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A New Closure
I find it hard to believe that five years have rolled past so quickly. 

Late in December my role as pastoral director of the Catholic Enquiry 
Office will end. As for many kiwis, these years have been marked by 

constant and sometimes unexpected changes: new worksites, shifts in 
technology and staff, and finally, the visitation of Covid.

When I took over from Fr Allan Jones in 2017, we were housed at 
72 Abel Smith street; policy was overseen by an active Board of 

Governance; a small group of volunteers brightened the place every 
week, and evangelisation focused mainly on our outreach via parishes 
and the generous promotors and supporters who were based in them. 

I will be thanking all these in more depth in my reflections on and 
review of the past five years later in this newsletter.

Shifting House
The last five years have seen us ensconced in three different homes. 

Abel Smith street was spacious and well-equipped; it housed a 
beautiful chapel. It was central to the city. As staffing reduced, however, 

a downside emerged. Inner city parking became more and more 
difficult; myself and the new contact manager, Joe, worked twenty 
hour a week and his work in the digital world sometimes took him 

away; often it was easier and more efficient for him to work at home. 
This meant that Mely, our office manager, was often by herself, rattling 

around in our large set of offices.
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No one knows how the future will unfold but we rest our 
confidence in the promise of Jesus that his Holy Spirit would 

never abandon his Church and his people.



The shift to the Archdiocesan Centre in Hill Street brought many blessings. Though it was cramped, the proximity 
of the other groups working for the bishops: the National Liturgy Office, Catholic Communications and the 
Tribunal Office, surrounded us with cheerful and supportive colleagues. As I write, we are just a fortnight into 
our new site at 204 Thorndon Quay, level 5. My desk sits in the south-east corner, looking out over the railway 
marshalling yards into the harbour. It is full of light and airiness. Next door to us, the energy and enthusiasm of 
Caritas bubbles away. Though more spread out and open, this new home should be a blessed space in which to 
do God’s work.

A Year of Changes
2022 in particular has wrought major changes for CEC. The impact of Covid meant frequent mask use, and visitors 
were limited. Working from home was often more convenient. This trend accelerated when the occupation of 
Parliament grounds by protestors made the walk up Molesworth Street from the railway station frightening for 
some of our staff. No sooner was this over, than the news that the Catholic Centre was substantially below the 
requirements demanded by revised earthquake safety standards burst upon us. Then came months of working 
from home while some of us were still attempting to negotiate with friends and colleagues who were resisting 
Covid mandates.

The Blessings of My Time with CEC
In retrospect, these five years have brought me many deep blessings. Working with talented and devoted lay 
people has inspired me. It has helped me to see where my talents lie, and where I am lacking. The bishops are 
reflecting on what structure may work best for this new phase of the Church’s mission, when clergy are fewer 
and older.

As for myself, I look forward to a more relaxed time focused on giving spiritual direction and attempting to write 
a new book on the changing shape of holiness in today’s world. I hope to travel more to catch up with friends 
scattered around New Zealand. Since the death of Fr Brian Cummings, the multi-talented director of Pa Maria 
retreat house where I live, the character and the work of the house could also change significantly. The future is 
very much in the hands of God. So as you continue to pray for the work of the CEC, I would be blessed if you find 
a place for me too as you talk with God.

Fr Neil Vaney SM

2019: With Sancta Maria College students - winner 
of the Saints Next Door Video Competition 

2017: With Fr Allan Jones SM, Fr Paul Shannahan SM

Aug 2020 - Sep 2022: CEC Office at the Catholic Centre



Six Blessed Years
When I began my work at CEC change was in the air. My 
role was defined as pastoral and part-time. In the search 
for what this might mean in practice, I have enjoyed the 
support of many skilled co-workers. The first was Dave 
Mullin, who drove down early from Palmerston North, 
performed his tasks as director before zooming back 
home to his other busy tasks. In my first year the Board of 
Governance still operated, offering advice and direction 
– all committed and knowledgeable professionals, giving 
freely of their experience and skills. The next year the 
bishops appointed an Advisory Board made up of a 
representative from each diocese, helping to give a sense 
of what was happening on the ground where they lived 
and worshipped. The next year, wanting to bring the 
direction of CEC more under their umbrella, the Council 
of Bishops entrusted their own executive officer with the 
task of oversight of the work of the Enquiry Centre. Since 
then we have enjoyed the direction and support of two 
outstanding leaders, James van Schie and Siobhan Dilly. 
Both have been not just skilled administrators but even 
more, warm and caring colleagues.

Our Office
Within the three different locales the CEC has operated, I 
have enjoyed the support of great office staff. Moira and 
Lorna worked part-time in administration and finance 
roles, adding greatly to the cheerful and welcoming 
ambience of our office. Our fulltime angel has been 
Mely, combining the roles of receptionist, secretary and 
office manager. She has been the heart of our operation; 
without her, the place would not function. Sadly, because 
of age and infirmity, we have recently bid farewell to two 
long-term volunteers, Marie Aldridge and Marie Byrne, 
who helped with sorting and sending over many, many 
years. To all these tireless workers, I extend my deepest 
gratitude.

