FOREWORD

The Festschrift that honours Prof. Fr. Patrick Gesch, SVD, is certainly
an appropriate gesture as he approaches his retirement. And I am more
than pleased to write a few lines about Fr. Pat as an SVD Confrere and
an academic colleague at Divine Word University (DWU) for a few years.

Professor Dr. Fr. Patrick Gesch, SVD, is popularly known as Fr. Pat.
He was born on 11th June 1944 to Mr. Lawrence Patrick Gesch and Mrs
Honoria Mary Doherty in Townsville, Queensland, Australia. So, by birth
he is an Australian but by choice a Papua New Guinean, or better say a
Sepik.

He had an elder brother as his only sibling who passed away in 2009.
Pat had his early schooling for two years in Port Moresby. And then he
returned to Australia with his family and in his high school days he had
some Papua New Guineans as his classmates who were to become out-
standing statesmen, like Henry ToRobert, the first Governor of the Cen-
tral Bank, Fr. John Momis, who later became an MP and then the presi-
dent of the Autonomous Region of Bougaiville, and a renowned Papua
New Guinean poet and playwright, Chief John Ligogu Kasaipwalova, to
mention a few. After his high school days, he entered the Society of the
Divine Word on 27 February 1962 and took his religious vows on 3rd Feb-
ruary 1964. He was ordained a priest on 19th December 1970, in Chicago,
IL (USA). Just after ordination he taught theological subjects in the Di-
vine Word Seminary Marburg, Queensland, and Epping, NSW, until
1973 and on 23rd March 1973 he arrived in Papua New Guinea (PNG).
He was first assigned as Parish Priest in Negrie, ESP. In 1980-1982 he
did his PhD in Religious Studies in the University of Sydney, NSW. His
teaching career spread across 1978 one semester, 1982 one semester, as
Lecturer in Holy Spirit Seminary, Bomana.

In 1983 he was assigned to Divine Word Institute, Madang, as a lec-
turer for three years. In 1986 he returned to Yarra Theological Union,
Boxhill (Victoria, Australia) to teach there. From 1987 to 1989 he was
called to do editorial jobs in Germany, with Anthropos — the Journal of
the Anthropos Institute, Sankt Augustin, this prestigious institute of the
Society of the Divine Word (SVD) in Germany. In 1989 he returned to
Divine Word as a lecturer until 1995. In 1995 he was called back again
for a year for editorial work with the Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches
Institut, Sankt Augustin, Germany, working on a publication for the cen-
tenary of the SVD in PNG.
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In 1995 he was the Parish Priest of Manihiki and Rakahanga in Ra-
rotonga Catholic Diocese, Cook Islands. In 1996 he returned to DWU and
became the Registrar in 1997, a job he held for five years. In 2003—-2004
he took a break and did a Master’s course in Information Technology at
the University of Queensland and at the same time was the Chaplain to
Holy Spirit Home for the Aged, Aspley, Brisbane. He returned to DWU
in 2004 and became the Pro-Vice President of DWU — Modilon Campus
for Health Sciences and Department Head of Arts — PNG Studies until
2009. This was a department that he founded in 1986. In 2010 he was
assigned to DWU, St. Benedict’s Campus in Kaindi, Wewak, for three
years. In 2013-2014 he was given the responsibility of Research, Publi-
cation and Teaching at the Post-Graduate and Research Centre of DWU.
From 2015 until today he is for the third time the Head of the Depart-
ment of PNG Studies and International Relations, Divine Word Univer-
sity, Madang.

I first met Fr. Pat Gesch in the corridors of the matriculation building
of DWI, Madang, in the semester break of 1996. A white tall man in short
trousers, I could least imagine a priest and a lecturer of a University with
such a dress code in the corridors of a University. Not knowing who he
was, I greeted him and he greeted me back and said, “I am looking for a
job here.” On the same evening another SVD priest told me that the man
whom I met was Fr. Pat Gesch, an SVD, and an anthropologist. He also
told me, “He is a nice guy, you will never feel bored in his company.” As
a matter of fact, I can testify, after the three decades that I have known
Fr. Pat, it was not a false statement, for I never felt bored in his company
and presence. Fr. Pat’s wit and wisdom, his sense of humour keeps his
audience, be it in the church or in the classroom or in a community, al-
ways alive and alert.

When I think of Fr. Pat, both as an SVD Confrere and as a colleague
at the DWU, a few things that come to mind are:

Fr. Pat as a committed lecturer: I am not sure whether he has ever
deliberately missed any of his classes. He has always something aca-
demic in him. He has three books to his credit and has published more
than 80 articles in prestigious international journals, besides many re-
views and commentaries. All these bear witness to his hard work. He has
always made every attempt to keep himself up-to-date in his field.

Fr. Pat as diligent pastor: Fr. Pat always had a catholic community to
serve on Sundays, although he was a full-time lecturer at DWU. He keeps
that commitment even until today. If he is away from Madang, he always
found a substitute to make sure that the community never missed the
service. He regularly took DWU Wednesday evening Mass without fail,
preparing homilies well with humour and Sepik stories giving clear
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evidence that the theology he preached was not from the arm-chair or
from the web but well contextualized and deeply thought out.

Fr. Pat as someone who stood for the poor: Pat, Sepik at his heart, had
a soft corner for the Sepiks, especially towards the less privileged. He
spent much of his salary paying the tuition fees for his Sepik “wantok”
students. His words and actions always echoed his concern for the poor.

Fr. Pat as a man of simplicity: Until very recently Fr. Pat walked
around a lot bare-foot and if he ever wore anything on his feet, it was a
pair of simple slippers and one could hardly see him in long trousers. He
is a plain man as he is, a man without any show and pomp.

Fr. Pat a true SVD and a Confrere: I have heard more than once Fr.
Pat saying that the religious life has meaning only in the context of com-
munity life, although he did not believe in a single-roof community, but
rather he believed in a multi-roof community. Every Tuesday and Thurs-
day morning he would walk across, often bare-foot, to the SVD Central
house to offer Eucharist with the community. He hardly missed any SVD
community activities and he never compromised on punctuality, setting
a good example to his students and also to our young confreres. He is a
true confrere and a true SVD!

These above-mentioned qualities are in no way an exclusive list of Fr.
Pat’s traits, but a few thoughts that came to my mind as quickly as I
thought of him.

I gratefully congratulate Fr. Pat Gesch for his long career of sharing
his knowledge of PNG culture, customs, and its people with his students,
colleagues, and many people around the world. The articles in this Fest-
schrift demonstrate the appreciation of Fr. Pat by his students and col-
leagues and that they will continue their teacher’s legacy of promoting
and exploring PNG culture in the context of today’s world.

I also congratulate Fr. Geovanne Bustos, SVD, in taking the lead in
bringing out this Festschrift to honour Prof. Fr. Pat Gesch, SVD.

Fr. Jose Orathinkal, SVD, PhD, Madang
Provincial Superior, September 2024
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