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Support our work 
The Jesuits in Timor-Leste rely on the generous support of our friends, donors and 

collaborators to carry out our work in the service of faith and promotion of justice.  

Through this newsletter we share with you news and updates of our many projects and 

activities, particularly those for which continued support is needed in various ways.  

If you wish to know more about our work or donate to a project, please email: 

etr.development@gmail.com or visit https://timor-leste-jesuits.org. 

On June 10, 2016, a day after his 95th birthday, Fr João Felgueiras SJ 

received a medal of merit for his contribution to the building of 

Timor-Leste from President Taur Matan Ruak.  

Fr João Baptista Vasconcelos Felgueiras SJ arrived in Dili in 1971. 

Forty-five years later, he remains as dedicated to the people of his 

adopted country as when he refused to leave Timor during the 

conflict in the 1970s.  He is still working despite his age and some 

health issues.   

He answered some questions for us in Portuguese through Fr 

Joaquim Sarmento SJ. 

 

Fr João Felgueiras SJ  
Jesuit. Missionary. 
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How did you end up here in this Timor ‘finis terrae’? 

In the 1960s and 1970s, the Portuguese Province of the Society of Jesus intensified its mission in Timor-

Leste. The Provincial, Fr Jose Carvalhais, needed somebody to replace a sick 

Jesuit in the Minor Seminary in Dare. He came to me with this petition when I 

was directing the Minor Seminary in Cernache at the end of 1970.  I obeyed 

the order as a good Jesuit because being a Jesuit entails mission itself.  

I arrived in Dili in January 1971. The following day I was at work, calling each 

seminarian for personal colloquium. I started also visits to the interior of 

Timor, to Ossu for example, where I came to know good people like the 

Parada family in Ossaroa. Then to Soibada which I knew very well from the 

letters sent by missionaries. I took the best picture in my life there – of Our 

Lady of Aitara. This has turned to be an icon, used everywhere till today. 

Mostly my work from 1971 to 1975 was in Dare as Rector of the Minor Seminary. 

And in that year of 1975 everything changed. What do you remember the most? 

 As the heat of political situation increased, I asked the Bishop if the 

seminarians and I could go on pilgrimage to the Shrine of Our Lady of 

Aitara to pray for peace. The Bishop replied, “Yes, you can go. But after 

that you send all the seminarians home.” Our brothers Fr Joao Inocencio 

and Fr Filomeno Jacob were in this group of seminarians. A good friend 

who lived near Lequintai took us in his truck to Cribas, and from there we 

walked two days and two nights, with many wrong turns, until finally we 

arrived at dark night in Manlala. I can’t forget the only house lit up in that 

village. It was the house of Mrs Apolonia. She respectfully welcomed us, 

and prepared a meal for us. Since it was too late in the night to go out, she 

took out the door of the house and used it as firewood to prepare the 

food.  

While we were in Soibada, the situation worsened. One day Fr Francisco Tavarres told us to go out from 

the village immediately. That day I really felt the fear. We left Soibada quickly, together with other 

missionaries, and went first to Dilor, then to Viqueque.  In Viqueque, we were informed that the Vatican 

had ordered us to leave the country. Finally after several more days, we reached Baucau. There Fr Joao de 

Deus took me to the airport where a plane of the International Red Cross stood ready to evacuate people. 

But we did not get on the plane. 

We Jesuits had the chance to flee but we opted to stay with the people. We decided to return to Dili and 

travelled with our Salesian friend, Fr Locatelli, in his truck on his regular trip to Dili to sell his pigs.  

When we arrived we found that things had changed. Fr Bernard Le Guen SJ had died in Dare. Dili was 

deserted and destroyed.  

 

“I obeyed the 

order as a good 

Jesuit because 

being a Jesuit 

entails mission 

itself.” 
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What was your main mission work during this time? 

Being close to the people. After I finished as rector of the 

minor seminary, I dedicated my time to helping people in 

need, especially through pastoral ministry in hospitals and 

prisons. Then came this FACSI project. (FACSI - Fundus 

Apostolicus et caritativus Societatis Iesu - is the solidarity 

fund of the Society of Jesus to help needs inside and outside 

the Society.)  

In response to our proposal, Fr General Peter Hans Kolvenbach 

gave us a US$4,000 grant to start a project to educate and form 

children and young people in human and Christian values, in 

culture. We also received help from Japan and others.  

With this I was able to send many for studies in Jakarta, Malang, 

Semarang, Yogyakarta, etc. In the first years, more than 100 of 

them were able to come together to Semarang when I went there 

for a visit. That was the time we learned to sing “Se nos amarmos 

uns aos outros”. Many of these FACSI funded students are now contributing a lot to society and the Church 

here.  

This group, including friends we had in Lahane especially children and their teachers, were the foundation 

for “Comunidade Amigos de Jesus” which began as more a movement in Lahane but became more 

institutionalized. With some help, we were able to set a new and permanent structure for the school close 

to our Jesuit Residence (Escola Nova de St Inacio, Comunidade Amigos de Jesus). Many of the young 

people in this group were also victims of the Santa Cruz massacre. They came to Lahane the evening before 

to pray together and wear the scapulario to face the trouble. 

How do you see this in the whole history of the Jesuits in this country? 

Soibada - Dare - Lahane - FACSI. Now we have our education project in Kasait. This is what the country and 

its people need, and this is what we can offer to contribute. 
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  How do you see the Jesuit presence and ministry in 
Timor-Leste now? What is your advice for our young 
Region? 

We need to go back to the origins of our spirituality. In the old 

times, young people were moved by the spirit of St Francis 

Xavier. Now they are moved more by the Internet.  

When you enter the Society, you learn 

to identify yourself with Christ. Those 

who have entered need to reach the 

quality we need to serve the people of 

today, even if we are few. We need to 

get the sense of mission.  

The people need more schools for education and formation. 

The children here are so beautiful, intelligent, with good 

hearts. We will have difficulties in the future if we don’t 

take the opportunity we have to have a new epoch. One 

solution is to be very close to families. We need to be 

together with the families; to eat and drink from the same 

plate.  

We are in danger of losing faith, of losing children because 

of the challenges of this time. There is a big need to fill in 

the interior elements of children, to teach them the values 

of faith, respect, peace, and other values of the Kingdom.  

 

“And that is Fr João,” said Fr Sarmento, Delegate to the 

Regional Superior of the Jesuit Region of Timor-Leste.  “After so 

many years of living and working in Timor-Leste through all its 

conflicts, he continues to live in internal peace. 

“I remember, in 2005 he was very seriously ill, and I had to 

accompany him to Portugal for treatment. The night before I 

left him there to return to Timor-Leste, believing that he would 

not return to this country he loves, I asked for pardon on behalf 

of all Timorese. His reply was ‘Não ha nada registrado’. Nothing 

(negative) had registered in his heart.” 

“We need to get 

the sense of 

mission.” 


