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Irish people involved in a self-styled Marianist religious movement in

Australia are in danger of being caught up in a paranoid and ³cultic²

organisation, warned an expert on religious movements last week.

A number of Irish people, including clergy and a young girl with leukaemia,

have moved from Ireland to the Magnificat Meal Movement¹s headquarters in

the small town of Helidon, Australia.

³People are being excluded and the place has the air of a concentration camp

rather than a Christian community², said Mike Garde, a researcher into new

religious movements with Dialogue Ireland.

Dialogue Ireland is an independent ecumenical organisation that engages in

research of and dialogue with new religious movements, and is supported by

the Irish Episcopal Conference. Garde was first approached by people worried

about the Magnificat Meal Movement in 1997.

The Magnificat Meal Movement has been based in Helidon since 1995, when

founder and leader Debra Geileskey, neé Burslem, purchased a disused

Christian Brothers convent there. Geileskey claims to have been receiving

visions of Mary since childhood. Her estranged husband, Gordon Geileskey,

has disputed this, and her visions have not been recognised by the Catholic

Church. 

The movement celebrated its 15th anniversary last Tuesday [17th], coinciding

with Geileskey¹s own 50th birthday. It has its origins ³within the

charismatic renewal of the Catholic Church², according to Garde, and

emphasises Marian and eucharistic devotion.

Geileskey has claimed the movement has missionaries in 73 countries, five

million followers and ³significant but guarded support in sections of the

Catholic Church², according to a report in The Australian newspaper.

Speaking on RTE Radio 1¹s ³Liveline² programme earlier this month, Geileskey

said ³our biggest financial supporters and donors and the most beautiful

support from priests has always come from Ireland.²

However, the Catholic Church in Australia has repeatedly condemned the

movement, and successfully sought Vatican censure of it.

Bishop of Toowoomba, William Morris, set a commission to investigate the

movement in 1997. He took the findings of the Commission, along with the

publications of the movement, to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the

Faith in Rome. The congregation responded in January 1999 that the

movement¹s literature "constitutes a clear danger to many good people".

³The Magnificat Meal Movement uses traditional Catholic practices to entrap

people into a sect or cult that is not Catholic², said Bishop Morris in an

statement. 

In a statement released in March 2000, The Catholic Bishops of Queensland

said that ³the claims of Debra GeileskeyŠ have increasingly become more at

variance with Catholic faith, practice and spirituality.² Her ³false

teaching² on Catholic Eucharist ³is certainly in opposition to the very life

of the Church itself², said the Bishops, urging ³all to withdraw from any

association with this Movement and its teaching².

Bishop Morris has repeatedly insisted that the movement do not have sanction

to celebrate the sacraments on their premises, despite the presence of a

number of priests amongst them. However there have been eye-witness accounts

of masses and marriage ceremonies being conducted on their grounds.

Mike Garde returned last weekend from a period researching the movement in

Australia. He described his attempts to make contact with representatives of

the movement in order to conduct his research.

A movement representative requested by email that he ³submit two Bishop's

references and a personal statement from a Parish Priest regarding your

suitability and character as a traditional Catholic² before granting an

interview. After further emails  explaining his situation, he was accused of

stalking Geileskey¹s assistant, Claire Murphy. When Garde attempted to visit

the movement¹s headquarters two weeks ago, he was accused of stalking

Geileskey and reported to the police.

³All contact [of the movement] with the outside world has been broken² said

Garde. ³This is a highly dysfunctional religious group who fear any outside

influence.²

The story came to prominence in Ireland earlier this month, when Pauline

Hanly from Co. Roscommon spoke on RTE Radio 1¹s ³Liveline² programme.

Hanly¹s 15 year old daughter, Nora, has terminal leukaemia, and Hanly had

brought her to Helidon to stay with the movement. She claimed her daughter

was in good health and ³so rested² there, despite apparently not receiving

her usual medication. Marilyn Patton, Nora¹s aunt, spoke of her fears for

her niece to Dublin¹s Evening Herald newspaper. ³They are so underground,

they should be investigated², she said of the movement. ³They are like ivy

over a tree. You never know it is there until it has the tree choked.²

Holy Ghost priest Dermot Forkin is also believed to be involved in the

movement. Mike Garde confirmed that Forkin had been seen some months ago at

the movement¹s headquarters in Helidon. Fr. Patrick Palmer, provincial of

the Irish Holy Ghost Congregation, declined to comment on Fr. Forkin¹s

personal circumstances or whereabouts. He confirmed, however, that Fr.

Forkin is in the process of leaving the order.

According to Amanda Gearing, writing in the Courier Mail newspaper on June

14, Geileskey ³has amassed a property empire worth more than $3.5 million².

³Land title searches show she owns or part owns at least 20 properties,

including homes, farms, offices, shops and units², wrote Gearing. ³In the

past 18 months, Ms Geileskey and companies in which she is the sole director

bought $2.3 million worth of property in the Gatton, Laidley and Livingstone

shires.² 

Mike Garde verified that movement members have in the past been encouraged

to sell their assets, move to Helidon and donate a substantial portion of

their wealth to the movement. However, in recent years the Movement has

apparently kept a lower profile in Helidon, and Garde fears that it has

become increasingly closed-in on itself and ³cultic².

