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I wish to begin by offering a profound apology to the Missionary Sisters of 

Service and to the memory of the late Fr John Wallis. As a lecturer in Australian 

Church history at Catholic Theological College, East Melbourne, my lectures on 

the history of women religious in Australia in the nineteenth century always 

highlight the difference between the influx of religious orders from Europe and 

the uniquely distinctive contribution of our ‘home grown’ congregations such 

as the Good Samaritan Sisters and the Josephites. The ‘Good Sams’ and the 

‘Joeys’. I hardly mention the Missionary Sisters of Service. Well, tonight that 

oversight gets corrected for the historical record. The vision of John Wallis in 

founding the Congregation of the Missionary Sisters of Service very much 

paved the wave for a new style of religious life here in Australia, a style of 

religious life and pastoral ministry very much adapted to the needs of this 

country, as opposed to importing a ‘stock standard’ European model. A new 

style of pastoral ministry and adaptation to new and changing conditions were 

the hallmarks of the Second Vatican Council which occurred in Rome fifty years 

ago this month.  

In accepting the Sisters’ invitation to give this Memorial Lecture in honour of Fr 

John Wallis and to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Council, my 

task was to bring the two themes together. As I began to delve into the history 

of John Wallis and the congregation he established, I began to see some 

remarkable parallels between what was happening in the lead-up to the 

Council and what was happening here in Tasmania. Firstly, let me draw some 

links between the man who founded the Missionary Sisters and the man who 

summoned Vatican II. They were both called John, a biblical name that speaks 
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to us of prophecy and the announcement of good news. They both had a fairly 

traditional upbringing in their families and in their seminary formation in 

preparation for the priesthood, they were both wide readers with a broad 

vision of the Church and its history and great lovers of Scripture. Both John 

Wallis and John XXIII were underestimated by their peers and very much on 

the periphery of Church life, going about their work with little fuss and fanfare. 

But there is something essential and fundamental to John XXIII and John Wallis 

that links them this evening; they were men who both intuited change, men 

who discerned changing conditions in the Church and in the world, new 

challenges of an epochal nature, men who were able to return to the biblical 

imperative given by Jesus in the Gospel to ‘read the signs of the times’ (Mt 

16:1-4). How true that overlooked and marginal figures are often the ones who 

best illuminate the problems and tensions of a given epoch.  

As I read the book Around the Kitchen Table, the similarities between the two 

‘Johns’ leapt off the page in almost every chapter. In 1933, when John Wallis 

was sent on a pastoral visit to Bruny Island, he met Kit Hawkins who asked 

prophetically, ‘But haven’t our children souls as well?’ which, as we know, 

planted a seed deep in his heart. At about the same time on the other side of 

the world, John XXIII (Angelo Roncalli) was wandering around the most isolated 

parts of Bulgaria fulfilling his duty as Apostolic Delegate and finding isolated 

pockets of Catholics in small villages and tiny hamlets, many of whom had not 

seen a priest let alone a bishop in years. In his travels, in a country where the 

Catholic Church was in the minority, Roncalli often met great numbers of 

Orthodox Christians, Jews and Muslims. His pastoral heart was also touched 

because he asked himself in his diary the same prophetic question, ‘And to 

whom do all these souls belong?’ Both men developed strong ecumenical 

sensibilities when this was not exactly a popular trend in the Catholic Church. 

‘Go to the highways and the byways … and let your ministry be one of pastoral 

love and service’. For John Wallis and Angelo Roncalli, this was certainly the 

case.  

Both John Wallis and John XXIII, as young priests, were involved in the work of 

Catholic Action and the development of a mature understanding of the proper 

place of the lay vocation in the life of the Church by virtue of Christian Baptism. 
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This would become the cornerstone of the Second Vatican Council’s 

understanding of the Church, especially in Lumen Gentium; the unique and 

distinctive place of the lay vocation in the life of the Church, the universal call 

to holiness and the sacramental sharing in the priesthood of Jesus Christ as 

priest, prophet and king. Both men intuited very early in their lives what would 

be a phenomenon of the mid-twentieth century …the changing role of women 

in society and in the Church.  

As I read Around the Kitchen table, I was amazed at the number of times I 

found the word ‘adaptation’ on the lips of John Wallis, that is, traditional 

religious life needing to be adapted for new conditions and different pastoral 

scenarios. Adaptation of religious life for the harsh Australian outback 

conditions and to confront the different pastoral scenarios where a district did 

not have a resident priest and the traditional infrastructure of Catholic convent 

and primary school. So much of our Catholic sacramental practice and canon 

law still presupposes the village mentality of Catholic Europe. There were very 

few such presuppositions in the vast Australian outback of the diocese of 

Wilcannia-Forbes, Toowoomba and Port Pirie and the many scattered tiny 

hamlets here in Tasmania. But the rich and ancient Australian soil had issued 

forth a new and radical call to Gospel service and pastoral love. And John 

Wallis heard that call.  

