
Two speeches given at the Farewell Parish Luncheon for Father Michael. 

 

TONY Egan’s speech | Trevor Fuller’s speech 

 

TONY EGAN 

 

When I started writing this I didn’t think it would be as long as it turned out.  So I apologise 

beforehand, this may nearly take as long as one of Father’s sermons, and make sure you are paying 

attention because, like Father Michael, I may be asking questions. 

 

Father Michael came to our parish about 8 years ago.  When he arrived, it was a bit of a shock, 

probably as much for us as it was for him.  Father Jim Honner had been our parish priest for a 

number of years and, well, there were a number of differences between the two gentlemen. 

 

Father Jim was, much like me, vertically challenged.  Father Michael stood head and shoulders 

above most parishioners. 

 

Father Jim was, if he were in any job other than a priest, past retiring age.  Father Michael was 

considerably younger, although deceptively older than he appeared. 

 

Father Jim was a white Anglo Saxon.  Father Michael had a pretty good African tan.  Geoff Feehan 

described him Blackwood Parish’s very own “Sidney Poitier”. 

 

Father Jim, while being jovial, was sometimes rather a glass half empty sort of man -some of his 

sermons focussing on gloom and doom.  Father Michael was more of a glass half full man -full of 

hope and looking at what was good in the world. 

 

Both Father Jim and Father Michael were country boys, Father Jim growing up in rural SA and 

Father Michael growing up in a village in rural Kenya, and both priests brought their agricultural 

experience to their sermons. 

 

And speaking of sermons, Father Jim’s were usually on the brief side, read from his script.  And 

Father Michael’s, well let’s just say they tended to be longer, but delivered without a script -which 

is a skill I greatly admire. 

 

Both priests have a deep love and understanding of scripture and a deep affection and concern for 

the people of their flock. 

 

When Father Jim left, I’m sure many of us thought our parish would be amalgamated with a 

neighbouring one and we would not have our own parish priest.  However, we got Father Michael 

and what a gift that has been. 

 

Father Michael had already been here in Adelaide for about 3 years, studying, but Blackwood was 

his first appointment as a parish priest. 

 

I can’t begin to imagine what it would be like to have been brought up in a Kenyan village, lived in 

that culture for 40 years and then to be transported to a foreign land and culture to serve for the next 

10 or more years. 

It sounds almost like being a convict!! 

 



But Father then not only had to serve a community but be its leader, making what Father has 

achieved here even more remarkable. 

 

He has had to learn the Aussie way of doing things:   

 our food and customs (he has especially developed a taste for a drop of red!!) 

 how families here relate to each other,  

 how we don’t interact and answer questions during a sermon 

 how Aussie Catholics don’t have a good chapter and verse knowledge of the Bible 

 the list of things Father had to learn about Australians goes on and on, and I’m sure he’s still 

learning. 

 

Early on in his time with us I remember Father apologising to us for his Kenyan accent and hoping 

that we were able to understand him.  I commented to him that many in the parish would have 

grown up with imported Irish priests and if we had learned to understand them we could certainly 

cope with an African. 

And it’s true, we have to a certain extent.  I’m not sure if it’s because our ears have got better or 

you’ve become more Australian. 

However, I still can’t help smiling when you struggle with some of the names of the children you 

have baptised.  I’m sure there are some parents in the parish who have gone home after a baptism 

and said to each other, “Look, I know we had a name chosen for our baby girl but Father Michael 

baptised her under this name, so I suppose we have to use that now!” 

 

You wouldn’t think to look at him now, but Father Michael was apparently a sickly child as he was 

growing up.  Now he is a fine strapping man, and that could be attributed to two things:  his love of 

food and his love of sport. 

Like Jesus, Father is always up for a good meal (and a bit of the old red wine).  When he is not 

perfecting his African recipes in his own kitchen, Father has enjoyed many meals with many of you 

good people.  In this way he has bonded and made very strong connections with many of you 

during these times, and made himself part of your family. 

 

Father loves sport.  We have heard about the trials and tribulations as he learnt to swim, and of his 

abject failure to master the art of golf.  He runs regularly, loves soccer and has developed a taste for 

Aussie Rules, although I was a bit worried Chris Baggoley was going to sign him up as a Sydney 

Swans supporter.  The Foxtel Sports channel has been given a bit of a workout in the presbytery I 

believe. 

