
The impact of Rome & the Marist Theologate community  

John O’Gara and Jimmy McElroy, accompanied by two teachers (Brendan Mays from Chanel, Coolock and Aoife 

Mullen from St. Mary’s, Dundalk) took 8 students to Rome specifically on pilgrimage from 23rd -26thOctober.  Four 

students were from Chanel and four were from St. Mary’s. 

The students were from largely either from 5th or 6th year.  We went around explaining that we were going on a 

pilgrimage as opposed to a school tour and that we would be visiting churches, and there would be prayer each day.  

The students were then invited to write in saying why they would like to go.  Finally it came down to having four 

from each school.   

We flew Aer Lingus and were met by Soane and Kenneth, two Marist seminarians (both did pastoral placement in 

Dublin during the summer) who guided us to our accommodation with the Ursuline Sisters just 3 minutes walk away 

from Casa di Maria, the Marist theologate.  John Larsen, the Rector of the theologate warmly welcomed us to the 

Marist Community and to Rome.   After lunch we visited Maria Maggiore and came back to the Marist parish- 

Francesa Cabrini - which is beside the theologate.   Following Mass we had Benediction with the Marist community 

followed by dinner prepared by the seminarians.  John Larsen spoke to the group about the meaning of pilgrimage.  

Naturally we visited St. Peter’s and two other Basilicas, as well as celebrating Mass in the Jesuit ‘Jesu’ Church.   In the 

afternoons one or two Marist students acted as guides.  We also took in the Colliseum, the Trevi Fountain and the 

Spanish steps.  On the last day we visited the catacombs of St Agnes and then went to the General House where 

John Hannan celebrated Mass for us followed by lunch and a visit to the archives. 

How did all of this go down with our young Irish students?  They were very impressed by the genuine warmth of 

Marist hospitality both in Casa di Maria and the General House.  It made our students reflect on the Marist way of 

life, which generally is so different from that of young people in the Ireland of today.  They got on very well and this 

friendship was cemented by a football match one evening held in the Marist school Via Livorno, adjacent to the 

theologate.  How about the religious element in the pilgrimage?  Prayer was involved both before and during the 

pilgrimage and this fact simply helped so much.  It created an atmosphere of good will and of genuine fraternity.  

Most of our students would have come to Mass and the prayer services without the feeling of being accustomed to 

such things.  We felt such immersion was justified.   We all need an experience of faith in action to be able to 

respond.  Perhaps the overarching sense of the young people was of the generosity, normality and humanity of the 

young Marists they met and that something special had happened on the pilgrimage.  As a staff  group, we were very 

impressed with the openness of our students, while the joyful and welcoming spirit of all in the Marist community 

was outstanding to witness and a key element of the experience.                                                                                                 

Is it worthwhile repeating?  We would say, ‘yes’.  In a way it was like the Vocation Days of the past but dressed up for 

times such as these.  In brief it showed off a Christian lifestyle in the setting of a religious community, in the heart of 

the Church and with the artistic beauty of Rome.  The Faith inspired so many martyrs and drew a response from so 

many artists that one cannot remain unaffected by such powerful influences.                                                                         

On the final evening we had a reflection and evaluation of the pilgrimage led by John Larsen.  It was thorough and 

very moving as we listened to the reactions of our eight Irish students.   

What about the future of such a venture?  It is very important to pray for its success.  Second, it is important to 

encourage good young people who are open enough to benefit from an experience such as this.  We have only made 

a beginning on which we could build.  The experience was quite new to us.  For the future, our young people would 

not have to come exclusively from our schools.  We may well know young people among our families, friends and in 

our parishes whom we could invite.                                                                                                                                             

We want to thank our schools, all who supported this pilgrimage and especially John Larsen, who suggested this 

initiative during this year’s Provincial Retreat at La Neylière.  


