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Author’s note 

As part of Father Clemente Cafarella's Golden Jubilee of Priesthood 
celebration, this publication has been produced by Mary, Help of 
Christians, Altona, where Fr Clem has served as Parish Priest since 1987.    

 

A modest and humble man, Fr Clem is not comfortable being in the 
spotlight, Despite this, he generously gave me time and allowed me to 
ask many questions, which he answered with his usual blend of deep 
thought, honesty and trademark  humour. 

 

It was a rare opportunity to discover some of Fr Clem’s inner thoughts 
and to hear him speak of his experiences and life-lessons in rich, almost 
poetic language. I feel privileged that Fr Clem agreed to the interview 
from which this small record could be compiled.   

 

This booklet is not a definitive history of Fr Clem’s vocation. It is too 
brief to do justice to his extensive experiences in the Priesthood. Rather, 
it is a snapshot in time, focussing on selected reflections Fr Clem made 
during our discussion.  

 

The title is inspired from a letter sent to Fr Clem from a graduating 
classmate, Father John McKinnon, Assistant Priest at St. Michael & 
John’s, Horsham. Fr Clem shared the letter with me as we started our 
interview. In it, Fr McKinnon reminds Fr Clem what a faithful worker he 
has been in God’s vineyard over the past fifty years.  

 

Fr McKinnon had summed him up perfectly.   
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I hope what is written here will give the reader a sense of the man behind 
the collar and reaffirm his contribution to our parish, and all the parishes, 
within which he has served. 

 

A number of parishioners graciously provided personal reflections on Fr 
Clem. These are included in the rear of the booklet. Their reflections are 
insightful and remind us of the many ways in which he has touched lives. 
Although each voice is different, we hear a common tenor of respect and 
appreciation. 

 

As is often the case in a project like this, we were not able to have 
everyone participate formally. We have made provision at the back of 
this publication for personal reflections of those who would like to do so. 

 

Finally, thanks to Sr Yvonne Harte and Lucy Sammut for co-ordinating 
several project activities.  

 

 

 

Lucia Nardo 

July 2008 



 

�  5 �  
 
 

Table of Contents 

Father, can I have a word? ................................................................. 6 

A family man...................................................................................... 10 

Call to the Priesthood........................................................................ 13 

Ordination.......................................................................................... 18 

The tools to cope................................................................................ 20 

Into the vineyard ................................................................................ 22 

Ministry to Priests ............................................................................. 26 

Prayer ................................................................................................28 

The Church Calendar ........................................................................ 30 

Lessons...............................................................................................31 

Fifty years have brought a lot of change........................................... 33 

Retirement? It is definitely not one of his favourite words… ............ 34 

Wisdom and wit.................................................................................. 36 

The sum of many parts....................................................................... 37 

Parishioners’ reflections ................................................................... 39 



 

�  6 �  
 
 

Father, can I have a word? 

Interviewing Fr Clem is not an easy task. He does not have the ego of a 
celebrity. In fact, he seemed quite mystified as to why someone would 
want to know anything about him. He does not like to talk about himself. 
His light is firmly under his bushel. 

 

I sensed his trepidation before we started talking. In an attempt to ease 
his apprehension, I thought it would be prudent to start with an easy 
question that would set a comfortable tone for the interview.  

 

So I started with, ‘When did you develop your passion for golf?’ 

  

Immediately his face lights up. He tells me he started playing in 1959, 
just after his Ordination.  

 

His ever-present wry humour comes to the fore (pardon the pun), as he 
talks of the discomfiture of his priestly golfing partners with whom he 
played his first ever game. Their embarrassment arose from the fact that 
Fr Clem was in full clerical garb. 

 

Somewhere in that story, there must be a joke about golfers needing 
God’s intervention.  

 

Thereafter, Fr Clem played every week and steadily his passion for golf 
grew. A long time member of Kooringal Golf Club, he plays every 
Monday off a 21 handicap.   
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Fr Clem credits his brother, Peter with teaching him the skills of the 
game. He proudly told me that Peter was instrumental in improving the 
games of many other golfing priests. 

 

Like most golfers, it is not just the challenge of the game that he enjoys. 
The opportunity for social contact is also an important aspect. On the 
golf course, he is away from all the day-to-day issues that often beset a 
Parish Priest.  

 

The fresh air, the vivid greens, the sandy bunkers, the whoosh of the ball 
as it carries the hope of a hole-in-one—golf is also refreshing to the 
spirit.  

 

By this stage of our discussion, Fr Clem looked a bit more comfortable, 
so we got onto the deep investigative questions. 

 

‘What’s your favourite food?’ 

 

He answers without hesitation, ‘Roasts, pastas and vegetables.’ With a 
slightly begrudging tone, he confesses the category ‘vegetables’ is only 
included in acknowledgment of their role in good health.  

 

‘At 76 I should be conscious of this,’ he adds wryly. 

 

Feeling that I was getting somewhere, I pushed on. 

 

‘What’s your favourite music?’ 
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He answers without hesitation.  

 

‘Anything that sends me to sleep. I’m a 3MP man.’  

 

For those unfamiliar with that particular radio station, 3MP claims to be 
Melbourne’s ‘Home of Easy Music’ playing the hits from the past fifty 
years. 

 

‘Do you follow any team sports?’    

