
 
 

WELCOMING NEW MEMBERS 
 
 

THE ST COLUMBA’S-SACRED HEART  
RCIA STORY 2008-2009 

 
 

Those attending the Easter Vigil Mass at St Columba’s 
Elwood on 11 April 2009 witnessed an impressive ceremony. 
The Easter vigil is always special, with the procession 
through the darkness to illumination of the church from the 
multitude of candles lit from the newly blessed fire; and then 
the powerful liturgy of word and song that carries the 
gathered community through the great expanse of sacred 
history from the Creation through to the Resurrection. It also 
happens from time to time that the ceremony includes the 
reception of someone into the Church. But this year, our 
parish had the unusual experience of receiving no fewer than 
four people as new, full members of the Catholic community: 
Neil Blenkiron, Sarah Fergusson (now Sarah Avitabile), Clare 
Hunt, and Jacqui O’Connor. At the heart of a service 
beautifully choreographed by our Pastoral Associate, Maria 
George, Sarah and Jacqui were baptised, with generous 
pourings of water from the stunning new font,  by Father John 
Petrulis. And all four were confirmed by Bishop Hilton Deakin. 
Mass was concelebrated by Fathers John Petrulis, Terry 
Wade, and Barnaby Joseph (visiting from India), and Bishop 
Deakin.  
 

Who could be better placed than Maria George to open the 
story of the RCIA process that took place in the joint St 
Columba’s-Sacred Heart Parish in 2008-2009, between two 
Easters?  Here is what she has written: 
 
 

I can remember the first gathering we had – a dinner at the 
Parish House, with many people coming together - sharing a 
meal, and tentatively, their stories. Some had already spoken 
to John about their desire to formally join the Catholic 
Church. Others responded to the notice in the bulletin, and 
were coming along to ‘have a look-see’. Others still were 
there as representatives of the Parish, having been asked to 
be a kind of ‘support’.  
 

Already that night, ‘something’ happened. The sort of 
something that happens when some people share their life a 
little more in depth, and others listen respectfully and hold 
those stories in their hearts. And that’s been pretty much 
what has happened since, as that group met regularly over 
twelve months. As the RCIA journey unfolded through 2008 
and 2009, and the group got closer, that kind of sharing of life 
and faith, asking questions of Jesus’ life and mission, and of 
the Catholic Tradition, drew everyone into a kind of bond that 
never really goes away.  
 

It’s been a privilege to have been part of the journey. In other 
parishes, I’d been involved in the RCIA before, sometimes as 
part of the Team, at other times more as the Pastoral 
Associate who’d support the journey by making sure the 
liturgies went well. This time, I got to do both in a pretty 
intensive way! 
 

But what is the RCIA? The Rite of Christian Initiation of 
Adults is the Church’s way of welcoming new members. It’s 
characterised by several things:  
 

 
 
• Being a process (not a program) that calls adults to 

conversion of heart and mind, to prepare for a life of 
discipleship in Jesus. 

• Marking several significant stages along the way according 
to the Liturgical Year – the Lenten Season in particular, 
and of course the Easter Vigil, when Baptism, Confirmation 
and Eucharist are celebrated. 

• With significant rites marking the stages of conversion, 
celebrated publicly with the community at the Sunday 
liturgy.  

• And involving the community’s support as team members, 
sponsors, witnesses of faith and ‘pray-ers’. 

 

The RCIA reminds us all that since Vatican II, all sacraments 
are to be this way – not ‘private’ actions, celebrated on a 
Saturday morning (or afternoon), without the community 
present. Rather, the experience of sharing the journey with 
those seeking to belong to the Church transforms everyone 
involved – transforming our own faith, our own belonging and 
the relationships that grow deeper. The journey with Sarah, 
Jacqui, Neil and Claire, as well as their sponsors and the 
team certainly transformed me! 
 
