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In Advent, we hear the cries of
the prophets, and are invited to join
in their hopes for a world restored.

Reverend
Denise Liersch
Vic Tas Synod

‘O Little Town of Bethlehem, how still we
see you lie!’
I’ve learned this is a favourite
Christmas Carol for many communities.
It’s a quiet carol, full of hope, set in
starlight and dreams. It’s an especial
favourite for Blue Christmas services,
when we meet together with a
profound sense of what is not – aware
of the disconnect between our real
life experience and the happiness and
exultation we’re supposed to feel at
Christmas.
Maybe we’re grieving a loved one.
Maybe we’re estranged from family.
Maybe we have no home to gather in.
Maybe we have insufficient money to put
food on the table, let alone bonbons and
Christmas lights.
Maybe we’re just not in a space to
sing out loud and strong, full of joy and
exultation, as if we’ve got it all together
and on top of things. But is this what
Christmas is about?
There’s something in this carol that
touches into that disconnect – and
all we would hope to be different.
There’s no sense of triumph or trust in
the security of human achievement.
It seems to acknowledge our fragility,
the precariousness of life, the need for
humility and how we reach out in hope
from a deep sense of need.
With our experiences over this year of
living with the pandemic, many of us are
feeling different about this Christmas –
perhaps even a sense of disconnect or
uncertainty.
We may be glad about being released
into new freedoms, but life is still not
quite the same as it was before.
This is exactly what the seasons and
the stories of Advent and Christmas are
about:
Knowing that our world and our lives
are not the way they ought to be; hoping
for a different future; and seeing that
happen in the birthing and living, and
the dying and rising of Jesus.
In Advent, we hear the cries of the
prophets, and are invited to join in their
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hopes for a world restored – where
broken hearts are mended, prisoners
released, the oppressed brought good
news, the dispossessed returned to their
land.
We hear the visions and hopes of the
psalmists in their songs, longing for a
world where “righteousness and peace
kiss”.
It’s a cosmic vision of restoration that
goes back centuries, and we are invited
to be stirred and moved to join in this
hope for all creation to be made whole.
And at Christmas, we hear how God
enters in to this messiness of life, in
Jesus, to lift it up.
These are stories that tell who God is
interested in – and it’s those same ones
the prophets and the psalmists cried out
for.
The dispossessed or exploited, those
overlooked or filled with heartache.
Teenage girls and night-shift workers.
Maybe now we’d add, those trying
to live on Newstart, the elderly waiting
for an Aged Care Package, people
marginalised by racist attitudes, those
living with mental illness or disability,
First Peoples seeking a voice to
Parliament, and a groaning planet.
God is willing to give all for this,
coming in Jesus – so deep and profound
is God’s love for this world and all who
dwell in it.
In Advent and Christmas, this immense
vision and hope is what we are invited
into. We are invited to touch into our
own hopes, to know they are the hopes
of generations and to see their fulfilment
in Jesus as the One who is God-with-us,
who brings us into the dream of God for
a flourishing world.
In the carol O Little Town of
Bethlehem, at the end of the first verse,
we hear the line: “the hopes and fears of
all the years are met in you tonight.”
May our hope be deepened, may
our hearts be broken open and
strengthened, may we be caught up in
the healing work of God in Christ Jesus
this Christmas.
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It’s

Ever since Dickens, many people believe
By Rev Dr

Some years ago, when I was researching
Advent and Christmas as “seasons of
opportunity” for congregations in their
ministry to their communities, one
important fact emerged: many people
believe the Christmas celebration has
the power to bring out the better aspects
of our character.
This is the case whether or not the
people involved are regular worshippers
and often the case whether or not the
people involved affirm the Christian faith
in any meaningful way. Whatever their
exposure to Christian faith and practice,
there are many in our communities who
believe the period of Christmas has the
potential to call forth our better selves.
I believe this dates from the work of
Charles Dickens, who wrote A Christmas
Carol at a time when people in Englishspeaking countries were beginning to
rediscover the celebration of Christmas
after a period of almost two centuries
during which the celebration of
Christmas was essentially a non-event in
most of the English-speaking world.
In 1843, Dickens wrote his story
about Ebenezer Scrooge and his close
encounters with a series of ghosts, who
showed him the story of his life, viewed
through the lens of the Christmas
celebration.
The experience for Scrooge was
transformative. By encountering the
celebration of Christmas – as a Christian
celebration, as a time for family and
friends to gather, and as an occasion to
express generosity and hospitality to the
wider community – Scrooge came face4

to-face with his better self, and he liked
what he saw.
Since that time, nearly every secular
Christmas story and every secular
Christmas song – the best ones at
least – have been restatements of this
theme, which I call “the Scrooge motif”:
Christmas has the power to call forth our
better selves.
We find this theme in films such as
It’s a Wonderful Life and Love Actually, in
children’s books such as How the Grinch
Stole Christmas, in popular songs such
as Fairytale of New York and How to Make
Gravy, in television Christmas specials
such as the one in which The Vicar of
Dibley learned important lessons about
friendship after she endured a series of
marathon Christmas dinners.
Many of our neighbours believe
Christmas should bring forth our better
selves and, when it doesn’t, some
get the impression there’s something
wrong with those around them, and feel
profoundly cheated. Others feel there’s
something wrong with themselves, and
tend to feel a bit guilty.

best

f r

Christmas is a time to show our better selves
Bob Faser

The association of Christmas with
human transformation did not begin
with Dickens, however. We find it in
many of the scripture passages we read
at the time of Advent and Christmas.
In the encounter of many of the
participants in the Infancy Narratives
in the gospels, we find examples of
transformation of people into their best
selves.
■ We find it in Luke’s gospel with the
fearful, young girl Mary, saying yes
to God despite her fear.
(Luke 1:26-56.)
■ We find it in Matthew, with Mary’s
dithering fiancé Joseph, doing the
right thing for Mary and her child,
despite his own instincts.
(Matthew 1:18-25.)
■ We find it among both groups of
surprising visitors to the birth scene,
both with Luke’s secular workingclass blokes, the shepherds (Luke
2:8-20.) and with Matthew’s exotic
foreign intellectuals, the wise men.
(Matthew 2:1-13.)
■ We find it in Simeon and Anna,
described by Luke as two elderly
“regulars” in the Temple precincts,
who recognise the significance
of the child Jesus and provide an
image in the Infancy Narratives of
religious faith at its best (Luke 2:2238.), even if Matthew’s depiction
of Herod’s tame theologians (a
precursor to today’s “Religious
Right”?) provides an image of
religion at its worst. (Matthew 2:3-6.)