 

He answers that he did not, but keeps a watching interest over three AFL 
clubs; Essendon, North Melbourne—due to his connection with the 
area—and the Western Bulldogs. 

 

‘Your favourite TV shows?’ 

 

Again, the answer comes quickly. ‘Doc Martin and The Bill. I like the 
British productions.’  

 

‘And your favourite movies?’ 

 

He admits he is not a great movie fan, but nominates The Sound of Music 
as memorable. 

 

I thought I would try a question used to great effect by interviewer, 
James Lipton.  

 

‘Do you have a favourite or least favourite word?’ 
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Fr Clem considers this before saying that he does not have either. 

 

I was disappointed that my question was not revealing at all.  

 

Then Fr Clem continues, ‘…but I’m concerned about the manner of 
words that are not good.’ He pauses, ‘They reveal the horror of how 
people look at the world.’ 

 

Now, you may wonder what these questions about mundane things—
food, language and entertainment—tell us about a person.  

 

Fr Clem’s answers painted a consistent picture of gentle, peaceful 
interests; simplicity at their core. His concern for those who do not have 
words to express their pain and therefore resort to harsh words or 
profanity, are all-telling about his compassion. 

 

So where does a man with this nature come from?   

 

For that, we start with Fr Clem’s family. 
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A family man  

Fr Clem was the third eldest of nine children born to Vincent and 
Giuseppina Cafarella. In order of birth they are: Frances (Dec.), 
Antoinetta (known as Toni), Clem, Josie (Dec.), Vince (Dec.), Joan, 
Elizabeth, Sylvester and Peter.  

 

For any family, life is busy. For one of this size, it was extra busy. 
Running a home and raising children was very much a manual task, 
without the labour saving devices that we enjoy today. Like every family, 
there were good times and bad.  

 

Young Clem developed an affinity with his extended family through his 
mother’s constant references to her sisters, in Italy. She demonstrated 
many acts of caring and generosity toward them as they struggled with 
the harsh shortages of World War II Europe.  

 

Fr Clem recalls that during that time, his mother frequently stitched 
together calico bags in which food and provisions were dispatched to her 
family overseas.  

 

He smiles at the recollection. ‘We were forever taking these awkward 
parcels to the post office.’  

 

In 1966, this sense of connection led Fr Clem to travel to the island of 
Salina to meet his mother’s sisters. Salina, with a costal area of only 24 
square km, forms part of the Aeolian Islands in Italy.  
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A volcanic island, it is nevertheless fertile and productive, exporting 
capers and caper berries internationally.  

 

The anticipation of the trip, made him somewhat nervous. He feared his 
knowledge of Italian would run out quickly, which would make 
communication difficult.  

 

This concern was tempered by his sense of closeness to his mother’s 
three sisters.  

 

‘They were as real to me as if they lived next door,’ he says.  

 

Fr Clem fondly recalls many experiences from his stay. 

 

The town sat on the side of a hill, and walking was the predominate form 
of transport. Walking in unfamiliar streets and up steep inclines is never 
a problem when you are in the land of your ancestry.  

 

Malvasia wine (Malmsey in English) a sweet flavoured, golden-coloured 
wine was a happy discovery. He remembers the simplicity of dried 
tomatoes hanging on the lattice work.  

 

‘It was idyllic,’ he says. 

 

The day after his arrival, Fr Clem was asked to conduct the funeral of a 
90-year old man. This rekindled his fear of his ‘inadequate’ knowledge 
of the Italian language. Although daunted, he nevertheless managed to 
conduct the funeral and endeared himself to the township. 
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‘Fortunately, the Mass was all in Latin,’ he says by way of explanation.  

 

The trip was not without its cultural adventures. One vivid incident 
involved Fr Clem and his cousin climbing on to the church roof to get a 
better view of the town. From there, they spied an uncle with a shotgun, 
poised to shoot a rabbit, presumably hiding in a burrow. 

 

His uncle signalled a warning to the young men, not to ring the church 
bell because the noise would scare the rabbit away.  It seemed the 
community was in need of actual, as well as spiritual, nourishment. 

 

His short stay of five days was to be the first and only time Fr Clem spent 
with his aunts and extended family. Like any trips that bring us closer to 
our roots and family history, it is indelibly etched in his memory.  

 

Later this year, Fr Clem will travel on a study tour of Turkey, Greece and 
Israel. He speaks of this prospect enthusiastically, with all the awe and 
eagerness that a new student brings to an opportunity for learning. 

 

This interest in learning—be it for personal development or a greater 
understanding of the world—is evident when talking with him. He often 
references books he is reading or has read. He delights in the discoveries 
he makes and is keen to share these with others.  
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Call to the Priesthood 

As a seven or eight year old, Fr Clem experienced the stirrings of a call 
to the Priesthood, although it took some years for the fire to catch alight.  

 

In Fr Clem’s case, the fire was not a roaring blaze, perhaps more kindling 
that smouldered then sparked and grew until it became a steady flame.  

  

On completing his secondary schooling, he joined the workforce.  His 
first role was as a Laboratory Assistant at the Melbourne Technical 
College, then at the University of Melbourne’s Botany Department for 
the CIR (later the CSIRO) in the food preservation section. His pre-
Priesthood career was a short three years.  

 

For a man who has spent fifty years as a priest, it comes as a surprise that 
his entry into the Priesthood seemed almost against his will.  

