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Abstract
	 The arrival of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
in Sri Lanka in 1847 marked a decisive turning point in the Catholic 
mission of the Northern Province. Entrusted with the newly 
erected Vicariate Apostolic of Jaffna, the Oblates inherited not 
an undeveloped mission field but a resilient Catholic community 
whose foundations had been laid during the Portuguese period, 
sustained through Dutch persecution by indigenous lay leadership, 
and revitalized by Saint Joseph Vaz and the Goan Oratorians. 
Against this backdrop, the Oblates commenced their mission in 
Valikamam, with Sillalai emerging as a strategic centre of pastoral 
activity. Early pioneers of the Oblates distinguished themselves 
through linguistic mastery, catechetical rigour, and sacramental 
ministry, while others combined pastoral zeal with heroic 
charity during epidemics and calamities. Their collective efforts 
established enduring parish structures, expanded educational 
initiatives, and fostered indigenous vocations. This paper traces 
these missionary epochs from Marseille to Sillalai, highlighting the 
interplay between ecclesiastical organization, pastoral innovation, 
and cultural resilience. It underscores how the Oblates’ ministry 
was not merely an introduction of Catholicism but a dynamic 
encounter with an already rooted faith community. By situating 
Sillalai within the wider mission of Valikamam, the study 
demonstrates how this village became a hub of Catholic identity 
and missionary activity, shaping the religious and social landscape 
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of Northern Sri Lanka. The enduring legacy of Sillalai thus lies in its 
ability to embody continuity, resilience, and transformation across 
successive generations of Oblate ministry.

Keywords: Ecclesiastical Historiography; Missionary Epochs; 
Missiology; Indigenous Lay Leadership; Catechetical Pedagogy;

Preamble 
The Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate (OMI), 

founded by Saint Eugène de Mazenod at Aix-en-Provence in 1816 
and canonically approved by Pope Leo XII on 17 February 1826, 
have occupied a distinguished place in the history of the Catholic 
Church’s missionary apostolate for more than two centuries. 
Inspired by the Gospel mandate "Evangelizare pauperibus misit 
me" (“He has sent me to evangelize the poor” Lk. 4:18), the 
congregation has consistently directed its missionary commitment 
towards peoples living on the geographical, social, and spiritual 
frontiers of the Church. From its modest beginnings in Southern 
France, the Oblate Congregation expanded rapidly across Europe, 
Africa, Asia, Oceania, and the Americas, becoming one of the 
most influential missionary congregations of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries.

The bicentenary of the canonical approval of the Oblate 
Constitution and Rules (1826 - 2026) offers an appropriate 
occasion not only for commemorative celebration but also for 
renewed historical and missiological reflection. Such anniversaries 
invite scholars to move beyond institutional remembrance 
towards a critical reassessment of the ways in which the Oblate 
missionary charism has been embodied within diverse cultural, 
ecclesial, and historical contexts. They also provide an opportunity 
to examine how the congregation translated the missionary vision 
of its Founder into concrete pastoral practice among different 
peoples and societies. 
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Among the numerous missionary territories entrusted 
to the Oblates during the nineteenth century, Sri Lanka occupies 
a distinctive position. Entering the island during a period of 
ecclesiastical reorganization under the Propaganda Fide, the 
Oblates inherited a Church whose foundations had been laid during 
the Portuguese period, preserved through severe persecution 
under Dutch rule by courageous lay leadership, and revitalized by 
the heroic ministry of Saint Joseph Vaz and the Goan Oratorians. 
Within this historical continuum, the Oblates introduced a new 
phase of missionary organization characterised by systematic 
pastoral administration, educational expansion, clergy formation, 
and sustained evangelization.

Within the Northern mission, the historic region of 
Valikamam, and particularly the village of Sillalai, assumed 
exceptional importance. Owing to its strategic location, deeply 
rooted Catholic identity, strong lay traditions, educational 
influence, and capacity to serve as a pastoral centre for surrounding 
villages, Sillalai became one of the principal bases from which 
the Oblates extended their missionary ministry. Consequently, 
the history of the Oblate mission in Sillalai represents not merely 
the story of a single parish but an important chapter in the wider 
history of Catholic missionary activity in Sri Lanka.

It is within this historical, ecclesial, and missiological 
context that the present study seeks to examine the development 
of the Oblate mission in Valikamam, with particular reference to 
the enduring legacy of Sillalai.

Introduction 
This study, entitled “From Marseille to Sillalai: The Mission 

of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate in Valikamam and the Enduring 
Legacy of Sillalai (1853 onwards) - A Historical and Missiological 
Study”, examines the historical development and missiological 
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significance of one of the most influential missionary enterprises 
in Northern Sri Lanka. It traces the arrival of the Missionary Oblates 
of Mary Immaculate from Marseille to Sri Lanka, their assumption 
of responsibility for the Vicariate of Jaffna, and the subsequent 
establishment and expansion of their mission in Valikamam, with 
Sillalai serving as one of its principal centres. The study investigates 
how the Oblates integrated evangelization, pastoral ministry, 
education, social service, indigenous leadership formation, and 
community development into a coherent missionary programme 
that profoundly shaped the religious and social history of the 
region.

Following the establishment of the Apostolic Vicariate of 
Ceylon in 1834 and the creation of the Vicariate of Jaffna in 1849, 
the Holy See entrusted the pastoral care of Northern Sri Lanka to 
the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. The Oblates inherited 
a resilient Catholic community in Northern Sri Lanka - rooted in 
Portuguese foundations, sustained through Dutch persecution 
by lay leadership, and revitalized by St. Joseph Vaz and the Goan 
Oratorians. (Perniola, 1984; OMI World, 2022). Building upon this 
resilient ecclesial heritage, the Oblates transformed the mission 
into one characterised by stable parish administration, vigorous 
sacramental ministry, flourishing educational institutions, 
organized lay participation, and sustained missionary expansion.

Within this broader missionary landscape, Sillalai 
occupied a uniquely significant position. Situated in the historic 
region of Valikamam, approximately sixteen kilometres North West 
of Jaffna, the village possessed a combination of geographical, 
historical, economic, educational, and religious characteristics 
that made it exceptionally suitable as a missionary centre. Its fertile 
agricultural environment, long-standing educational traditions, 
rich heritage of indigenous Siddha medicine, resilient Catholic 
identity, and influential lay leadership enabled the Oblates 
to establish there an effective pastoral base from which they 
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organized an extensive network of mission stations throughout 
Western Valikamam. Consequently, the history of Sillalai extends 
far beyond that of an individual parish, representing an important 
chapter in the wider development of Catholicism in Northern Sri 
Lanka.

Despite the considerable contribution of the Oblates to 
the religious, educational, social, and cultural development of 
the Jaffna Peninsula, no comprehensive scholarly investigation 
has yet examined the history of their mission in Sillalai over an 
extended period. Existing studies generally concentrate on the 
Portuguese and Dutch missionary periods, the ministry of Saint 
Joseph Vaz and the Oratorians, or the broader history of the Oblate 
Congregation in Sri Lanka. Local parish histories preserve valuable 
traditions but seldom place them within their wider historical and 
missiological context. Consequently, the continuous development 
of the Oblate mission in Sillalai - from its formal commencement 
in 1853 through its successive phases of pastoral expansion, 
educational development, institutional consolidation, indigenous 
leadership formation, and enduring missionary influence - remains 
insufficiently explored.