 

While those meetings in the Parish House provided serious 
nourishment for mind and heart, they were also a lot of fun 
and made for ready friendship. After the formal part of the 
meeting, the conversations often bubbled on over tea or 
coffee cheerfully prepared and served by Noreen Dempsey. 
As well as the candidates themselves, the gatherings 
included their sponsors – Helen Freris for Neil, Sal Avitabile 
for Sarah, Chris Goycoolea and John Sheely for Clare, Kate 
O’Brien for Jacqui – various members of the team: Maria, 
Fathers John and Terry, Michael Laffin, Jim Van Dort, and 
Carol and Colin Nettelbeck. Barbara Albrecht-Wiedenhoft 
and Jens Cooper have also remained close to the group, 
amidst their own extensive journeyings.  
 

At the Easter Vigil, Neil, Sarah, Clare and Jacqui together 
brought up the gifts for the eucharistic liturgy, and in the 
culmination of their year of preparation, they received 
communion. As we rejoice with them, and look forward to 
their ongoing presence in the Catholic community and in our 
parish, it is not a bad thing to remember that each of their 
journeys was a very individual one. We asked them if they 
would be willing to share their stories, and they all accepted 
wholeheartedly. Neil, Clare and Sarah each wrote a text; 
Jacqui preferred to speak hers. Here they are. 
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Neil Blenkiron: My RCIA Journey 

 

I became a Christian in the Protestant tradition in 1984 at the 
age of 16. I was baptised in a lake on a farm near Esperance 
in Western Australia the following year. I had aspirations of 
becoming a nurse and then going on to missionary work 
somewhere in the Middle East. I achieved my first goal but 
completely missed the second one. 
 

I moved from Esperance to Perth as a 17 and a half year old 
to start my nursing training. I attended church on a regular 
basis and was heavily involved in both the youth group and 
the street ministry that was active in Perth in the late 1980’s. 
 

By the October 1992 I was a Registered Mental Health Nurse 
and looking forward to a career working in that field. In April 
1993 I came to Melbourne on a two week holiday and ended 
up staying. I went through a period of professional burn-out 
and depression. I tried to get help from churches in 
Melbourne but none was forthcoming. That was when I fell 
away from God. 
 

I spent 15 years in a spiritual desert. I still tried to live my life 
by the lessons taught by Christ but could not bring myself to 
forgive the “church” for not being there for me when I needed 
it most. The church for me at that time was made up of 
people who talk about the love of God but rarely, if ever, 
practiced it. I was blind to the love that was being reached 
out to me by many people. I could, or would not see it for 
what it was. 
 

I had been in and out of work since I arrived in Melbourne but 
could not find a permanent job. I was a disability advocate for 
various organisations for ten years working to improve how 
people with a disability are dealt with in the workplace. At this 
time I was turning up at the Sacred Heart Mission in St Kilda 
for lunch most days of the week. 
 

On the Tuesday after Easter 2008 there was a service in the 
Sacred Heart Church. I decided to go on a whim. It was 
during this service that I reconnected to God again and 
through Him his church. I approached Father John and asked 
about what I would need to do in order to become a member 
of the Catholic Church. 
 

The Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults (RCIA) has been 
both a wonderful reintroduction back into Christian fellowship 
and in some respect a frustrating process. In many ways I 
relate to the parable of the prodigal son taught by Christ in 
the gospel of Luke Chapter 15 Verses 11 to 32. The process 
has been a welcoming back to the family for me. 
 

The Rites and Sacrament I went through over Easter 2009 
have been a wonderful confirmation of the fact that I am once 
again part of the family of God. The fellowship of the 
congregation has been supportive, accepting and loving. The 
frustrating part was in the fact that it took so long but then I 
guess that was God teaching me the virtues of patience. 
 

Since reconnecting to God and his people I have secured a 
full time job, bought a car and been blessed in more ways 
than I can count. 
 

There are two Bible passages that mean more to me now 
than when I was younger. 
 

