
 

 

INAUGURAL DANNY AND DOMITILLA HYAMS MEMORIAL LECTURE  
 

Caring for Heaven’s very Special Children  
Fruit of a Marriage made in Heaven 

 
Dear Friends 
 
Reading the history of LITTLE EDEN, in particular Domitilla’s description of her arrival in South 
Africa and integration into life in Johannesburg, immediately evoked similar memories of my arrival in 
Ireland in 1960. To put it mildly it was a similar culture shock, perhaps, not for the same reasons, but a 
culture shock nonetheless! 
An example: soon after arriving I made my first encounter with an Irish Bull, not the type I had grown 
up with on the farm at Swartberg, but one which a helpful fellow novice explained as follows:  
“If there are 10 cows lying in a field, and one of them is standing up, that’s the bull! 
Simply Priceless!  
 
Like you I was totally mystified! So I asked another novice. He told me the story about Murphy the 
Hotel Porter, who had a most unusual way of greeting Hotel guests. Taking up a suitcase in each hand 
he would say: “Good day, Sir/Madam. Follow me! I’m right behind you!”  
That’s an Irish Bull, he explained. 
 
And that was as good an introduction to Irish culture as anyone ever offered me!  
 
On reflection that’s how a new arrival in South Africa must feel when the answer to the formal greeting 
and query: How are you? is told: “Yes! No! I’m fine”! 
Ours is amusing at best, confusing at worst. But the Irish version, while it sounds like a complete 
contradiction, has a mysterious wisdom and depth, as I will show you as we go along. 
So, for now, I will be very pleased if you "Follow me, because I’m right behind you!" 
 
Our Strategic Issue:  
After that elucidating introduction, we might well begin by asking: What are here to do? Or what is the 
strategic issue we want to deal with? In a word, it is to examine what's involved in “Caring for 
Heaven’s very special Children” 
 
Indeed, we are gathered here this evening to celebrate the life and ministry of a couple who were called 
in extraordinary circumstances to discover, to discern and to live out an extraordinary vocation together. 
That vocation entailed taking in, nurturing and developing to an extraordinary degree the basic human 
potential to receive and to give love, in spite of the huge handicap of severe mental and physical 
disability. 
 
But I’m getting ahead of myself. 
 
None of this would have happened had it not been for the meticulous groundwork which the Lord had 
done during the dark days of World War 2. 
While being held as "prisoners of war" in a camp in northern Italy, a handful of South African soldiers 
managed to escape from captivity and spent the rest of the War evading recapture by the German and 
Italian forces. Needless to say their escape and "being on the run" was wholeheartedly aided and abetted 
by the community of Albenza in Almenno San Bartolomeo near Bergamo. 
 
One of the families involved in harbouring and sheltering them was the Rota Family, whose daughter 
Domitilla had been given the duty of delivering soup to them every day. Whenever the heat was off, the 
escapees would be brought into their home. That’s how our story ends up with three of them expressing 
interest in marrying Domitilla. Eventually she chose Danny, even though he was last one 'out of the 
blocks'! 
 



 

 

God’s ways are not our ways 
If ever there was a case of "God’s ways not being our ways, God’s thoughts are not our thoughts", the 
following story has to be the clearest and most obvious example. 
 
From a very early age Domitilla had wanted to be a missionary. And, in all probability, if God had not 
intervened in an extraordinary way, she would have realised her vocation by joining missionary 
congregation of nuns.  
But such an opportunity was not given to her. Instead what she was given was a proposal of marriage. In 
fact, a triple proposal from the prisoners of war whom she had cared for with her family. 
 
Upon receiving the triple proposal of marriage, Domitilla, in true biblical fashion, retired to her room 
for three days. When she emerged it was to say "Yes" to Danny - a extraordinary act of faith, if ever 
there was one. Danny had only just qualified before enlisting, so he had nothing to bring his young bride 
home to. 
 