 

Smiling he tells me, ‘My prayer at Mass was, ‘Dear Lord, I don't want to 
be a priest!’’  

 

He speculates that, as a young man, he unconsciously put aside the early 
thoughts he had about the Priesthood as a youngster. 

 

I wondered what it was that becoming a priest that caused his 
apprehension.  
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He answers my question simply. ‘Mainly the fear of standing out. At that 
time, there were many expectation placed on priests, who were held in a 
distinct form of respect.’  

 

The distinction of the Roman collar was inescapable. To a shy and 
modest man, standing out presented a difficulty. 

 

Despite his prayer, God had other plans. Clem’s path towards the 
Priesthood may have been more push than pull—but it did not diminish.  

 

As he wrestled with his future, young Clem decided to seek the counsel 
of a priest.  

 

He went to the Presbytery expecting to see one particular priest, but 
found himself unexpectedly talking to another. This priest, sensing the 
young man’s confusion, took practical action and drove Clem to 
Werribee to see the Seminary first hand. 

 

Still unconvinced, 20-year-old Clem continued to grapple with his 
decision in private. Initially, he did not confide in his family, but when he 
did decide to tell them, he found support and encouragement.  

 

Clem and his father went to speak with Bishop Fox, which was required 
as part of the process of application to the Seminary.  

 

Bishop Fox informed them that the family would have to pay for Clem's 
stay throughout his training.  
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In relating this story, Fr Clem’s face still registers the shock of this 
request. The fees would be a great burden on a family with nine children.  

 

To Clem’s amazement and delight, his father agreed to pay half.  

 

Clem says the decision was all the more surprising because his father did 
not attend Mass regularly, nor were father and son particularly close at 
the time. Despite this, Vincent Cafarella supported his son’s decision 
with a practical commitment, knowing that the family would have to 
make sacrifices.  

  

In March 1952, a nervous young Clem found himself at the Corpus 
Christi College, the Seminary in Werribee, still not certain he would see 
out the time to Ordination.  

 

Clem tried to adjust to this unfamiliar life. It was known that new 
students often had tricks played on them by the older ones.  

 

Clem expected to be one of the victims.  

 

When he was told that the Rector wanted to see him, Clem was not sure 
about the reliability of this request.  

 

Despite his trepidation, he found it was true. The Rector’s surprising 
request was to ask Clem to consider skipping the first year and moving 
straight to second.  
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Fr Clem muses that this had little to do with academic brilliance, but 
more to do with making up the numbers, as there were only 11 students 
in second year against 25 in first year.  

 

Nevertheless, he took the opportunity and next day found himself as a 
second-year student undertaking Critica (rational thinking) in (his) rusty 
Latin. He found himself wondering (in English) ‘What on earth have I 
done?’ 

 

Family was allowed to visit once a month. Clem’s parents and siblings 
would come down and picnic in the grounds.  

 

Clem recalls often wondering if they were annoyed by the arduous task 
of getting to Werribee, which was less accessible in the 1950s.  

 

‘I worried that my brothers and sisters would be a bit resentful, having to 
make the trip,’ he says, his concern to not put out others evident.  

  

His fears were put to rest after his Ordination, when his much-loved 
(late) sister Josie, told him how much she missed those picnics. 

 

In his second or third year, a tired and fatigued young Clem, was given 
leave to go home for a few weeks. 

 

In the security of his sister France’s home in Ascot Vale, where the 
family lived over the Fruit & Vegetable shop they owned, Clem has vivid 
memories of staring out at the bleak winter roof tops and down Mt 
Alexander Road.  
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Somehow, that few weeks break effected a change in him, and he found 
himself back at the Seminary with new energy. 

 



 

�  18 �  
 
 

Ordination  

One day at a time, Clem, having successfully passed his exams, arrived 
at Ordination in July 1958. He recalls that Fr Gerard Downing was one of 
the other priests ordained at the same time and is light-heartedly 
comments on the contrast in their public profiles.  

 

I commented that after all the demands of his training and the challenges 
he had faced during it, that the day he took the Sacrament of Holy Orders 
must have been particularly memorable.  

 

‘No,’ he says. ‘I remember the day as a quiet affair.’ 

 

Unknown to Fr Clem, his Compare and Comare, Frank and Nancy Crea, 
had taken an 8mm movie of the event. Fifteen years ago, when Frank 
died, his widow rang Fr Clem to say that the project he was working on 
at the time of his death was still in progress. Fr Clem was not entirely 
clear what the project was but was reluctant to ask in case he should have 
known. Some time later, he discovered that the project was converting 
the film taken on the day of Ordination to video format. Recently it has 
been transferred to DVD. 

 

On that three minute DVD, a young Fr Clem is instantly recognisable. 
Already he has established his trademark handclasp. The grainy image 
with its  family and friends in the muted hues of the 1950’s—women in 
cloche hats and men in trench coats—still manages to evoke the 
solemnity and excitement of the day.  
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Although Fr Clem did not recall any outstanding part to the day, we can 
see Clem and some of his sisters, all with the same ‘Cafarella smile’, 
proudly standing as a family.  

 

Toward the end of the DVD, Fr Clem is seen facing the camera, smiling. 
A sudden gust of wind catches the back of his cape and he struggles to 
keep it in place. It immediately brought to mind what he said about the 
attire of a priest making him stand out. Ironically, it was already giving 
him trouble.  

