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It all began one day in 2005 when the phone
rang. Just back from a year in Italy, Fr. Lino
Bellini wanted to see us. We met for supper at
a restaurant near our home, where he arrived
looking unexpectedly haggard. Even his
accustomed childlike and innocent smile barely
appeared that evening. I remember the almost
total silence during the meal. Sensing a need,
my wife said, “If Joe is told he needs a few

more points to get a ticket into heaven, please
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lend him a hand. In return, it may not be much,
but how about enjoying some meals together.”
She said it in such a low voice, however, that
we never did know for sure whether he heard her
or not. Be that as it may, that was the start
of our rather special visits to restaurants.

My wife and I soon found four key words to
help us better understand Fr. Bellini: Italian,
Xaverian, Priest, Missionary. He was an
engaging Italian priest, who could talk
endlessly when the topic of conversation
concerned the work of the church, particularly
the Xaverian missions. The guiding spirit of the
Xaverians is, after all, “to proclaim the
Kingdom in places where it is still not
recognised” (Xaverian Constitution). On such
occasions, my wife and I could contribute little
more than nods.

Fr. Bellini was a fruitful speaker who I
suspect dreamed of becoming a reformer, but one
thing he found hard was to express his thoughts
briefly. In a restaurant, he could be oblivious
to the dishes gradually piling up in front of
him. A chef would occasionally come to our table
to check, worried that something might be wrong,

Some quick memories: About restaurants, I
recall one of the few times we went to a hotel
bar, where he broke a champagne glass and
blushed a bright red; also, his delight in small
restaurants; his joy at the bouquets of flowers
we gave him on the anniversary of his ordination
and other special occasions; the day he went to
the wrong restaurant and the panic that ensued,
and so on: a host of memories gathered over the
years, too many to describe in detail now.

Recalling our first visit to his home
triggers more memories. Notable was the large

collection of books lining the walls. A quick
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glance revealed many books in Japanese,
Buddhism prominent among them. He had, of
course, spent several years studying Buddhism
during his early years in Japan. Art books, too,
figured prominently. He loved the beauty in art
and could draw remarkably well. Talk of beauty
often led him to ponder music and other forms
of the liturgy, with the Mass at its centre. He
saw all of these as expressions of beauty,
opening up into God. The link between beauty and
God was fundamental for him.

He was keen to talk about Christianity with
people he met by chance, believing that any
conversation could lead a person closer to God.
This he always did with an underlying current
of humour. He never took himself too seriously,
in the words of Don Bosco that he

believing,

liked to quote, that “a sad saint is a sorry
saint”

To carry on a long conversation requires
energy, and Fr. Bellini had plenty, both
physical and intellectual. He never seemed to
tire , and we often struggled to combine
listening to him and enjoying a meal. At the
end, however, he always apologised: “Sorry,
today I went on too long, right?” Come to think
of it, he, too, must surely have got tired, his
batteries run down, from long conversations
with other people besides us. That might help
to explain his choice of living alone rather
than with his confreres. He was willing and open
to talk about anything, going out of his way to
create such opportunities, particularly in the
case of the interreligious meetings with
Buddhists which he attended for many years.
Taking on so much and giving so much of himself
at each encounter, he perhaps needed the time

spent alone to recharge his batteries.
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Fr. Bellini was a missionary to the end
Already in the hospice, his days clearly
numbered, he phoned to confess to me his
surprise at the number of people he encountered
there who had only the flimsiest notions about
Christianity. He had decided to spend the few
remaining days of his life trying to remedy
that.

His devotion to St Francis Xavier, after whom
his missionary order was named, impressed me
deeply. He had earlier sent me a picture of
Xavier lying alone and sick to death on an
island, his eyes fixed firmly on the crucifix
held between his hands. Fr. Bellini was greatly
attached to this picture. As his death
approached, he let me know that he was at peace,
trusting fully in Jesus as his forgiving saviour
and friend and content to leave everything in
his hands, confident that he would be well taken
care of. His total trust in Jesus, expressed
with such simplicity,

“Hello---hello:---

impressed me greatly.
this is Bellini---
this was Bellini speaking. I’ 11 call again.”
We won’ t have another chance to hear such
quiet and calm messages on our answerphone. And
our rather special visits to restaurants with

Fr. Bellini have come to an end.
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