
St Francis Xavier School 

Manunda, Queensland 

“Celebrating our Heroes” 

 
On August 8, 2003, I joined the community of St Francis Xavier’s in Manunda, a suburb of 

Cairns, to celebrate the feast of then Blessed, now St Mary MacKillop. Like so many schools 

across Australia and New Zealand, the school was founded by the Josephites, and the school was 

very intent on maintaining a link to that tradition. 

 

The day began with a beautiful Mass, organised by Gavin Rick, the school’s APRE. During the 

Mass the last Josephite principal was remembered and prayed for by name, as were other sisters 

who had been on staff there. My workshops and concert with the children formed another part of 

the day’s celebrations. 

 

As the Years Three, Four and Five children came over for their workshops in the breezeway, I 

noticed that three of the teachers had dressed as Sisters of St Joseph, and in previous years Gavin 

had dressed up as Fr Julian Tenison Woods and another staff member as Mary MacKillop and 

distributed lollipops to the children – something which Mary MacKillop was known for. This has 

been part of their tradition of celebrating for the past few years. 

 

In the lead up to the day’s celebrations one of the teachers was asked why she’d bother going to 

the effort of dressing as Mary for the day. It’s her response that I found to be quite compelling. 

 

She said that it was important for the children to see this part of our story as otherwise they’d 

never get to see that part of our tradition, our story. She was aware that something that is such a 

clear part of the memory and story of our generation could be lost if it wasn’t shared. This was 

her effort to bring the story of Mary MacKillop to life. 

 

For me, it called to mind the words of Bishop Geoffrey Robinson, who at the launch of “Towards 

2005” in Sydney in 1995 described the life of Jesus as a song, a song that has been sung down 

through the years. A song that has acquired many verses over the year and Mary MacKillop’s 

verse is so important to the song of Australia. 

 

When I was growing up I remember feeling that as a country we really lacked heroes. Even as a 

twelve year old, Ned Kelly seemed a highly dubious candidate. Now, having had the great fortune 

to visit many schools across Australia and New Zealand I can only be staggered by the depth and 

breadth of what Mary MacKillop achieved in a lifetime, a lifetime that had no planes, cars or 

telephones. 

 

The words of Bishop Robinson inspired my song, “Come Dance With Me”. And here was a 

teacher and a school singing the song and dancing the dance. And surely this will inspire our 

children to sing and dance, both metaphorically and literally.  
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