 

Soaring choral music accompanies the footage. It runs out a few seconds 
before the images end. In the silence, the unsteady camera pans images 
of the young Ordinands, grouped for a formal photograph.  

 

In that quiet moment, is easy to ponder what their chosen vocation would 
bring these young men, especially the smiling young man who had told 
God he did not want to be a priest.  
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The tools to cope 

Seminary days could be difficult for young men, away from family, 
perhaps for the first time—missing their friends and hard at study. Each 
needed to find his own way to manage any loneliness or homesickness. 

 

For Clem, solace came from an unlikely source—the carpentry shed. He 
describes the activity of carpentry as the ‘making of me.’ 

 

‘I would take myself to the carpentry shed when I needed to settle down,’ 
he says.   

 

In the shed, away from books and the demands of study, he worked with 
his hands, focussing on tasks that resulted in tangible objects. Carpentry 
acted as a balm for the inner indecision and uncertainty of the outcome of 
his stay at the Seminary.  

 

Fast forward to his days at St Mary’s. Fr Clem’s delight is evident when 
he tells me, ‘Gino (Parish Manager, Gino Gammaldi) was astounded 
when I put on a dustcoat and stripped back the dining table in the parish 
house.’  

 

Those who have seen it, can testify that the beautiful Art Deco table has 
been restored it to its former glory.  

 

He tried to keep up his interest in carpentry over the years.  
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Ever resourceful, when Parish Priest at St Michael’s in North Melbourne, 
Fr Clem, considered asking Tobin Brothers if he could occasionally use 
their workshop for his carpentry past time.  

 

He laughs as he tells me that he realised if word got around that the 
Parish Priest was using a workshop where the only product was coffins, 
it might make the congregation nervous.  

 

However, Tobin Brothers did oblige him with the use of their car wash. 

 

‘I had the cleanest car in town,’ he laughs.  
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Into the vineyard 

Newly ordained, Fr Clem was appointed Assistant Priest at St Monica’s 
in Monee Ponds. The parish was sometimes light-heartedly referred to as 
‘Many Pounds’ due to the numerable and committed Irish community 
that kept the parish more than financially viable. 

 

In 1966, he was posted as Curate at Holy Spirit, East Thornbury for a 
period of twelve months. Staying within the locality, Fr Clem moved to 
St Mary’s in Thornbury where he spent four years as Assistant Priest.   

 

In 1971, he became Assistant Priest at St Mark’s, Fawkner. Given the 
proximity to the Fawkner Cemetery, his duties were dominated by 
burials.  

 

The following year, Fr Clem took up his first appointment as a Parish 
Priest at St Michael’s, North Melbourne. He soon discovered it was a 
more varied job than he expected. 

 

Enlightenment came when he discovered that the role included being 
Chaplin to the Royal Children’s Hospital and the Royal Park Psychiatric 
Hospital both in Parkville. Throughout his tenure, he met with families 
and patients in what were stressful and difficult times. 

 

At the Psychiatric Hospital, patients had a number of groups they could 
elect to attend as part of the Occupation Therapy Program. Fr Clem’s 
twice weekly ‘Chaplin’s Group’ was popular and regularly well-attended 
by patients.  



 

�  23 �  
 
 

There by choice, they were clearly appreciative of his gentle manner and 
capacity to listen to their stories and experiences. Evidence of this was 
the group’s longevity. It ran successfully for five years.  

 

Each Saturday he would say Mass in the hospital Chapel. The unique 
congregation was not at all inhibited. If the Readings contained 
questions, they would loudly call out answers.  Fr Clem never felt 
frightened of the patients.  

 

‘I could still make sense of their world,’ he says.    

 

Fr Clem recalls one very pedantic patient who said to him, ‘Father you 
miss alot!’  

 

Perhaps this is why he was able to keep his head about him. He focussed 
on what was important—the bigger picture. It says a lot about Fr Clem 
that he saw the total person, rather than the person’s illness.  He readily 
accepted the differences in people and accepted each one’s experiences 
as valid. 

 

It was not just the patients who had distinctive views of the world. Often 
Seminary students were required to spend time with a Parish Priests as he 
went about his daily duties. This was designed to provide the student 
with an experience of the everyday lives of priests. On one occasion, Fr 
Clem was accompanied to Royal Park Psychiatric Hospital by a colourful 
young seminarian.  

 

They walked toward the Chapel entrance, where inlaid in the ground 
stones at the door were the words ‘To God who cares’.  
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The student read the wording in a less holistic manner, inserting a long 
pause, after the word ‘God’, and raising his voice at the end of the phrase 
so that it became ‘To God. Who cares?’  

 

Fr Clem noted that this young man felt more comfortable among the 
patients, than he did in the role of priest. He told this story in a very 
matter of fact way. There was no judgement in his voice at all. He 
seemed to celebrate the diversity offered by this eccentric student.  

 

I asked him if there were any experiences that moved him profoundly at 
that time. 

 

His response was instant, ‘Working with families at the Royal Children’s 
Hospital. In particular, those who had lost a child. To be with them to 
give comfort.’ 

 

He continues, ‘When a child died, the doctors were very distressed and 
were happy to quickly hand over to the priest.’  