This study addresses that historiographical lacuna by 
examining how the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
received, developed, and transformed the inherited Catholic 
mission in Valikamam and Sillalai. Particular attention is given to the 
interaction between missionary spirituality and local culture, the 
adaptation of pastoral strategies to indigenous social structures, 
the relationship between evangelization and education, the 
emergence of local Catholic leadership, and the wider contribution 
of the mission to the religious and social development of Northern 
Sri Lanka (OMI World, 2022; Jesuthasan, 2001). In doing so, the 
research demonstrates how the missionary vision of Saint Eugène 
de Mazenod found concrete expression within the historical 
realities of the Jaffna Peninsula.
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The principal objectives of the study are: (i) to examine the 
historical circumstances that brought the Missionary Oblates of 
Mary Immaculate to Sri Lanka and subsequently to Valikamam; (ii) 
to analyse the establishment, growth, organization, and evolution 
of the Oblate mission in Sillalai from 1853 onwards; (iii) to 
evaluate the contribution of the Oblates to evangelization, parish 
administration, education, religious formation, charitable ministry, 
and community development; (iv) to assess the emergence of 
indigenous Catholic leadership and the interaction between 
missionary initiatives and local society; and (v) to evaluate the 
enduring historical and missiological legacy of the Oblate mission 
in Sillalai within the wider history of the Catholic Church in Sri 
Lanka.

Methodologically, the research adopts an interdisciplinary 
historical and missiological approach, employing the historical 
method as its principal framework and complementing it with 
archival research, documentary analysis, comparative historical 
investigation, and missiological interpretation. Rather than 
presenting a merely chronological account, the study critically 
analyses missionary strategies, ecclesial structures, educational 
initiatives, pastoral practices, and their interaction with the socio-
cultural environment of Northern Sri Lanka.

The research draws extensively upon both primary and 
secondary sources. Primary materials include the archives of 
the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, the Diocese of 
Jaffna, parish archives, episcopal visitation reports, baptismal 
and sacramental registers of Sillalai, missionary correspondence, 
annual mission reports, official documents of the Holy See, the Acta 
Sanctae Sedis, records of the Propaganda Fide, and manuscript 
collections preserved in the British Library’s Endangered Archives 
Programme. These are supplemented by authoritative secondary 
studies on the Catholic Church in Sri Lanka, the Portuguese and 
Dutch missionary periods, the Oratorian mission, the history 
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of the Oblates, and the religious and social history of the Jaffna 
Peninsula.

The significance of the study extends well beyond 
the history of a single parish. By documenting and critically 
analysing the development of the Oblate mission in Valikamam 
through the experience of Sillalai, the research contributes to the 
historiography of Christianity in Sri Lanka, enriches contemporary 
missiological scholarship on Catholic missionary practice in South 
Asia, and offers a significant case study of the interaction between 
missionary institutions and local communities. Undertaken within 
the context of the Oblate Bicentenary (1826 - 2026), the study 
also provides an opportunity to reassess the enduring relevance of 
the missionary charism of Saint Eugène de Mazenod in the life and 
mission of the contemporary Church.

The study is organized into successive sections that trace 
the arrival of the Oblates in Sri Lanka, Challenges encountered, 
the establishment and expansion of their mission in Valikamam 
and then in Sillalai, and the enduring legacy of their apostolate. 
By integrating historical inquiry with missiological reflection, the 
research argues that the Oblate mission in Sillalai represents not 
merely a local ecclesiastical history but a significant expression 
of Catholic missionary engagement whose influence continues 
to shape the religious, educational, and social life of Northern Sri 
Lanka.

2. Why the Oblates Came: Historical Circumstances
By the nineteenth century, the Catholic Church in Sri 

Lanka had endured alternating phases of growth, persecution, 
and recovery. The Portuguese Padroado system had introduced 
Catholicism widely, but the Dutch conquest in 1658 led to 
suppression, confiscation of churches, and expulsion of 
missionaries. The survival of Catholic life depended on the 
ministry of St. Joseph Vaz and the Goan Oratorians, together with 
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the resilience of indigenous Catholic communities (Perera, 1943; 
Perniola, 1984).

The advent of British rule in 1796 transformed the religious 
climate. While the British did not actively promote Catholicism, 
their policy of toleration allowed the Church to reorganize openly. 
Mission stations were re-established, schools re-opened, and 
sacramental life restored. Yet the shortage of clergy remained 
acute, particularly in the Northern mission centred on Jaffna, 
where vast territories and scattered communities demanded 
more systematic pastoral care (Perniola, 1984).

Recognizing these challenges, Pope Gregory XVI detached 
Ceylon from the Diocese of Cochin on 3 December 1834, 
establishing it as an Apostolic Vicariate directly subject to the 
Congregation of Propaganda Fide. This reform marked a decisive 
shift from colonial patronage to Roman oversight, opening the way 
for missionary congregations capable of sustained institutional 
leadership (Propaganda Fide, 1834).

The appointment of Bishop Orazio Bettacchini as 
Coadjutor Vicar Apostolic in 1846 proved pivotal. Entrusted with 
responsibility for Northern Sri Lanka, Bettacchini recognized that 
the mission’s future required a congregation with both numerical 
strength and stability. His search led him to Marseilles, where 
Bishop Eugène de Mazenod, founder of the Missionary Oblates 
of Mary Immaculate, was persuaded to send missionaries after 
Bettacchini’s appeal for “the poorest and most abandoned souls” 
resonated with the Oblate charism (Missions OMI; Yates, 1970).

Thus, the arrival of the Oblates in Sri Lanka was shaped by 
three converging forces:
•	 the pastoral needs of a rapidly expanding Catholic population,
•	 the missionary policy of the Holy See following the 

establishment of the Apostolic Vicariate, and
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•	 the evangelical charism of the Oblates dedicated to serving 
the most neglected.

This convergence explains why the Oblates were invited 
to assume responsibility for the Northern mission in 1847, 
inaugurating a new era of pastoral expansion and institutional 
consolidation in Valikamam, including Sillalai.

2.1 Who Came? Why Them?
When Bishop Eugène de Mazenod accepted Bishop 

Bettacchini’s appeal for missionaries to Sri Lanka, he selected 
men of proven zeal, endurance, and pastoral maturity. The first 
group included Fr. Stephen Semeria, a 34 year old Italian Oblate 
noted for prudence and administrative ability; Fr. Louis Keating, a 
newly ordained Irish priest; Fr. François Ciamin, a young French 
Oblate who had joined specifically for foreign missions; and 
Brother Gaspard de Steffanis, formerly a Carthusian monk who 
embraced the missionary vocation. They departed Marseilles on 
21 October 1847 and landed at Galle on 28 November 1847, and 
in Jaffna in early 1848 (Perniola, 1984).