 
 
Having been through the “shadow of the valley of death” I 
have a greater appreciation of what David meant when he 
wrote Psalm 23. 
 

I can only acknowledge the power and purpose of God’s 
word as he does in Psalm 119 verse 105 and this time pay 
more attention to the light that His word shines on the path of 
my life. 

 

Sarah Avitabile: My Experience of the RCIA 
 

I was not brought up in a religious family and it was not 
something I really thought much about while growing up or 
during my younger adult years. Several of my close friends 
have strong religious faiths and we have discussed this over 
time but it wasn’t until I met my now husband that I really 
began to think more deeply about what I believed in.  Sal is 
Catholic and attends church regularly and I began going to 
Mass with him and some of his family occasionally. I liked 
listening to what the priest was saying and thinking about 
how it related to me and my life. I liked the ritual of the Mass. 
I sometimes felt quite overwhelmed during the service and 
couldn’t really explain why.  
 

I began to think that things were not as “black and white” as I 
thought when I was younger and wanted to explore this 
further.  I was also inspired by the way that Sal lives his life – 
his tolerance and acceptance of all people and his 
community –mindedness. I remember that one day we were 
on our usual walk together and I said to Sal that I was 
interested in learning more about the Catholic faith. He was 
surprised because we had never really discussed this. He 
has never tried to influence my beliefs but has supported me 
in this journey, which I am grateful for. Together we 
approached Father John to see what was available for me to 
do this. He let us know that he and Maria were gathering a 
group who were interested in learning more about 
Catholicism.  
 

Our first meeting was a little overwhelming; it was bigger than 
it eventually settled down to be and was made up of a 
diverse group of people. I thought that maybe I was the only 
one who really had no religious upbringing and felt that I 
might not fit in. Despite these concerns, I also felt there was a 
spirit of goodwill and acceptance.  
As the group settled down into the core that attended 
regularly, I got to know some wonderful people. The others 
who were there to explore their faith were interesting, willing 
to discuss their feelings and were a great support to me. The 
people from the parish who came to assist the group were 
inspiring and welcoming and I have learnt a lot about my faith 
by exploring it with their help. I have met people through this 
group that I may never have met otherwise and I see this as 
part of the meaning of the church – connecting with the 
community around me, not just my family and friends but also 
others who bring something different into my life.   

 

One of the things I have learnt is that people's faith takes 
different forms and that questioning and searching is OK and 
might even be a good thing.  
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Sarah’s Experience (cont.) 
 

Each meeting we would reflect on the past fortnight and read 
the gospel for the coming week. Discussing the gospel with 
others has helped my understanding and helped me see how 
it relates to my life. I thought that perhaps the group would be 
more prescriptive – telling us what the Catholic Church 
believes and how the rituals and services run, what to say 
etc. It wasn’t like this at all and I think that made it more 
challenging but also more rewarding for me. Although I still 
don’t know what everyone is saying!  
 

The most significant moments for me were the Rites of 
Welcome and Election and the baptism. The overwhelming 
support from the church community was touching and made 
me feel welcome. Attending the Rite of Election service at St 
Patrick's was a real occasion and it was wonderful to see so 
many other people going through the same journey as me. 
Being baptised was very emotional and important to me. I felt 
that Maria and Father John took extra care to make it a 
special experience and it was wonderful to have some of my 
family there to share it. It felt like the end of one journey and 
the beginning of another – one that I hope to share with the 
people I have met during this experience of RCIA. 
 

Clare Hunt: My Journey with RCIA  
 

There was always an unspoken element that I felt was 
missing from my life but could never quite put my finger on 
and for me that was embracing and exploring my faith and 
my spirituality. 
 

My journey began in Rome and on a visit to the Basilica S. 
Croce in Gerusalemme.  It was at one of those turning points 
in my life where I had met and fallen in love with a wonderful 
man and was unsure of which direction life would take me.  
We had decided to make Australia our home and to travel 
together visiting England, Rome, Madrid and Chile. 
 