■ We even find it in Luke’s story of the
census, in which the Emperor in faroff Rome, looking for some accurate
population numbers so he can have
some idea of how much taxation
and how many military conscripts
he could expect from each province,
despite the inconvenience to
people, found himself as an
unwilling conscript into an event
which would eventually undermine
the whole notion of “might makes
right” on which his Empire was
based. (Luke 2:1-7.)
I believe that, as we share these
familiar stories once again this year, we
should note this theme of transformation
in them, and also note that many of our
neighbours view Christmas as a time
which transforms us into our best selves.
This gives us, within the Christian
churches, a level of cultural permission
to share our conviction about the
human transformation – for individuals,
for communities, for nations – made
possible through the Christ whose
Incarnation we celebrate at each
Advent and Christmas.
Rev Dr Bob Faser is a retired minister,
Hobart
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New
cents of

purp se
New program turns underutilised assets into a means of funding
mission and ministry and future-proofing congregations
By Andrew Humphries

The sale of an historic church in regional
Victoria is providing an important
template for how the church positions
itself to meet future financial challenges.
Dwindling congregation numbers at
Birregurra, near Colac, meant it made
financial sense late last year to begin the
process of selling the church building
and adjoining manse.
That sale was settled in April and in
October congregation members voted to
invest the proceeds through the church’s
6

newly-created Money for Mission
financial program.
The Money for Mission program
emerged from many discussions which
have been going on for several years
around developing new ways to sustain
mission and ministry throughout
Australia.
Among those involved was equipping
Leadership for Mission executive officer
Jenny Byrnes, who believes the program
offers the church an exciting new way to

raise the funds to meet future needs.
Jenny hopes the Money for Mission
program will be adopted widely as
congregations embrace its benefits.
“The plan is for this program to be
here for the next few decades,” she says.
“It’s about wanting to create a
different pathway for our mission and
position the church much more strongly
in a financial sense into the future.”
Uniting Church director of property
services Peter Thomas says the

Birregurra congregation’s decision is
an example for other congregations of
the advantages in using the Money for
Mission program when deciding the time
has come to sell church assets.
Peter says historically the church’s
financial model has worked around
spending capital money to fund grants
programs and support itself.
Some of that money from the sale of
assets has traditionally been kept by the
congregation while some was shared

“

In the last year we have
felt that it was reaching a
critical point where a lot
of mission will struggle
to be resourced unless we
become more engaged with
congregations.

”

with the wider church to fund various
programs.
And while that was all well and good,
once it was used up, that was it and the
cupboard was bare.
The Money for Mission program, Peter
says, is about doing much more with the
cash gained from the sale of assets.
Through the program, money from
the sale of an asset, such as land or a
building, is invested in a fund to generate
stronger returns, while allowing for
Continued P8
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greater flexibility around how it can
be spent.
“What we’re looking to do
is to transition the church to a
model where it funds its missional
and operational work for presbyteries
and congregations through income
generated by investing the capital, rather
than by using the capital itself,” Peter
says.
“So, as an example, you sell a property
and invest the money from the sale
and the income generated from that is
what you live off, so you learn to live off
income in supporting the resourcing of
the mission, as opposed to spending
capital.”

what makes it such an attractive
option for congregations.
Jenny says while the Money
for Mission program itself is new,
congregations have been encouraged
for many years to recognise that future
mission should be based less on holding
on to property and more around
flexibility.
“In the last year we have felt that it
was reaching a critical point where a lot
of mission will struggle to be resourced
unless we become more engaged with
congregations and encourage them to
think about property they don’t need
any more,” she says.
“What we heard back was that there

making things simpler, giving people a little
“It’sbitabout
more money through greater returns and more
flexibility around how they apply that money to their
congregation’s needs.

”

Peter says the Money for Mission
program is an attractive alternative to
holding on to property which, while it
may generate some return in terms of
rent, has ongoing costs.
“What we are saying to congregations
is ‘look at the property you have,
look at what you do and is it something
that is surplus to missional needs’,” he
says.
“A congregation may have a manse
that hasn’t had a minister in it for 10
years and is rented to market, but you
could probably get a slightly better
return by selling it and investing through
the Money for Mission fund.
“You don’t have to pay rates and taxes
and repair and maintain the building and
you don’t have problems with vacancies
or tenants damaging the property, so
there are a bunch of reasons to suggest
that a financial investment (through
selling) is simpler.”
And the beauty of it, Peter says, is that
adopting the Money for Mission program
makes serious financial sense while
empowering congregations around
asset-based decisions.
That sense of ownership, he says, is
8

was an appetite for doing that if the
program set up was simple, transparent
and understandable.
“The feedback was that people would
be interested in thinking they could sell
property and invest it in a fund which
would deliver money not only for their
local mission, but would also support
the wider mission of the Synod.”
Peter stresses that it is congregation
members who have the final say on
whether a sale goes ahead and, while
they are given as much information
as possible around the pros and cons
of selling an asset, they are under no
pressure to do so.
“If the discussion is around a block of
land, for example, we’re not telling the
congregation they must sell the land,”
Peter says.
“What we are saying is that you have
an option to sell your land and, if you do
choose to sell it, the Money for Mission
program is well worth considering.
“It’s about making things simpler,
giving people a little bit more money
through greater returns and more
flexibility around how they apply that
money to their congregation’s needs.”

Jenny agrees flexibility and the ability
to meet change is an important part of
the program.
“I think it’s necessary and we need to
be far more flexible to respond quickly to
different needs and demands,” she says.
“It really makes more sense into
the future that we’re not locked into
property that we are not always in full
control of.
“We’re not property managers as such
and it would be good to realise that if we
don’t have to manage property, we can
step away from doing that.”
Peter says more congregation
members are becoming aware of the
Money for Mission model and what it can
help them to achieve.
“Congregation members are saying
‘yes, this is an interesting concept that
might work for us’ and they want to find
out more details around it,” he says.
In many instances it will make better
financial sense to sell an asset and
invest proceeds in the Money for Mission
model than it would to either keep it as a
rental property or sell it and use the sale
proceeds in the traditional way through
interest-only mission funds.

The historic church at Birregurra
which has not been used
for some time.
“So through choosing Money for
Mission you will get a better return than
you otherwise would and you also have
the freedom around how you spend that
income,” Peter says.
He points to the Birregurra example
as one where a congregation has carried
out a full investigation before taking
advantage of the Money for Mission
program.
Colac Uniting Church minister Stephen
Ratcliffe, who oversees the Birregurra
congregation, says the program
will be a real game-changer as the
church repositions for the future and
congregations consider how to make
best use of facilities which are now
surplus to requirements.
“In our case, it was getting to the point
where the Birregurra community had
a building they couldn’t maintain and
there were too few members anyway, so
a sale made real sense,” Stephen says.
He says congregation members
embraced the sale in the knowledge
that it meant the years they had spent
building up an asset weren’t wasted.
Now Stephen hopes Birregurra will
show other Uniting Church congregation

members what can be achieved when
dealing with assets that are no longer
required.
“We do have an issue around buildings
that are surplus to our needs and in
some instances congregation members
may be hanging on to them simply
because they are there,” he says.
“I believe it’s best if they free
themselves of those buildings and use
the money in more intentional ways.
“I’m a big supporter of the Money for
Mission program and what it will achieve
in our region, and it’s quite exciting to
imagine how that can be replicated
elsewhere.”
Stephen says their
share of the money
gained from the
Birregurra sale will
allow the Uniting
Church to better
serve new and
existing congregation
members throughout
the region.
“We are seeing an
influx of migrants
and, while we haven’t

connected with them greatly yet, we are
looking at ways of engaging with them
in the future and the Money for Mission
program is going to help us do that,” he
says.
Peter says congregations which take
up the program when deciding to sell
assets can take pride in the fact they
are making a substantial contribution
towards the church’s financial future.
“It’s a legacy for the wider church
because some of the investment
earnings go there to support and sustain
its operation and, in turn, support grants
and missional resourcing across the
Synod,” he says.
“It’s a way of providing
funds for those in need to
do missional work, who
might not otherwise have the
money to do it.”
If you would like to know
more about the Money For
Mission program, contact
your presbytery secretary
or presbytery minister.
Visit https://victas uca.
org.au/resources/moneyfor-mission
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Care and support
tailored just for you
with Uniting AgeWell
Help at home
Get assistance with personal and clinical care,
household chores, assistive technology and
transport

Community support and wellbeing
Remain connected with social groups, outings,
and carer services

Independent living
Maintain an independent lifestyle in one of
our vibrant retirement living communities

Specialist 24/7 care and support, including
dementia and palliative care and respite
stays, within safe and caring communities

Living well with choice
and peace of mind

With services across Victoria and Tasmania,
Uniting AgeWell's expert team can help you find the
right services to meet your needs. Call us today!