Reinforcements soon followed. In 1849, Fathers John Le 
Bescou, Pompey Mouchel, and Leydier arrived; in 1850, Fathers 
Mauroit and Vivier joined them. These missionaries progressively 
assumed responsibility for the Northern mission, with Fr. Semeria 
later appointed Coadjutor and, in 1857, succeeding Bettacchini 
as Vicar Apostolic of Jaffna (Yates, 1970). Their arrival marked 
the formal beginning of the Oblate mission in Sri Lanka, laying 
foundations for pastoral expansion and institutional consolidation.

2.2 Challenges Encountered
When the Oblates assumed responsibility for the 

Northern mission, they inherited not a fully organized diocese but 
a fragile Church still emerging from centuries of persecution and 
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limited resources. One of their most pressing difficulties was the 
acute shortage of clergy. A handful of missionaries were expected 
to serve vast territories stretching across the Jaffna Peninsula, 
Mannar, Vanni, and the Northern islands. Missionaries such as 
Fr. John Le Bescou and Fr. J.P. Augustus Rouffiac often covered 
multiple parishes, enduring exhausting journeys across poor 
roads, seasonal floods, and long distances that made pastoral 
visitation both arduous and time consuming. 

Educational needs posed another major challenge. 
Catholic schools had to be rebuilt and expanded to compete 
with the growing influence of Protestant institutions under 
British patronage. Oblates like Fr. Gabriel Salaun and Fr. Boniface 
Gourdon placed strong emphasis on catechetical instruction, 
youth confraternities, and parish schools, integrating education 
with evangelization as means of strengthening Catholic identity 
(Jesuthasan, 2001).

The formation of indigenous clergy was equally urgent. The 
Church could not depend indefinitely on European missionaries, 
and the Oblates recognized that the future of Catholicism in Sri 
Lanka required local leadership. They established seminaries in 
Jaffna and later in Colombo, initiating the systematic training of 
native priests and eventually native Oblates. This investment in 
indigenous vocations would fundamentally transform the Church 
in the twentieth century.

Financial limitations compounded these difficulties. 
Churches needed rebuilding, schools required maintenance, and 
charitable institutions demanded support, yet the missionaries 
themselves lived in remarkable simplicity, often relying on the 
generosity of local Catholic communities to sustain their work. 

Finally, the Oblates had to integrate themselves into a 
society rich in linguistic, cultural, and religious traditions. Mastery 
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of Tamil was indispensable for preaching and pastoral ministry. 
Missionaries such as Fr. John Baptist Pélissier (1827-1882) and 
Fr. Constant Chornabel (1824-1923) became fluent, adapting 
their pastoral methods to local culture while remaining faithful to 
Catholic doctrine. This cultural sensitivity contributed significantly 
to the enduring success of the Oblate mission (Jesuthasan, 2001).

These challenges collectively shaped the distinctive 
missionary identity of the Oblates in Sri Lanka. Their perseverance 
in parish ministry, commitment to education, investment in 
indigenous vocations, and willingness to adapt to local culture 
transformed the Catholic landscape of the Northern Province, 
with Sillalai emerging as a central hub of their apostolate from 
1853 onward.

3. Mission of the Oblates in Valikamam including 
Sillalai (1853 - 1896)

The formal commencement of the Oblate mission 
in Valikamam, including Sillalai, unfolded within the wider 
ecclesiastical reorganization of the Catholic Church in nineteenth 
century Sri Lanka. The erection of the Vicariate Apostolic of Jaffna 
in 1849 marked a decisive turning point, separating the Northern 
territories from Colombo and entrusting them to Bishop Orazio 
Bettacchini (Propaganda Fide, 1834). 

From 1853 onward, the Missionary Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate progressively assumed responsibility for the Northern 
mission, embedding themselves in the pastoral, educational, and 
cultural life of Valikamam. Their ministry combined linguistic 
adaptation, sacramental fidelity, and resilience during epidemics, 
ensuring that Sillalai emerged as a strategic centre of Catholic 
identity. By the close of the nineteenth century, the Oblates had 
transformed Valikamam and Sillalai into enduring hubs of ecclesial 
life, laying the foundations for a flourishing local Church whose 
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influence extended well beyond the region (Jesuthasan, 2001; 
Yates, 1970).

3.1 Beginning of the Mission (1853 - 1860)
The Oblate mission in Valikamam formally began in 1853, 

when Fr. John Le Bescou (1824-1867) was appointed Parish 
Priest of Valikamam West and North. His pastoral work extended 
across scattered Catholic communities, including Sillalai, which 
historically fell under the jurisdiction of this mission. Known for 
his linguistic aptitude, he mastered Tamil rapidly, enabling him to 
preach, instruct, and hear confessions with accuracy. His ministry 
emphasized parish organization, catechetical instruction, and 
pastoral visitation, laying the groundwork for a more structured 
ecclesiastical presence in the region.

In 1855, Fr. J.P. Augustus Rouffiac (1826-1895) succeeded 
Le Bescou as Parish Priest. Rouffiac’s leadership was marked 
by itinerant pastoral ministry, regular journeys among dispersed 
villages, and the initiation of newly arrived missionaries into 
pastoral service. His tenure ensured that Sillalai, as the central 
hub of Valikamam, remained firmly integrated into the mission’s 
administrative and pastoral framework.

Other Oblates reinforced these early foundations. Fr. John 
Baptist Pélissier, appointed Parish Priest in 1857, contributed 
to the consolidation of parish structures. His work reflected the 
Oblates’ concern for strengthening ecclesiastical institutions 
alongside pastoral care. Similarly, Fr. Pompey Mouchel, (1802-
1880) though later remembered for his heroic ministry during 
the cholera epidemic of 1866, was already active in the 1850s, 
demonstrating resilience and pastoral dedication in Valikamam 
(Jesuthasan, 2001).



-51-

Between 1853 and 1860, the Oblates transformed 
Valikamam into a consolidated missionary district. Building 
upon the ecclesial heritage inherited from the Oratorians, 
they emphasized parish organization, catechetical formation, 
education, and pastoral outreach. Within this framework, Sillalai 
emerged as the principal station of Valikamam West, serving as a 
strategic centre from which pastoral care radiated to surrounding 
communities. These formative years established the foundations 
upon which subsequent generations of Oblates would expand 
their mission throughout the Northern Province.

3.2 Growth of the Mission
The first three decades of Oblate ministry in Valikamam 

were characterized by a deliberate pastoral strategy that 
extended beyond replacing the Oratorians. Missionaries adopted 
a mobile model of ministry, visiting dispersed villages regularly, 
strengthening sacramental life, and integrating outstations into 
the central mission. By the mid nineteenth century, Valikamam 
encompassed nearly 90,000 inhabitants, of whom about 5,500 
were Catholics, distributed across twenty two communities (OMI 
World, 2022).

3.2.1 Pastoral Outreach
Under leaders such as Fr. John Le Bescou and Fr. 

J.P. Augustus Rouffiac, itinerant ministry brought preaching, 
catechesis, and sacraments to communities unable to sustain 
resident clergy. This ensured that even small Catholic settlements 
remained connected to the wider Church, reinforcing ecclesial 
unity (Yates, 1970).