 

Fr Clem would be there in the moments of people’s deepest sorrow. Even 
in the midst of the pain, Fr Clem looked for the positive. He was invited 
regularly to attend review meetings at the Cancer Ward, where he was 
impressed by the inclusion of a range of people and community supports 
for the children and their families. This was an innovation for the era, 
before holistic approaches to patient care were popularised.  

  

Then he told me a story of his time at the Royal Children’s Hospital, 
which was character revealing.  
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‘I visited a woman and her baby. I recall the baby had broken limbs. I 
was talking to the baby. The mother, who was nearby, was very agitated. 
Sadly, it became apparent that it was a case of abuse.’  

 

‘Hang on,’ I thought. ‘Did he say he was talking to the baby?’ 

 

I clarified. ‘How old was the child?  

 

‘Oh, a few months, I suppose.’ 

 

It is fair to say that most people would have entered the room and talked 
to the adult.  

 

This small incident demonstrated Fr Clem’s approach to the totality of 
the person, young, old, big, small. Each deserves attention.  

  

After the demands of an inner city parish, with the additional chaplaincy 
responsibilities, Fr Clem found himself having a ‘tree change’ when 
appointed Parish Priest to St Peter’s in Daylesford. Arriving in 1978, he 
served for nine years. He made many friends during that period and 
became a member of the local Rotary Group.  

 

When 1987 rolled around, Fr Clem found himself in a parish with a 
balance of country tranquillity, city amenities and a peaceful 
beachfront—he came to Mary, Help of Christians, Altona. 
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Ministry to Priests 

The work of a priest is relentless and all consuming. In his early days of 
Priesthood, there was not a great deal of formal support for priests 
struggling to maintain their energy and contain their emotions after 
facing the constant demands of ministering to others. Priests often had to 
manage alone.  

 

Recalling his time as a Chaplain, Fr Clem felt lucky to be attached to a 
parish, where there was a routine outside the turmoil that was the day-to-
day lives of people with ill children and those with acute mental illness. 

 

‘Otherwise it would have been too intense,’ he states.  

 

Today, Ministry to Priests is an integral part of the support process.  Fr 
Clem talks about this with enthusiasm and appreciation.  

 

Ministry to Priests was started 24 ago, when the Diocese recognised the 
need for formal support to priests in their work.  

 

Archbishop Little invited the founder of the Centre for Human 
Development to come and speak with a gathering of priests.  

 

This pastoral care, with a blend of theology and human development, 
provides a strong sign of the commitment to the priests by the Dioceses.  

When asked what he gets out of his involvement, Fr Clem answers, 
‘Comfort.  It goes quite deep and assures us of the Diocese’s care. That 
we are valued.’ 
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At the inception of the Ministry to Priests, Fr Clem became part of a 
seven member group that still meets once a month. He nominates it as a 
‘life sharing group’. It is evident that the bond forged through this group 
has sustained him. In this group, priests have been able to support one 
another through their challenges as priests, and as human beings.  

 

Fr Clem puts it succinctly, ‘In the group we listen wisely.’ 
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Prayer  

‘Listening wisely’ is a phrase that fits Fr Clem.  It brought me to an issue 
that many of the searching (and even the faithful), struggle with from 
time to time—how to pray. 

 

‘At the Seminary, we were encouraged to devote half an hour each day to 
private prayer,’ he says, ‘I still try to do this each day, usually early in the 
day.’ 

 

‘What form does your prayer take?’ I asked, wondering if even a priest 
would have difficulty on occasions. 

 

Fr Clem looked thoughtful. ‘It’s become a prayer of stillness,’ he says. ‘I 
just try to be aware of God’s presence.’ 

 

The beauty and simplicity of that notion struck me immediately.  Like 
many, I am more accustomed to prayers of petition, prayers of gratitude.  

 

He laughs a little. ‘Sometimes there is not much happening,’ he adds, 
‘but I just wait for God’s presence to be revealed.’ 

 

He mentions that someone told him that his brain always seems to be in 
neutral. He takes no offence at this comment.  

 

It occurs to me that 'neutral' is not a position of idleness, rather one of 
readiness.  What better position to be in while waiting for God’s presence 
to be revealed.  
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I comment on this and he replies, ‘There is no need to worry. God is.’ 

 

We often hear the term ‘companionable silence’. In Fr Clem's description 
of his approach to prayer, I could see this in reality. Being in 
companionable silence with God, aware of each other’s presence, 
through a prayer of ‘being’ not doing.  

 

This ‘prayer of passivity’ as Fr Clem describes it, opens us to God’s 
grace.  

 

‘If faithful to it, you will see God at work,’ he says. 
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The Church Calendar  

A priest probably is not supposed to have a favourite time on the Church 
calendar, but I asked him if he had one anyway.  

 

He quickly nominates Holy Week. 

 

‘Holy week is full of treasured memories, he says. ‘The recalling and re-
enacting of Christ’s passion—the precious moments of interaction, and 
awareness with the parishioners.’  

 

It became clear as we spoke that Fr Clem, is a quiet observer of 
parishioners as we participate in the liturgy—that he wants our 
participation to be life affirming.   
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Lessons  

One would expect a priest to be able to select a favourite scripture 
passage quickly, but Fr Clem does not do that. Instead, he draws on a 
phrase from scripture that occurs to him, and with which he identifies—
Into your hands, Lord.  

 

This is reinforced in his next remark. ‘I have learned that I want to be 
able to let go and trust (in God) and that I express that trust by (simply) 
trusting.’  

