missionary work of the 
Passionists.  
 

The Passionists who came from England and Ireland 
were energetic missioners who went as far afield for 
missions and retreats as Queensland, Western Australia 

and New Zealand despite the far more primitive means of transport than we 
know today. The struggles of the first thirty-five years of Anglo-Hibernian 
presence in Australia alerts us to some of the challenges we face in Vietnam as 
young ordained men seek suitable ministerial opportunities. Some have 
already faced the experiment of living with a diocesan parish a long way from 
the Passionist community in Saigon.  

 
In the early years of ministerial activity in Australia, 
Passionists conducted a great number of parish missions. 
Some of these were only one day, others two days or 
longer and included visits to all sorts of people in remote 
areas. They were seen as occasions to confirm the strong 
in faith, renew the lukewarm, encourage back, those who 
had ceased to attend church and preach a message of 

personal conversion and assurance of God’s mercy. Travel was frequently 
lengthy, fatiguing and uncomfortable because missioners visited many areas 
and small towns.  



  

 

 
Even in the first year of arrival (1887-1888) Passionists gave twenty-seven 
missions and fifteen retreats across New South Wales and as far north as 
Rockhampton. The following year they gave thirty-six missions and twenty-
one retreats in Eastern New South Wales and New Zealand. 
In 1901 Hilary Mara gave the Adelaide clergy retreat, 
journeyed twice to Bathurst-Orange, took a ship to 
Auckland, New Zealand and before the end of the year 
gave a number of missions in Brisbane. The small band of 
Passionists gave 500 missions in the fifteen years from their 
arrival, until 1902. 
 
Mission activity decreased after the novitiate and student house were closed in 
1896 because of the lack of qualified formation personnel. Despite this, one 

hundred and four missions and forty retreats were 
given in 1907. Missions decreased again with the 
1913-14 drought and the Great War, when fewer 

missionaries were available from the UK. One significant aspect of the 
missionary endeavours is that no permission was given for a single mission or 
retreat to be given in Melbourne between 1912 and 1946.  
 
We will explore the reason for that in Part 3.  (To be continued………) 
By Fr.Brian Traynor CP 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


