TANG KING PO SCHOOL,
TIN KWONG ROAD,
KOWLOON, HONG KONG.

Dear Confreres,

At daybreak on 10th November 1972 God called to Himself the
soul of a great missionary Fr. Joseph Geder,

“All things to all men” is a pious aspiration with many of us, a
programme of life with the chosen few. With Fr. Geder it was de-
finitely a programme of life, and that from his earliest years. Born in

1901 (18th February) at ! diction. The official

|

Vizlendva-Szarvaslak in language was Hungar-

Vas Megyc, Slovenia, he 1an. In infants’ school,
was for seventeen years therefore, he had to ex-
a subject of the Dual press himself in Hunga-
Monarchy, his home rian. For the final year
being just outside the of his primary schooling,
area of Austria’s juris- he was sent by his father
to a school in Austria to learn German. In after years on the mission-
field his conversation in moments of relaxation was a delight to his
Bishop, Mgr. Ignatius Canazei, a native German speaker from Tyrol.

It was in the Salesian school of Verzej, within the area of Austrian
jurisdiction, that he did his secondary school course, and it was there
that he opted for the Salesian life. From Verzej he was sent to Klecza
Dolan in Poland for his novitiate. This meant that he had to master
yet another language—Polish. He applied himself to it with a will,
and before he left Poland, he was fluent. On 14th December 1919
he received the cassock at the hands of the Provincial, Fr. Peter Tirone.
On 8th August 1920 he pronounced his triennial vows, and then pro-
ceeded to Krakow, Poland, for his three years of philosophy (1920-1923).
His two years of practical training were spent at Radenci in Slovenia.

During his novitiate he had generously volunteered for the mis-
sions, but at that time his offer had not been accepted. Now, however,
his tirocinium over, he was asked if he would care to help the Salesians
in Central America. He generously agreed, and was accordingly sent
to Turin. There he met Fr. Manachino, Provincial of Patagonia, who

made himself responsible for all his expenses, and arranged for him



to enter the Crocetta for his theological studies. A companion of Fr.
Geder’s of those days still recalls him as the good Bro. Geder. Open-
hearted and willing, he could never say “No!” to anyone. He was
made right-hand man to the Prefect, Fr. Borasio — mending watches,
fixing taps and pipes, repairing locks and latches, his hands were
scarcely ever still.

Fr. Peter Ricaldone was at that time Prefect General and the
Superior in charge of the Missions. After taking counsel with him,
Bro. Geder decided that he would prefer to take up missionary work in
the Far East. This meant that Fr. Manachino had to be appraised of
his change of plans. He was appraised, and the way he took the news
shows the measure of his greatness. He continued to finance Bro.
Geder through his final year of theology, and remained ever his staunch
friend. “Don Bosco,” he said, “has been so generous with our mis-
sions. We should repay this generosity in some way by our generosity
towards his mission in China!” During his final year of theology Bro.
Geder was appointed Assistant. On 8th December 1928 he made his
perpetual vows, and on 7th July 1929 he was ordained priest in the
Basilica of Mary Help of Christians, Turin.

On 3rd December 1929 he arrived in the China Province and for
the first few months stayed at St. Louis School, Hong Kong. This
stay in Hong Kong was apparently looked upon as an untimely delay
by Mgr. Versiglia who had expected the new arrival to make his way
immediately to the mission field of Shiu Chow. When he finally reach-
ed the mission field Mgr. Versiglia posted him to Tung Pi, and at the
same time told him that he had originally intended to take him as
companion on his journey to Linchow, but had made other arrange-
ments when he delayed in coming. We do not know how Fr.
Geder took this news, but almost certainly it was with his usual quiet
patience. Anyway, it was Fr. Callisto Caravario who on 25th February
1930 accompanied Mgr. Versiglia. What happened on that fateful
but ever memorable day is known to every Salesian.