1300 783 435
unitingagewell.org

Join the Coffee
Cup Challenge
Put aside the cost of a cup of coffee
each week until Shrove Tuesday.
Funds raised will support people
experiencing crisis, vulnerability
and disadvantage.

A small sacrifice
can make a
big difference.
Uniting is the community services organisation
of the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania.
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Register now
Visit unitingvictas.org.au/coffee-cup-challenge
Email fundraising@unitingvictas.org.au
Call 1800 668 426

4752 Crosslight

Residential care

“

Gardening teaches me a lot about
God’s ways, and the pattern of new
life out of death.

Rev Rose Broadstock
Presbytery Minister,
Southern Region of Victoria

It was such a special birthday when
my son presented me with the gift of a
beautiful lemon tree. It looked so full of
health and its leaves were deep green
and glossy.
I loved the tree. I also loved that,
for my sake, he had ventured into the
foreign and somewhat intimidating
territory of a nursery, knowing at any
minute a horticulturalist could approach
him and ask him personal questions
about his gardening habits.
As I looked at this beautiful gold and
green tree, I imagined myself going into
the garden over the years, each time
reminded of him, and so I was keen to
get it in the ground.
However, soon after planting, there
were signs of trouble. The leaves began
to yellow, they lost their glossiness.
I asked myself “have I overwatered?
Perhaps I’ve underwatered. Perhaps I’ve
overfed it. Perhaps I’ve underfed it, and
it’s starving in the ground!”
I spent many hours googling care
of lemon trees and as many dollars in
gardening stores.
Interestingly at that time, the story
from Luke's Gospel (Ch.13) about
the unfruitful fig tree came up on the
lectionary. “Give it a bit longer,” the
gardener said. “I'll dig around it, put
down some manure. Maybe we’ll get figs,
but if we don’t, we will cut it down.”
“Give it a bit longer,” he said, and so I
made my last desperate attempt. I dug
it up, checked the roots, and replanted
with better soil and some gravel for
drainage, but still it ailed. So I made the
painful call, pulled it out and put it on
the compost.
This experience often reminds me of
what a brutal activity gardening can be.
Yes there is the fertilising, the enriching,
the planting. How hard it is though,
to prune the luxuriant growth of the
vines to just two bare canes, to cut my
flourishing raspberries to the ground,
and how hard it is to believe that these
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hard decisions to let go, will result in fast
and extravagant new growth.
As always, gardening teaches me a
lot about God’s ways, and the pattern of
new life out of death. Jesus saw this in
wheatfields, fruit trees and vineyards.
So if there are divine principles
observable in Creation, can these also
be applied to the Church? Does that
same creative voice call us to nurture the
Church, to plant, but also to cut back and
pull out, even when what must go has
special meaning for us?
Are there signs that we may have
neglected this critical task as “gardeners”
of the Church? What might we see, for
example, in places of church storage?
Backdrops of musicals that happened
long ago, dusty Christmas decorations
made by children now adults, a framed
certificate of thanks from a church group
who visited in 1966, even platforms for
Sunday School anniversaries.
We see churches built for another age,
manses designed for a Minister and his
five children, ways of worship designed
for a different church culture and time.
And we hang on to it, sometimes fight
for it, because it has meant something
important at the time.
It reminds us of people we love,
leaders of the past, times of luxuriant
growth, our parents’ wedding. All this
can burden us, but worst of all, it can
blind us to the changing season, as we
hang on to an understanding of a world
that no longer matches the reality.
In the midst of this overgrowth,
Creation’s voice asks us how long we can
keep investing in its crippling amounts
of energy and money, when it may have
long stopped producing figs.
May we have the courage to make
these days a time of sorting the garden
we have been entrusted with, and may
we have the wisdom to know what to
conserve, what to prune, and what to
pull out with grateful hearts.
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Forgotte
This time last year all we could talk about was the devastating effects brought about by
something beyond our control. No, it wasn’t COVID, it was the bushfires. 12 months later,
much of East Gippsland is still on its knees.
By Mikaela Turner

Never has the world looked forward to
New Year’s Day as it has this year. The
desire to strike 2020 off the calendar
and jettison it out of our collective
consciousness grows stronger as we tick
off each remaining day.
But, while 2021 may not bring distress
and abject despair on the scale this year
has, it would be folly to think we will
be able to simply dust ourselves off on
January 1 and get back to what we once
knew as normal.
Furthermore, it would be calamitous
to do so. COVID-19 has caused so much
horror and heartache, it has consumed
us so completely and overtaken our
lives to such an extent that we all are
12

suffering, individually and collectively,
from memory loss. That is, it is difficult
to remember a time when COVID wasn’t
part of our everyday life. And, just as
importantly, it’s difficult to remember
our life pre-COVID.
This last point has particular
significance for East Gippsland. Think
back to this time last year. Then, as now,
the news was monopolised by a singular
topic. As Australians, and, in particular,
Victorians, we were united in grief by
an event beyond our control. It was an
event that was instantly devastating and
destructive and its effects would be felt
for years to come.
But it wasn’t COVID. It was the

bushfires. Remember them? Remember
those images of the blood red skies
that served as a canopy of death?
In Mallacoota, for example, those
photographs that so graphically
illustrated the terror experienced were
taken on December 29. It’s almost 12
months to the day.
More than 30 people died in the fires,
which is a long way short of the 900plus people who have lost their lives in
Victoria to COVID, but more than 3000
people lost their homes and several
townships now resemble ghost towns.
Those homes and towns were relying on
us, people living elsewhere, to rescue
them with our manpower and tourist

en
dollars. But COVID brought a quick halt
to that.
Crosslight ventured back to East
Gippsland in October to see and hear
first hand what the twin terrors of
bushfires and COVID have wreaked upon
it. What we discovered were tales of
heartbreak and hopelessness, but also
resilience and hope. Disaster has always
brought out the best in us – we have
always rallied around in each other in
times of need – but that was difficult at
best, impossible at worst this year.
The people of East Gippsland are not
unaccustomed to grief, but they were
wholly unprepared for what 2020 had in
store for them.

