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The organizers must have feared that I would talk endlessly and so they had designated my talk  

as  lectio brevis  which in Latin means brief discourse.  Let me remind you that in universities 

the so-called ‘brief discourse’ (lectio brevis) is  the longest lecture  you are condemned to hear 

at the beginning of each academic year. You are in trouble today! 

I have been put down to talk about Fr Michael Rodrigo’s concern for social justice. That can 

be said in just one sentence : he was so concerned about it that he died for it. But I think what 

I should do is something more substantial. I have to show how he developed his social 

awareness;   refer to the historical events both in the church and in the Lankan society that led 

him finally to Wellassa; to his theological  preparation and his spiritual evolution….so that we 

could draw some lessons that  the Phenomenon called Michael Rodrigo  teaches all of us  in 

the local church and the vision he has placed before us. For there are serious issues we must 

discuss frankly and self-critically when commemorating  Michael’s martyrdom to justice or 

else we are bound to miss the larger picture in which alone he makes sense to contemporary 

Christians. 

I have to confess that I have never been Michael’s  colleague either as  a student or a professor. 

Actually my real personal contact with him as a friend, brother and an academic colleague took 

place thanks to Bishop Leo Nanayakkara who happened to be the link between us. Furthermore 

I met him with his dialectical counterpart, Bob Luckart. My memory cannot separate one from 

the other. I met Bob and Mike as complementary characters.  

Most importantly this long-standing encounter between me and these two Oblate professors 

took place at the tail end of  the Conciliar renewal, when the conservative backlash had 

intensified.  

With the demise of Paul VI who steered the council through many storms and compromises 

into a relatively satisfactory conclusion, we  were pushed back to the status quo during the next 

two pontificates. The late Cardinal Murphy-O’Conner had   quite wittily captured the way the  

Popes of the Post-Paul VI era responded to Vatican II; he says that  Benedict  XVI and John 

Paul II pressed the “pause” button on the  Conciliar renewal, while Francis on his arrival at the 

Vatican pushed  the “play” button.  

My association and friendship with Michael began during the pause button era,  when Leo the 

Bishop of Badulla was isolated, severely criticized, and  reported to Rome. Mgr Carlo Curis 

the Apsotolic Nuncio (a Paul VI man) who supported Bp Leo and his programme of renewal  

was unfortunately replaced by  a person called Nicolao Rotunno, a well meaning but naïve 

clergyman  who simply could not make head or tail of   Bishop  Leo’s  vision and work, 

specially the diocesan seminary, Sevaka Sevana  which Leo built with the help of two stalwarts,  

Fr Michael and  Fr Luckart.  

Let us go back in history. For most of the younger generation need to know some historical 

events as well as  the ethos which such events created for these men, specially for Fr Michael 

and consequently for all of us in the local church.  There were two periods clearly 

distinguishable in Mike’s ministerial life.  First was the period in which he served in the staff 

of the National Seminary which was then entirely under the Oblate Congregation. Let us note 



that the OMIs like many other Religious Congregations have been running seminaries 

elsewhere, too. Our Lankan Oblates had founded  St Bernard’s Seminary which produced the 

bulk of our clergy for  decades. They were experienced teachers trusted by the Church both 

local and Roman.  Transferred to Kandy in the mid-fifties of the last century,  this seminary 

continued to maintain a high standard and within a decade it became the centre  for the  

diffusion of the emergent theology of Vatican II.      

There were two prongs in  this Council’s ecclesiological renewal: the Scripture and Worship. 

Joachim Pillai, the scripture professor at the Seminary spearheaded the biblical education of 

the laity and was largely responsible for awakening  the sense of justice as a demand of God’s 

covenant with us, whereas   Michael Rodrigo, who taught philosophy, other religions and so 

on,  took upon himself the  renewal of the second prong of ecclesial renewal: worship  

publishing a cyclostyled paper called  The Liturgical Lifeline. Bishop Leo represented the spirit 

of aggiornamento voiced by  of John XXIII. Many others among the Religious and the Clergy 

gave their support to him. The Kandy seminary under the Oblates was faithful to the Council 

and  I repeat, Joachim Pillai and Michael Rodrigo were visibly active in the field outside the 

seminary. 

