We jumped and God caught us 

Interview: Talking about what really matters
By Anne Hailes
28/02/06
Anne Hailes meets inspirational couple Roisin Hall and Andrew McCarroll who gave up on the material world to do God’s work

Just imagine, three months in Dublin then the next few weeks living just under Napoleon’s Nose overlooking the biblical view of Belfast Lough towards Scotland on the horizon and, within a few weeks, packing up to fly to Thailand to take up a position in Pattaya. Idyllic? You’d think so but for husband and wife team, Roisin Hall and Andrew McCarroll, this is no round of social events, more a steep learning curve – learning to live without possessions, without family and without a life plan. These are the two who decided last autumn to turn their backs on the world of publishing, the exciting challenge of producing a glossy pet owner’s magazine and instead, give themselves to God to be guided by him to places where they can work to his glory.

Roisin has a poster on the wall, something she will take with her as they journey. It shows a forest park where the path branches to the left and to the right with the affirmation, ‘Never be afraid to trust an unknown future to a known God.’

We met at St Clement’s Retreat on Belfast’s Antrim Road. High above St Gerard’s church, this retreat house has been a place of peace and of stimulation, a centre for learning and cross community meetings as well as for contemplation and worship but that’s all in the past tense now. Last October Father Cornelius Casey, provincial leader of the Redemptorist Community in Ireland spoke to members of St. Gerard’s parish. He explained that it would cost around £3 million to refurbish and repair the 50-year- old building. 

“There are other issues facing us at this time,” he continued, “including the ageing of personnel, the outgoing maintenance of the site and the availability of other retreat facilities in close proximity.”

After much searching for an alternative, the decision was taken to release part of the beautiful grounds for development and Roisin and Andrew are overseeing the dispersal of everything that moves or is movable.

Andrew fills in the details of a unique story. 

“We married our daughter September 1 2005, had a garage sale on the Saturday and on the 8th, after fish and chips and a glass of wine, we turned the key in the door and walked away. We flew to Lourdes for a week and then to Rathgar for a three month course at Marianella.”

Looking back, Roisin recalled how they arrived tired, emotionally drained and trying to make sense of what they’d left behind. They were also guilty that there was a certain relief that the intense caring for beloved elderly parents had come to an end and they discovered they were closer than they’d been in their nine years of knowing each other.

“We knew God was calling to us,” she said, “and asking us to re-think how to use our considerable experience and skills to help make a difference in the world and to do it in our special ministry of marriage and love.”

The couple have an affinity with the Redemptorists. “Roisin was born a Catholic,” Andrew explained, “I was born into the Presbyterian Church but confirmed in the Catholic Church four years ago. It has awakened my own faith and when our study ended just before Christmas last year, Father Michael mentioned that one of their retreat houses was closing and would we help with the operation, immediately we agreed to be caretakers for a couple of months.”

Roisin remembers how it came as a surprise that they would be returning to the city they thought they’d left behind! 

“It’s amazing. My father died a year ago, our daughter was newly married and this would have been both Karen and Paul’s first year without their grandparents or parents and suddenly we were back to celebrate Christmas with our children. Although we loved being back we knew in our hearts that we were just passing through.” 

Rosin is excited about the future but aware it isn’t going to be easy, especially as they have been asked to travel to Pattaya orphanage in Thailand where they will teach English to the pre-school age children, spend time with fifty babies and small children and work with two young women who are both physically and mentally disabled.

“We will also spend time working with autistic children as well as taking elderly residents for walks to the beach, shopping and weekly bingo sessions!”

With her unbounded energy and enthusiasm this charismatic woman seems not one bit daunted by the schedule.

Sitting in the house once lived in by the nuns of the parish, and fittingly where they were married in the little chapel in the next room, the view was stunning, the protected trees spectacular and the Cavehill behind protecting against the strong wind which was whipping up. “It’s beautiful here, Andrew and I walk up the mountain and when the air is still we hear the lions roaring in the zoo and it’s a far cry from Thailand and up to 750 babies, children and young people who have known little stability or security in their short lives. Usually volunteers spend about three months but because of our age, no shackles and our commitment to each other we will spend longer so we can get behind the lurid facade of flashing lights and neon signs and seek out the poverty and develop proper relationships. We want to establish projects in the villages so parents don’t have to sell their children into the sex trade and families can grow together in some sort 

of security.” 

Roisin says the prospect is liberating, no possessions except some clothes, some books, a laptop for recording their journeys and two walking poles each. When the house was sold they’d hoped for a nest egg in the bank but all the money went on closing the business and paying off outstanding bills. So, this woman who loved to shop, loved the best of everything now says she can appreciate beautiful things but she no longer needs to own them. “We live in the present,” she says, “we literally put ourselves in the hands of God and, with the work we’re doing there’ll always be a roof over our heads and some food, what more do you need.”

They bring some contributions to their much-needed fund to set up projects in the villages and everyone who sponsors will receive information on how the money is being used. 

Their date for leaving Northern Ireland for the second time is April 25. In the meantime they are out and about distributing St Clements furniture and visiting schools to introduce Face Up – the Redemptorist publication specifically for teenagers which covers issues from the lifestyle of Ms Dynamite to hoodies, album reviews and eight ways to stay in touch with God. Staying in touch with God has become easier for Roisin and Andrew since they made their commitment. 

“We jumped off the cliff,” is how Roisin sums up their dramatic decision, “and God caught us.” I asked them, as a couple, how they felt right there and then in a room which has remained the same for the last thirty years, drinking from someone else’s teacups which would soon be on their way to a family who could use them. Andrew spoke first; “contented” he said; “happy,” said Roisin; “fulfiled,” from Andrew. “Fulfiled?” Roisin seemed to think about that for a split second, “yes, that’s fine, fulfiled and a quiet excitement wondering what tomorrow holds.” Concerns? “No,” she laughed and her eyes shone and her smile was dazzling. “We have the best provider going with us, I just think we can’t go wrong.”