In the years following, Fr. Geder may well have felt regret at having
missed this chance of obtaining the halo of martyrdom. But his mar-
tyrdom was to be of another kind. After doing stalwart work in Tung
Pi for seven years he was transferred to Linshien where he worked for
nine vears. 'This was followed by two years in Shiu Chow and then



four in Nam Yung. During all these years, together with a handf{ul
of fellow missionaries scattered over a mission field roughly the size
of Belgium, Fr. Geder did not spare himself. To add to his preoccu-
pations there were the hardships caused by the banditry and later by
the Sino-Japanese War, and finally by the Communist take-over. On
one occasion his mission station was visited by a band of Communists
who searched every nook and cranny. When it came to the chapel,
they did not stop short of the tabernacle. Here Fr. Geder stepped in.
With an authority at once quiet and irresistible he made them wait in
respect till he had donned surplice and stole and lighted the candles.
It was an object lesson in devotion... and in courage.

When Mgr. Ignatius Canazei (the successor of Mgr. Versiglia) died
in 1946 Fr. Geder was the one chosen to stand in as Capitular Vicar.
A letter written by him to his fellow-missionaries at this time is a monu-
ment to his whole-hearted committal to Christ in Don Bosco. Itis worthy
of note that, together with Fr. Cucchiara of happy memory, Fr. Geder
drew up the design of the church in Linchow —a lovely build-
ing in Chinese style, the interior being a Chinese adaptation of St.
John the Evangelist’s in Turin. When he saw that the contractor had
a hard task to follow the blue prints, he built a model in wood, with such
fine precision that the contractor was able to complete the work without
difficulty.

Expulsion from the mainland in 1952 brought Fr. Geder his first
furlough in Europe. When he returned to Hong Kong in May 1953
he was posted to Tang King Po School where he held various offices
and where as confessor he did magnificent work for many years. But
gradually his faculties began to fail him.

For about two years before his decease he suffered from almost
compiete loss of memory and was practically helpless. For the last
six months he spoke only in Yugoslav, and so it was extremely difficult
to communicate with him. It was most edifying, however, to see how
the confreres of the House did their best to assist him. From his place
in Heaven he is now certainly showering down blessings on those who
treated him with such exquisite kindness and filial care — dressing
him, feeding him, walking and conversing with him and going out
searching for him on those numerous occasions when he managed to
evade their surveillance and wander out into the street.



The last time Fr. Geder wandered off was on 25th September.
By car, on scooters and on foot the confreres went out to search for
him, but it was not until 24 hours later that we received news of him.
A telephone call from a Police Sergeant (who was a Salesian past pupil
and President of the Hong Kong branch of the Old Boys’ Association
of the Salesian School in Macau) informed us that Fr. Geder had been
found lying on the pavement outside Central Market in Hong Kong.
Confreres went to bring him back, and on his return showered him with
kindness — washing him, helping him to change his clothing and put-
ting him to bed. But poor Fr. Geder never recovered from the shock
of this episode and went into a decline which gradually accelerated.
He became even more helpless. About a week before he died he took
to bed and refused to eat. On the first day the doctor who attended
him was not overworried. But on the third day he developed a high
temperature and was admitted to St. Theresa’s Hospital.

Knowing his strong constitution the confreres did not think that the
end was near. But besides suffering from diabetes he was now suftering
also from acute pneumonia. On Thursday 9th Fr. Rector administered
the last Sacraments to him. He was in a coma. That evening confrrees
and many of the Sisters to whom he had ministered came to visit him
and stayed at his bedside reciting the Rosary. Two confreres decided
to pass the night with him but the night-nurse thought that there was
no immediate danger and told them it was not necessary. At 5 a.m.
on 10th November Fr. Geder went to his reward.

The concelebrated funeral Mass with Fr. Provincial as principal
celebrant, the funeral eulogy delivered by his companion Fr. Rassiga,
the last blessing given by Bishop Peter Lei and the prayers of the
confreres, Sisters and students who attended the funeral had no note

of sadness, but rather a note of joy — for a good and faithful servant
had gone to receive his well deserved reward.

We are sure that all those who knew Fr. Geder and were helped
by his ministry will continue to assist him with their prayers. Please
pray also for this House which has lost the services and the example
of a valiant missionary.

Yours in Don Bosco,
Fr. D. Martin.

Rector.
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