Adaptability and flexibility were the maxims for the Missionary Sisters of 

Service in order to fulfill the pastoral charter entrusted to them. They could 

have gone down the traditional religious route of building Catholic 

infrastructure such as big and imposing convents and schools. But that was not 

the call that John Wallis heard. The prophet resisted the temptation to sit still, 

set up camp, build the infrastructure and glory in the architecture. ‘But it is not 

at all desirable that such Sisters should take over schools and institutions’.  

Adaptation, adaptation, adaptation. This word was always on the lips and deep 

in the heart and soul of Fr John Wallis. While he was crafting a prophetic and 

new pastoral strategy around this word, on the other wide of the world, the 

other John (Angelo Roncalli) was wandering around Bulgaria, Turkey, Greece 

and Paris not in the finery of papal diplomacy but always as a shepherd, a 

pastor, a father responding to the needs his flock. Angelo Roncalli was living 
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through historical change, he had been studying historical change from 

centuries ago after the Council of Trent, which he called a time of great 

renewal for the Catholic Church. He too spoke of the need for the Church to 

‘adapt’ to new and changing historical circumstances, the Church that 

harnesses new energy, finds new vigour, in every historical epoch to live its 

evangelical mission. New times, new needs, new forms, he cried. In a homily in 

1937, at the consecration of a new bishop in Istanbul, Roncalli stated: 

Yes, let us bless our holy mother the Catholic Church; she does not develop in 

the past but walks ahead. She walks with those that move. Many fall around 

her or stop in their tracks. But the Church lasts for eternity, always dynamic, the 

one who always carries the renewal of life. 

The idea of aggiornamento had been born. At the 1957 Diocesan Synod in 

Venice, Patriarch Roncalli stated: 

Haven’t you heard the word aggiornamento repeated many times? Here is our 

Church, always young and ready to follow the different changes in the 

circumstances of life, with the intention of adapting, correcting, improving and 

arousing enthusiasm. In summary, this is the nature of the synod; this is its 

purpose. 

John XXIII spoke those words only one year before his election to the papacy. 

Meanwhile, in downtown Tasmania, John Wallis was putting into action his 

own particular vision of the Church that is always young and ready to follow 

the different changes in the circumstances of life. John Wallis was hard at work 

adapting, correcting, improving and arousing great enthusiasm.  

As I read Around the Kitchen Table, the thing that really got me was the photo 

of the caravan on p. 131. This is the great symbol of the Missionary Sisters of 

Service, at the heart of the great vision of Fr John Wallis. A caravan that took 

the Church ‘on the road’, a more missionary pursuit that went into the 

highways and the byways, way into the outback of rural Australia, a vision of 

the Church not concerned with building up infrastructure but taking the Gospel 

and the vision of pastoral care to the neglected and forgotten, a very different 

form of ‘missionary’ Church. I looked at the photo of the caravan and tried to 

see what John Wallis saw, felt his pastoral spirit, intuited his missionary zeal, 
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particularly remarkable for a diocesan priest, the caravan a symbol of ‘reading 

the signs of times’. I then I thought of 4 October 1962. Seven days before the 

solemn opening of the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council of the Church, John 

XXIII took the Church ‘on the road’. He felt a need to go on pilgrimage and to 

place the intentions of the Council at the feet of Our Lady of Loreto and the 

patron saint of Italy, St Francis of Assisi. John XXIII went there by train. He 

reactivated the Papal train station in the Vatican that had been locked away for 

decades after the fall of the Papal States when the Bishop of Rome became a 

sullen ‘prisoner of the Vatican’. John XXIII set off on the journey. Youtube 

footage shows the big black steel door being pulled back for the first time in 

decades and smiling pope on the train departing the confines of the Vatican. 

New horizons, new missionary energy, a renewed sense of pastoral zeal and 

love in the proclamation of the Gospel. The Council was only a week away. As 

the distinguished American Jesuit historian John O’Malley, states, ‘It was no 

longer business as usual’.  

Around the Kitchen Table details how much John Wallis welcomed the Council, 

followed the interventions, devoured the documents, and spoke about them 

regularly, frequently and often!! He fed the Sisters on a diet of sixteen conciliar 

documents, this Council which intuited new times, embraced change, read the 

signs of the times and harnessed new energy and vigour in the proclamation of 

the Gospel. As one of the Sisters has stated, ‘Fr John not only introduced us to 

the documents, but lured us inside them, walked us around them, in them, 

climbed up and down through them. His enthusiasm knew no bounds. He 

wanted everyone to see, feel and taste what he saw and felt and tasted’.  

Of course, we all know where he got this from … Gilly Young. I titled my 

presentation In the Vanguard and Ahead of Their Times to indicate how much 

John Wallis and John XXIII intuited similar things and had similar personalities. 

You don’t really need an historian from Melbourne to tell you about what a 

colossus Guilford Clyde Young was in terms of understanding Vatican II. Like 

the two ‘Johns’, Guilford Young was very much ahead of his times in terms of 

the liturgy, the lay apostolate, ecumenism and a more dynamic understanding 

of the Church not solely as an institution and structure but the mystery, the 

sacrament of God, at work through Christ, in the world. John Wallis may have 
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spoken incessantly about the documents of Vatican II but I am given to believe 

that the length of Archbishop Young’s homilies and talks leave John Wallis 

looking a Trappist monk!! Archbishop Young was alive with the Council and on 

fire about it. He played a central part, and on his return to Tasmania, convoked 

regular gatherings of clergy, religious and laity to give the ‘inside running’.  

