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A Tribute to the late co-director of MMI, Richard J. Osicki

Many a reader may wonder what is the meaning behind The Pebble, the name of the occasional newsletter of the
Marshall McLuhan Initiative Inc. In a word, it was inspired by the MMI logo, which is a rendition of the age-old
notion, “the pebble in the pond”. This logo in turn was the brainchild of the late Richard Osicki and his wife,

Dionisia Roman-Osicki, the pebble representing the word of Marshall McLuhan creatmg rlpples in the ponds of
the minds of anyone who would receive them.

This was far from being the only contribution of Osicki to
MMI. It was Richard who approached Howard R. Engel at
the inaugural event of the McLuhan Focus in Catholic
Studies at St. Paul’s College, U. of M., (or proto-MMI) in
2007. Osicki’s presence rounded out character of the
Focus, both in quality and quantity. Howard and Richard
became fast friends and co-directors of the organization.

Richard (Ryszard) Jan Osicki was born on September 4,
1946 in Nottingham, England to Jan and Maria (nee
Makowska), Polish war veterans. The family moved to
Montreal, where Richard earned a B.A. in Philosophy and e
Political Science from Loyola College. Then, at the tender age of 28, he became executive producer of the CBC
program Identities. The theme of the show was about the struggles, triumphs, and politics of being a Canadian
“from away”. Later, after a renewing of his Catholic faith, Osicki received a Masters in Theology from the
University of Dayton, Ohio in 2004. There, Richard had been under the tutelage of Sister Angela Ann Zukowski,
MHSH, D. Min., a scholar who would receive MMI’s The Medium and the Light Award in 2016. Richard’s
thesis was based on the thought of Marshall McLuhan and Canadian theologian Bernard Lonergan S.J., and was
called Towards a Theology of Christian Communications.

By his own admission, Richard’s passions were three-fold: teaching, communications, and religion, and he shone
in all of them. He lectured at Concordia University in Montreal, The Canadian Mennonite University in
Winnipeg, and St. Paul’s College at the University of Manitoba. Osicki established the Communications and
Media program at Providence College in Otterburne, Manitoba, and was a mentor for many in media studies. He
was also employed by the Catholic Archdiocese of Winnipeg as spokesperson and communications director. In
1990, Richard had Fr. Pierre Babin, OMI a noted French media ecologist, give a course on communications in
order to train parish workers. Fr. Pierre, a mentee of McLuhan had, in turn, an enormous influence on Richard.
Babin was the recipient of MMI’s inaugural Medium and the Light Award in 2011,



However, it was as co-director of MMI that these three streams
converged. Osicki once said, “I have been blessed to be able to
explore with others why and how people communicate their
faith to others. That is the underlying question we are
addressing through the Marshall McLuhan Initiative.”

Richard’s contributions to the Initiative were multifold. He
conceived of and designed our “Medium and the Light Award”,
. which he named after McLuhan’s book, The Medium and the
Light: Reflections on Religion, (1999). The award itself is an
always-uniquely handcrafted, opalescent glass obelisk, created
each year by Matthew McMillan of Prairie Studio Glass,
Winnipeg, and dubbed a “Tetrad”. In Richard’s own words,
“The Interactive Tetrad [is an] obelisk...you need to [probe it].
Inside is a rectangular sliver of [dichroic] glass that refracts
light in an array of colours.” He created this prize as a tribute
to McLuhan’s faith. Osicki stated that “Marshall
McLuhan’s...faith played a vital role in his life and work, and
he reflected deeply on the effects of new technologies on
[religion].” Thus, the prize was to be given “to a person, group
or organization that has made a significant contribution to

.| religious communication inspired by the observations...[of]
Marshall McLuhan”.