The first signs of fire sprang rapidly
into view in November 2019 and it would
take three months – until February 27, to
be exact – for them all to be contained.
A month earlier, on January 25,
Australia recorded its first case of the
COVID-19 virus. No one paid it much
mind at the time, but two months later,
on March 28, Victoria was headed into its
first lockdown.
At the time of writing, the state is just
emerging from the longest and tightest
lockdown it has ever experienced – eight
months.
Every Victorian – particularly those
in metropolitan areas – has felt the
frustration and fear the isolating effects

of these lockdowns have wrought. We
have all missed our family and friends,
among many other things, as we’ve been
confined to our homes.
Many have railed against the enforced
restrictions, but more have silently and
steadfastly heeded the government’s
instructions. That’s what we do in times
of crisis – we think of the collective good
and act accordingly.
One thing almost all of us have had,
however – and this been regrettably
under appreciated – is a place to call
home. We have all despaired at times
at having to “stay home” but what we
haven’t done is appreciate the fact we
have a home to be confined to.
Continued P14
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In East Gippsland, there are still more
than 1000 people from more than 400
households who don’t have a home.
Many lives have been changed, some
possibly irreversibly. Rev Jennie Gordon
wrote an extensive article in the April
edition of Crosslight that was at once
heartbreaking and heartwarming. The
devastation brought to bear on East
Gippsland was laid bare, but as she
walked through the ruins and spoke to
those affected, she reminded us to hold
on to our faith. Hold on to hope.
“Death and resurrection are intrinsic to
our faith,” she wrote.
Jennie laid out a map to recovery and
she urged those of us living elsewhere to
help. Help by taking the time to journey
to East Gippsland, even plan a stay. Our
presence and our money would help the
healing process
In retrospect, it seems naive, but we
weren’t to know any better back then.
COVID-19 hadn’t bared its teeth yet.
“When we are no longer on high
COVID-19 alert, visit and worship with
the local folk,” Jennie wrote.
“Stay, spend money in the towns and
support the small businesses. Plan a
church camp at our park at Lake Tyers. In
six months, as winter opens into spring,
ask what you can do to help. If you have
skills, gifts and graces in chaplaincy
or pastoral care to offer, for a short or
longer time, contact the Gippsland or
North East Presbyteries.
“Our world has been fundamentally
changed by this horrendous bushfire
14

season. Now is the time, more than
ever before, to take off our shoes, stop
stomping over this fragile, ancient earth
and tread lightly, live lightly, love greatly.
All of us are bushfire affected.”
That was then. April.
Jennie’s life and that of her husband,
Rev Arnie Wierenga, has not panned out
as planned in the intervening months.
But they’re not complaining. In fact they
are thankful for the work they have been
asked to do. Happy in the fact they have
been a source of help.
Jennie and Arnie’s regular “day jobs”
are Gippsland presbytery ministers, but
for the past few months they’ve also
become bushfire recovery chaplains,
something they fell into.
Originally, the plan was to hire a
full-time chaplain, but when COVID-19
arrived it became too difficult to
interview people and get funding in
place.
“Links we might have made have been
put on hold,” Arnie says. “Inhabiting the
bushfire recovery role as well as doing
our presbytery work isn’t ideal, but we
figured we needed something on the
ground, so even though there are a lot of
demands on our time, at least something
is happening there.”
What started as a fill-in role until a new
bushfire chaplain could be hired, has
become Arnie and Jennie’s “world” this
year. But it’s been an experience they’ve
treasured.
“I think secretly we’d love to do it full
time,” Arnie says.
The couple has walked alongside
bushfire-affected communities all year
and seen the best and the worst of
it. They’ve witnessed the “incredible
resilience” of farming communities, such
as those around Swifts Creek, where
Jennie says people “simply deal”.

Gippsland presbytery ministers
Rev Arnie Wierenga and Rev Jennie Gordon.
Image: Mikaela Turner

“They deal with drought all the time,
so fire and COVID-19 are just one of those
things, they’ll pass and then there’ll be
another season of something,” she says
They have also witnessed people
waiting months for support only for it to
be endlessly delayed.
“One 70-year-old man in Mallacoota
pushed a relocatable house into position
with some of his friends because he’d
been waiting five months for someone
from Melbourne to come and do it and
just got fed up,” Arnie says.
Their ultimate goal in this role is to
build connections. But in a year where
connections are few and far between, it’s
been a challenge.
“During the first year, the focus is to
build relationships,” Jennie says, “but we
don’t have the capacity to take that long
in the space because people needed

someone to be there straight away.
“There is a sense of urgency, so the lack
of capacity to be there due to restrictions
is very frustrating.”
This separation is something local
ministers are also feeling profoundly. In a
lot of ways, they’ve had to relearn how to
do their jobs.
“A lot of ministers come out of college,
get their first placement and find their
rhythm,” Jennie says. “They know how
to work and how to get in the zone,
but that rhythm has been disrupted for
everyone.
“Ministers who’ve been in placement
for years or ministers in their first
placement, we’ve lost our rhythm and
the constant stress of having to rethink
everything we do, the way we deliver
it, how we care for people, it’s just
exhausting.”

Arnie adds: “I feel there’s a cumulative
weariness that comes with the nature
of keeping track of everything. Because
of the nature of our role, we need to be
COVID experts and it’s hard keeping up
with that.”
This sense of weariness extends far
beyond ministry roles, Jennie and
Arnie explain. In little country towns,
especially those who were fire-affected,
they haven’t been able to take a holiday,
to have a break.
“Usually they would have a big
summer season and then take a couple
of weeks off between seasons,” Jennie
says.
“But they haven’t had those breaks
because they never had their big
summer season. They’ve had massive
trauma, they’ve been isolated and now
they’re exhausted.”

Bairnsdale
Bairnsdale is the big city of East
Gippsland. It has everything – a hospital,
the big three supermarkets, Bunnings,
sports clubs and a surprising amount
of traffic lights. And importantly, it
has something East Gippslanders are
searching for more than ever: safety.
During the fires, which were dubbed
“Black Summer”, Bairnsdale became a
refuge for many fleeing them. And after
the last ember was extinguished, a lot of
people chose to stay.
Rachel, who requested her name be
changed for this article, is one of them.
After her Sarsfield house burnt down,

Continued P16

15

From P15

she knew she couldn’t go back. The
possibility that it might happen again
was just too much to bear.
“Any type of fire sets me off now,
even candles,” she says. “The fear of it is
horrendous, but I know I’m safe now, I’m
in Bairnsdale, it would be very unlikely to
hit here.”
Once you understand what Rachel
has been through, it’s easy to see why
she’d rather leave her community.
She lost everything, the house she
“adored” burnt to the ground along
with everything in it. And without any
insurance, “everything” truly means
everything.
To make matters worse, for three-anda-half months after the fires Rachel woke
up every day faced with the ghost of her
former home.
She’d moved in with her sister, whose
house sits just down the hill from
Rachel’s old one. So, just when Rachel
thought she was starting to forget and to
move on, she’d look out the window and
see that empty lot and the memories
would come flooding back.
“Looking at it every day was really
hard, even traumatising,” she says.
Finding a new place to live was
a combination of exhausting,
challenging and frustrating. “Rent
went up dramatically overnight and
accommodation was scarce,” she says.
“(All that was on offer was) somewhere
I really wouldn’t want to live, I couldn’t
even afford, it was that bad.”
Thankfully, Rachel wasn’t alone. Her
son stepped in and bought a house in
Bairnsdale she now rents from him. It
was a great first step, but a house is more
than four walls and a roof. It requires
things – furniture, pots and pans,
bedding.
“Replacing absolutely everything,
you can’t understand what that’s
like,” Rachel says. “To this day I’ll be
rummaging through my wardrobe
looking through for something thinking
‘where has that gone?’ and then all of the
sudden it hits me – it burned.
“The suitcase I packed when I
evacuated was only summer clothes,
I had no winter clothes. I lost a lot of
my childhood photos, I remember
thinking I should go back and get more
16

but you don’t believe it’s actually going
to happen, for one, and the suitcase
was already so full, I thought I can’t fit
another thing in.
“I ended up with that one suitcase, a
dog and a 20-year-old car.”
But again, Rachel wasn’t alone. “The
community has been unbelievable,” she
says. “How people have helped, I hope I
spend the rest of my life doing for them,
to thank them.”
Rachel has already started giving
back. She’s volunteering at both
Bairnsdale Uniting Church’s op shop
and the Anglican op shop. It’s here
she’s witnessed just how giving the
community can be.