Alas! Before long a polarization began to appear here, as was the case elsewhere in the World. 

There emerged a journal called The Rock and its editors were two opponents of Bp Leo, namely,  

Frs Paulucci and Philippupillai of Kandy. But they started publishing it in Colombo. It often 

descended into  vituperative vulgarity in its cartoons and jokes so that Cardinal Cooray decided 

to banish it from his diocese, forcing the editors to shift the seat of its publication to Montefano 

in the Diocese of Kandy where Bishop Leo tolerated it  in consonance with his  noble principles 

of church leadership. But the Jesuit Provincial, Fr Vito Perniola could not help  threatening 

legal action against a slanderous allusion to Jesuits in that journal and the Benedictine Abbot 

Tonini intervened and asked Paulucci to print on every issue of that journal  that the 

Benedictines were not responsible for its publication. That journal was a vehicle  for  a fanatical 

zeal to protect Tridentine reforms that were superseded by those of Vatican II. 

Now who came to the rescue? A group of lay persons spearheaded by Dr W.D .Lionel, Patrick 

Fernando and of course, Mr Victor Gunawardana the uncle of Dr Nandani Gunawardana whose 

book on Mike is being launched today. Victor, a well-respected journalist,  was the editor of 

the  reader-friendly journal Outlook  which this group published to encourage those engaged 

in the spread of the Conciliar spirit. Joachim Pillai and Michael Rodrigo openly supported this 

effort of the laity  (I, too  contributed articles to it) The frequent meetings of the group were 

held in different places and one of their haunts was the house of Mr. and Mrs Eddie and Edna 

de Silva, where Bishop Leo would reside during his visits to Colombo and where, later Bob 

Luckart too found hospitality.  

Then came a draconian intervention on the part of Thomas Cardinal Cooray, a scrupulous 

Oblate, who took over the administration of the Seminary into episcopal hands. The bishops  

of the time were wonderful people with whom we worked closely but they had no idea of 

running a seminary and not through their fault. The fact is that Oblates, who were experienced 

in theological education, became mere employees of the hierarchy. Some of them, like Dalston 

Forbes and Anselm Silva (to name the more significant among them) continued their teaching 

but the two major renewalists Joachim Pillai, a scripture scholar with a passion for justice 

and  Michael Rodrigo an advocate of meaningful participatory liturgical worship  faded away 



from the scene in course of time. The seminary started becoming what it is today. What is at 

stake is not the qualifications of the present seminary staff  (which could be excellent) but the 

quality of teaching which suffers from a lack of academic freedom for creativity under its 

episcopal guardians.  

Gaudium et Spes (62)   of Vatican II speaking of theological formation of both clergy and the 

laity demanded that they “ be accorded a lawful freedom of inquiry of thought and of 

expression, tempered by humility and courage”.  This atmosphere recommended by Vatican 

II and maintained by the Oblates disappeared from the seminary with the transfer of  

management to the bishops…though there were occasionally Rectors such as Fr Harold 

Panditharatna and  Fr Joe de Mel  who tried hard to remedy the situation as far as it lay in their 

power.  

We know what happened not so long ago to the late  Fr Hilarion Dissanayaka, the best 

ecclesiologist we ever had and a theologian sparkling with renaissance humanism he was 

a pianist with a classicist taste  and someone with a comprehensive grasp of the whole 

gamut of theology with a clear focus on social justice. He was sacked from the seminary 

without prior notice or an explanation, either to him or to his congregation and without 

observing the required canonical procedure; it was an infringement of  the civil, ecclesiastical 

and divine law. With my experience in lecturing in nearly twenty universities in the world 

including both Pontifical and Protestant Theological Faculties, I confess with great 

embarrassment  and shame that such ugly interventions are unheard of except in the former 

communist regimes. I cite this example to demonstrate the difference that took over the 

seminary with the change of administration and consequently the suppression of academic 

freedom which Vatican II demanded in the document that I just quoted.. 