Osicki also made his mark through his writing and
presentations. These include “What’s the Microphone doing at
Church?” (MMI Seminar 2008); “The Internet and Prayer” (MMI Seminar 2009); and “Is the Internet the New
temple? McLuhan Looks at Religion Looks at McLuhan” (MEA Convention, Edmonton, AB, 2011). In his
research into McLuhan’s prairie upbringing, Richard wrote in his article “McLuhan the Manitoban”, (The
Manitoban, 2011) the following: “Virtually everything for which Marshall McLuhan became internationally
renowned was already evident in his public writings as a young man living in Winnipeg and studying at the
University of Manitoba...” Finally, when it came time in 2011 to rebrand the McLuhan Focus in Catholic Studies
to give it a broader scope and appeal, Richard suggested “The
Marshall McLuhan Initiative”, a perfect title from one who
had much initiative, and the name endures.

Richard Osicki died in the early morning of October 29™,
2012 of a resurgent throat cancer. In all of his endeavours,
Richard had felt that there were lessons to be learned from
McLuhan about how intellect and faith nurture each other.
For his notable nurturing of the Marshall McLuhan Initiative,
Osicki was posthumously given the 5™ annual Medium and
the Light Award. This honour was given at MMI’s Faith and
Works Conference at St. Paul’s College at the University of
Manitoba on Sunday, October 18, 2015 to his widow,
Dionisia Roman-Osicki, his son Tobiasz, and his brother
George.

May Richard rest in peace, and may his memory be eternal! ~Howard R. (J.) Engel & Esther G. Juce



Polish Scholar discovers MMI online and visits Winnipeg!

On July 26, 2024, seemingly out of the blue, Howard R. Engel, CEO and Director of the Marshall McLuhan
Initiative, received a puzzling e-mail message from Rev. Dr. Krzysztof (Chris) Marcynski, SAC professor of
media and communication at the Institute of Media Education and Journalism at Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski
University in Warsaw, Poland. and a priest of the Pallottines. In English, this order is called the Association of the
Catholic Apostolate, and in Latin: Societas Apostolatus Catholici or SAC. He said that he would like “to write an
article in Polish about the popularization of Marshall McLuhan's science using [as] an example MMI’s The
Medium and the Light Award.” (!!!)

The priest happened to be, at least indirectly, on our distribution list at least as far
back as 2021. Since he visits his sister in Winnipeg regularly, Fr. Chris decided to
seize the moment and take the opportunity to meet us. As it turns out, he’s a
rather distinguished media ecologist himself. He studied in the media ecology
program from 1996-1999 at New York University, and one of his advisors there
was none other than Dr. Neil Postman. Even more significant for the Initiative
are his ongoing research interests on the effects of communications, technology,
and the church, as his curriculum vitae so eloquently

documents: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0255-2952.

We were absolutely thrilled to know that our stalwart little organization had
extended beyond our borders and had attracted such a notable scholar. We
Kompetencja komunikacyjna jumped at the chance to meet with Fr. Chris. We had brunch at L’ Arche Tova
W Koiciele ety cyfrowe) Café, which employs people with intellectual disabilities. We discussed how
c each of us had gotten involved with McLuhan and his legacy. We described the
Marshall McLuhan Initiative and our activities and aspirations. Fr. Chris, in turn
described his courses, and his new book at the time, Kompetencja komunikacyjna w Kosciele ery cyfrowej, or in
English, Communication competence in the church of the digital age (2024).

Fr. Krzysztof had been so taken with MMI and our hopes and dreams, such as buying 507 Gertrude Avenue and
converting it into the Marshall McLuhan Centre, that he presented us an exquisite depiction of Mary and the baby
Jesus in traditional Middle Eastern garb, called “The Arabic Madonna and Child”,
with the Child sleeping in the desert, painted in
1898 by French painter, Albert Aublet. This
lovely work is intended for us to put up in the
Centre. Evidently, Fr. Chris had great faith that

4 one day, we would we be so blessed as to acquire
@ McLuhan’s childhood home.

We then took our illustrious visitor to see the
bronze bust of the young Marshall, which since
2021 has taken its rightful place in the Winnipeg
© Citizens Hall of Fame located at the Assiniboine
Park. After more photographs, we made our way
. to longingly gaze upon the house at 507 Gertrude
' which seemed so forlorn, wondering what would
ever come of it.



https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0255-2952

Our visit with this priest-scholar was absolutely delightful, and we all vowed to keep in touch and keep each other
up-to-date with our extending of the McLuhan legacy.