Once during a shift Rachel made a
passing comment to a colleague about
liking a cabinet the op shop was selling.
When inevitably customers came in
wanting to buy that very cabinet, her
colleague told them Rachel’s story.
Without hesitation, the customers
bought the cabinet for Rachel. “Give it
to her, we’ll pay for it,” they said. Simple
as that.
“Whether you’d lost your home or not
there was just this incredible sadness
and everyone helping each other,”
Rachel says. “As bad as it was, it was
wonderful to live through human nature
being so good. That makes a huge
difference.

Val Kinghorn
and daughter
Vicki Spencer.
Image: Mikaela Turner
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Nicholson
The small suburb of Nicholson
lies nestled between Sarsfield and
Bairnsdale. Depending on which
end you’ve come from, your driving
experience will be completely different.
From one end, the “Sarsfield end”,
evidence of bushfire is everywhere. But
from Bairnsdale, it’s nowhere.
Val Kinghorn, 86, has lived in her
storybook cottage home for the past 25
years. She’s spent those years, alongside

her husband, tending to a lush garden
which surrounds the house, full of fruit
trees and sweet-smelling flowers. She
created this garden for her own pleasure,
as a hobby. Yet, she never could have
imagined this very garden would save
her house.
On December 30 last year, Val was
with her husband, Walter, in hospital
in Bairnsdale. He’d fallen ill just after
Christmas. She didn’t evacuate, didn’t
pack her things, didn’t really grasp what
was on its way. She simply went to be
with her husband for his evening meal.
It wasn’t until she tried to leave the
hospital and was stopped by a security
guard that she realised anything was
wrong. The guard had asked where she
lived and upon hearing her answer said
matter-of-factly “you’re not going home”.
“When I was driving to the hospital
it looked so clear,” Val says. “It all
happened very quickly, I was just in the
clothes I had on.”
Meanwhile, back in Nicholson, Val’s
son and grandson were on the job.
They’d spent hours drenching Val’s
garden, filling the gutters with water and
blocking them with homegrown lemons
and grapefruits. They had pumps, which
circumnavigate the house, going all day.
Something Walter would say was “a
waste of water”. But it wasn’t.
The next day, Val’s daughter Vicki went
to the house bracing for the worst. But it
never came. It was bad, for sure, but not
the worst. They’d lost sheds, tractors,
horse floats and a caravan, but the house
was still standing. Its surrounding garden
still wet.
But there was no time for relief. Walter
was continuing to deteriorate. And on
January 22, less than a month after the
fire, the 94-year-old passed away.
If you’ve lost someone, you’ll
understand how difficult it is to plan a
funeral. How much you wish you could
just stop and process and mourn, but
can’t. If you’ve lost property to fire,
you’ll understand how stressful it is. To
organise your insurance, to get power
and water back, to have the debris
cleaned up and fences rebuilt. Now,
combine the two.
“It’s heartbreaking and it’s going to
take a long time to reorganise our lives,”
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Vicki says. “We’re lucky to have a home,
but everything else is gone, including
many of Dad’s prized possessions.
Even though we are in October we are
still working through it all, it’s not an
instant thing, where everything can
be recollected. It’s been just surviving,
really.”
Vicki moved in with Val after the fires
and says they’ve become quite “insular”
this year for two reasons. The first one is
unsurprising: COVID-19.
“We absolutely feel forgotten,” Vicky
says. “By April, people were just all over
COVID-19, but we were still struggling
from the fires, trying to piece things back
together.
“That was all swept away because
people would think ‘the fires were
months ago, you’re over that’. Yes,
COVID-19 was unprecedented, but so
were these fires, their enormity is hard
to grasp.”
The second reason was commonly
cited throughout all of East Gippsland,
yet still a surprise: lack of understanding
– a divide between those who lost their

Buchan
At the foothills of the Snowy Mountains
sits this picturesque town. While
small in size, Buchan is big in beauty.
Narrow roads wind between lush-green
paddocks leading you into the main
street, where the town’s roadhouse, cafe,
pub and post office reside.
Despite hosting a population of
about 300, Buchan is well-known. Its
spectacular limestone caves attract
thousands of visitors each year. Except
2020. This year, the caves have closed.
If you venture into the Buchan Caves
Camp and Caravan Park, at first glance,
it’s beautiful. You’ll travel over two little
bridges, crossing crystal clear streams
to make it to the reception centre – an
old brick building with a warm, cosy feel
to it. The whole scene is inviting, like
something out of a fairy tale.
But zoom out a little and you will

We absolutely feel forgotten. By April, people were
“just
all over COVID-19, but we were still struggling
from the fires, trying to piece things back together.
”
Vicki Spencer

house and those who didn’t.
For Vicki and Val, people, even family
members, could not understand their
trauma. They’d think ‘you have your
house, you’re fine.’ But they weren’t fine,
they’re not fine. Fine is still a while off.
“The first fire I lit, to dispose of some
hedge that had been ripped out, I was
scared stiff,” Vicki says. “I lit one pile and
was just shaking, I was really messed
up. It’s taken a huge toll. Even just
having the debris and security fencing
here until July, it’s very imposing and
uncomfortable to live with.
“I’ve had ongoing counselling because
I’ve felt I needed it, I fell apart. A lot of
that was because of the isolation you’re
put into because of the whole ‘you didn’t
lose your house, get over it’, but it’s still
trauma.”

realise the hills surrounding the park are
topped with burnt trees. Follow the signs
leading to the cabins and you’ll be met
with an imposing construction fence.
Peer through that fence and you’ll see
signs pointing to cabin No.1 car park. But
where is cabin No.1? All that remains is
a patch of grass and a gravel driveway.
Cabin No.1 is gone, burnt down, along
with the other cabins.
One of the caves, The Royal Cave, is
looking quite well. Its stone entrance
stands tall and proud. But the same
cannot be said for its companion. The
Fairy Caves is hiding behind more
construction fences. It’s heritage-listed
entrance has been reduced to rubble.
If the fire came here, just a 15-minute
walk from the centre of town, where else
did it go?