Given the socio-economic and political upheaval created by the war to honour that marriage proposal 
must have looked like a very tall order indeed.  
In fact many would have said: "It won’t happen! It can’t happen"!  
But it did! And that is why we have to say the union between Danny and Domitilla just had to be "a 
marriage made in heaven".  
What followed shows that it was truly so! 
 
Surely, this was when Jesus, through the Sacrament of Matrimony said to Domitilla, but also to Danny: 
"Follow Me! I have a very special vocation for you two!" 
 
If you get the chance to read the engaging history of LITTLE EDEN written by Luigi Slaviero, you 
cannot but be struck by the deep spirituality that underpinned Domitilla’s life from when she was little. 
She was forever holding little, and sometimes not so little, conversations with Jesus. Typically, when 
things were going well, she would ask him: "Why are these good things happening to me"? And when 
they were going badly she made sure he knew!  
In this way she was always engaged in responding to his call: Follow me! 
 
I’m right behind you! 
As the story of the missionary vocation of Domitilla evolves, it becomes quite clear that Jesus was 
beginning to apply the second part of the Murphy principle: "I’m right behind you!" 
 
Having inspired and prompted Domitilla to the point of noticing the considerable number of 
children with mental disability in her neighbourhood, Jesus slowly challenged her to find practical 
and concrete ways of caring for them. At first this involved helping their parents by standing in as a 
carer to give them a break, then by enlisting the support and help of like-minded friends and 
associates.  
 
As Jesus' plan took shape, Domitilla put her full faith in God, trusting that Jesus would indeed be 
right behind her, giving her all that she needed to become ever more clearly the missionary called 
to care for Heaven’s very special children. 
 
Our Strategic Goal 
Up to this point we have been analysing the issue that challenged Domitilla to define and live the 
very special missionary vocation, which God was gradually revealing to her, even as she cared for 
her own young family.  
Now it is time for us to work out how to follow Domitilla’s example, by looking at the special 
needs which Jesus is calling us to address in similar practical and concrete ways. What are the 
issues challenging us today? Otherwise we will be simply singing the praises of Domitilla and 
Danny in words but not in actions! 



 

 

 
In this regard we have been helped enormously by Pope Francis, especially by his challenge at the end 
of the Year of Mercy: Make sure that you carry forward into the future a work of mercy that you had 
done during the Year of Mercy as testimony that God’s mercy is at work at all times. 
A second challenge which Pope Francis throws at us is in "Laudato Si", where he asks us to take on 
some practical and concrete actions, or even better, a systematic programme of actions by which we 
care of creation wherever we are. 
 
A third is the most basic and most demanding! That each one undertake to reform and renew ourselves, 
our families and our communities, in an effort to reform and renew society as a whole. Our goal must be 
to reduce or even eliminate the socio-economic and political conditions responsible for impoverishing 
and marginalising so many people today, even as we offer relief in every way possible! 
 
Two examples of Community involvement and support from Durban 
 
1. Diocesan Synod  
The diocesan Synod of 2007  with the theme: "Together with Christ we can change the world", sought 
to implement a triple strategy: a) Evangelisation of Self, b) Evangelisation of the Parish and c) 
Evangelisation of Society. 
As you can see from the time lapse this was a super optimistic agenda. But not totally. The Popes caught 
up with us here and there causing us to change course from time to time. 
 
For instance in the light of the Synod on the Family, Evangelization of Society changed into examining 
and addressing Marriage and Family Life as the place to start. Consequently this is an ongoing project 
which I will be leaving to my successor. More about this later! 
 
