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St Mary’s Parish 70th Celebration  

Welcome everyone, even our Bishop Greg! 

Seriously, let us thank Bishop Greg for his pastoral care and leadership as he celebrates his 

5th year as our Bishop on December 8.  

Welcome to Fr Andrew Chen OMI, Oblate Provincial for the Australia Province and China 

Delegation. I must be nice to him as he is my boss and decides where I go in the future and 

he is hopefully driving me home.  

My sisters and brothers, I return here so often I feel like I am the fourth priest in this parish. 

Not such a bad thought I must say.  

I was informed that I had about 10-15 minutes to talk so I have done my best to keep it 

under the hour. 

As I was reflecting on what to share with you, I realized that I was born before St Mary’s 

parish came into existence so that tells you how old I am getting.  

 

Hands up if you were in the parish before 1955. 

Thankfully I am not the only old one here! 

Thank you for the invite to share a snapshot of my memories as we celebrate the 70th 

anniversary of St Mary’s foundation and the 4th anniversary of the official amalgamation 

with St Kieran’s, Moe on December 8 in 2021 as the Catholic Parish of Immaculate Heart of 

Mary and St Kieran Moe/Newborough.  

Hopefully my memories will engender many of your own treasured memories of life with, 

through and in St Marys as undoubtedly, they will be different for each one of us. 

Today is not just a celebration of years, but of faith, community, and a shared history. We 

started our celebration today the same way this faith community began 70 years ago with 

the Eucharist in our church.  

St Mary’s – What word jumps to mind for you when I say St Mary’s? 

Time for people to respond. 

Words like: faith, community, immigration, music, daring, vision, mission. 

St Mary’s is the affectionate name for this faith community with its official title being:  

Immaculate Heart of Mary Parish. 
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I would like to start by acknowledging our clergy, past and present from the Sale Diocese, 

The Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, our Sisters of St Joseph, and all our 

parishioners whose dedication and love have sustained this community for seven decades 

and have contributed to the memories of this spiritual home.  

Over the decades, our parish grew from humble beginnings to a thriving community.  

Many parishioners would travel over Coach Road to St Therese in Yallourn or to St Kieran’s, 

Moe to attend Mass and receive the sacraments. My own baptism was celebrated in 

Yallourn.  

The vision to purchase land on Monash Road, Newborough was what set us on our journey.  

The former corrugated prefabricated picture theatre in Boolarra Avenue, Newborough, 

which was also used for weekend Masses, was put up for sale and purchased by our new 

parish and then moved to its new site on Monash Road.  

Over time the former picture theatre was amazingly transformed into our first church, 

affectionately known as ‘The Nissen Hut’, as captured on the front of this week’s parish 

newsletter. 

The words “Glory to God in the highest. And peace to his people on earth” were raised in 

unison like the many voices of the original Pentecost, when at Midnight Mass on Saturday 

24th December 1955 (Christmas Eve) people from various parts of our vast world witnessed 

the birth of Immaculate Heart of Mary Parish, Newborough as they gathered as one for the 

first time for the celebration of the Eucharist in their new Church.  

The much loved and spirit filled ‘Nissen Hut’, served our faith community for over 25 years 
and was again moved, this time to the Presentation/Lavalla College Campus on John Field 
Drive, Newborough for use as a gymnasium.  
 
This property has undergone another transformation as the Missionary Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate purchased this site and are currently reimaging the former Presentation 
College/Lavalla school buildings into the St Eugene Centre for Mission.   
 

Tin Hut 

Former parishioner Mary O’Dowd wrote this reflection when we moved into our present 

church building. 

That little hut, we called our church, a beauty sure it was. 

Now it is old not good enough, to worship our dear Lord.  

That little hut has done its part, where we share all our joys, to talk to God each Sunday 

morn, at Mass or any time. 

But now at last the time has come for us to say goodbye. 

So many happy memories of days and years gone by. 
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Over the years our community expanded its facilities, formed parish councils, launched 

ministries that touched countless lives, choirs, youth groups, a Credit Union, a primary 

school, our sacramental celebrations, every step reflecting our commitment to living Jesus’ 

Gospel message.  

We remember the early priestly giants:  

 

Fr Francis Peter Ruth – first parish priest: 1957 – 1964 for his hands on hard work and vision 

for this new community of faith. 

And then the fearless and politically outspoken -  

Fr Laurence Leo Cusack: 1964 – 1974.  

I remember on Sundays there was a sense of anxiety as you wondered if anyone from a local 

militant union would be in the congregation and verbally challenge  

Fr Cusack on his views, but he was never deterred. 

St Marys Primary school opened in 1957 with two Presentation Sisters from Moe.  
 
As a community we welcomed the arrival of the Sisters of St Joseph in January 1958 to 
continue Mary MacKillop’s vision and mission of educating local children in the faith. The 
sisters mission concluded here in 1986.  
 
Another clear testimony to the faith and vision of the people of God in Newborough was 
during the pastoral care of Fr Herman Hengel when on December 19, 1982, Bishop Eric 
D’Arcy consecrated and blessed our new church in which we continue to worship today. 
Who could forget the appointment in January 2014 of the local, young and talented Fr Harry 
Dyer OMI as the first Oblate Parish Priest of our “Parishes in Partnership” incorporating St 
Kieran’s, Moe, St Brigid’s, Yallourn North, and Sacred Heart, Erica.  
 