Hence Bishop Leo  was justified in struggling way back in the seventies  to train his men away 

from that institution and this led him to start a  diocesan Formation House under financially 

and ecclesiastically strained circumstances. Of course many of us, specially among Oblates and 

Jesuits not to mention also several diocesan priests like Joe de Mel, Mervyn Fernando,  

Earnest Poruthota and a few others from Kandy and Badulla dioceses  were on the same 

wavelength as bishop Leo. But his closest collaborators  in this new venture I repeat,  were Bob 

Luckart and Mike Rodrigo. Sr Milburga too joined the staff. The Seminarians visited the  CSR, 

Tulana , Satyodaya and Subodhi for various programmes. But even that experiment met with 

resistance within the local church and from the Vatican administration of the Post-Paul VI era. 

The experiment had to be abandoned.  

Here I want to put the blame squarely, not on the bishops and their inexperience but  on the 

Conference of Major Religious Superiors for not tapping their experience in creating an 

alternative ethos for the study of theology at least for their own presbyters. Hence theologians 

of Michael Rodrigo’s spiritual and intellectual caliber were deprived of the chance to contribute 

to the formation of theologically creative and pastorally committed  Religious and Lay apostles.  

Already sometime in  1980 I addressed the CMRS begging it to fill this lacuna for we religious 

have both the experience and the resources others do not have. Fr Michael was still alive then. 

The word fell on deaf ears. Later in the same decade I made a second appeal. It fell on rocky  

soil. The text of that talk has been published in Vidyajyoti Journal of Religious Reflection  and 

it was distributed at a third meeting in which  I repeated the  same request that the CMRS 



should take up the task of providing an alternative theological education. This third appeal  fell 

on the wayside  and birds swallowed it.  

Then came the Asian Institute of  Theology organized with the collaboration of OMI and CMF 

congregations, with the veterans Bob Luckart, Dalston Forbes and Anselm Silva, leading the 

movement. (Fr Mike was no more by then). As a member of that team I  appealed to my Higher 

Superiors in Rome and arranged for the possibility, under some easily manageable conditions, 

to give AIT the status of an RTC (Regional Theological College) of one of our Jesuit 

Institutions so that the AIT students here would study for Pontifical Degrees. But soon we 

found the AIT being restricted only to Oblates of the Colombo region. The opportunity slipped 

by.  The CMRS is sleeping. We Religious  are self-centered and cannot come together to 

exercise our  charismatic leadership in the local church unlike in many other countries. 

I cannot speak of this hostile period that brought about these series of failures without 

mentioning both Mike  and  Bob, because  they joined Bp Leo in offering an alternative 

theologate which the CMRS failed to provide when it was at their door-step. But their 

relationship and  their cooperation in theological formation of seminarians was  dialectical  

rather than dialogical.  

Bob was one of the best academic guides that Sri Lankan seminarians ever had. He was  not an 

eloquent speaker as Mike was. But he had a way of creating independent and self-confident 

thinkers among those  seminarians  who were bold  enough to  profit by his pedagogical 

method. He could create the type of seminarians that Gaudium et Spes expected. But he did not 

have Mike’s rhetorical skills; for Mike   had a flare for coming down to the  level of the hoi 

polloi when he gave a sermon or delivered a lecture. His English was mellifluous and could 

burst into poetry. Responding to the signs of the times, Mike began to realize already as a 

National Seminary Professor that he had to come down from his English-speaking middle class 

platform and become as fluent as possible  in the vernacular.  

