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Sally fulfilling
childhood dream

Sr Sally Duigan OLSH, director of the Holy Family Care Cenire
in Limpopo, South Afiica, was back in her home city of Adelaide
visiting family and friends late last year. She spoke to
JENNY BRINKWORTH about her work with orphans and
vitlnerable children in the Diocese of Tzaneen.

t the height of the
HIV/AIDS pandemic
in Africa, there were
times when Sr Sally
Duigan’s faith was
put to the test as she witnessed the
devastating impact on families.

Even now when there is treatment
available, it’s not necessarily
accessible in places like Limpopo,
the northern most province of South
Africa.

When Sally receives a phone call
from police asking her to take in
another baby abandoned by their
mother, or she must tell a distraught
child that their mother is dead, it
takes all her strength to “not cross
the line”.

But in these dark moments she
has been able to draw on the “deep
spiritual heritage” in which she was
trained and formed as a Daughter
of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart
(OLSH).

“It’s really about compassion,
love, empathy and kindness, they’re
the aspects of heart spirituality that
really speak to me,” Sally said.

“I try to live them every day and
our spirituality nourishes me and
enables me to continue doing what
Ido.”

After 33 years in South Africa,
the 71 year old is grateful for the
opportunity to pursue her vocation
in this part of the world.

“] feel like I am just living our
charism, that’s what I was called to
do, and it’s easy to do in this setting,”
she said. “You can feel it, you can
touch it, you can see it. There’s no
place that I've ever been where I feel
it more than I do now because I'm
with the most vulnerable children
you can imagine.”

While the Centre receives a
subsidy from the Department of
Social Development it relies heavily
on donations to cover the shortfail
and to provide quality care for the
children. Much of the funding
for the work of the Daughters in
Limpopo comes from the OLSH
Overseas Aid Fund but they have
also received thousands of dollars
from the proceeds of the Romero
Community’s annual musicals,
produced by Sr Janet Mead RSM
until her death in January last
year. Even when performances
were cancelled during COVID and
following Sr Janet’s death, tickets
were still purchased and the money
donated to the Centre.

Sally’s friendship with Sr Janet
dates back to her years as a student
in Mount Gambier, where she was
taught by Sr Janet and performed in
her musicals.

One of 10 children and a sister to
Mary-Anne Duigan RSM, Sally said
from the time she was a young child
she wanted to be a missionary.

“There was a picture in our home
of the Sacred Heart of Jesus... I
often gazed at that as a child, not
that I was a holy little girl, T was
very naughty,” she laughed, adding
that she was also inspired by Mercy
Sisters working in Papua New
Guinea who visited her school.

It was a chance meeting with an
OLSH midwife at Calvary Hospital,
and her tales of working in a
leprosarium outside of Darwin, that
led Sally to join this congregation.
Her Aunt Sally (Sr M Paschal) was
also an OLSH Sister.

After joining the Daughters,
she studied community welfare at
Darwin Community College and

lived on Bathurst Island, in Alice
Springs and in Darwin. Her studies
in sociology and anthropology
focused on Tiwi culture, but after
graduating she was posted to the
Philippines for four years.

Sally was asked to come back
to work in vocation and mission
promotion and during that year
the Bishop of Tzaneen invited the
congregation to send Sisters to work
at St Brendan’s School in Limpopo.
Sally was immediately interested
but first she had to complete her
teaching degree, which included
three years studying at Strathfield,
Sydney, and a final year at the
University of South Australia.

After a few years as a teacher at
St Brendan’s she was made principal
and after 11 years, while on a break
in 2000, the Bishop asked her to
head up the HIV/AIDS response in
the Tzaneen diocese.

“That took me on a whole different
direction,” she said.

“We set up centres in all the
parishes in the diocese, there were
14 centres — we focused on three
main programs: Education for Life,
Home-based Care, and Orphans and
Vulnerable Children.

“It was really huge and the things
I saw and the things I experienced
were just heartbreaking.”

In recent years the diocese has
handed the frontline work back to
the South African Government, but
HIV/AIDS continues to affect the
community.

“Sadly, about a third of our
children are being treated for HIV/
AIDS; there are still children being
born with HIV even though there is
treatment to prevent it,” she said.

“Most are so poor and at times

the medication doesn’t reach the
clinics.”

During COVID Sally introduced
home schooling for the 55 school
children resident at the Centre who
normally attend school in the local
village. Here she was able to put her
education skills into practice. The
residential facility has 76 children
and young people aged from
1 day old to 18 years.