The settlement of the Newborough township in 1950 became the ‘go to’ area for the influx 

of post-World War migrants from Europe, Scotland, Great Britain, Ireland, Malta, Poland, 

Italy, Ukraine, Netherlands etc as they arrived in the green valley, known as Latrobe, looking 

for their own greener pastures. 

It was where they settled and commenced a new life using their various skills in especially 

for the generation of power at The State Electricity Commission Power Stations and brown 

coal open cut mines in Yallourn and surrounding districts. 

All this was a lived reality before multiculturalism became a popular political term. St Marys 
led the way in the Sale Diocese by assisting refugees with housing in a former parish 
presbytery, also pictured on the front of the newsletter, and obtaining jobs for them in the 
local area.  
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Immigration was always the heartbeat and soul of our new faith community where 
everyone felt welcomed through a shared faith in Jesus and generously used their resources 
and talents through hard work to create their new home of faith in a new country. 
 
My sister Sue just recently happened to find a donation receipt 8th July 1956 for our parents 
towards our new church for 13 pounds and 16 shillings, a week’s wages at the time. Roughly 
about $600.00 today.  
 

Today, I struggle as I ponder where this vision of welcome, acceptance and community 

seems to have gone so wrong in our current political climate.  

Remember the days of parish missions with the Redemptorist Missionaries visiting each 

household in the parish inviting all to evening instructions and devotions based on specific 

themes of faith renewal.  

These missionary priests and other visiting priests commended our St Mary’s community for 

its communal singing, and we were often referred to as ‘the singing parish’.  

Remember the transition during the Second Vatican Council. Again, Fr Cusack was at the fore 

front in the Sale Diocese as he took the initiative to guide and implement the new church 

requirements into our faith community.  

I remember this as an exciting time, of course not all did and sadly still don’t, as each 

weekend we would come to Mass with a sense of expectation of what might be different 

this week. 

*Removal of the altar rails and not kneeling for communion. 

*Women not required to wear hats. 

*Lay readers. 

*Prayer cards in the pews to assist us with the new liturgical format and the responses now 

in English. 

*Priest facing his people. 

*Altar becomes less ornate and more like a table used during the Last Supper.  

Remember our enjoyable parish socials and especially our picnics at Glenmaggie Weir where 

on one occasion myself and a friend jumped into the weir to save a young Hallinan boy who 

had fallen in only to be criticised by some well-meaning sisters of not acting our age. 

Fortunately, they were informed of the real reason for our drenched appearance.  

Remember our original recycling vision, again before becoming a political agenda, of 

collecting our household newspapers and bringing them to the collection point in the parish 

garage for recycling through the Australian Paper Mill for extra income for the parish.  

There is no doubt that it is the people of God who are the life blood of any parish.  
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However, the physical building of St Mary’s Church, or any church, also makes an important 

statement to passers-by that the presence of God is amongst them, even if they do not 

frequent our community on a regular basis. 

The building makes a strong and imposing statement that the life of faith is still alive and 

active through its people and the doors of welcome are always open.  

We give thanks to God for the gift of the many people who have been welcomed as they 

passed through the doors of St Mary’s church to celebrate faith filled family events such as 

Baptisms, Reconciliation, Confirmation, Weddings, Funerals, school Masses, Anointing 

Masses, Anniversaries, even a priestly ordination in 1990, and, of course, the weekend and 

weekday celebrations of the Eucharist which is the source and summit of our Christian lives. 

Today, Immaculate Heart of Mary, Newborough and St Kieran’s Moe, still stand as beacons of 

faith under the pastoral care of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate.  

Although only together as a parish community of faith for the past 4 years the process of 

amalgamation began well before this time as it was the agenda entrusted to me by Bishop 

Prowse, then Bishop O’Regan and Fr Leo Mifsud OMI, Oblate Provincial upon my arrival here 

as the parish priest in 2014.  

It was a time of coming together for parish meetings over a lunch, of sharing our thoughts, 

even our fears or reservations as together we pondered what the future would hold for us, 

however, together through this process of discernment as a community of faith, we began to 

face the reality that on so many levels, times were a changing whether we agreed with it or 

not.   

Today, is an important time to reflect on where we have come from and to remember that 

even now as one community, each foundation still retains its own specific memories of 

parishioners and history to recall and celebrate. 

As we honour our past, we also look to the future as we continue as earthly pilgrims still on 

our journey of faith and hope.  

Our mission remains clear: to nurture faith, foster community, and serve with love. Let us 

continue to grow together, guided by the love of the Immaculate Heart of Mary and the 

missionary vision and zeal of St Eugene de Mazenod especially for the vulnerable of our 

society.  

Today we pray and celebrate in thanksgiving as our loving God continues to bless us all in the 

present, as we fondly and loving remember our original pioneers and all our parishioners, 

with their individual characteristics and personalities. 

We remember all who have gone before us, the friends of Immaculate Heart of Mary and  

St Keiran, Moe/Newborough wherever they are now on their life’s journey and especially 

those who have gone before us marked with the sign of faith to their eternal reward.  
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Thank you for being part of this celebration and for being part of this parish family.  

Let us joyfully continue to journey forward as Pilgrims of Hope into the next chapter of our 

story:  

 

The Immaculate Heart of Mary and St Kieran Moe/Newborough faith story in the Latrobe 

Valley of the Sale Diocese.   

God Bless and thank you for entrusting me with this opportunity. 

 

Fr Harry Dyer OMI 

Rector 

Mazenod College, Victoria 


