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"REMEMBER YOUR LEADERS" 

On this solemn occasion of the episcopal ordination of Fr. Neil Frank OMI, it makes ample 

sense to pay our debt of gratitude to God and to Fr. Abbot Pfanner and his fellow-pioneers 

for raising the Cross of Christ on the South African soil. In paying homage to missionaries, 

Pope St. John Paul II in his Ecclesia in Africa, quotes from the letter to the Hebrews: 

"Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the Word of God, consider the outcome 

of their life; and imitate their faith" (Heb. 13:7) (Ecclesia in Africa, no. 35). Today we too can 

adapt the striking words of Pope St. John Paul VI to the history of Mariannhill.  The history of 

the Mariannhill friars, the Missionary Sisters of the Precious Blood and the various religious 

congregations that subsequently joined the Mariannhill Diocese. The history of Mariannhill 

is a drama of charity, heroism and sacrifice which make the (South) African Church great and 

holy from its very origins (quoted in Ecclesia in Africa, no. 35). 

 

Paying a debt of gratitude would perhaps have been expressed at a shrine of Abbot Pfanner 

where Catholics of Mariannhill and Catholics of the dioceses would gather to thank God and 

to pray for the undertaking of promoting the canonisation cause of Abbot Pfanner. 

 

THE SPIRITUALITY OF MARIANNHILL 

Scripture gives us many instances where Jesus withdraws into some lonely place to pray 

alone (Mt. 14.23). At Gethsemane he said to Peter and the two sons of Zebedee: "stay here 

while I go to pray yonder" (Mt. 14.26). The entire life of Jesus was a life of prayer, a life lived 

in the silent presence of God the Father. At the heart of the spirituality of Mariannhill is 

prayer and the life of work summed up in the motto: "ora et labora". Ora et labora was at 

the heart of the evangelising mission of Abbot Pfanner. For the Mariannhill friars, work and 

prayer were intertwined into a single strong cord. The practice of associating work with 

prayer ended up by turning work into a prayer-filled sacrifice to God. Prayer enhances the 

purpose of work. Work done in silence immerses the worker into the presence of God. The 

red bricks of the Cathedral, the monastery, the hospital, the convent, the school and the 

store, are evidence of the hard work of the missionaries. But why are the surrounding 

villages not miniature copies of the hard work of the missionaries. Is the 130 years of having 

the legacy of Mariannhill missionaries not having a lasting impact on its environment? 

I dare to ask.  

 

I do need to ask, the Catholics of Mariannhill. As a matter of course, you burn incense all the 

time to communicate with the ancestral world. Communication with the spirits is second 

nature to you. It is part of your cultural expression. Why is that same habit (habitus) now 

that you are Christians, not applied to communicating with God daily and all the times? 

UNITY 

In today's reading, St. Paul addresses us on the question of unity among Christians, unity 
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among the clergy, unity in the diocese. For St. Paul, unity is like a pearl of great price. Unity 

is the highest value because it is the fruit of selfless love. Unity keeps the diocese together. 

Unity guarantees progress and ultimately success. But unity depends on each one of us. We 

should sacrifice our own personal interests for the benefit of others and the diocese. We 

know that, but we do not do it. We deliberately want to be reminded. (So, I am reminding 

you). Unity is of the greatest value because it finds us at our weakest. We poison each other 

with the disunity that dwells in our hearts. That is why like the Corinthians we say: "I am 

Paul's, or "I am Apollo's”, “I follow Cephas” and only a handful say: "I am Christ's". St. Paul 

advises that we should agree among ourselves, that we should avoid divisions at all costs, 

that we be firmly joined in unity of mind and thought (1Cor. 1:10). We have enough talents 

amongst ourselves. Let us put them to good use for the sake of the Church of Christ. "There 

is no single gift you lack” (1 Cor. 1:7). St. Paul reminds us that there is "one body, one Spirit, 

one Lord, one faith. One baptism, one God" (Eph. 4:4). 

 

Finally, the Bishop's role, apart from promoting unity in the diocese, also has to improve the 

image of the Catholic priesthood that has gained a negative publicity in recent times. This 

public scourge is the kind of evil that can only cast out "by prayer and fasting” (Mt. 17:21). 

This serious failure has undoubtedly highlighted the importance of the moral character of a 

priest above all the priestly functions. The priest is supposed to be an example, perhaps 

even an embodiment of every Christian virtue. There is therefore a need to restore a 

positive image of the priest. There is a need to restore the confidence of the faithful in the 

integrity and honour of the priesthood. The worthiness and holiness of a priest should be an 

integral part of the kind of person he is. That wholesome image of the priesthood ought to 

be promoted at all time in order to mend the badly scarred reputation of the Catholic 

priesthood. 

When couples celebrate their anniversary of marriage, they celebrate their fidelity, loyalty 

and love for each other. They honour the vows they have made to each other and to God. 

Perhaps, in the case of priests, instead of celebrating the anniversary of our ordination to 

the priesthood, we ought to celebrate like married couples, our vows, our fidelity, our 

celibacy and loyalty to God and to His Church. 

 