I have an Anglican friend of mine from Sydney who believes that the Second 

Vatican Council was the Catholic Church’s greatest conspiracy in the modern 

era. He believes that all these things were talked about in Rome, decisions 

approved, much fuss made, and many bishops came back home and carried on 

as before regardless of the Council!! Not so with Archbishop Young. He 

distinguishes himself as perhaps one of the only Australian bishops who had 

been intuiting many of these themes of the Council for years. In his recently 

published journal of the Council, the legendary and great French Dominican 

theologian Yves Congar writes: 

A little before 5.00pm, visit from Mgr Young, an Australian bishop, young, 

mixture of straight-talking and solemnity. He has fed on Congar for twenty 

years. He told me how terribly disappointed he was in the schemata and in the 

opening ceremony in St Peter’s, indeed almost to the point of being 

scandalized. We preach to the laity about participation, and look at the 

example they are given! He asked me to suggest the names of bishops for the 

voting for the Commissions tomorrow. We chatted. We will meet again. 

On 4 July 1960, Archbishop Young was received in audience by Pope John XXIII. 

The pope wrote in his diary, ‘Three missionary bishops came to see me today 

from Australia, Brazil and the Philippines. They edify me, they move me and 

they encourage me greatly’. For Archbishop Young, his singular mission in life 

was to unfold the great mystery of the Council, to share its infinite riches, to 

open up the great Catholic tradition as he advocated causes dear to his heart – 

liturgical renewal, enhancing the place of lay people in the life of the Church, 

ecumenical outreach, catechetical renewal, a deep appreciation of the 

scriptures.  

In an unpublished manuscript, one of the Sisters speaks of being ‘saturated’ 

with Fr John and Archbishop Young’s teaching on Vatican II, a ‘wonderful 
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grace’ to have experienced the spirit of the Council in this way. There are other 

words often used to describe this time in the life of the Church – joy, hope, 

openness, enthusiasm, energy, vision and excitement. Many of these are 

associated with the spirit of the times. Many of these words lie at the heart of 

faith and the common call of Christian discipleship we all share through the 

waters of Baptism. Sadly, in the recent history of our Church, these words and 

sentiments have been in short supply in the wake of the scandal of clergy 

abuse, divisions in the Church, declining Mass attendance in the West, 

diminishing number of priests and religious, a greater marginalization of the 

Church in public life, a sense that something of the Council’s energy and vision 

has been lost and perhaps diminished at times.  

On this fiftieth anniversary of the Second Vatican Council, it is very easy (with 

the genius of hindsight!) to stand here and praise the vision and prophetic 

witness of Pope John XXIII, Fr John Wallis and Archbishop Guilford Young. The 

more challenging thing is to do what we have always done as the pilgrim 

People of God – to go back into the tradition and our story of faith, to find new 

perspectives and to widen our vision. Above all, to go back to the scriptures, 

the essential and unique source of our story of faith, and to see a mirror of 

ourselves, our Church and our times. And that mirror will show us what God 

always does throughout salvation history – he hears the cry of his people, he 

renews and strengthens his covenant, he forgets our weakness and infidelity, 

he gives us new vision, new hope and new energy for the kingdom, he writes 

his word deep in our hearts, he calls forth new prophets who know this great 

story of faith and who, with deep serenity of mind and heart, take us down 

new and untraveled roads. This is what we celebrate and commemorate this 

evening. Pope John did it with a council; Fr John did it with a caravan. And we 

have all been the beneficiaries of their energy, faith, wisdom and pastoral 

vision.  

These are not days for the faint-hearted or for those who wish to stop a little 

weary along the road, or for those who long with nostalgia for a time that 

never existed. In October 1958, Pope Pius XII died after a long and 

controversial reign of eighteen years. We have become so used to popes dying 

in the Apostolic Palace near St Peter’s Basilica. But Pius XII died at the summer 



Dr Max Vodola IN THE VAGUARD AHEAD OF THEIR TIMES:  

 JOHN XXIII, JOHN WALLIS, GUILFORD YOUNG AND VATICAN II 

8 

 

residence of Castelgandolfo. His body was brought back to St Peter’s in an 

elaborate funeral processional that resembled something from the days of 

imperial Rome. Patriarch Angelo Roncalli was watching this in Venice about to 

depart for the conclave in Rome that would elect him to the papacy. He knew 

that the coming conclave would be decisive, for the Church could no longer put 

off issues it had to address. He felt deep in his heart what he had intuited for 

decades; the need for significant change and a new framework, a new style, a 

new language for the Church to negotiate this change and for the Gospel to 

come alive in ways that responded to contemporary needs. He wrote in his 

diary, ‘The grace of the Lord is always with his Church. A customary phrase of 

mine touches the consoling reality. We are not here on earth to look after a 

museum but to cultivate a flourishing garden of life and to prepare for a 

glorious future’.  