I had been wandering around the Basilica, unsure of what 
everything meant as it was all in Italian, when I was 
approached by a Nun from the US who offered to be my 
guide and from there on in I have never looked back. 
 

On arriving back in Australia I sought out and found the 
Sacred Heart Church in St Kilda and started to attend church 
on Sundays but was eager to learn more so I approached the 
priest Father John Petrulis, and set up a meeting with him. 
 

It was at my meeting with Father John Petrulis that I realized 
that it is a process and a journey and though I had already 
been baptized I was very young and totally out of touch with 
my faith and spirituality.   
 

The RCIA group was an amazing group to be a part of with 
members of the Sacred Heart community eager to all share 
their experience, knowledge and faith and act as guides all 
the way through my journey. 
 

The experience has been a life-changing one and has 
opened my eyes to God and life.  My life is so much more 
enriched since taking part in the RCIA and becoming a 
Catholic. 
 

I understand that even the little gestures of kindness do go a 
long way.  I have embraced my journey with my whole heart 
and understand that it doesn’t start or end with confirmation,  

 
it started the day I was willing to open my heart and mind to 
understand my faith and what it means to me. 
 

I have built amazing relationships with both my partner Chris 
and the members of the RCIA.  The ongoing support of my 
partner and my other sponsor John Sheely have been 
essential to my development as a good person and I thank 
them both with all my heart as well as the whole RCIA team 
and the Sacred Heart Community. Everyone has been so 
amazingly kind and welcoming to me in the community and I 
have felt the pride that they had in being with me during this 
life-changing journey. 
 

Jacqui O’Connor: A Change in my Life 
 

When she finished school, Jacqui tried nursing before 
training as a speech pathologist. She worked for about ten 
years before she had her first child, Callan; she is now fully 
engaged with her two young children. Her religious 
upbringing was Anglican, although she was never baptised. 
She remembers that as a child she was very interested in 
religion, but lost touch with it during secondary school. It was 
when she became pregnant with Cal that something 
happened:  
 

I suppose I started to get a bit of a calling, that this was 
something that I wanted to know a bit more about, and 
maybe be a part of… I think that being pregnant made me 
want to have God come into my life… It just became a very 
strong feeling once I was with child, and was then thinking 
about how I wanted my future to be, and how I wanted our 
family’s future to be. 
 

She began attending mass at St Columba’s, and meeting 
with Father John, who gave her articles and books to read, 
and guided her to the webtsite of Ronald Rolheiser, an 
American priest whose work she found very relevant.  
 

Jacqui was unable to attend the first half of the RCIA 
process; in addition to Cal, she had become pregnant again. 
But Maria George visited her weekly, bringing her the 
readings, and discussing them with her. Once she did start 
attending meetings, she realised how important it was to be 
part of a group and to have the support of those who were 
already Catholics. She felt particularly strengthened by Kate, 
her sponsor, whose faith and energy she found inspiring, and 
who became a great friend.  
 

Jacqui found that the formal rites – the Rite of Welcome, the 
Rite of Election – were key moments in the process: 

 

When the priests, John and Terry, and the sponsors touched 
us, and when they read out the thoughts that we had come 
up with, those were moments for me that were very 
significant: all these different situations that we have in our 
lives, but it was really beautifully worded… 
 

And then there was the night of the baptism, beginning 
outside around the fire: 
 

It was very new to me. I’d never been in anything like this, 
and I had a lovely feeling of community, because we were all 
together in the one place. And it wasn’t in the church: it was 
actually in the schoolyard… I’d had a similar feeling on Palm 
Sunday when we were gathered in front of the church. The 
feeling that we’re not just all standing in a church together…  
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Jacqui’s Experience (cont.) 