Marg Brick has one answer: it went
to her house. Her property of almost 20
years was “obliterated”. Her family home
was left with only a front fence, netball
ring and trampoline.
It’s not the first time she has lost
property to fire. Marg and her husband,
Greg, are the owners of the local pub,
the Buchan Caves Hotel. And in 2014, the
beloved pub burnt to the ground due to
a structural fire. But after an astounding
crowd-funding effort, which brought in
about $600,000 in donations from as far
as Scotland to New York, they were able
to rebuild.
So when Marg stood at the back of
the pub on the evening of December 30,
2019 and watched a fire start to crest
over the hill heading towards her, you
can understand why she’d be thinking
‘not again’.
But then she heard a sound, a big jet
plane. She thought “thank god, we’re
getting water bombed” but there was
no plane, no water-bombing. Help came
from mother nature herself. The sound
was the wind changing.
“I’ve heard that happens, but I hadn’t
experienced it before, it honestly sounds
like a huge jet because it sucks up all the
air,” she says.
“It was about to hit us, but then it just
went straight up the side of the hill, it
was like ‘what, where did it go?’. Next
minute, we just had a tiny bit of grass
burn, but it never came down the hill, it
was amazing.”
In this moment, Marg had no idea her
house had already gone. She also had
no idea the wind change that saved her
pub would drive the fire towards three
houses at the end of the street, houses
that wouldn’t survive the night.
About 28 houses in Buchan were lost
that night, along with two lives – the only
Victorian lives lost in the fires.
When a town goes through something
like this, you hope it will develop a sense
of solidarity, closeness, support. But
hope isn’t always enough.
“Community-based fire recovery just
doesn’t work,” Marg says. “Everyone was
hit differently so it became a bit of ‘did
you lose your house or not?’, it almost
became a bit of fire-envy.
“Once I found out our house had burnt
Continued P20

18

Marg Brick runs the local
pub with husband Mick.
Image: Mikaela Turner.
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More than 3000 people
lost their homes in the
Black Summer bushfires.
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down, I thought ‘oh thank God, no one
can point to us and say well, you’re OK’.
It’s crazy to say, but it was easier to be in
the burnt category.”
Making that category meant you got
financial support, $40,000 from Red
Cross, Marg says. It also meant you had
visits from a Royal Flying Doctors Service
psychiatrist, checking up to make sure
you were doing OK. And importantly, it
meant you didn’t have people saying you
had no right to your own trauma.
But that’s not to say rebuilding is
easy. It’s a long, long way from easy. And
frustratingly, it’s only been made harder
due to red tape.
It started immediately after the fire.
People started receiving water bills. Bills
for water they used fighting the fire.
“They had no idea they were paying for
their water to fight the fires and there’s
still people with those bills,” Marg says.
Then plans started going to the council
for rebuilding. People were told they
20

couldn’t rebuild where their house was
before. One man was told he’d need to
cut down two trees to allow a truck to
get the modular housing he’d ordered to
his property. Those two trees would cost
him $60,000. “We just lost how many
millions of trees and yet they want to
charge that much?” Marg says.
Marg and Greg had plans drawn
for a new house in March. By June,
they’d been submitted to the council.
Immediately, problems appeared. They
were told their shed had to be 200m
from the road and suggested they build
it on a limestone hill.
“But “you can’t build on limestone”,
Marg says.
Then the council started fighting over
where the road is. “They’ve drawn the
map wrong, if they came and had a
look, they’d see,” Marg says. “We were
promised by the Victorian government
there wouldn’t be any red tape, but it is
there and it’s shocking.”

So far, just one family has had their
rebuilding plans approved.
Then came the BAL ratings, Bushfire
Alert Level. Marg and Greg were told
originally they weren’t going to get one
and without it, you can’t build. “The
house has been there since 1960, you
can’t do that to people,” Marg says.
So Greg pushed back. He asked them
“is there a BAL rating for the national
park that if you guys actually maintained
would’ve meant the fire never would’ve
come out of the forest?”.
It worked. In the end, they got a BAL
rating of 29 – good enough to rebuild.
But they still await council approval. The
latest plans have been in the office four
weeks already, but apparently will take a
further eight weeks.
“It’s disappointing,” Marg says. “We
can all whinge about Dan Andrews
and because we see him, we can see
someone to blame, but with the council,
who are they? Who’s got the red tape?”

COVID-19 has just exacerbated
delays and community tension. “The
community wasn’t getting together, the
community hasn’t been together at all
this year to come out and say what’s
bothering them,” Marg says. “We needed
to be able to voice our opinion and talk
through things.”
But COVID-19 hasn’t been all bad for
the couple. Marg says it “really helped”
when it came to their mental health.
“When we were put into lockdown, we
were actually able to sit down, have a cry
and do a jigsaw or a quilt,” she says. “You
could actually begin to process what
happened whereas before we just didn’t
have the time.”
Despite all the madness, trauma and
arguments, Marg still counts herself as
lucky. “While I hate living in the pub,
at least I have a beautiful bed and a
shower,” she says. “Our insurance was
good, financially we’re doing fine,
we haven’t got a house, but we’re

comfortable. You just have to take those
things.”

Lakes Entrance
For many Victorians this is known as a
holiday town. It’s an easy-going spot
with a lot to give. Canoeing, surfing,
swimming, fishing, whatever water
activity takes your fancy, Lakes Entrance
has it. It’s no wonder the beach and lakeside town becomes host to thousands of
tourists each holiday season.
Caravan parks are often booked
out more than a year in advance and
businesses’ annual profits are made
mostly within just three months. But,
last summer, bookings were cancelled,
businesses were shut and people were
evacuated. Then, COVID-19 arrived with

its stop sign in hand – no more tourists,
no more open businesses.
For Phil Loukes, Lakes Entrance is
home. He was born and raised here and
his businesses, Loukes Electronics, is one
of the oldest in town. At 60 years of age,
he has seen Lakes Entrance through it
all. Or so he thought.
This year has been like no other and
locals are feeling it. It’s blatantly obvious
as you walk down the foreshore – usually
the busiest area of town. This time last
year, you would have been met with
busy restaurants and boutique clothing
stores. Now, it’s empty storefront after
empty storefront. It’s disconcerting as
a tourist. One can only imagine how
difficult it is for local business owners.
“There are a lot of business that will
not survive,” Phil says. “For shops that
depend on holiday clientele, like motels
and caravan parks, it’s been reallytough.”
But for Phil, COVID-19 has affected
more than just the economy. It’s halted
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his ability to heal because Phil is also the
local CFA captain. He was on the front
lines during Black Summer and it was
the worst fire he had seen in his 48 years
on the job.
Phil’s firefighting effort began in
November around W Tree, between
Buchan and Gelantipy. Even then, he was
already seeing “erratic fire behaviour”
that he’s “probably never seen before”.
“I saw a fire travelling downhill as
quickly as it was going uphill, which is
not normal,” he says. “We threw all fire
science out the window, we couldn’t rely
on what was normal.”
But the fire was only just getting
started. “It all just went crazy,” Phil says.
“The day Sarsfield got hit, I had a real
sense we were in a lot of trouble. The fire
was out of control, there were fireballs
going everywhere and trees exploding.”