3.2.2 Catechetical Formation
Catechesis became the cornerstone of missionary growth. 

Building on Jesuit foundations, the Oblates emphasized systematic 
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instruction for children and adults, parish retreats, and mission 
preaching. This approach deepened doctrinal understanding and 
prepared candidates for the sacraments, ensuring continuity of 
faith across generations (Perera, 1943).

3.2.3 Sacramental Life
As more priests arrived, Catholics gained regular access 

to the Eucharist, Baptism, Matrimony, and Confession. The 
restoration of frequent sacramental practice reinforced Catholic 
identity after the disruptions of the Dutch period and fostered 
closer integration among villages (Perniola, 1984).

3.2.4 Mission Stations and Structures
The Oblates expanded and consolidated mission 

stations beyond Sillalai, while maintaining it as the principal hub 
of Valikamam West. Churches were repaired or newly built, and 
presbyteries facilitated regular pastoral presence. Fr. John Baptist 
Pélissier notably completed structural improvements at Alaveddy 
and Myliddy, strengthening institutional foundations (OMI World, 
2022).

3.2.5 Training and Leadership
Valikamam also became a training ground for new 

missionaries, particularly under Fr. Rouffiac, who initiated them 
into Tamil language and pastoral practice before they assumed 
independent responsibility. This ensured continuity of missionary 
vision and coherence across the vicariate (Jesuthasan, 2001.

3.2.6 Indigenous Lay Collaboration
The Oblates relied on local catechists and lay leaders, 

building upon the longstanding institution of the Mooppars 
(Elders). These collaborators assisted in catechesis, sacramental 
preparation, and chapel administration, enabling effective pastoral 
care across vast territories.
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3.2.7 Heroic Charity in Crisis
The cholera epidemic of 1866–1867 highlighted the 

Oblates’ pastoral courage. Fr. Gabriel Salaün (1834-1874)
exhausted his fragile health ministering to victims in Sillalai, 
while Fr. Pompey Mouchel accepted responsibility for the entire 
Valikamam mission, administering sacraments and visiting the sick 
despite grave risks. Later, during the famine and cholera outbreak 
of 1877 - 1878, Fr. Boniface Gourdon (1833-1897) personally 
cared for victims, burying the dead and distributing food. His 
charity impressed many non-Christians, leading to hundreds of 
conversions (Bonjean, 1856 - 1878; Yates, 1970).

By the closing decades of the nineteenth century, 
Valikamam had developed into a mature missionary district, 
distinguished by stable parish structures, regular sacramental life, 
organized catechetical systems, strengthened lay participation, 
and a network of mission stations centred on Sillalai. This growth 
provided the foundation for the educational and institutional 
developments that would shape the Diocese of Jaffna in the 
twentieth century.

3.3 Evolution of the Mission
During the first decade of Oblate presence in Valikamam, 

the missionaries concentrated on consolidating the ecclesial 
structures inherited from the Oratorians. As the nineteenth century 
advanced, however, their mission evolved into a more organized 
programme of evangelization, institutional development, and 
deeper engagement with Tamil society. This transformation 
reflected both the pastoral needs of the Vicariate of Jaffna and 
the missionary charism of the Oblates, which emphasized 
evangelization through education, social service, and the formation 
of stable Christian communities (Neill, 1984).
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A key development was the transition from sacramental 
maintenance to systematic evangelization. Parish missions, 
retreats, catechetical instruction, and itinerant pastoral visitation 
became regular features of missionary activity. Missionaries 
travelled extensively across villages, strengthening existing 
communities while reaching families whose religious practice 
had weakened. This pastoral dynamism mirrored the broader 
missionary policy of Propaganda Fide, which encouraged proactive 
strategies in overseas missions (Propaganda Fide, 1834).

Institutional continuity also became a priority. Churches 
were repaired or newly constructed, parish residences 
established, and schools expanded to sustain longterm pastoral 
care. The parish increasingly functioned as the principal unit of 
ecclesiastical organization, integrating worship, education, and 
charitable activity within a stable framework (Gnanaprakasar, 
1924).

Equally significant was the cultivation of indigenous 
Catholic leadership. Building upon the tradition of lay catechists 
and village elders, the Oblates deliberately trained local 
collaborators to assist in catechesis, liturgy, school administration, 
and devotional societies. This collaborative model ensured that 
Catholic life could be sustained beyond the presence of foreign 
clergy (Bonjean, 1856 - 1878).

The strengthening of devotional practices further marked 
the mission’s evolution. Marian feasts, Eucharistic devotions, 
parish processions, and confraternities became integral to 
parish life, reinforcing Catholic identity and resonating with Tamil 
religious culture. Local traditions, such as the devotion to Our Lady 
of Remedies (Kathirai Matha) at Sillalai, were incorporated into 
the wider devotional life of the Vicariate, deepening the spiritual 
vitality of the region (Jesuthasan, 2001).
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Education emerged as one of the most effective 
instruments of evangelization. Parish schools provided literacy, 
religious instruction, and moral formation, producing a literate 
Catholic population whose achievements distinguished the 
northern Church. Missionaries invested in teacher training and 
administrative organization, ensuring that education became 
inseparable from Christian formation (Borg, 2001).

By the closing decades of the nineteenth century, 
Valikamam - including Sillalai - had matured into a vibrant Catholic 
region characterized by stable parishes, flourishing devotional 
life, expanding educational institutions, and active indigenous 
leadership. This evolution secured the longterm stability of 
Catholicism in Northern Sri Lanka and laid enduring foundations 
for the twentieth century Church.

3.4 Mission Stations
One of the most enduring contributions of the Oblates in 

Northern Sri Lanka was the systematic territorial organization of 
the Valikamam mission, which transformed Catholic villages from 
isolated parishes into a coordinated network of principal centres 
and dependent substations. This structure enabled a small 
number of missionaries to provide effective pastoral care while 
promoting catechesis, sacramental life, and education. Within this 
network, Sillalai emerged as the principal hub, distinguished by its 
uninterrupted Catholic tradition, strategic location, and strong lay 
leadership, from which the Oblates organized schools, devotional 
associations, and sacramental ministry (Gnanaprakasar, 1924). 
Closely linked was Pandatarippu, a former Jesuit station, which 
the Oblates maintained as a centre of worship and catechesis, 
complementing Sillalai’s role (Jesuthasan, 2001). Other villages 
such as Chankanai, Ilavalai, Mathagal, Periyavilan, Siruvilan, and 
Mahiyapiddy functioned as substations, sustained by itinerant 
pastoral visits and the collaboration of catechists, Mooppars, and 
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schoolmasters (Borg, 2001). By the late nineteenth century, parish 
registers, sacramental records, and educational supervision had 
been standardized, ensuring that mission stations became centres 
of worship, education, and social cohesion, with Sillalai firmly at 
the heart of this integrated ecclesiastical network.