“A lot of mothers have very
serious mental health issues and try
to kill their babies, others are left
abandoned in the bush or a tavern
somewhere,” Sally said.

“I always feel a lot of empathy
for the mothers who abandon their
children because I don’t think they
do it because they want to, but
because they are often the victims
of domestic violence and they do it
for safety for themselves and for the
child.

“For as many children as there are,
there are many different stories...
the shocking things children have
witnessed and been exposed to, you
can’t even repeat them.”

Another major problem is the
use of witchcraft and the fear this

causes. Sally was involved in the
beatification  of Benedict Daswa,
a South African school teacher
and principal who converted to
Catholicism and was murdered
by a local mob after he refused
to pay support for anti-Christian
superstition.

As Chancellor in the diocese, Sally
was asked by Bishop Slattery to help
with the cause for his martyrdom.
She also had a personal connection
through Benedict’s children who
attended St Brendan’s School.

“There’s still witchcraft abounding
and people practising traditions,”
Sally said, adding only two per cent
of the population in the diocese
were Catholic.

On the positive side, she said
it was very rewarding to see the
children at the Centre develop and
grow up.

“It becomes their home and the
children love to come back to visit
and to keep in touch through text
messages and phone calls,” she
added.

“I’'m privileged in a sense that I get
to live the dream I had as a child.”

Message for

ALICE DUNLOP

In 2015, Pope Francis wrote Laudato
Si’, the first papal lefter focused
on the environment addressed to
every person on the planet. In this
encyclical, Pope Francis wrote to
each of us to share his concems
about the state of our Earth. His
message is even more urgent today.

The documentary, The Letter, tells
the story of Laudato Si’, and the
unfolding ecological emergency.
The Lefter was produced by
Off the Fence and Laudato Si’
Movement. The Vatican’s Dicastery
of Communication and Dicastery
for Promoting Integral Human
Development also collaborated in
the making of the film.

Pope Francis is the film’s star. In
the film, he brings together science
and faith and he shares that today
you could never practise theology
without dialogue with science. He
reminds us that God gave us capacity
for investigation and the intellectual
capacity to look for truths and that
the biblical story of creation is a
mythical form of expression to
explain our history. He urges us to
look at the present.

The film brings together four of the
different voices that Pope Francis
has called specifically for in Laudato
Si’: Voice of the Poor; Voice of the

Indigenous Peoples; Voice of the
Youth and Voice of Wildlife.

The voices that are featured,
represent the peripheries of the
ecological crisis. A teenage youth
activist from India, an indigenous
leader from the Amazon, a climate
refugee from Senegal, and scientists
from Hawaii. As the film powerfully
explains, the cry of the earth and
the cry of the poor are growing
increasingly desperate. Droughts,
floods, wildfires, hurricanes,
deforestation — they all keep getting
worse and worse.

I encourage you to watch the
film and explore the Laudato Si
Action Platform. This platform is
an injtiative of the Vatican Dicastery
for Promoting Integral Human
Development and equips us to
achieve real and lasting solutions
to the ecological crisis through
identifying seven key action goals.

Taking a truly ground-up
approach, it is rooted in the strengths

and realities of communities around
the world, empowering all to take
‘decisive action, here and now’ as
we journey towards a better future
together.

As Pope Francis reminds us,
“living our vocation to be protectors
of God’s handiwork is essential to a
life of virtue; it is not an optional or
a secondary aspect of our Christian
experience”.

The film ends with these key
messages:

* Try to be the change you want to

see in the world,;

* We all need each other. None of us

is an island and we can only build

the future by everyone standing
together;

* There can be no renewal of our

relationship with nature without a

renewal of humanity itself.

Alice Dunlop is founder of Little
Earthies, littleearthies.com.au

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Poor taste

Well said Mgr Egar (The Southern
Cross, December 2022).

It is time the ABC is taken to
task for its vaguely camouflaged
irreverent  treatment of the
Christian faith, under the guise of
humour.

It would be interesting to know
if chairperson of the ABC Ita
Buttrose AO OBE, Australian of
the Year and champion of many
good causes condones programs
in such poor taste.

Could she, perhaps, publicly
state her position in this matter
and reassure the Christian
community that the ABC does
not intentionally ignore the
susceptibilities of Christian beliefs
and traditions.

Des Tellis
Brighton