Then on Sept. 13/24 we received in the mail an autographed copy of Fr.

! Marcynski’s volume. But alas, it was entirely in Polish! Thankfully, Fr. Chris
plans to broaden his audience by having the book translated into English. This is
exactly the kind of material that the Initiative embraces, and we are waiting with
bated breath to see this translation come to fruition.

~Esther G. Juce

8 NOTE: We had been considering calling this issue “The Polish Connection” for

reasons of the ethnic origins of the persons in the first two articles. However, in

| the interest of consistency and reporting breaking news, we had to resort to the
following very bad play on words. Our apologies. ~eds.

“Polished” Author and MMI Board Member
Receives MEA Awards

—

] Pretense,

William E. Jefferson, formerly of Rogersville, Missouri, has been a
member of the Board of the Marshall McLuhan Initiative, Inc., since
2022. MMI CEO, Howard R. Engel, had noticed Bill’s fervent Christian
faith and his passion for all things McLuhan. He was a featured speaker
at the McLuhan’s Faith and Works Conference in 2015. Engel thought
that Jefferson would be a great addition to the Board, and so it came to
be thus.

To everyone’s delight, Jefferson was awarded the 2025 Mary Shelley
Award for Outstanding Fictional Work for the novel, 2/02: Pretense,
the Play at the Media
Ecology Convention this past
June in Mexico City.

Nk This was far from being
e William’s first accolade from
MEA. As author, he won the Association’s 2022 Mary
Shelley Award for Outstanding Fiction for the audio
adaptation of his 2021 novel, Presence, the Play, featuring
22 actors, (an award shared with Sue Zizza, Producer, Radio
Waves Studios, NYC).




The laurels do not end there. In 2024, the writer was presented with the MEA Convention Top Paper
Award (shared) in Daemen University in Buffalo, NY for his article, “Eye of Media Ecology on AI”.
No one was more shocked about the outcome than Bill himself!

Finally, although not an award, but certainly an honour,
William was informed by Tom Gencarelli, editor of E7TC: A4
Review of General Semantics, that Jefferson’s paper
"Essence of Being: In a World with Optimus and AI", which
Bill had submitted for the 2025 MEA Convention, will
appear in a forthcoming edition of ETC.

Novelist William E. Jefferson holds an MTh in Theology and
Media from the University of Edinburgh and an MA in
Communication from the Wheaton Graduate School.
Jefferson has a passion for Scripture, world mission, and
media ecology, and has served on numerous committees in
these disciplines, travelling the world over in these
capacities.

Bill has a distinct desire to expose the perils of Al to media ecologists and to anyone who cares about
the integrity of the human race. He certainly is doing so with his writing, and with great aplomb. He
also is a colourful and an avid addition to the MMI Board.

Congratulations on these many accomplishments, Bill! We can hardly wait for what 2026 has in store
for you!

~Esther G Juce

“And in other news...”

MMI achieves charitable status with CRA

On July 3", MMI received its Charitable Status, which means that we can begin our fundraising in
earnest. Anyone who has to file a Canadian income tax return can benefit directly from donating to the
Initiative. MMI’s Canada Revenue Agency Registration number is 73015 8755 RR0001

MMI chooses the contractor to transform 507 Gertrude Avenue into The Marshall
McLuhan Centre

Virtually the same day, MMI chose the contractor that will enable the transformation of the property at
507 Gertrude into The Marshall McLuhan Centre. This was a grueling process for all concerned,
because this was a decision that had to be made by the entire Board. The steps were numerous:



e There was at least one walk-through by each contractor.

e A summary of the findings by each contractor, reported by Esther and vetted by each contractor
for accuracy, was sent to the Board.

e A written proposal by each of the three remaining contractors was shared with all Board
members.

e A list of questions was sent to each contractor in advance of an online presentation to the Board.

e The online presentation was held on June 25 during a board meeting dedicated solely for this
purpose, with responses to our aforementioned Q. and A

e FEach Board member was invited to reflect on how well each contractor would fit our project,
based on all these steps. Each member was encouraged to share the rationale for their respective
verdicts in writing.