3.5 Schools, Convents and Religious Societies
The expansion of the Oblate mission in Valikamam, 

including Sillalai, during the latter half of the nineteenth century 
was marked by the integration of education, religious life, and 
lay associations into a unified pastoral strategy. Parish schools 
in villages such as Sillalai, Pandateruppu, Chankanai, Ilavalai, 
and Mathagal provided literacy and catechetical instruction, with 
teachers and catechists preparing children for the sacraments and 
assisting in parish life (Jesuthasan, 2001). The arrival of women 
religious added a new dimension, as convent schools expanded 
opportunities for girls’ education while sisters also cared for 
orphans, the sick, and vulnerable groups, thereby extending the 
Church’s pastoral outreach. Equally important was the systematic 
organization of lay participation through, confraternities, youth 
groups, and charitable associations, which promoted sacramental 
practice, devotional life, and leadership among Catholics, 
reinforcing identity and solidarity in a predominantly Hindu 
environment. Taken together, these initiatives reveal how the 
Oblates envisioned evangelization as a comprehensive process-
cultivating literacy and faith, extending pastoral service through 
education and charity, and transforming parishioners into active 
collaborators in the mission - anchoring Sillalai as a central hub of 
Catholic life in Northern Sri Lanka (Borg, 2001).

3.6 Missionary Spirit of the First Oblates
The growth of the Oblate mission in Valikamam, including 

Sillalai, during the nineteenth century was rooted in the distinctive 
spirituality and apostolic vision of its first missionaries. Their 
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biographies reveal a unity of purpose shaped by the charism 
of St. Eugene de Mazenod, emphasizing fidelity to the Church, 
pastoral mobility, cultural sensitivity, and solidarity with the poor 
(Codrington, 1926).

At the heart of their missionary identity was a profound 
spiritual life grounded in prayer, Eucharistic devotion, and 
obedience to the Constitutions of the Congregation. Their 
vocation demanded sacrifice - leaving families and homelands 
to serve in distant, unfamiliar contexts - and perseverance amid 
tropical diseases, political uncertainty, and social isolation 
(Gnanaprakasar, 1924).

Pastoral mobility became a defining characteristic. 
Oblates travelled continuously across Valikamam, often on foot 
or by simple transport, ensuring that even the smallest Catholic 
settlements received regular sacramental care, catechetical 
instruction, and personal accompaniment. This itinerant ministry 
reflected the Congregation’s broader missionary ethos of reaching 
“the most abandoned” (Bonjean, 1856 - 1878).

Their biographies also highlight a consistent willingness to 
endure suffering. Many fell ill or risked their lives during epidemics, 
yet continued to minister to the sick and dying. Such pastoral 
courage enhanced the credibility of the Catholic mission and won 
the confidence of local communities (Pereira, 2015).

Preferential concern for the poor and marginalized was 
equally evident. The Oblates extended pastoral care, education, 
and charitable assistance without discrimination, particularly 
during famines and epidemics. Their ministry embodied the 
conviction that evangelization required both proclamation and 
service to human suffering (Bonjean, 1856 - 1878).
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Language and cultural immersion were indispensable. 
Missionaries mastered Tamil, prepared catechetical materials in 
the vernacular, and engaged respectfully with local customs and 
traditions. This cultural sensitivity enabled them to present the 
Gospel in forms resonant with Tamil society while maintaining 
doctrinal fidelity (Silva, 2005).

Education formed another pillar of their vision. Parish 
schools, catechist training, and seminary formation were integral 
to their work, ensuring the emergence of indigenous clergy 
and lay leaders capable of sustaining the Church. Their efforts 
in constructing churches, schools, and convents reflected a 
commitment to permanent ecclesiastical structures that could 
support stable Christian communities (Bonjean, 1856 - 1878).

Collectively, these characteristics demonstrate that the 
success of the Oblate mission in Valikamam and Sillalai was not 
the result of isolated personalities but of a shared missionary 
ethos. Their fidelity to prayer, readiness for sacrifice, pastoral 
mobility, cultural integration, and commitment to education 
established enduring patterns of ministry. 

The collective ministry of the first phase of Oblates 
transformed Valikamam - including Sillalai - into a mature ecclesial 
network of parishes, schools, convents, and lay associations. Their 
fidelity to sacramental life, catechetical instruction, education, 
and pastoral charity ensured that Catholic communities across 
Northern Sri Lanka were integrated into a stable and flourishing 
local Church. By the close of the nineteenth century, their shared 
witness had established Valikamam and Sillalai not only as centres 
of worship but as enduring institutions of education, culture, and 
social service, laying the foundations for the Diocese of Jaffna’s 
continued growth into the twentieth century.
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4. The Enduring Legacy of Sillalai
The enduring legacy of Sillalai lies in its ability to preserve 

faith, culture, and communal resilience across centuries, shaping 
a Catholic identity that continues to inspire both local devotion 
and wider historical memory.

4.1 Missionary Epochs of Sillalai: Oral Traditions and 
Historical Evidence

The historical development of the Catholic mission in 
Sillalai may be understood as a continuous process extending 
from pre-Portuguese Christian traditions to the establishment 
of a fully organized parish under the Missionary Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate. Although no conclusive documentary evidence has 
yet been discovered to demonstrate the existence of an organized 
Christian community in Sillalai prior to the arrival of the Portuguese, 
local oral traditions, the village’s strategic proximity to the ancient 
harbour of Jambukola (Sambilthurai), and its longstanding 
maritime and cultural links with the Christian communities of 
South India provide reasonable grounds for suggesting an early 
Christian presence before the seventeenth century. This historical 
possibility forms the backdrop against which the subsequent 
missionary history of Sillalai may be interpreted. The first firmly 
documented phase began with the Jesuit missionaries around 
1628, who established an organized Catholic community through 
systematic catechesis, parish administration, education, and 
sacramental ministry centred on the Pandatarippu mission. 
Following the Dutch conquest in 1658 and the expulsion of 
Catholic clergy, the continuity of the faith depended almost 
entirely upon the indigenous Mooppars, whose faithful leadership 
preserved Catholic worship, religious instruction, and communal 
identity for nearly three decades. The arrival of St. Joseph Vaz in 
1687 inaugurated a remarkable revival of sacramental life and 
missionary activity, making Sillalai the principal centre of Catholic 
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restoration in the Jaffna Peninsula. His work was consolidated by 
the Goan Oratorians, who rebuilt parish structures, strengthened 
pastoral organization, and prepared the mission for a new phase 
of expansion. With the formal assumption of responsibility by 
the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate in 1853, Sillalai 
entered its most dynamic period of development. During more 
than a century of Oblate ministry, the mission expanded through 
systematic parish administration, the establishment of schools 
and religious institutions, the promotion of lay associations and 
indigenous vocations, and an extensive network of dependent 
mission stations. Following the gradual transfer of pastoral 
responsibility to the indigenous clergy of the Diocese of Jaffna 
during the twentieth century, Sillalai continued to preserve and 
develop the rich missionary heritage bequeathed by successive 
generations of missionaries. Thus, the history of Sillalai represents 
an unbroken continuity of Christian witness, evolving from probable 
early Christian traditions through successive missionary epochs 
into one of the most enduring and influential Catholic centres in 
Northern Sri Lanka (Ref. Appendix,  Table 01).

