
GOOD-BYE TO THE GOOD SAMARITANS

While Canberra celebrates its 100 years in 2013, Queanbeyan boasts a proud history of 175 years. For 134
of those years, the Good Samaritan Sisters have been an integral part of the life of Queanbeyan. It was just
twenty-two years after the foundation of the Good Samaritan Sisters in Sydney in 1857, that the Sisters
arrived in Queanbeyan.

It was because Archbishop John Bede Polding and the founding Sisters of the Good Samaritan were able to
read the signs of the times and recognize the struggles of a largely convict population, that they set about
finding ways of bringing the healing love of Jesus to people in need. There would be many opportunities in
Queanbeyan in the ensuing 134 years.

Archbishop Polding’s vision for the Good Samaritans was set out in their Rule: “The Sisters are ready to
teach in schools, to visit and assist the sick in their own homes, to conduct orphanages, to reform the lives
of penitent women, and to apply themselves to every other charitable work.” The Sisters are called to a life
of prayer, simplicity, humility, obedience, community, hospitality and service of others, of gentleness and
compassion.

We owe a great debt of gratitude to the Sisters of the Good Samaritan in this Archdiocese. It was here in
Queanbeyan and in Braidwood that communities of Sisters were first established in 1879. It was on 10
February, the Feast of St Scholastica, that Mother Lucy Nihill, Sisters Benedict Lawn, Pius Hillier and
Magdalen Clancy arrived here. They had been invited by the parish priest, Father James McAuliffe, and
encouraged by the new Archbishop of Sydney, Roger Vaughan, remembering that until 1917, Queanbeyan
was still part of that Archdiocese.

Catholic education had been provided by lay teachers in Queanbeyan since 1852 when St Gregory’s
Denominational School was opened. That school continued in 1879 while the Good Samaritans conducted a
“Higher School for Ladies”. However at the end of that year, the Sisters assumed responsibility for the
education of all Catholic children in Queanbeyan and continued in their teaching role for the next one
hundred years.

Apart from the parish priest, Father McAuliffe, one of the driving forces responsible for the Sisters coming
to Queanbeyan was Martin Byrne, ably assisted financially by Thomas Dwyer of Molonglo. The usual
round of bazaars and other fund-raising activities helped build St Benedict’s Convent in several stages. It
was completed early in 1886 and blessed by Cardinal Moran on 16 May of that year. It is said that that
Australia’s future Prime Minister, Ben Chifley, was named after St Benedict’s Convent. Stories are told of
the Sisters negotiating the river by stepping stones, coming and going to Mass in St Gregory’s Church. In
reverse, children coming to school were described by the little wet feet coming from “Irishtown” as
Dodsworth was then known. The opening of the suspension bridge in 1901 overcame those difficulties.

For a number of years, the Good Samaritans also taught at St John Vianney’s, behind the Hotel Queanbeyan
and in 1957, Sister Anne Miles, who is with us today and Sister Colombiere pioneered Sacred Heart School
in Crest Road, West Queanbeyan. During the post- World War II years, the Sisters both at St Gregory’s and
Sacred Heart did much to help many of the migrant families settle into life in their new surroundings.

I am sure that the Sisters here today are delighted to witness the vibrancy of St Gregory’s School. That is a
great tribute to Claire Frazer and her staff and all their dedicated predecessors who have carried on the great
tradition of the Good Samaritan Sisters by reading the signs of the times and meeting the challenges of
today’s church and world.
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The educational opportunities offered by the Good Samaritan Sisters to the children of Queanbeyan cannot
be overstated. It was no easy life for the Sisters in those pioneering days as they shared with their pupils and
their families much of the hardship they were enduring. The Sisters were an integral part of the life of the
parish and the wider community of Queanbeyan and much loved by Catholics and non-Catholics alike. I am
sure that many people here will have their own stories of how the Sisters gave them a great start in life.

The missionary spirit has always been part of the Good Samaritan vocation as the Sisters sought to bring the
Gospel message to those people and places which might otherwise be deprived of the “good news”. When
in 1948 the call came from the Bishop of Nagasaki for the Sisters to go to Japan, Sister John Constable was
teaching in Queanbeyan. She and Sister Marie Eustelle from St Christopher’s joined four other Sisters to
make up the pioneer community in Japan. Later on, Sister Jacinta Shailer whom I had the good fortune to
have teach me in 5th Class at St Christopher’s, was to spend many years in Japan. Sister Geraldine Kearney
who made such an impact in Queanbeyan in the 1980s spent time in Kiribati and continues to be a great
champion of the people there.

Former Governor-General, Sir William Deane, one time pupil of St Christopher’s and arguably the Good
Samaritans’ most famous ex-student, often reminds us that a society is best judged by the way it cares for
its most vulnerable members. That care shown by the Sisters for their students in school situations has been
a hallmark of their total vocation. But the Good Samaritan outreach has always been further than schools.
Around Australia and now overseas, the Sisters are to be found in many areas of the welfare apostolate and
in the promotion of justice at many different levels. Queanbeyan’s last Good Samaritan, Sister Joy Edwards
has been for a long time a great champion of the aboriginal people, Sister Mary O’Shannassy formerly of
Queanbeyan is now prison chaplain in Melbourne while Sisters Mary Gregory, Jeanie Heininger, Rita
Reilly and so many others are to be found in solidarity with some of Australia’s most vulnerable people.

In more recent years, Sisters Evelyn who began the prayer group, Marie Agnese, Michaelene Purcell, Mary
O’Shannassy, Helen Avery, Stephanie Hayes, Gwen Bade and finally, Sister Joy have been a beautiful
pastoral presence in Queanbeyan, comforting, nurturing, encouraging, healing and witnessing to the Good
News in ways fully known to God alone.

In today’s Gospel, Jesus comes upon a discouraged group of fishermen, his closest disciples. They had been
out all night and had caught nothing. But they responded to Jesus’ call to be not afraid. They put out their
nets once more and made a great catch. It was in that same spirit of confident faith that for 134 years the
Good Samaritan Sisters have served the people of Queanbeyan. If as members of the Catholic Church today
we are feeling something of a sense of despondency, let us take heart from the Sisters of the Good
Samaritan who for all those years have been to us a source of light, hope and Gospel joy.

In the Eucharist, the Church’s great prayer of thanksgiving, we thank God for all the Sisters have been to
Queanbeyan. We thank their Congregational Leader, Sister Clare Condon, Sister Joy Edwards and all the
Sisters who have served so generously in Queanbeyan. As we are nourished by the Word of God and the
Eucharistic presence of Jesus, we pledge to uphold and continue in the years ahead the great spirit of the
Good Samaritans in Queanbeyan. For all we remember and celebrate today, we pray unashamedly in the
words of the Responsorial Psalm: “Before the angels, I will bless you, Lord.”

(Bishop) Patrick Power
St Raphael’s Church, Queanbeyan NSW
10 February 2013, Feast of St Scholastica