After much deliberation, the very worthy winner
was Velo Renovation

[ ] (https://velorenovation.ca/), so named because
they do virtually all of their transportation by
bicycle. (Velo is a French word for bicycle.)

This company was superlative in almost every
RENOVATION =%

e  They were the most sensitive to the spirit of

MMI, namely the character of the legendary Marshall McLuhan himself and extending his work
through the medium of physical space and structure.

e They were the most attentive to the needs of the Initiative.

e They identified more structural problems and concerns with the house than the other companies
did.

e They gave the most intelligent, practical and least invasive solutions to those problems.

e They have an excellent policy and an even more impressive practice regarding respect for the
environment and reducing our collective ecological footprint.

e Unlike the other contractors MMI considered, they included the acoustics in the auditorium part
of the house as well as landscaping for a competitive cost.

e They had the clearest and most articulate proposal.

This was a serious and momentous decision; Winnipeg and the entire “Global Village” are watching!

MMI chooses its Webmaster

Finally, we now have chosen The Marshall McLuhan Initiative, Inc.’s Web designer/ :
Web master, Pamela Giles of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. She’s a founding partner in V7
Faithful Servant Consulting based both in Saskatoon and Calgary. “Faithful Servant 7
Consulting helps small-to-medium Canadian charities [like MMI] strengthen all 3
aspects of fundraising and communications. Our special focus areas are donor N
stewardship, data management, CRA requirements, online auctions, web design, and , '
newsletters/brochures.” MMI hopes to have our Web site up and running before the
end of this summer.


https://webmail2.mymts.net/calendar/day/1750893510510
https://velorenovation.ca/

Save the Dates!

A Blue Plaque for 507 Gertrude Avenue

In mid-September (day and time TBA), we will be having an unveiling of the Manitoba Historical
Society's "Blue Plaque" at 507 Gertrude Avenue. The Blue Plaque Program began in London, England
in 1866 to mark the homes of famous people. It has since spread around the world. Thanks to a
collaboration between the Manitoba Historical Society and the Manitoba Real Estate Association
(MREA), this program enjoyed its Manitoba incarnation as “Memorable Manitobans — The Homes”
(https://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/homes/index.shtml) with about ten installations between 2010 and 2015.
The blue plaque marking 507 Gertrude Avenue as Marshall McLuhan’s home from 1920-1934, his most
significant address in Winnipeg and the longest he lived anywhere in his life, will be the first Blue
Plaque installation in Manitoba in ten years.

Marking the 100™ Anniversary of Marshall McLuhan beginning his studies at
Kelvin Technical High School

On Thursday, October 16, MMI will be hosting an information evening at Marshall's alma mater, Kelvin
High School, entitled, "Remembering and Extending Marshall McLuhan: Kelvin High School Class of
1928". The evening will feature the PowerPoint presentation that won the 2019 nomination of McLuhan
to the Winnipeg Citizens' Hall of Fame; the launching of The Media and the Write Award competition
for youths to create :

projects about McLuhan-
related topics; and most
significantly, the

presentation of MMI's

The Medium and the .
Light Award, and an i
address by the recipient. &
This will be followed by s

refreshments. As they wi
say, “Feed them and they 2=
will come!” wun

This is a photograph of
Kelvin Technical High
School in its first : e == : T
incarnation, from 1912 to 1965, located on the corner Harrow Street and Kingsway in the River
Heights/Crescentwood neighbourhoods of Winnipeg. Marshall attended there from September 1925
through June 1928 (grades 9 to 11) after which time he went into the Faculty of Engineering at the
University of Manitoba. (Grade 12 did not exist in those days in Manitoba.)
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https://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/homes/index.shtml
https://webmail2.mymts.net/calendar/day/1760665205844