4.2 Sillalai: Independent Parish & Oblate Mission 		
	 (1896 - 1969; 1973 - 1978)

Sillalai, long integrated into the Valikamam mission since 
1853, was elevated to the status of an independent Oblate mission 
in 1896. This transition marked a decisive stage in the Catholic 
history of Northern Sri Lanka. The parish, already renowned for 
its uninterrupted Catholic tradition and strong lay leadership, 
became a focal point of Oblate pastoral, educational, and cultural 
activity. Over the next eight decades, the Oblates consolidated 
Sillalai as a stronghold of Catholic faith, shaping its identity as a 
centre of catechesis, schools, devotional societies, and resilient 
community life (Acta Sanctae Sedis, 1865 - 1908).
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The establishment of Sillalai as an independent parish in 
1896 represented a turning point in the ecclesiastical history of 
the Jaffna Diocese. Known as “Little Rome” for its strong Catholic 
identity, Sillalai became one of the most prominent Oblate centres 
in Northern Sri Lanka. Between 1896 and 1969, and briefly again 
from 1973 to 1978, twenty three Oblate priests - both foreign and 
local - served as parish priests or assistants, shaping the parish’s 
spiritual, educational, and cultural trajectory. Their collective 
ministry reflected the wider Oblate charism: a preferential 
option for the poor, resilience in adversity, and a commitment to 
catechesis and community building. The mission’s evolution from 
foreign leadership to local clergy illustrates the dynamic interplay 
of pastoral zeal, institutional development, and cultural adaptation 
(Borg, 2001).

4.3 Beginning of the Mission (1896 - 1904)

The independent phase began under Rev. Fr. William 
Owen, OMI (1862 - 1920), Parish Priest from 1896 to 1901. Born in 
Yorkshire but raised in Jaffna, Owen mastered Tamil to the level of a 
native speaker, a rare gift among foreign missionaries. His ministry 
was marked by resilience in the face of cholera and malarial fevers, 
and his pastoral philosophy emphasized education combined with 
religion as the foundation for social unity. He famously asserted 
that “a united nation will progress” (British Library, EAP1222/1/16).

He was succeeded by Rev. Fr. Anthony Vincent Daurat, 
OMI (1861 - 1941), Parish Priest from 1900 to 1902. A French 
Oblate from Clermont, Daurat had arrived in Sri Lanka in 1888. His 
ministry coincided with Pope Leo XIII’s universal Jubilee, during 
which he was selected to preach missions and retreats across 
Valikamam West and East. His initiatives strengthened catechesis 
and promoted youth confraternities, laying the groundwork for 
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Sillalai’s reputation as a centre of Catholic education and devotion 
(British Library, EAP981/1).

Early assistants included Rev. Fr. Ernest Marie Desloge, 
OMI (1875 - 1946), who served briefly in 1900 - 1901, and Rev. 
Fr. Ernest Jenn, OMI (1871 - 1939), who assisted in 1902. Both 
were young missionaries initiated into pastoral ministry at Sillalai, 
which functioned as a training ground for Oblates entering the 
mission field. Desloge later recalled that his “mind was always on 
the missions,” reflecting the Oblate ethos of prioritizing pastoral 
engagement over institutional comfort (British Library, EAP981/1). 
Jenn, remembered for his calm and unruffled temper, was able to 
pacify turbulent spirits and prevent breaches of peace, qualities 
invaluable in the challenging context of Valikamam (British Library, 
EAP700/1).

Thus, the formative phase of Sillalai’s independent 
mission combined Owen’s foundational zeal, Daurat’s prudence, 
and the apprenticeship of younger Oblates. Together, they 
established the pastoral, educational, and cultural framework 
upon which subsequent generations would build, ensuring that 
Sillalai emerged not merely as a parish but as a resilient Catholic 
stronghold within the Jaffna Peninsula.

4.4 Growth of the Mission (1904 - 1931)

Between 1904 and 1931, the parish of Sillalai entered a 
phase of consolidation and expansion under successive Oblate 
pastors. This period transformed the parish from its formative 
stage into a robust centre of Catholic life, marked by pastoral 
ministry, educational initiatives, and significant infrastructural 
development.
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Rev. Fr. Louis Marie Guitot, OMI (1875 - 1952) served as 
Parish Priest from 1904 to 1907. A French Oblate from Quimper, 
he strengthened parish administration and initiated infrastructural 
improvements, including updates to the Church at Marisankoodal 
and the construction of a presbytery at Periya Vilan. His pastoral 
style emphasized harmony and peace making, fostering unity 
among parishioners (British Library, EAP981/1).

He was succeeded by Rev. Fr. Francis M. Bizien, OMI 
(1878 - 1964), Acting Parish Priest in 1906 and formally appointed 
in 1907, serving until 1910. Bizien, also from Quimper, was 
remembered for courage, tenacity, and discipline. His ministry 
emphasized catechesis and parish discipline, consolidating 
Sillalai’s reputation for strong pastoral leadership (British Library, 
EAP700/1).

The most transformative tenure was that of Rev. Fr. John 
Rouvellac, OMI (1873 - 1925), Parish Priest from 1910 to 1919. A 
French Oblate from Radez, he undertook major building projects, 
including the presbytery for St. Thomas’ Church in Mathagal, an 
English school at Pandatarippu (later relocated to Mathagal), 
and a tiled shed-church dedicated to St. James. His pastoral zeal 
extended to evangelization, with notable success in converting 
non-Christians. His humor and sympathetic heart made him a 
beloved pastor, remembered for settling disputes with wit and 
compassion (British Library, EAP981/1).

Following Rouvellac, Rev. Fr. Victor Deslandes, OMI (1872 
- 1932) served from 1918 to 1924. A French Oblate from Laval, he 
introduced choirs and plain chant, enhancing liturgical life. He also 
built a fine presbytery and established a large English school at 
Mathagal, entrusting its administration to the Holy Family Sisters. 
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His initiatives integrated education and liturgy, ensuring Sillalai 
remained a centre of Catholic culture and devotion (British Library, 
EAP981/1).

The final major figure of this phase was Rev. Fr. Henry 
Veyret, OMI (1883 - 1953), Parish Priest from 1924 to 1932. A 
French Oblate from Mende, he completed the long delayed façade 
of St. Anne’s Church at Ilavalai and promoted youth associations 
and catechetical instruction. His ministry combined architectural 
achievement with pastoral care, leaving a lasting imprint on 
Sillalai’s religious landscape (British Library, EAP700/1).

Together, these pastors - Guitot, Bizien, Rouvellac, 
Deslandes, and Veyret - oversaw the growth of the mission from 
1904 to 1931. Their combined efforts in infrastructure, catechesis, 
liturgy, and education ensured that Sillalai matured into a vibrant 
Catholic parish, resilient in faith and deeply rooted in community 
life.