 

With that in mind, I asked what all his experience, has taught him about 
other people.   

 

‘I have learned so much about the goodness of people; about what they 
endure, silently and publicly. I’ve learned about their resilience and their 
beauty.’ 

 

‘What have you learned about yourself?’ I asked.   

 

He answers quickly. ‘I’m comfortable and able to live with 
imperfection.’  

 

He went on to say that the ‘perfect’ priest is oriented towards 
performance and doing things.   

 

‘I feel ‘perfectly imperfect’. I can live with uncertainty and obscurity.’  
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It seemed a fitting self-observation from the man who initially was 
uncertain about the Priesthood.  

 

‘Do you have an ‘overall’ life lesson?’ I asked. 

 

‘The beauty of love, he says. ‘Having discovered that, seeing it in all 
situations—to see love in families, to see parents acting out of love for 
their children.’  
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Fifty years have brought a lot of change  

‘What sort of changes have you seen in fifty years?’ 

 

Fr Clem does not see many differences in the lives of people. ‘People are 
basically the same. They have struggles and problems to face at different 
stages of life.’ 

 

The changes were more noticeable in church attendance. There are fewer 
young people; in general, congregants dress less formally. The 
expression ‘come as you are’ is more literal.  

  

‘St Mary’s is lucky to be one to the parishes that has an active and 
involved congregation,’ he says.   

 

Fr Clem’s hopes for the future of our parish include continuing to invite 
and involve people.  

 

‘I would like them to experience their involvement as life giving. I’d like 
to see more young people going to Mass, who can see that the Mass is 
something good for them; that they can experience personal growth.’ 

 

A parish still needs to meet certain administrative requirements. In this 
respect, Fr Clem again seeks to be inclusive. 

 

‘I’d like to see our Parish Pastoral Planning Team involved in future 
planning, and that a pastoral sense be developed in all parishioners.’ 
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Retirement? It is definitely not one of his favourite words…  

‘When you finally retire, how do you think you will adjust to a ‘quieter’ 
life than that of Parish Priest?’ I asked. 

 

‘I don’t look forward to retirement. I want to stay useful,’ he answers 
candidly. 

 

‘It seems to me that retired priests are anything but ‘retired’,’ I countered. 
‘Surely with diminishing numbers in the Priesthood, they are needed to 
fill in and assist with the overload. I assume being useful and busy would 
be a given (health permitting).’  

 

Fr Clem conceded, and thought more about his feelings. ‘It’s the loss of 
routine and the change it will initially bring that bothers me.’ 

 

Unfairly, I asked him how he thought people would remember him as a 
priest. It did sound like I was rushing him out of the parish to the 
retirement home! He answers graciously.  

 

‘I hope they will say I was ‘fair dinkum’. Not just a show. That I believe 
in what I do. That I am credible.’ 

 

He adds that the passing of time has given him a great acceptance of the 
reality of being a priest.  

 

‘I’m in awe of the Priesthood,’ he says. ‘More appreciative of the 
Incarnated Word.  Christ really did share our life.’  
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The consequence is the Priesthood—a wonderful gift from God. God is 
serious about being accessible.’ 

 

A few days after the interview, as I was writing up my notes, I was again 
struck by these profound words.  

 

Fr Clem’s capacity to be with those in need, his acceptance and 
compassion, his desire to understand, all demonstrate his commitment to 
Christ’s example.  

 

The sacredness of the Priesthood has been fundamental to every day of 
his last fifty years. 
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Wisdom and wit 

We had been talking for some time and both of us were getting tired. I 
thought a good place to end would be with a piece of wisdom I could 
take away. 

 

‘What’s the best piece of advice you would give someone? I asked, 
poised to write down something profound. 

 

Fr Clem looks at his watch. ‘Push off! It’s lunch time!’ he says with 
characteristic humour, ‘That’s something I should have said I really 
enjoy—eating!’ 
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The sum of many parts  

My time with Fr Clem was all too brief. While revealing in many ways, 
there will be reflections that will never be uncovered. This is a pity, 
because he possesses a great gift for reflection, which he offers to further 
our understanding.  

 

He is a gentle person, reluctant to be drawn into conflict, moved when 
witnessing people’s pain, but always prepared to be with them.  

 

His growing appreciation for the Priesthood is an unexpected surprise. It 
would be accepted that the passage of time might be jading in any 
calling.  

 

I asked him what he has always found easy to do. He answers quickly, 
‘Being with people. Esteeming people.’  

 

The thing he has always found hard is giving someone a message that 
requires them to do something difficult.  

 

“I don’t want them to attack me!’ he laughs. 

 

I can not imagine anyone doing that, but Fr Clem will be the first to tell 
you that some have been upset by decisions he has made, positions he 
has taken. That is as it should be. He has held his ground consistently and 
faithfully. 
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At the last Sunday Mass before World Youth Day 2008, Fr Clem 
celebrated Mass with three priests from Vietnam. The choir was made up 
of pilgrims from Aachen in Germany. The liturgy was beautiful, full of 
song and youthful voice.  

 

At the end of the Mass, the Narthex was a hive of chatter and activity as 
the priests, pilgrims, and parishioners gathered informally. Photographs 
were being snapped by visitors and parishioners alike. Fr Clem’s eyes 
were shining. It was a day of renewal and energy. It was even more 
evident on that day that Fr Clem celebrates every Mass with the same 
awe as he did his first.  