“That’s really hard because you know
(your daughter) is going through a really
tough time and you’re feeling that you
could lose her.”
It was 36 hours before Phil saw
Bethany again. Their reunion was quiet,
a long hug and a few tears. A mutual
understanding what they’d both been
through that night. A unique bond forged
in fire and as strong as steel.
A couple of days later, Phil could see
another spike day on the horizon. A
day when the weather was going to be
a perfect culmination of hot, dry and
windy. There were 45-50,000 people
in town. It was summer after all and
tourists were enjoying their holidays,
many oblivious to what was happening
40 minutes away.
Phil knew he couldn’t risk all those
people. He possessed information others

have a lot of businesses that rely on those
“peakWeseasons,
I knew it was really going to hurt. I

carried that weight delivering the message, I knew the
economic cost was going to be severe.
Phil Loukes

While Phil was busy dealing with
his own unruly fire and leading a
team of up to 45 people, his daughter
Bethany was fighting fires in Buchan.
“I knew from radio reports it was going
ballistic there as well,” he says. Then all
communication was lost. “The towers
were gone, radio went down, all phone
services, everything gone,” he says.
As a parent, one part of Phil was
desperate to drop everything and drive
straight for Bethany, but as a CFA Captain
he knew his role was to stay.
“I had to put that aside, I couldn’t do
anything about it so my focus had to be
looking after all these people, the stuff
here is all I can control,” he says.
“As captain, people look to you. Some
panic because they’ve never experienced
what’s coming at them and they look
to you to be calm, cool and someone
who can give them some steps to follow.
If they’re not coping, you have to help
manage them.
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didn’t. He’d seen firsthand just how
easily fire could take this town.
Just after leaving Sarsfield, while
communications were still down, he’d
taken a truck to collect a strike team
in Tambo Upper to relay the red flag
warning – to get out. After finding them,
he headed back to Bruthen to rest with
his team but noticed a flickering of light
in his peripheral vision. A fire. It was
small but Phil knew if they didn’t get
to it, it would’ve been through Bruthen
and into Lakes Entrance that very night.
Farmers were already there with water
tanks on the back of their utes trying to
put it out. But with Phil’s crew on side,
they put it out within an hour.
“It was incredibly lucky that crew was
in Tambo Upper, if they weren’t nobody
would’ve known that fire was there at
all.”
This is what he was thinking of when
he saw that upcoming spike day. It’s
what drove him to push for evacuation.

Lakes Entrance
CFA captain Phil Loukes.
Image: Mikaela Turner

“The tourists weren’t leaving on their
own,” he says. “I thought they’ve got no
idea, they think they’re safe here and I
can’t guarantee their protection.
“People say ‘you’re here to protect us’
but I’ll respond ‘how many houses are
there in a town?’ Once it starts, it’s not
possible to fully stop.”
So they had a community meeting and
Phil told the story of his brother-in-law.
How he thought he was safe, how he was
packed and ready to leave, but was too
late. How he lost his life in 2009’s Black
Saturday fires.
“I told them you can’t replace people,”
Phil says. “People argued ‘we’ll lose our
holiday’, but I’d say ‘if you lose your life,
what will you have?’.”
The next day the town went from
50,000 to 2000. “That was the best thing
because it allows us in the brigade to
do what we need to do and not have to
worry so much about 50,000 people in
town,” Phil says.
As a business owner himself and
life-long local, Phil knew telling people
to close up during the summer season
was going to hit hard. “I knew it would
decimate business,” he says.
“We have a lot of retail, tourism and
hospitality businesses that rely on those
peak seasons, I knew it was really going
to hurt. I carried that weight delivering
the message, I knew the economic cost
was going to be severe and long-term.”
But remember, this was before any
of us had heard of COVID-19. Before
stay-at-home orders, before stage threes
and fours and before streets full of “sorry
we’re closed signs" were a regular sight.
If that was then, what is now? Well,
now is arcades full of empty shops, and
“for sale” signs in empty windows. This
town needs this summer. It needs to be
remembered and thought of. Because
right now, it feels forgotten.
“A lot of people feel that we are old
news, but we’re living a nightmare still,”
Phil says. “COVID-19 has taken over and
people have no certainty whether they’re
going to keep their business doors open
or whether they’ll fold. Others have lost
everything.
“The fallout, in the economy but also
with mental health, is really difficult.”
Continued P24

23

From P23

Phil has felt the mental health impact
of isolation. Despite fighting many
fires throughout his life, this one was
different. Usually after a fire, he is able
to reflect and heal alongside fellow
members of his brigade. But this time,
Zoom has been their main form of
contact.
“Our brigade members were all really
flat, really fatigued for a long time and
then we got hit by COVID-19,” Phil says.
“We needed each other, but haven’t
had the opportunity to work through
things together. You build a bond and
relationship with people through tough
times, so COVID-19 has been a massive
interrupter in terms of being able to
continue in that relationship building,
working and healing together
“We’re Zooming every week, but
without face-to-face it’s not the same.
Sometimes you just need someone to be
there, not necessarily to say anything,
but just to be present. The anxiety of the
fire is still haunting people and for some
the impacts of major fire lasts for life.”

Orbost
When Rev Nathaniel Atem left war-torn
South Sudan for Australia, he thought
he’d left fear behind. But sitting on
an oval under a smoky, red sky, with
hundreds of others, knowing fire was on
its way, waiting for it to show, Nathaniel
felt far from safe.
The day before he’d said goodbye to
his wife and son. His 17-year-old son
begged him to come with them, but
Nathaniel was resolute. He said, “this is
my work, whatever happens, I have to
remain here”.
Nathaniel has been the minister at St
Andrews Uniting Church in Orbost for the
past four years. It’s his first placement
and it’s certainly one he won’t forget.
He hadn’t experienced bushfire before.
Hadn’t heard police tell whole towns
to leave, to abandon ship, to get out
before it’s too late. Perhaps that’s why he
stayed, but no, he’s experienced danger
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before, he knows it well. He is staying
for his people, for his God, he’s staying
because it’s what he was called to do.
That unforgettable night on the oval,
God was at work. Denominations were
irrelevant. Nathaniel and Orbost’s three
other Christian leaders worked together,
handing out food and water, giving
pastoral care, praying.
“All we could do was pray really,”
Nathaniel says. “When things like that
happen, people come close to God more
than ever.”
Then, abruptly, it was gone, the
wind had changed. One minute the
fire was only 5km away, the next it was
off hurtling towards somewhere else.
Orbost was safe. Those prayers were
answered.
Almost a year on, Orbost looks normal.
There are no burnt houses, no burnt
trees, everything was left untouched. But
of course, things aren’t normal. COVID-19
made sure of that.
Nathaniel says it’s been difficult to not
be able to visit people or have in-person
services. Within his elderly congregation,
some don’t have internet access so
Zoom and email only go so far. But those
people haven’t felt left out, they’ve heard
every Sunday sermon and seen every
order of service.
Every Sunday, Nathaniel goes door to
door, to the 12 houses without internet,
delivering his sermon and handing out
printed orders of service. “They are
happy to have that,” he says. “It’s a way
to stay connected”.
But still, Nathaniel has missed his
church. “It’s been so long and we don’t
know when we can all go back,” he says.
“Though we stay connected as a church,
it’s still not the same.”
But it will take more than a major fire
and global pandemic to knock Nathaniel
down. He is as bright as ever. He chooses
to see the positives, summing up this
year as a “learning year”.
“We learn through challenges,” he
says. “I’ve found God’s richness through
online services and finding other ways of
practical ministry. The most important
thing is to trust God, we just have to have
faith.”

Mallacoota
The drive from Orbost to Mallacoota is
hard to describe in words. The extent of
the devastation is impossible to grasp.
For 90 minutes, the scenery is that of
another world. Its worldly comparison
exists only within a dystopian film.
A constant itch to pull the car over
and take more photos, even after the
camera roll surpasses 50 images of the
same sparse landscape, is hard to ignore.
Every bend in the road adds a new level
to the unshakeable feeling of shock.

