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Father John WOTHERSPOON

Father John Wotherspoon, a missionary from Australia, has worked
relentlessly for those on the margins of society, putting the teachings
of the Catholic faith into action.

Born in Brisbane, Fr John was encouraged by his family and teachers
to help the disadvantaged from a young age. After finishing secondary
school at lona College in Brisbane, he joined the Oblate order of
priests, which places a strong emphasis on helping the poor. Fr John
completed his seminary studies in Melbourne and earned a Bachelor
of Arts and a Diploma of Education from Monash University. This
was followed by ten years of teaching at the three Oblate colleges,
in Melbourne, Brisbane and Perth, as well as two years of pastoral
experience in the town of Moe, Victoria, where there were many
overseas migrants in need of support.

In 1985, in response to a call for more Oblate personnel, Fr John came
to Hong Kong and spent two years at The Chinese University of Hong
Kong learning Cantonese. Learning to speak a new language at the age
of 38 was no easy task, but he studied hard and managed to celebrate
Mass in Cantonese just a few months after starting the course.

From 1985 to 1994, he served at Notre Dame Parish in Kowloon City,
working in the church and helping with various activities, including a
Saturday afternoon English Club that primarily served underprivileged
children, which at one stage had more than 500 students.

From 1995 to 2000, Fr John continued his ministry on Lantau Island,
supporting the communities in Mui Wo, Pui O, Tong Fuk, Tai O and
Tung Chung, while also devoting time each week to visit Shek Pik
Prison and Tong Fuk Correctional Institution.

From 2001 to 2008, Fr John went to the Chinese Mainland, where
he taught English at the Canadian American School in Zhaoging. He
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used his salary to set up study centres in the city for children from
migrant families, in collaboration with the local education authorities.

Since 2009, Fr John has been based on Temple Street in Jordan,
working at St. Paul's Parish in Yau Ma Tei and helping homeless people,
former prisoners, drug addicts, sex workers, asylum seekers and cancer
patients. He also visits the correctional facilities in Lai Chi Kok, Tai Lam
and Lo Wu, and on Hei Ling Chau. Revered as the “Temple Street Priest”,
he and his team offer free Chinese medicine consultations, haircuts,
English lessons and drug rehabilitation through spiritual means. They
also arrange burial services for individuals with no relatives.

In 2017, Fr John helped establish two non-government organisations,
or NGOs: MercyHK and Voice for Prisoners.

Voice for Prisoners helps inmates by arranging visitors and preparing them
for court cases, and by organising study courses aimed at rehabilitation.
It subsidises dozens of prisoners to study at Hong Kong Metropolitan
University and provides them with dictionaries and textbooks.

MercyHK operates several centres dedicated to caring for vulnerable
people, including the homeless and drug addicts. During the Covid-19
pandemic, it provided food and accommodation to “McRefugees” —
people who sleep overnight in 24-hour McDonald's restaurants — and
foreign domestic helpers who were evicted by their employers after
testing positive for Covid-19 and were left stranded in Hong Kong.
Additionally, MercyHK runs a canteen on Temple Street that employs
only former prisoners. It is also where Fr John's team works with
Correctional Services Department staff on parole and bail cases.

Fr John's prison ministry has seen him using his holiday time over the past
decade to travel to the home countries of drug mules. He has engaged
with media and authorities to combat drug trafficking into Hong Kong.
One of his initiatives encouraged individuals who had been deceived into
trafficking drugs and were subsequently imprisoned in Hong Kong to write
letters home, warning their families, friends and countrymen about the
severe consequences of drug trafficking in Hong Kong. He also established
a website to expose the tactics of drug mule recruiters and took risks to
gather evidence to support appeals for reduced sentences for innocent
drug mules. His tireless anti-drug campaign was recognised by the Court
of Appeal for its educational value and earned him the People’s Choice
Award in “The Spirit of Hong Kong Awards” in 2017.

In recognition of Father John Wotherspoon's contribution to Hong
Kong and the University, may | invite the Pro-chancellor to present
him with the Honorary University Fellowship.
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