 

This is a gift brought to our parish, the daily renewal of his commitment 
to the Priesthood and the representation of Christ among us. God did not 
listen to his vocational prayer, and we are the better for it.  

 

As a parish, we have been blessed to have him as our Parish Priest. He 
would not see it that way. He would shy away from any honour afforded 
to him.  

 

In a time where media-managed criticism is levelled unfairly (and fairly) 
at the Catholic Church, it is uplifting to know that with Fr Clem, what 
you see is what you get.  He is ‘fair dinkum’ as he walks into the 
vineyard to plant, to tend, to gather and to share. 

 

On this significant occasion, we hope Fr Clem will accept the parish 
community’s appreciation, affirmation and congratulations as he 
celebrates his Golden Jubilee of Priesthood.  
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Parishioners’ reflections  

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    

 

I wasn’t active in the Parish when Fr. Clem first came, so I don’t have 
any recollections of that time, however Fr. Clem has always been kind 
and caring with a sense of humour even telling a joke when he is at the 
butt of the joke. I like Fr. Clem and I’ll miss him very much when he 
leaves us.  Thank you Father for being you.  I wouldn’t want to change 
anything. 

 

Eileen McNamara  

 

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    

 

All members of St. Mary’s Ladies’ Auxiliary have experienced Fr. 
Clem’s thoughtfulness and compassion in times of need and have 
witnessed how welcoming he is to newcomers to the parish and to those 
visiting the church. 

 

Kathy Vonarx recalls Fr. Clem’s phone call from Sydney when her father 
passed away. 

 

Argia Piovesan remembers a hand on her shoulder when she attended her 
sister’s funeral.  She turned around to find Fr. Clem who had travelled all 
the way to Burwood. 
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When Maureen Bacon had a phone call from the Western General 
Hospital to come and collect her husband John, she was about to ring for 
a taxi when Fr. Clem just like the Good Samaritan, arrived and drove her 
to Footscray.  He waited while she had a quick lesson on how to 
administer an injection before bringing them home.  He was so helpful 
and generous with his time. 

 

Members have appreciated Father’s kindness and comfort in their times 
of loss and his visits to those who are sick at home or in hospital. 

 

As one member said, Fr. Clem is a 24/7 priest!! 

 

St. Mary’s Ladies’ Auxiliary 

 

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    

 

How does one describe Fr. Clem?  To us you are a quiet achiever, in fact, 
many will never know what good has been done or what good will come 
of your perceptive, helpful and caring nature, all performed in an 
unassuming manner.  

 

How fortunate and blessed were we. The parishioners of St. Mary Help 
of Christians Altona to have you agree (or were you coerced!!) to remain 
and minister to our spiritual needs, long after others in the 
business/corporate world have retired?   Just think how much more golf 
you could be enjoying Fr. Clem if it wasn’t for your ongoing role of your 
vocation as P.P.   
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And in spite of the workload, which is obvious, you definitely haven’t 
lost your sense of   humour.  

 

Earlier this year after collapsing during Mass, and being taken   to 
hospital, on arriving at the emergency dept, you suggested you best 
disrobe, as patients waiting to be attended to may have thought that they 
were closer to St. Peter’s Gate than they thought, seeing this priest 
arriving in full vestments, (always thinking of others).  

 

We thank you Fr. Clem for your presence in our parish, congratulate you 
on this great milestone and wish you well in the future.   

 

Jocelyn and Frank Jumpertz 

 

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    

 

I’ve been working for Fr. Clem for almost 20 years now and I must say 
in all my years of working I have not had a nicer and more genuine 
person to work for than Fr. Clem!   

 

He is a kind and gentle person who goes about his work in a quiet and 
unassuming manner. Never looking for recognition, he is a quite 
achiever.  He is a very spiritual, humble and a reflective man.  

 

He has always been encouraging, makes time to listen and is very 
considerate towards others.   
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He is dedicated to his Parish and to St. Mary’s School, often spending 
many hours with the School Principal conducting interviews for 
enrolments, visiting Parishioners and friends in hospital at all hours of 
the day, often travelling out of Melbourne to attend funerals of people he 
has befriended over the years.   

 

He is committed to his Communion Rounds every Thursday morning 
without fail, visiting housebound Parishioners.  He regularly attends 
meetings and there is always plenty of them!   He always appreciates 
what you do for him no matter how small.   

 

He has a unique sense of humour, loves a good laugh and enjoys sharing 
many of his stories from days gone by.  He is a great recycler and ‘wastes 
not want not’!   

 

Congratulations Fr. Clem on your 50th Golden Jubilee, I wish you many 
blessings on your special day.   

 

Lucy Sammut- Parish Secretary �  

 

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    

 

The first time I met Fr Clem Cafarella was about 1967 or ‘68, I was an 
alter boy at St Mary’s in Thornbury.  

 

We were committed alter boys and served mass every morning at 7am. 
Some of the mornings, it was freezing cold, as there was not much 
heating in the church at that time.  
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The sister that was in charge of the alter servers was very strict but 
always very impressed with our commitment to serve mass on these cold 
mornings. Fr Clem appreciated our committed and organized an outing 
for us on a Sunday, four boys and myself were chosen to go and visit 5 
parishioners’ homes. 