 

this community is not just about being in a church together, 
we can actually move beyond that… 
 

The baptism and confirmation were moments of great 
fulfilment: 
 

It just gave such a sense of warmth throughout my whole 
body. This was something that I had wanted, that I felt I had 
missed out on, and I felt a lot of gratitude... The confirmation 
was also the overwhelming feeling again of how accepted I 
am being, because… just the way I was looked at, by 
everyone in the church, and getting the tap on the face with 
‘God love you’ … 
 

Jacqui felt nervous and excited about taking communion for 
the first time. She was thrilled that she and her three 
companions had been involved in bringing up the gifts: 
 

‘Privilege’ is a word that I haven’t used, but I should have. It 
very much describes how you feel about being involved in the 
whole process, not just bringing up the gifts, but actually 
taking communion: it feels like a privilege. 
 

With the support of her husband Steve (although he is not 
himself a believer), Jacqui has had both her children baptised 
–  Cal before her own baptism, Evie more recently. When 
they are bigger, she would like to become a volunteer at the 
Sacred Heart Mission. 
 

I see myself as an ongoing member of the community at St 
Columba’s. I would like to contribute more. 
 

*   *   * 
 

Father Terry Wade was a key member of the team, with 
special responsibility for catechesis. Here are his reflections: 
 

I came to the RCIA group fairly late. But I soon felt at home in 
the group, thanks to the warmth that had developed among 
its members. I came in to help with the catechesis. 
Catechesis for adults is a very different process from 
catechesis of children. This is because adults bring a lot of 
experience with them. So catechesis at this stage is a 
marriage between their story and the story of the Church as 
represented by the sponsors and teams. It is not just a 
“Church of the mind” but experience of the living Church seen 
first of all in the team and, gradually, in the whole Church 
community. 
 

Each of the members – Sarah, Jacqui, Neil and Clare – 
brought a lot to the group, as did the team, so the sharing of 
faith was happening at a deep level. 
 

I have got to say that every time I become part of an RCIA 
group (and I have been in quite a few), I feel a great sense of 
privilege and feel my own faith increased. The blooming faith 
in the candidate makes me think how easily the roles could 
be reversed: the catechist learning from the other members 
as well as candidates learning from catechesis and team. In 
fact you could say that the whole group becomes the 
catechist. 
 

The various ceremonies, celebrated in the parish community 
at Sunday Mass, are a real highpoint, again for all of us. I find  
 

 
 
the laying on of hands during them to be particularly moving 
moments: that rather than being parts of the “mechanics” of  
the ceremony, they become a remarkable moment of intimate 
 prayer.  
 

So if one’s asked to be part of an RCIA group, the only 
response is to say “Yes”. 
 

A Concluding Word from our Parish Priest,  
Father John Petrulis 

 

It has been a profound privilege for me to have helped 
welcome Neil, Clare, Sarah and Jacqui into our church 
community. I have been struck once again by each of their 
stories and how faith is a gift to be received and nurtured in 
the unique circumstances of each of our lives. That gift as 
expressed in their stories shared is discovered as they listen 
to the longings of their hearts for that something “more” of life 
and for the help that is needed to find a way through the 
unpredictability and fragility that marks the journey of life. 
 

We celebrate with them that God has been with them calling 
them through their questions, doubts, memories of people 
who have shaped their vision of life and countless other 
movements of their hearts. Then there have been all the 
people around them listening and responding to  their 
searching hearts and supporting them through the RCIA 
community and our wider parish. 
 

In turn we have been so enriched by their active search in 
our church community.  
Neil, Clare, Sarah and Jacqui keep on teaching us always 
that belonging to the church is not about passive 
membership, but the ongoing transformation of our lives and 
our world in the Spirit of God, who  is the Giver of all the 
lasting gifts of the heart we all need. 
As Jesus expressed God’s heart to us: “I have come that 
they may have life and have it to the full.” 
 

                      
 

 

                       
 