³It started as a genuine movement for spiritual renewal within the theory of

the Eucharist and of Marian devotion, and it¹s now moved from movement to

sect, and from sect to cultic group², he said to The Tablet.

Information on the movement, once freely available online, is now difficult

to obtain. The movement¹s websites, which referred to Mary as Corredemtrix,

Mediatrix of all Graces and Advocate and contained material published by the

movement, have been disabled.
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Nora Hanly, the fifteen year old girl whose mother brought her to stay with

a so-called ³cult² in Australia last month, has died at home in Kilrooskey,

Co Roscommon.

Nora was suffering from terminal leukaemia. Reportedly hoping for a ³miracle

cure², her mother, Pauline, brought her to Australia at the beginning of

June to stay with the Magnificat Meal Movement.

The movement is originally Catholic but was called a ³a clear danger to many

good people² by the Vatican¹s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in

1999, and has been condemned by the local bishops.

Pleading for Nora to be brought home, Nora¹s aunt, Marilyn Patton spoke out

about their fears for Nora and about the Magnificat movement. ³I am begging

[Pauline] to come home and bring Nora home², she said to the Evening Herald.

³She is a lovely wee girl but she is sick and she should be here where she

would be surrounded by her family², she said.

The Magnificat Meal Movement ³should be investigated², said Patton, claiming

they were ³like ivy over a tree². ³You never know it is there until it has

the tree choked.²

However, Pauline Hanly spoke to Joe Duffy on Liveline, from Australia, and

said that Nora was in good health there, despite not receiving her usual

medication. ³She has a lovely wee crackled nose because the sunshine here is

wonderful², she said. ³Nora has leukaemia you know, but I like to be

positive and say she had it. She is so rested here.²

The Hanlys returned home a fortnight ago, and Nora was admitted into the

Children¹s Hospital in Crumlin, where she resumed receiving blood

transfusions. Speaking to The Irish Examiner from the hospital, a family

member  had said simply that Nora was ³doing good², and that she ³had a good

time² in Australia.

It was reported last week that a member of the Haughey family was also

involved in the movement. Sean Haughey, a nephew of former Taoiseach,

Charles Haughey, moved to Helidon, Australia with his family, to work and

live with the organisation, in March.

Two Irish priests, one a Holy Ghost father, Dermot Forkin, are  also

reported to be living in Helidon. The Provincial of the Irish Holy Ghost

Congregation, Fr. Patrick Palmer, confirmed that Fr. Forkin was in the

process of leaving the order but declined to comment further. An Irish

woman, Claire Murphy, is also believed to be assistant to the founder and

visionary at its centre, Debra Geileskey.

The movement has been called a ³cultic organisation² by an Irish expert on

new religious movements. Mike Garde, a field worker with Dialogue Ireland,

attempted to visit their base in Helidon, Australia, while the Hanly family

were there. He warned The Irish Examiner of the dangers of the movement.

³People are being excluded and the place has the air of a concentration camp

rather than a Christian community², he said.

The Magnificat Meal Movement has been based in Helidon since 1995, when

Debra Geileskey purchased a disused Catholic convent there. Geileskey claims

to have been receiving visions of Mary since childhood. In 1990, Mary told

her to start the Magnificat Meal Movement, she says. Her estranged husband,

Gordon Geileskey, has disputed this, saying her visions are false.

Speaking on Liveline earlier this month, Geileskey said ³our biggest

financial supporters and donors and the most beautiful support from priests

has always come from Ireland.² The movement appear to have recruited amongst

devotees of the Medjugorje Marian visionaries here.

However, the Catholic Church in Australia has repeatedly condemned the

movement, and successfully sought Vatican censure of it.

The local bishop, William Morris, has said that the Movement ³uses

traditional Catholic practices to entrap people into a sect or cult that is

not Catholic². 

In response to this negative attention, the Movement attempted to seal

itself off from the outside world.

³All contact with the outside world has been broken² said Mike Garde. ³This

is a highly dysfunctional religious group who fear any outside influence.²

Debra Geileskey, the Movement¹s founder, does appear to have business

contacts with the outside world, however.

Geileskey ³has amassed a property empire worth more than $3.5 million²,

according to a report last week in the local Courier Mail newspaper. ³Land

title searches show she owns or part owns at least 20 properties, including

homes, farms, offices, shops and units.²

Mike Garde verified that Movement members have in the past been encouraged

to sell their assets, move to Helidon and donate a substantial portion of

their wealth to the Movement.

The latest scandal to emanate from the Movement in Helidon has been reports

of unlicensed marriages taking place. The Movement previously emphasised

evangelism, and recruited so-called ³slaves² to work as volunteer

missionaries for the Movement overseas. According to sources in Helidon,

Australia it is now retrenching, and emphasising procreation instead of

evangelism. Former ³slaves² are reportedly being married off to other

members of the Movement.

Signs at the entrances to the movement¹s headquarters warn ³No stalking in

this area² and ³Keep Out By Order Commander².

The movement has affiliated itself with a bizarre Australian secessionist

movement, the Commonwealth of Caledonia Australis, who claim to have annexed

part of Australia and not to recognise Australian law.
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