4.5 Evolution of the Mission (1931 Onward)

From 1931, Sillalai entered a new phase of expansion 
and modernization, marked by the gradual transition from 
foreign Oblates to local clergy. This period combined traditional 
catechetical zeal with new initiatives in education, liturgy, and 
parish organization.

Rev. Fr. Celestine Mariampillai, OMI (1905 - 1985) began 
his ministry in 1931, emphasizing youth catechesis and parish 
discipline, laying the groundwork for later developments (British 
Library, EAP981/1). The most enduring contribution came from 
Rev. Fr. Louis Dessy, OMI (1898 - 1979), Parish Priest from 1931 - 
1937 and again 1951 - 1963. A Belgian Oblate and Tamil scholar, 
Dessy authored Tamil novels and dramas with Catholic themes 
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and built the new spectacular church at Sillalai, a landmark of 
Catholic architecture in Jaffna.

Local Oblates reinforced this trajectory. Rev. Fr. Joseph 
Stanislaus, OMI (1880 - 1950) served in 1937, remembered for 
his tireless dedication to catechesis and sacramental life (British 
Library, EAP700/1). Rev. Fr. Anthony Gurusamy, OMI, (1904-1986)
briefly assisted in 1937, bringing intellectual rigor as a Doctor of 
Canon Law. Rev. Fr. Bastiampillai Philip, OMI (1896 - 1952), Parish 
Priest from 1941–1942, promoted catechesis and parish life with 
zeal, though illness curtailed his ministry. His successor, Rev. 
Fr. Henri Gesland, OMI (1908 - 1987), developed Pandatarippu 
into the Fatima Shrine in 1942, establishing a centre of Marian 
devotion that continues to influence Catholic spirituality (British 
Library, EAP981/1).

Later pastors included Rev. Fr. Albert Leborgne, OMI (1910 
- 1980), who served in 1943 and promoted confraternities and 
parish bulletins; Rev. Fr. Stephen Venderkoen, OMI (1906 - 1973), 
who served from 1948–1951 despite chronic illness, promoting 
catechesis and parish development; and Rev. Fr. Ferdinand 
Renard, OMI (1922 - 1992), Assistant from 1946-1948 and Parish 
Priest from 1964 - 1966, remembered for humility and availability. 
The final foreign Oblate pastor was Rev. Fr. Jean Spampatti, OMI 
(1917 - 1991), who served from 1966- 1969, promoting discipline 
and pastoral care. His ministry marked the conclusion of the 
foreign missionary era, as leadership transitioned increasingly to 
local clergy. 

The Oblate presence in Sillalai was interrupted in 1969, 
when pastoral responsibility shifted to diocesan clergy as part of 
wider ecclesiastical restructuring. However, another phase (1973 
- 1978) was entrusted to Rev. Fr. Francis Kulas, OMI, (1924-2011)
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symbolizing the consolidation of local leadership which also 
marked the transition to indigenous leadership, blending pastoral 
closeness, cultural rootedness, and continuity of the Oblate 
charism.

4.6 Schools and Convents
Educational initiatives and convent foundations were 

central to the evolution of Sillalai’s mission, as the Oblates 
recognized that pastoral ministry alone could not sustain the faith 
community. Parish schools were established or strengthened in 
centres such as Pandatarippu, Mathagal, and Sillalai, with figures 
like Fr. John Rouvellac (1910 - 1919) and Fr. Philip Nicholas (1924 
- 1930) ensuring academic excellence alongside catechetical 
formation (British Library, EAP981/1). Fr. Victor Deslandes 
(1918 - 1924) advanced Catholic education by entrusting a large 
English school at Mathagal to the Holy Family Sisters, integrating 
professional teaching with Christian values, while Fr. Henry Veyret 
(1924 - 1932) reinforced youth associations alongside schooling 
(British Library, EAP700/1). 

A major convent development came under Fr. Henri 
Gesland (1942), who established the Fatima Shrine at 
Pandatarippu, built a convent, and relocated the school, creating a 
hub of Marian devotion and education (British Library, EAP981/1). 
Later, Fr. Louis Dessy and Fr. Albert Leborgne promoted parish 
bulletins and catechetical materials, extending education into 
adult literacy and lifelong catechesis. Together, these initiatives 
reveal how schools and convents became vital instruments of 
evangelization, nurturing intellectual growth, spiritual maturity, 
and community cohesion across Valikamam.
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4.7  Specific Missionary Endeavours of the Oblates
The missionary endeavours of the Oblates in Sillalai 

extended well beyond routine pastoral care, encompassing 
church building, catechetical publications, youth confraternities, 
Marian devotion, and resilience in adversity - all hallmarks of their 
charism of zeal, simplicity, and dedication. In infrastructure, Fr. 
Louis Dessy, OMI (1931 - 1937; 1951 - 1963) crowned his ministry 
with the construction of the new Sillalai church, a landmark of 
Catholic architecture in Jaffna (British Library, EAP981/1). In 
catechesis, Fr. Anthony Marcellin, OMI authored ‘Education of 
Children’, while Fr. Joseph Stanislaus, OMI published booklets 
such as ‘Delightful Guide for Boys and Girls’, ensuring Catholic 
instruction reached homes and schools (Jesuthasan, 2001). Youth 
formation was advanced by Fr. Anthony Vincent Daurat, OMI and 
Fr. Albert Leborgne, OMI, who organized confraternities and parish 
societies, while Fr. Henri Gesland, OMI transformed Pandatarippu 
into a Marian centre with the Fatima Shrine, convent, and ‘The Voice 
of Fatima’ paper (Jesuthasan, 2001). Their resilience in adversity 
was embodied by Fr. William Owen, OMI, who persevered through 
epidemics, Fr. Victor Deslandes, OMI who endured malaria, Fr. 
Stephen Venderkoen, OMI who served despite asthma, and Fr. 
Ferdinand Renard, OMI who continued ministry despite chronic 
illness. Collectively, these endeavours anchored Sillalai as a 
beacon of Catholic faith, education, and devotion, ensuring the 
mission’s vitality even in times of hardship.

5. Conclusion

The fully dedicated Oblate mission in Sillalai (1896 - 1969; 
1973 - 1978) represents a continuum of pastoral zeal, educational 
innovation, and architectural achievement. From Owen’s 
foundational ministry to Kulas’ final tenure, the Oblates embodied 
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resilience, charity, and dedication, ensuring Sillalai’s enduring 
reputation as a bastion of Catholic faith in Jaffna.

The mission’s history reveals a remarkable continuity: 
pioneers such as Owen and Daurat laid the foundations of 
catechesis and pastoral care; pastors like Guitot, Bizien, Rouvellac, 
and Deslandes consolidated parish structures and expanded 
education; mid twentieth century Oblates such as Marcellin, 
Stanislaus, and Mariampillai worked alongside foreign missionaries 
like Gesland, Leborgne, Renard, and Spampatti to adapt to new 
pastoral challenges.