2. Social Outreach 
i) Denis Hurley Centre 
One of the actions being tried in Durban is already in operation, and has in fact taken on a life of its 
own. That’s the Denis Hurley Centre. This is a veritable beacon of light and hope to an inner city which 
in recent years was in an accelerated decline towards near-total urban decay. 
Currently the DHC offers services to Street Dwellers, Refugees, the Unemployed, Job seekers, the 
Unskilled, the Sick and Infirm, and of course, it still serves as the Cathedral Parish Centre too! 
 
ii) Napier Centre for Healing 
The Napier Centre for Healing which is still in development, is being established to offer healing and 
rehabilitation to those addicted to alcohol and drugs. Here too the main emphasis will be on teaching 
recovering addiction victims a trade or skill, so that as they recover they can regain their dignity and 
sense of self-worth. Restored in this way, they are much more likely to re-integrate into their families 
and communities who expelled them for the crimes they committed against everyone, simple to get their 
next fix of whoonga! 
 
As in the case of Domitilla’s realisation of her missionary vocation, those working to realise the dream 
of the Napier Centre for Healing have put forward three activities that they regard as essential: 

a) awareness, which is fostered by clear and accurate information about the issues and their root 
causes; 

b) the support of prayer and a spirit of sacrifice. For example every meeting of the committee ends 
with the identification of three intentions which are referred to the Prayer Committee to pass on 
to it members. 

c) Setting up a facility that is simple and appropriate, and forms part of a network with similar 
institutions, which strive for the latest best practice. 

 
Radical and Effective Reform 
Now let us look at what I would consider to be the most appropriate tribute to Danny and Domitilla, and 
the fruit of their marriage made in heaven, namely Caring for Heavens's very Special Children. 



 

 

 
It arises from yet another challenge put to the Church by Pope Francis as he himself set out to 
implement the reform and renewal of the Church which the Cardinals had called for repeatedly during 
their pre-Conclave meetings. 
I’m referring to the two Synods on Marriage and the Family. 
 
For a start, let everyone of us commit ourselves to reading, or better still, studying, Amoris Laetitia, a 
document, which is a veritable Compendium on how Marriage and the Family are to be used to reform 
and renew society.  
The starting point is to work towards having good and healthy families! But to have good and healthy 
families you must have good and healthy Marriages; To have good and healthy marriages you must 
have good and thorough marriage preparation; but also good and solid accompaniment of those engaged 
in this demanding vocation from God! 
 
For me the key to good marriage preparation is the basic understanding that marriage is first and 
foremost a vocation from God. 
Second, that as with any vocation, Vocation Discernment is an absolute MUST. Each spouse must work 
out in communion with God, how and with whom that vocation is going to be lived.  
 
These two truths must be made priority number one and priority two by every family and every parish 
and community. 
 
But it must also be supported by practical and systematic accompaniment of newlyweds, to make sure 
that they lay good and solid foundation for their marriage by developing a good and open relationship of 
love and friendship, which was so obvious in the marriage and family life of Danny and Domitilla. 
 
Another area where accompaniment is crucial is that of couples who marriages are in trouble. For them 
there is Retrouvaille, but the parish needs to be closely involved. 
Then there must be accompaniment of families in difficult circumstances, single parent families, 
families with gay, divorced, or cohabiting members, etc. 
 
All these must become part and parcel of our ordinary pastoral ministry, but also as a way of enabling 
the Laity in the exercise of their ministry more effectively. 
 
Here the Parish Pastoral Council must play a leading role, by ensuring that there is a well led and 
equipped portfolio caring for marriage and family life so that the actions described above can be carried 
out. 
 
Conclusion 
Whenever Jesus worked people up to a crescendo of enthusiasm and determination so much so that 
would do anything to follow him, he would invariably convert their good intention into practical actions 
by giving them a very specific instruction.  
 
For example:  
Go and Do likewise! Lk 10:37 
 
Or, Go and do not sin again! Jn. 8:11 
 
Or as on the occasion of the Ascension:  
Go make disciples of all the nations; baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit; and teach them to observe all that I have commanded you to do. And remember I am with 
you always even to the end of the age”! Mt 28: 19-20 
 
Doesn't that sound just like a primitive version of the Irish Bull:  
Follow me. I’m right behind you!? 



 

 

 
 
 
 
+ Wilfrid Cardinal Napier. OFM 
Archbishop of Durban 


