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Can you imagine selling up and moving on? I mean really selling up – everything – and moving on without making any definite plans?

Brave or foolhardy? 

Well, it’s what one Belfast couple are doing and they have no doubts but then, for Roisin and Andrew McCarroll, the last two months have been something of a Damascus experience. 

The two married eight years ago and, with Roisin’s son and daughter from her previous and annulled marriage, they were and are a happy family. 

Andrew’s journey so far has been particularly interesting as he was confirmed into the Catholic faith two years ago. 

Then, last year they put their talents together and having researched the market place, wrote and produced the popular magazine, My Pet and things were looking good. 

Andrew was a teacher who also wrote teaching manuals and Roisin Hall was a well known businesswoman, so they each brought individual skills to writing and marketing the glossy magazine which was a success and building month by month. Watching over the enterprise was Roisin’s father, friend and advisor, bringing years of wisdom and knowledge and smoothing choppy waters when the going got tough. 

In January, this deeply religious man died. It was a turning point. 

“He suffered with dignity,” Roisin told me, still emotional but resigned. 

“He continued to be interested in what we were doing to the end, encouraging us to balance our life and keep working even as we were caring for him. 

“But since his death there has been a void, our business and social life became empty. On the surface things continued but deep down there was a fundamental change. 

“We found ourselves looking at our life and questioning the values we placed on everyday luxuries. They became meaningless to us on their own and we felt a little lost in our comfortable semi-detached home; it all seemed so shallow. 

“Without sounding too smug we just realised that unless we let go of all the trappings that surrounded us we would never really be able to do any good.”

A trip to Fatima in May proved to be a spiritual experience which brought the couple even closer together and although they didn’t voice it, there was a change in outlook and of life’s priorities. 

Only days after returning home, over breakfast one morning, Roisin took the plunge and put the question to her husband. 

“How would you feel about selling everything, paying our debts and doing something more worthwhile with people less well off than we are?” 

To her surprise he answered immediately, “Absolutely Roisin, I’ve been thinking the exact same thoughts.”

It was a coming together of two minds with a single thought, there was no discussion, no weighing up of the pros and cons, they just began shedding the material things of life. Their house sold in three days, they set up stalls at car boot sales, they gave away what they could. The magazine has been taken over by an associate editor in London and the couple plan to write for it as they travel their journey of discovery and in September they embark on a three month renewal programme. 

It’s at the invitation of a friend, a Redemptress priest they met at a meeting in Clonard Monastery. When they told him their thoughts, he asked them to come and talk. 

“After spending a day with Father Brendan in Dublin, we agreed to accept this time of study and pilgrimage. Marianella’s a sort of bridge between our old life and what will be our new life. We will be the first married couple to attend this course but we have a positive attitude to religion and Father Brendan reckons it will be interesting for the others on the course! They will mostly be priests, religious and lay ministers who are seeking a sabbatical experience that promotes personal renewal, theological updating and the development of pastoral skills, so by the end of three months rather than taking off into the wilderness we might have a better idea of what we want and something may come up for our particular talents. 

“By casting off everything,” she continued, “you find a wonderful freedom, especially in your head and we will set out with no baggage. 

“Please don’t think we’re saints; we’ve just placed our lives and our future in the hands of God and we have no doubts, it feels so right for the first time in months.” 

Surely it’s almost impossible to shed all material and personal items gathered over the years? 

“Memories are in the head and heart,” Roisin maintains, “not in an object. We’ll keep photos, put them on a DVD probably to have them all together and those will be important but memories come flooding back in so many simple ways, a glimpse of colour, a special fragrance. 

“Our house is lovely but it’s bricks and mortar. Now we’re training for a new job and a new life, we’ll do less talking and more listening, our family and friends are delighted and the jigsaw puzzle is beginning to take shape.”

The pair will keep a journal as they go. Their two children are probably apprehensive but totally supportive, Paul is 27 and Karen 31 is being married in September when the lovely garden will be used for a final time for the reception. 

“We are both excited and calm about going into the unknown,” says this remarkable woman. “We are confident that something will guide us to making the right decisions.” 
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