The greatest difference between them was in the way each approached the poor and their 

poverty. Bob was more vocal about his disagreement with Mike than Mike was. Bob Luckart 

revealed to me his personal anxiety about Mike’s alleged obsession with economic and social 

justice. By now Michael had made a theological synthesis between worship which he once 

taught in the seminary and social justice which his sojourn in Badulla awakened in him. 

Bob thought that Mike’s radical socialism made him condemn  even a poor man as a capitalist 

if he bought a bicycle. I am quoting Bob’s own  words. That was not Mike at all, but that was 

how Mike’s rhetoric sounded in Bob’s ears. 

No wonder that many who did not have the IQ that Bob possessed, went to the extent of 

condemning Mike as a supporter of the remnants of the violently extremist movement of rural  

youth, a movement which was crushed way back in 1971. By this time Michael had fearlessly 

taken the risk of being misjudged as an extremist both in the ecclesiastical and the political 

milieu of our country. Thence  forward  Michael was under suspicion and he knew there was 

no turning back. Incomprehension mounted, specially among the clerical and religious class of 

that time. 

In taking his stand,  Mike was  only responding to his Master’s call.  When I think of Mike’s 

bold option I think of Jesus in Galilee as depicted by Sean Freyne one of the great Scripture 

scholars of our time. In the book  he wrote before his death Sean Freyne  shows how the 



Galilean peasants were exploited by local political leaders, the Herodians, the stooges of their 

foreign Masters in Rome whose economic policies created enormous destitution among the 

rural farming populations. Jesus ministered there, antagonizing the Herodians the local 

politicos. Mike did just that in Wellassa and faced death threats from our  Herodians who served 

the open economy polices of their foreign masters, and it was at their  hands that he became a 

martyr to justice. 

It is not too late to recognize Michael Rodrigo’s sanity and  sanctity which I think is the 

purpose of today’s meeting and the expected outcome of this book on him. For Mike answered 

that call when he decided to satisfy his thirst to  be poor  and be with the poor,  a Galilean 

among the Galileans, a peasant among the peasants.  He fulfilled this yearning when he founded 

Subha-set-gedara, at Buttala while Bob Luckart, a pedagogue who inspired creativity in his 

students continued training the seminarians of the Badulla diocese.  

Mike’s entry into Wellassa as a learner  rather than a teacher was undramatic compared to his 

exit from Wellassa as a battered corpse. His unique mode of entry into the predominantly 

Buddhist ethos of Wellassa reveals something of his holiness. I am referring to the way he 

approached the Buddhists and their monastic custodians. Though a priest and a Religious and 

an academically qualified intellectual,  he did not rub shoulders with Buddhist hierarchs as 

colleagues and equals as most of us do. Whenever he visited a Buddhist Temple (as related by 

more than one witness) he presented himself as an ignorant  nobody, taking the lowest seat, 

and showing a deference that touched the heart of monks and the laity. As far as I know, no 

Catholic Clergyman had ever exercised such self-effacing humility as a constant principle of 

inter-religious dialogue. Thus his incarnation among the poor rural folk in Wellassa  was  a true 

kenosis,  a self-emptying, a reflection of  his Master’s humility, as I have duly acknowledged 

in my preface to the Book that is launched today.  

I was in Manila, giving my annual lectures there,  when a phone call from Tulana announced 

the brutal murder to which his concern for justice  led him. I whispered to myself: “ Mike, too 

late have I known thee”. For the  occasion  to have a close-range observation of his inner life 

and  his true self dawned on me only towards the final years of his life when he, not 

infrequently, spent the  night with us during his visits to  Colombo. That was an unforgettable 

experience for all of us at Tulana. I also have in our archives some very heart-revealing  

communications penned by his own  hand which too gave me a glimpse into the inner impulses 

that he had received from the Spirit. They  revealed to me a man ready to face any challenge 

in order  to be faithful to the option he had made in  response to the unique  calling he had 

received from the Lord. 