Schools and convents - particularly the English school at 
Mathagal, the initiatives of the Holy Family Sisters at Pandatarippu, 
and parish bulletins introduced by Leborgne and Dessy - 
demonstrated the Oblates’ conviction that education was integral 
to evangelization. Specific missionary endeavours, such as Dessy’s 
spectacular church and Gesland’s Fatima Shrine, highlighted their 
ability to combine pastoral care with cultural creativity.

In sum, the mission of the Oblates in Sillalai was 
characterized by resilience in adversity, creativity in ministry, and 
fidelity to the Oblate charism. Their collective efforts transformed 
Sillalai into a beacon of Catholic faith in Jaffna, a legacy that 
continues to inspire clergy and laity alike. 
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life in Sillalai and the wider region. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



-69-

resilience, charity, and dedication, ensuring Sillalai’s enduring 
reputation as a bastion of Catholic faith in Jaffna.

The mission’s history reveals a remarkable continuity: 
pioneers such as Owen and Daurat laid the foundations of 
catechesis and pastoral care; pastors like Guitot, Bizien, Rouvellac, 
and Deslandes consolidated parish structures and expanded 
education; mid twentieth century Oblates such as Marcellin, 
Stanislaus, and Mariampillai worked alongside foreign missionaries 
like Gesland, Leborgne, Renard, and Spampatti to adapt to new 
pastoral challenges.

Schools and convents - particularly the English school at 
Mathagal, the initiatives of the Holy Family Sisters at Pandatarippu, 
and parish bulletins introduced by Leborgne and Dessy - 
demonstrated the Oblates’ conviction that education was integral 
to evangelization. Specific missionary endeavours, such as Dessy’s 
spectacular church and Gesland’s Fatima Shrine, highlighted their 
ability to combine pastoral care with cultural creativity.

In sum, the mission of the Oblates in Sillalai was 
characterized by resilience in adversity, creativity in ministry, and 
fidelity to the Oblate charism. Their collective efforts transformed 
Sillalai into a beacon of Catholic faith in Jaffna, a legacy that 
continues to inspire clergy and laity alike. 

14 
 

Missionary 
Epoch 

Approximate 
Period 

Principal Agents Historical Significance 

Pre-Portuguese 
Christian 
Traditions and 
Historical 
Inferences 

Before c. 1628 Indigenous 
Christian 
communities 
(according to oral 
tradition), South 
Indian Christian 
influences, 
maritime contacts 

Although documentary evidence is 
lacking, oral traditions, the strategic 
location of Sillalai near ancient 
Jambukola (Sambilthurai), and 
long-standing South Indian 
maritime connections suggest the 
possibility of an early Christian 
presence in Sillalai prior to 
Portuguese evangelization, 
providing a historical context for the 
rapid establishment of Catholicism 
during the seventeenth century. 

Jesuit 
Foundations 

c. 1628 - 1658 Jesuit 
Missionaries 

Established organized Catholic life 
through parish structures, systematic 
catechesis, education, and 
sacramental ministry. 

Lay 
Custodianship 

1658 - 1687 Mooppars 
(Indigenous Lay 
Leaders) 

Preserved the Catholic faith during 
Dutch persecution through 
catechesis, communal prayer, 
leadership, and clandestine worship. 

Joseph Vaz 
Revival 

1687 - 1689 St. Joseph Vaz  Restored sacramental life, 
reconciled dispersed Catholics, and 
revitalized hidden Christian 
communities. 

Oratorian 
Consolidation 

Late 17th 
century - 1853 

Oratorians of Goa Consolidated parish organization, 
expanded sacramental ministry, 
strengthened Catholic education, 
and prepared the foundations for the 
nineteenth-century missionary 
renewal. 

Oblate 
Expansion 

1853 - 1969 
(with a later 
ministry, 1973 
- 1978) 

Missionary 
Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate 

Expanded pastoral ministry, 
education, religious institutions, and 
missionary outreach, leaving an 
enduring ecclesial, educational, and 
social legacy. 

Diocesan 
Continuity 

Since the 20 th 
century 
transition 

Clergy of the 
Diocese of Jaffna 

Continued and localized the 
missionary heritage through 
indigenous leadership, ensuring the 
sustained development of Catholic 
life in Sillalai and the wider region. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix,  Table 0I: 
Missionary Epochs of Sillalai: Oral Traditions and Historical 

Evidence



-70-

References:

Acta Sanctae Sedis. (1865–1908). Official documents of the Holy See. 		
Rome: Vatican Press. 

Bonjean, C.P. (1856–1878). Mission reports of the Vicariate of Jaffna. 
Vicariate Archives, Jaffna; British Library Endangered Archives 
Programme (EAP700/1, EAP981/1).

Borg, A. (2001). The Catholic Church in Sri Lanka: Its History and 
Heritage. Colombo: Tisara Publishers.

British Library. (n.d.). EAP1222/1/16: Miscellaneous letters and 
documents, including correspondence to Fr. William Owen (1885–
1918). Endangered Archives Programme. Retrieved July 15, 2026, 
from https://eap.bl.uk

British Library. (n.d.). EAP700/1: Jaffna Bishop’s House Collection, Sri 
Lanka (1850–1930). Endangered Archives Programme. Retrieved 
July 15, 2026, from https://eap.bl.uk

British Library. (n.d.). EAP981/1: Jaffna Bishop’s House Collection 
(1775–1948). Missionary journals, correspondence, and diocesan 
reports. Endangered Archives Programme. Retrieved July 15, 2026, 
from https://eap.bl.uk

Codrington, H. W. (1926). A short history of Ceylon. London: Macmillan.
De Silva, C. R. (1972). The Portuguese in Ceylon, 1617–1638. Colombo: 

H.W. Cave.
Gnanaprakasar, S. (1924). A history of the Catholic Church in Ceylon: 

The Jaffna Mission. Jaffna: Catholic Literature Society.
Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate – Colombo Province. (n.d.). 

History of the Colombo Province: The arrival and early missions 
(1847–1899). Retrieved July 16, 2026, from https://omicolombo.
org/history-of-the-colombo-province/ 

Neill, S. (1984). A History of Christianity in India, 1707–1858. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

OMI World. (2022, February 18). Celebrating the 175 years of Oblate 
presence on the island. Retrieved July 16, 2026, from https://www.
omiworld.org 

Pereira, D. G. (2015). St. Joseph Vaz: Apostle of Sri Lanka (2nd ed.). 
Mumbai: Pauline Publications. 



-71-

Perera, S. G. (1943). Life of Saint Joseph Vaz, Apostle of Sri Lanka. 
Colombo: Catholic Press.

Perniola, V. (1984). The Catholic Church in Sri Lanka: The Dutch 
period. Colombo:	 Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Sri Lanka. 

Philips Jesuthasan, (2001), Our Tribute, vols. I-III, The Oblate Study 
Club,  Ampitiya

Propaganda Fide. (1834). Documents relating to the establishment of the 
Apostolic Vicariates of Ceylon. Rome: Propaganda Fide Archives. 

Quéré, M. (n.d.). A history of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
in Sri Lanka (1847 - 1947). Colombo Provincial Archives. 

Yates, P. (1970). History of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate in Ceylon. 
Oblate Provincial Archives, Colombo. 