 

After Sunday Mass all the boys met at the parish house and we all went 
into Fr Clem‘s new Holden car. We were all well behaved and excited. 
Fr Clem would introduce us all and we were welcomed with open arms. 

 

There was a big spread of food ready and waiting for us, by the time we 
arrived at the third house we could not fit another party pie, sausage roll 
or fairy bread in, but we continued to indulge so we wouldn’t insult the 
these people. We could all imagine how Fr Clem felt with drinking all 
those cups of tea. 

 

The wonderful thing I remember is one of the parishioner’s back yard; he 
showed us he had a small creek running through it, with frogs and 
tadpoles. He also told us about the history of the place. Fr Clem shared a 
joke with us about the creek, and we all had a laugh. 

 

We felt so privileged that they shared their homes, their faith and their 
life history with us. We thank Fr Clem who taught us about trust, faith 
and respect for other people, he made us feel proud to be a Catholic. 

 

When Fr Clem became a parish priest at St Mary’s Altona, I went to 
Mass one day and recognized him, but it took me about a month or so to 
realize he was from the church were I served as a altar boy. I asked him 
one day after confession, and it was him!  
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He was very surprised but vaguely remembers the outing that I remember 
so well and what meant a lot to me.  

 

Well Fr Clem, it is quite bizarre that I was a alter boy at St Mary’s in 
Thornbury, now I’m a servant for you at St Mary’s in Altona. God does 
work in mysterious ways. 

 

Such commitment to his faith and his parishioners is what first comes to 
mind about Fr Clem, but also a lover of the game golf. 

 

When Fr Clem was invited to St Mary’s Thornbury 75th anniversary, he 
asked me to go. Unfortunately, I had a previous engagement and I was 
greatly disappointed.  

 

But upon Fr Clem’s return, he presented me with a book about the 
history of St Mary’s parish in Thornbury. I will cherish it always and am 
extremely grateful to Fr Clem for thinking of me. 

  

Thank You Fr Clem 

 

Vince Mauro 

 

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    

 

The words that come to mind re Fr. Clem is of a quiet, spiritual man 
really committed to his calling and the Parish. A person to call on and 
rely on in times of trouble. Self-effacing but always one to put himself 
out to meet new faces.  
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I recall him making a special effort to introduce himself to me and others 
at Church Counting (this would have been in week 2 of his time in the 
Parish many years ago) 

 

I am aware of his quiet support of Parish activities that go beyond his 
role as the Parish Priest. His involvement to the work of St. Vincent de 
Paul particularly comes to mind.  
 

His calm, considered approach to sometimes difficult situations that have 
arisen over the years is of immense value to our Parish. 

 

Brian Dalton 

 

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    

 

I remember when Fr came to the Parish in 1987 that my first impression, 
as he came into the church before Mass and genuflexed, (yes, he had 
better knees in those days) was of a peaceful and prayerful man.  

 

I have found Fr to be a sincere and approachable person without any 
pretentiousness. I like his unhurried calm way of going about things. I 
have been impressed by the patient manner he handles adverse situations 
in Mass when rostered people don't turn up etc.  I like his short homilies 
which are straight to the point and he is gifted with an ability to express 
quite complex ideas in simple ways. He likes to take stories and 
illustrations from the everyday media and literature to explain some key 
point of the gospel.  
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One memorable one for me, in relation to the mystery of God, was a 
quote from the physicist Sir Isaac Newton who said that, ' We are like 
grains of sand on the seashore waiting to possess the mighty ocean, and 
the miracle of it is, that we can.'    

 

I have found Fr to be greatly respectful of the freedom of people 
to respond in their own ways to suggestions or invitations etc.  He has 
shown good leadership with the Altona Council of Churches and great 
enthusiasm with the Christmas card outreach in various years.      

 

In regard to needing priestly support, I recall a time when I suffered the 
loss of a close friend and I spoke to Fr about my grief. His quality of 
listening was wonderful and as I spoke to him, I found a lot of grief was 
released and subsequently I recovered very well.         

 

Fr has been very devoted to our Parish as regards daily Mass. When I 
travel to north western Victoria, to my home of origin, I find there is only 
an occasional Mass from a visiting priest who resides 100 kms away. It 
makes me very appreciative of the availability of the Mass in Altona. He 
is a great example of dedication and loyalty to the Parish.  

 

I wish Fr congratulations on reaching his Jubilee anniversary and may 
God continue to shower His blessings upon him.  

 

Valerie Peers 

 

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    
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I first met Fr Cafarella the Sunday after he moved to St Mary’s, in front 
of the Church.   

 

At the time, he was wearing his grey blue cardigan – which I think he 
still has! He impressed me immediately with his personality, his 
friendliness and equanimity. Nothing has changed over the years he has 
been at St Mary’s.  Every time I see him, he greets in the same way.   

 

He has amazed me with his passion for his work and in particular the 
parish.  He has been passionate about a number of outreach activities 
such as home visits at Easter and Christmas.   

His enthusiasm has been infectious and inspirational to me personally 
and other parishioners.  That’s why I keep volunteering for the home 
visits! 

 

I’ve always enjoyed the way his homilies are often linked to some person 
or issue in the newspapers - linking everyday living with Christianity.  
I’m sure he has had an influence on weekend newspaper sales.  

 

   Vince Camilleri 

 

��   ��   ��   ��   ��  ��   ��   ��   ��   ����   ��    
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