Before I conclude I like to draw a very important and attractive feature in Mike’s character 

which prepared him for martyrdom. I mean his sense of  humour. Let me warn you: Do not 

work for social justice if you do not have a sense of humour;  or else you will end up as a 

pathological messiah.  Mike’s emotional richness and its concomitant  hyper-sensitivity was 

tempered by his ability to see the grotesque in the most serious event or occasion.   I am not 

referring only to his play with words which provoked peals of laughter.  All remember his pun 

“ I succeed only in the Mango Season”. I suck (mango) seed. 

Let me insist that I am not referring to his jokes and puns  as such.  The subtle humour I saw 

in Mike was an essential feature of  his authentically Christian spirituality. Humour is an  

ingredient of the theological virtue of  HOPE; for hope is the anticipation of a joyous finale 



experienced in the midst of pain. Humour is an eschatological virtue. We who believe in the 

God of the Bible as revealed in Jesus can face martyrdom only if we are capable of 

“remembering our Future”. He who remembers the future laughs at the present threats and even 

at possible death.  This is what Christian hope is about. 

The characteristic of a mature human personality is this way of living in the light of a Future 

Glory anticipated as the present moment. Hence authentic human person is defined as one who  

has eyes fixed on the horizon. Aristotle  warned  his students that anyone who was incapable 

of seeing the future is not just a non-human but a  pig. A pig!   His students challenged him, so 

the legend goes. Why single out pigs? Aristotle explained that all animals can raise their heads 

and see far ahead on road. Only the pig has a stiff neck  and cannot see anything beyond  what 

its snout touches in front of its feet. Most of us according to Aristotle are pigs. It was only small 

coterie of stiff-necked clerics (for whom Aristotle had an apt nickname)   that accused Mike of 

being a victim of his own political naivete rather than a martyr to justice. 

Yes, even  in the face of death we can raise our head and see the horizon,  we can delve into 

the Eternal Now of God, where our future is already available for celebration…. only if we are 

a people rooted in hope. All martyrs had developed this theological virtue of smiling at the 

imminent disaster. In the monastery of Lerins in France and in the Xavier Castle in Spain we 

have a sculpture of the crucified Christ with a serene smile illuminating  the tortuous features 

of his bleeding countenance.   It reveals the Hope of Resurrection radiating from death. This is 

the mark of all martyrs: they are driven by a hope that brings future glory to the present moment 

so as to allow themselves  to  challenge death itself. That is what facilitated the martyrdom of 

Fr Michael Rodrigo, however threatening it might have appeared to him initially.  

Right before the imminent annihilation of his work and life, he refused to run a way from death,  

but faced the bullets, pouring his blood into the chalice wherein  a moment earlier Christ had 

poured his own. He who taught liturgical worship in the seminary once upon a time has 

demonstrated what all the major prophets, Isiah, Jeremiah, Amos Hosea  have repeatedly and 

unanimously  shown, namely, that true worship overlaps with justice to the poor.  His death 

which sealed his commitment to justice was his final act of worship. 

 Ite missa est, thundered the assassin’s gun. “Go (ite), this community is  sent (missa est)”. It 

was sent on a mission, a mission begun by the martyrdom of a prophet.  Mike is sending us to 

the poor to be with the poor, to be  Galilean among the Galileans, peasant among the peasants. 

His witness unto death is ever echoing in our hearts; his blood cries to heaven not for vengeance 

but for more and more men and women who can give hope to the poor helpless peasants of 

Wellassa  and everywhere, and today particularly in North, but not as prophets of doom but as  

heralds of hope, with their faces illuminated by eschatological humour and beaming with the 

victory of resurrection.  

Michael has left us a mission and also a message. In the book that is launched today, it author, 

Dr. Nandini Gunawardana challenges the readers to dig out and  reflect over our martyr’s last 

will and testament written with his blood. The launching of that biography is the climax of the 

day’s agenda, which all are eagerly waiting for.  To allow  this programme to unroll, towards 

that inspiring finale,  I press the ‘pause button’ on my lectio brevissima. Thank you for your 

kind attention.[]  