Our next great acquisition was our engagement manager, 
Joe Serci, Coming from a background of advertising and 
recruitment at polytechs, he was widely experienced in 
interviewing, filming and creating imaginative and visually 
captivating onscreen images. With his aid, we began to 
discuss who our target audience should be. As direct 
evangelisation was being embraced more and more by 
dioceses and individual parishes, we became aware of 
the large number of non-practising Catholics and assorted 
searchers for a life faith to whom we should be reaching 
out.

Joe’s contribution was to launch our Facebook presence 
and to come up with the brilliant label of Catholic 
Discovery with which we have become more and more 
known and associated. Over several years he drove 
the work of creating our new website and coordinating 
the publicity and schedules of projects such as the 
national tour of Br Guy Consolmagno SJ and the hikoi of 
the artwork, Ho Hata Maria, te Matua Wahine o te Atua 
throughout New Zealand.

Wonderful Memories
Fielding inquiries and the occasional heartfelt plea from 
correspondents has been a privileged task and a joy for 
me. On a more public level, several experiences stay 
vividly with me.

Till the Covid pandemic shut down such gatherings, the 
Eucharistic Congress in Auckland was a highlight of our 
year. The three of us in the office would pack up our 
mobile shopfront and head for Auckland. It gave us the 
chance to the hear some outstanding guest speakers, 
some of whom we interviewed. One year I was 
privileged to be a main speaker, while many supporters 
and interested attendees came to chat with us at our 
booth.

The Tour of Guy Consolmagno
In April to May 2019 we were privileged to host the 
Vatican astronomer, Br Guy Consolmagno SJ, on a 
two week tour of our land. Profoundly knowledgeable 
and accessible he wowed audiences with his richly 
illustrated presentations. One highlight was his address 
to a huge crowd of secondary school students in 
Auckland drawn from a host of schools both private 
and state. I was personally privileged to accompany 
him as with a group of Christchurch Catholics we 
visited the Mt John observatory in Lake Tekapo, then 
celebrated Mass together the next morning in the 
church of the Good Shepherd on the shore of the lake.

Being Part of Te Ara a Maria
Finally and most recently, the CEC was entrusted 
with the task of coordinating the Te Ara a Maria hikoi 
throughout the country. We were privileged to see 
the notion of this artwork coming to mind then to 
birth in Auckland through the work of Damien Walker. 
On completion, this stunning embodiment of Mary’s 
image sat quiet and hidden in our office in Wellington, 
bringing her peace and beauty in a way that was 
tangible. On Sunday 15 August 2021 came the formal 
unveiling at St Mary of the Angels church in Wellington, 
in a ceremony marked with tears of joy, and singing 
that made the walls of the church resound and echo in 
exultation.

Now my six years at CDC are coming to an end. I sign 
off with powerful memories and a sense of privilege. 
No one knows how the future will unfold but we rest 
our confidence in the promise of Jesus that his Holy 
Spirit would never abandon his Church and his people.  

2019: With Br Guy Consolmagno & Archbishop Paul Martin 
on ‘Our God is too small’ tour around dioceses.  
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Please remember 
the Catholic Enquiry Centre 

in your Will...
Your bequest costs nothing now, but in the future

it will help guarantee the work of the CEC. 
Why not speak to your lawyer about it?

Form of Bequest

I give to the Catholic Enquiry Centre at Wellington 
the sum of $ 

for its general purposes and I declare that the 
receipt by the Director for the time being of the 

Catholic Enquiry Centre shall be a sufficient 
discharge for this gift.

Catholic Discovery is our new way 
of reaching people interested in 
our faith. We are using channels 
like Facebook to tell our story and 
introduce our community. Please 
do follow us on facebook CATHOLIC 
DISCOVERY NZ and share our 
content as we look to spread the 
word in a modern context.

We are an initiative of the Catholic Enquiry Centre, who 
are here to help if you want to be Catholic or if you have 
questions about faith or belief.

Every week, Father Neil writes a reflection that brings 
life to the Sunday readings. He applies modern context 
or a historical explanation to amplify the Gospel.  

These reflections are on a new section of our website 
called “This Sunday”. It can easily be accessed from 
links on the homepage or you can use this URL: 

www.catholicdiscovery.nz/sunday

The page includes an archive of readings dating back 
to December 2021.

Our reflections are normally updated every 
Wednesday, please do use this as a resource for 
sharing, discussion or teaching.

Our Newsletters can also now be found on our website. As loyal supporters we will continue to mail a copy 
to you. If you want to spread our news, you can hold on to your personal copy and just share this link 

www.catholicdiscovery.nz/newsletters