 

Now for many years Father had hidden one of his weaknesses, his eyesight.  I’m not sure if it was 

vanity but Father should have been wearing glasses long before they started to appear more 

regularly on the end of his nose.  Each year Barbara Baggoley would have to set the font size on the 

Easter and Christmas booklets a step larger so Father could get away with not wearing glasses, but 

it didn’t seem to work.  I’d be trying to follow the script and Father would go off into his own 

version.  Barbara and I would just look at each other and nod –“yeah, he’s lost his spot again 

because he can’t see it”.  Thankfully he has now realised the necessity of glasses although he does 

have a tendency to leave them behind and so Barbara is continually running errands to go fetch 

them. 

 

Father Michael is a very learned man.  He speaks at least 4 languages and has a deep knowledge 

and love for scripture.  At PPC meetings we always begin by reflecting on the Sunday gospel.  

Some of us will make a contribution to discussion and then Terry will say “Now let’s get the proper 

answer from Father”. 



When we come to Father’s masses we know we are coming for a dose of 'wisdom' from a priest 

who exudes Reverence to Our Lord Jesus Christ.  I personally love the way he has used experiences 

of his life in Kenya to illustrate the points he is making in his sermons -they become like Kenyan 

parables.  However, there are often times I have found myself sitting in a homily and praying 

“Don’t pick me, don’t pick me”.  Father loves trying to interact with his audience during a homily 

but it is a teaching practice that hasn’t brought great results in Blackwood. 

I learned fairly quickly that he tended to favour his left hand side and would speak more to that side 

of the church.  So if I sat far right I could get under Father’s radar.  Cyril Brown and Bryce Alanson 

are either slow learners or gluttons for punishment.  Front and centre and often the direct target of 

questions.  I’m not sure of your strike rate Bryce and Cyril – but you never seemed to me to get too 

many right. 

 

And then there was the shame I felt when no-one could get the right answer.  Father would get 

exasperated and say “Oh Jesus Christ”.  We must have been such a disappointment to you Father.  

I’ve sent an email to Brighton parish to warn them to study their Bible thoroughly before you arrive. 

 

But Father here’s a question for you… can you tell me what Matthew 19, verse 16 is about? 

It’s the bit where the man goes up to Jesus and asks “What must I do to receive eternal life?” 

Jesus replies “Leave everything, come and follow me.” 

 

The man in that story goes away sad -it is too hard for him.  But you Father Michael, you have 

taken up that challenge.  You left your family to become a priest, you left your home country to 

serve our Parish.  And you do all you do with such humility and loyalty to your Bishop, our Bishops 

and your congregation.  You are indeed a good and faithful servant of the Lord. 

 

Brighton will be blessed to have you as their priest.  To use the horse industry vernacular, we’ve 

broken you in and you’re ready for even better service now. 

 

Today, Father, we wish you every happiness and every blessing for your new posting.  We hope 

that you will come back to visit us from time to time.  You may even see us at 'your Mass' in 

Brighton when nostalgia sets in. 

 

I mentioned before about Father being our own Sidney Poitier.  Sidney appear in a great movie in 

the 60s called “To Sir with Love”.  He played the part of an inspirational teacher.  In the movie the 

singer Lulu sang a beautiful song to thank her teacher for everything he had done.  I would have 

loved to have written a similar song for you and have got Tracey to sing it… but I didn’t.  However, 

it would have ended simply, “To Father with love”. 

 

Father Michael thank you for all you have been to us here in the Blackwood Parish.  May God bless 

you as you continue God’s work at Brighton. 
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TREVOR FULLER 
 
Today we bid farewell to Fr Michael, our Parish Priest of seven years.  His departure is not completely 
unexpected and his move to a new parish is not unlike what most Catholics have seen throughout their 
lives and have come to expect. It is a common and regular practice in our faith that priests move within 
their diocese to serve another parish after a set amount of time, exceptions being made, of course, for 
special circumstances. It is generally a thoughtful and orderly process that is classic for Catholicism. A little 
change, a little pain, but eventually and hopefully a transition which is beneficial for priest and parish alike. 
It may have been the expectation of some of us that Fr Michael's next move would be a return to his native 
Kenya. This was not to be, however, and , as you know, he has accepted the challenge of the more diverse, 
multicultural and complex parish of Brighton/ Hallett Cove. 
 
