
SPEECH TO ACKNOWLEDGE JUBILARIANS - MARGARET, PHILOMENA AND MARIE BERISE 
 

I have been asked to speak about our three sisters, Margaret, Philomena and Marie Berise. It 
is with regret that Philomena cannot be with us today because of her incapacity. We are 
delighted that Margaret is with us as she has been far from well. Welcome Margaret. These 
two sisters are celebrating their 70th Jubilee of Marist Religious Life; I think they have made 
history because I don’t think any other of our sisters in Australia have celebrated such a long 
time in religious life in the same year. In this talk I don’t intend to speak too much about all 
their experiences over such a long religious life but I want to highlight who each one is today 
as a Marist sister. 
 
Firstly, Philomena.  She was a great missionary in Fiji where she spent over thirty-five years, 
some of which were spent in comparative isolation in an island of the Yasawas group. Here 
her Marist vocation would have been challenged in so many different ways – loneliness, 
teaching without too many amenities, living in a small community of three on an island with 
just one priest and the Fijian villagers.   Space and time for herself would have been at a 
minimum and contact with other sisters very difficult as the nearest community was eight 
hours away by boat, and that a hazardous journey.  What a demanding life! 
 
 Today, this sister who lived such an active life is now a missionary of another kind. She who 
dreaded the thought of going to St. Anne’s Aged Care, is one of the most contented 
residents there. I think she is a real missionary of contentment and peacefulness. Whenever 
anyone visits her, her face lights up with a beaming smile which warms the heart and she is 
most gracious in thanking anyone for the visit. At the heart of her contentment is her great 
love of the Eucharist; it is inspiring to be with her when she receives the Lord. Although she 
may not remember too much about her Marist vocation, she is still living it to the full in her 
present situation. Philo is a great blessing for us and we thank her family who gifted her to 
us so long ago. 
 
Now we give our attention to Margaret. She was professed eight months before Philomena 
and the Lord was to call her to a very different way of life as a Marist. No secluded Pacific 
island for Margaret. No! Leadership roles at all levels -local, provincial and Congregational - 
were all to be her calling. She was about 28 years of age when all this began. Margaret has 
been and still is  a woman of great vision, with wide and varied experiences and the wisdom 
and ability to make concrete her dreams for the Congregation. That we Marist sisters are 
now alive and flourishing in places such as The Gambia in West Africa as well as Mexico and 
Brazil attest to her special gifts. Her generosity and sense of service as a Marist sister to all 
and sundry, especially God’s little ones, are known to most of us here. 
 
Today, Margaret is a wonderful missionary of love to all who come in contact with her.  
Suffering has been her lot for many years but this has not dimmed her outreach to others 
and her sharing with them their joys, fears, successes and failures. She has an inner beauty 
that invites people to love her; they feel safe and cherished in her presence. Just watch and 
listen to the carers who attend Margaret at The Southern Cross Aged Care facility, Marsfield. 
She draws out their goodness and they know this and want to be with her. Recently, when 
Margaret went to say good-bye to a specialist doctor who has been attending her, he told 



her how much she had helped him during her visits. There were some tears from both of 
them. 
 
Margaret’s family are exemplary in the love and care they show to Margaret. They give her 
so much cause for pride and joy in their lives and so Margaret’s love for them continues to 
bear fruit in abundance. 
Margaret’s strength and endurance of so much pain finds its roots in her closeness to Jesus 
and Mary. She thirsts for her loving God and delights in receiving Holy Communion and 
spending time before the Blessed Sacrament each week, even when so tired, weak and in 
pain. When Margaret made her vows 70 long years ago she promised to be a faithful Marist 
sister and how very faithful she has been. We salute you, Margaret, and marvel at Christ’s 
power at work in you. Thank you, Margaret. 
 
Our third sister we congratulate today is Marie Berise – she’s only 60 years a sister so she 
has a way to go to catch up with Philomena and Margaret. It is no news to anyone who 
knows Marie that her Marist life has been, and still is, a very full one. I am left in wonder at 
Marie’s extraordinary energy and ability to be enthusiastically and wholeheartedly involved 
in so many things at the same time. During her 60 years she excelled as a High School 
teacher of Religion, English and History, and so many tributes still come her way from those 
she taught in Woolwich, Cerdon and Fiji. I would describe Marie as a Missionary after the 
heart of St Paul, full of drive, vitality and dedication. As a Marist, she is forever seeking to 
make Jesus and Mary come alive in the hearts of all those she meets, with a special love for 
God’s wounded ones. 
 
When I think of Marie, many images amass in my mind, a colourful, entertaining, 
unbelievable collage presents itself to me. I’ll restrict myself to Marie of recent times, in her 
eighties. I see Marie at Marian House, leaning over the kitchen counter at lunch time, in 
animated conversation with one of our male chefs, discussing the latest movies and their 
good and bad points; then my gaze goes to Marie engrossed in her telling us of the 
intricacies of Yves Congar’s famous exposition of the inner workings of the Second Vatican 
Council, followed by a sudden switch of topic to the marvels of last night’s Rugby League 
game between the Cowboys and the Storm and the extraordinary prowess of Jonathan 
Thurston, Marie’s football hero. Not to linger there, we move to Marie’s background 
knowledge of the latest political manoeuvrings and then witness her compassion for some 
poor needy person whom she met on the bus and who needs our prayers or some friend 
who is ill or having troubles of some kind or other and whom Marie must help. 
 
Then our collage reminds us of Marie’s enthusiasm as she excitedly discusses with Pam and 
Jennifer (School meditation guides trained by Marie Berise), the topics for the next sessions 
for the Marist students’ encounters with their God in meditation and her delight in meeting 
a former unruly participant from the meditation sessions who has made good. Not to leave it 
there, she is so concerned about the faith of the young people of today that she must make 
sure that there is a Youth Christian meditation group set up in the local parish; she fossicks 
out some suitable young Adults, gets the parish priest’s permission and sure enough, the 
meditation group is born and is still flourishing today. 
 



Next, a literary group pops up in our collage and there is Marie engrossed in discussing the 
finer points of some modern, complex novel or one of the great classics. That gathering is 
generally followed, on the same day  by a Focalare prayer meeting. And we must not forget 
Marie’s  belonging to Gabriel’s weekly meditation group, Mary Anne’s monthly prayer group 
and of course, her great,great love - The Marist Laity group at Hunter’s Hill and Marist 
Reflection days. Our collage is still incomplete. We glimpse another side of Marie as she 
listens entranced to a piece of classical music (so much so that she can forget it’s meal time) 
or pause in awe at her powers of concentration as she becomes absorbed in some 
demanding history book on The Russian Revolution or The American Civil War, to name a 
couple, but most of all as she delves into some new Marist literature, such as Justin Taylor’s 
recent Biography on Jean-Claude Colin. 
 
But my lasting impression of Marie Berise is her stillness and prayerfulness as she waits upon 
her God, for at the heart of all her activity and loving outreach is her deep-down love of her 
Marist Vocation calling her to live the Gospel as Mary did.  
 
Thank you, Marie, for being you and thank you, ‘Cella, for being such a wonderful, 
supportive sister to Marie during her 60 years as a Marist sister. 
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