During his time at Blackwood Michael has become for Trish and me, a cherished friend. In saying this, I 
intend no selfish possessiveness but we will both miss him greatly even though his new home is only a 
short distance from here. He has been with us in times of celebration such as special birthdays, our 60th 
wedding anniversary, and the baptism of our two youngest great grandchildren. He was also there in times 
of sadness and remembrance such as the home Mass for the anniversary of our good friend Bernie Oehlers 
and during the time that our daughter-in-law, Carol, was struggling with terminal cancer. He has been 
regularly in our home for all manner of things  and we have frequently had the pleasure of his company for 
morning teas, lunches and dinners, all happy occasions which have often included some shared music-
making and party games. The national drink of Kenya is commonly regarded as beer  but I guarantee 
Michael has a warm and  unequivocal appreciation of,  and respect for, a good single malt Scotch whisky. 
Over a couple of these we have shared, not infrequently, lively discussion and debate about religion, our 
Catholic faith, the local Church scene, politics, social issues and the like. 
 
On the wider front this same man has brought considerable spiritual energy to enliven the  parish and to 
remind us that we are, indeed, disciples of Christ. In serving God , the Parish family  has been his priority 
and we have all been blessed to experience the gifts of Michael's  priesthood and his faith so convincingly  
and lovingly shared. He is authentic, caring, conscientious, smart  and loving; a one-of-a-kind priest who has 
impacted the lives of many of us. 
 
Indeed, our lives have been enriched and deepened through his fidelity to the Church and his reverent 
celebration of the Eucharist and the Sacraments. He knows his people and exhibits the strong pastoral 
charity that is so essential to priestly credibility. He has a unique and, at times, very disconcerting preaching 
style which adopts the use of direct questions sometimes of general scriptural significance but occasionally 
rather more obscure in nature. Some people have been known to lower their heads during the homily to 
avoid direct eye-contact thus reducing the chance of being the flummoxed recipient of one of these 
questions or they may simply be in a state of quiet, religious repose; others may choose to regard the 
question as purely rhetorical so that it is not necessary to come up with an answer.  Nevertheless his 
homilies have extraordinary theological depth and his very personal and public relationship with Jesus 
Christ comprehends the struggle in our personal and private lives between faith and doubt. He has a great 
gift for explaining what the Gospel is saying and connecting us to it. He honours Catholic tradition but is 
unafraid of change and is a strong exponent of renewal in the Church. He stands firm on God's teaching and 
his sermons and talks have made us more aware of our responsibilities for our actions and decisions to 
follow his word in our everyday lives. He knows what life is about, its joys and its struggles because he is a 
man of prayer. He knows what God's love is about, full of mercy and hope, healing and joy.  A great 
combination for a homilist - knowing God and knowing people. Michael has always been there for us 
whether it be to inspire and educate or to provide guidance for our youth or to provide succour for the sick 
of our Parish and for those in hospital care. Beyond the Parish he has done much to provide religious and 
pastoral care in local hospitals and Nursing Homes and to strongly support Adelaide's extensive African 
Community. 
 



Michael, we thank you for your courage to speak the truth, for your  great compassion, for providing a 
steadiness of hand through the Church's sex abuse crisis and for giving us reassurance in these troubling 
times when the norms of society and the teachings of the Church seem often to be poles apart. A friend to 
the sick and needy, you stand rock-solid on matters of principle and integrity. Despite all of its difficulties, 
your Church is a Church not some kind of club or business organisation. You strive to ensure that it lives and 
breathes the grace of God to all its wounded and imperfect people. We shall always remember your 
kindness and support, your faithfulness, your constancy and your dedication to the priesthood. We wish 
you well in your new appointment and we impart to you our blessing in the beautiful words from the Book 
of Numbers :   The Lord bless you and keep you: the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious 
unto you: the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace. 
 
And now, in my imperfect Swahili, let me conclude these remarks by saying to you: Mungu akubariki na 
kuwalinda rafiki yangu. 
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