St Andrews minister Rev
Nathaniel Atem.
Image: Mikaela Turner

The GPS counts down the kilometres
left until the town of Mallacoota begins.
With just 1.5km left, all that surrounds
are charred, black trees. In that moment,
it becomes clear how much of a closecall this fire was for this town.
What’s even more shocking is this is
11 months on. If it looks like this now,
what on earth did it look like then? It’s
unfathomable. The line “you just had to
be there” has never felt more relevant.
Entering the town is at first a relief
– something remains, some things
survived. But looking closer, there are
spots of black trees in amongst suburban
houses and some road signs look just a
little too new. It’s confusing, how did the
tree go up, but not the house? Why did

the school’s chook shed burn, but not
the school? Why that tree and not the
other tree?
Rev Jude Benton, Priest-in-Charge of
the co-operating Anglican-Uniting Parish
of Croajingolong, has an answer. “I’ve
heard bushfire described as ‘the claws
of a dragon’, some things remain and
some things don’t,” she says. Bushfire is
random in its choice of victim.
A drive around the suburbs between
Bastion Point and Betka Beach prove
Jude’s point. On just one street, an
empty patch of land sits next door to
an untouched house. Across the road
another empty lot is nestled between
two healthy houses. One lonely swingset sits on an otherwise empty lot.

This area of Mallacoota, what’s been
termed the “disaster triangle”, is one
Jude, 37, knows all too well. She lives
there. About 50 per cent of the houses
within this triangle burnt down.
“Everything that remains, remains
because someone stayed to protect or
you got lucky,” Jude says.
For Jude and her husband, Andy,
it was both. Their neighbour stayed
to protect his house and, his rooftop
sprinkler, saved Jude’s house along with
his. The fire took their garage and back
fences, but stopped just one metre from
their back door.
“We certainly didn’t expect to come
back to a house,” Jude says.
The fire in Mallacoota was arguably
Continued P26
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one of the worst within Victoria. Out of
405 houses lost in the state, 123 were lost
here. But for locals, it wasn’t a surprise.
“It was obvious it was going to burn,
there was so much bush right up to the
road and it was so dry,” Jude says. “As
soon as the fire started at Wingan Inlet,
the locals saw that and went ‘this is
it’. It’s exactly what they told us would
happen, exactly the same starting place.”
What was a surprise however, was how
many tourists refused to abandon their
holidays and evacuate.
“There were people who said ‘I’ve just
got here and don’t want to go, it’s going
to ruin my holiday, are you sure the fire is
going to come?’,” Jude says.
The morning after the CFA urged
everyone to evacuate, the road to
Melbourne was open for two hours. Jude
expected there would be an endless train
of people leaving, but there wasn’t. Then

Instead, Jude and
her husband made the
decision to jump on
their boat and wait it
out in the middle of the
lake along with 35 other
boats. They ended
up spending 36 hours
out there with only dried
crackers, fruitcake and a cat.
In the chaos, they’d left their
food bag in the church. The next
time Jude saw proper food, she
cried tears of joy.
Stepping foot on solid land
might’ve been a relief, but the
mayhem was only beginning to ramp
up. The impact of fire doesn’t end
after the flames go out. It’s a long, long
journey.
But for two reasons, the immediate
response in Mallacoota was more

have people who thought they would have rebuilt
“byWenow,
but the process is actually quite traumatic,
people don’t have the energy to make
those decisions right now.
Rev Jude Benton

the road was shut and wouldn’t be open
again for six weeks.
What’s even more difficult to
comprehend was while people were
being told to leave, others were still
arriving. A fire-danger map released by
East Gippsland Shire Council neglected
to include Mallacoota, instead cutting off
at Cann River, one hour away.
“That was a huge mistake,” Jude says.
“People in their city-centred minds went
‘Mallacoota is safe even if Cann River is
not’, so they chose to come here. The
map should have shown Mallacoota
because the fire danger was worse here.”
For Jude, evacuation was never an
option. “This was my job and this was
my opportunity to serve the community,
there wasn’t a choice in my mind,” she
says.
“It would have been different if we’d
had young children or if we were elderly
or had health conditions.”
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problematic than it needed to be. No.1 –
“no one was obviously in charge,” Jude
says. No.2 – tourists.
“Only a month before the fire, I had
told my friend, ‘we will be OK if the fire
comes before the tourists get here and
we will be OK if the fire comes after they
leave, but we won’t be OK if it comes
while they are here,” she says. “And that
was exactly what happened.
“You suddenly had 5000 tourists who
had refused to evacuate now demanding
to be evacuated. Then you’ve got locals
going, ‘my house just burnt down’.”
One suggestion that’s been made
since is to have two separate response
centres – “one for tourists to talk about
how to get evacuated and one for locals
to go ‘I just lost my house and I need
some clean undies’,” Jude says.
People sent aid, boxes of food come
flooding in. It’s a nice thought but Jude
says “most of it honestly should’ve been

sent straight back”. “It was diabolical,
whole pallets of liquorice bullets and
Skittles, jars of tuna and liver pate,” she
says. “Where’s the vegetables, where’s
the real food?”
With aid comes decisions – who
deserves it most? It there a hierarchy of
people in need? And without any person
in charge, arguments inevitably arise.
“Is it only for the people who lost
houses or is it for anyone in need? Where
do you define who calls the shots on
that?” Jude says.
“None of us have done disaster
before, we are all making it up and the
professionals who come, come in for
four-day rotations and leave again.”
One professional who did come with

Rev Jude Benton,
Priest-in-Charge of the
co-operating Anglcan-Uniting
Parish of Croajingolong.
Image: Mikaela Turner
sound advice was disaster psychologist
Dr Rob Gordon. Throughout various
seminars, he told locals “your task for
the next year is to gather as community,
to retell, to reaffirm to each other that
we’ve survived and we’re going to
stronger as a community,” Jude says.
“In community, people who lost their
houses can learn from what each other
is doing and you can make sure people
aren’t falling through the social net.”
But then COVID-19 happened.
Community became an occasional runin at the local supermarket and meetings
went online. And in a town where the
NBN infrastructure was burnt and
broadband companies won’t put in any
more ADSL because “NBN is coming”,

online isn’t an easy space. “Everything
is done via a mobile hotspot, which isn’t
good enough for video calls,” Jude says.
“There are frequent power cuts, the
internet can just drop out for no reason
for a day or more.
“On top of that, phone reception
is scattered. These are things that
don’t look like bushfire recovery but they
are.”
One major bushfire recovery obstacle
may seem obvious, but is by no means
simple. With 123 houses gone, the
challenge becomes finding these people
somewhere to live. Insurance might
cover their rent, but first they need
somewhere to rent.
“The majority of those houses were

either owner-occupied or long-term
rentals, they weren’t holiday homes, so
then you’ve got perhaps 100 households
who need somewhere to live,” Jude says.
“Before the fire hit, there were barely
any rentals available, now there’s none.
While those who lost their houses were
looking for places to stay, so were the red
cross, or social workers, or the cleanup crew from Grocon. They all needed
accommodation, too.
“People have moved into holiday
rental accommodation and some of the
holiday homeowners rubbed their hands
with glee and went ‘my tiny unit is $1000
a week’, and most people’s insurance
policy will pay that.”
With summer holidays coming up
Continued P28
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again and travel restrictions easing,
those in holiday rentals are uncertain
whether they’ll be kicked out so tourists
can be brought in. And many haven’t
been able to rebuild so have nowhere
else to go.
“We have people who thought they
would have rebuilt by now, but the
process is actually quite traumatic,
people don’t have the energy to make
those decisions “right now,” Jude says.
“Some people weren’t allowed to
rebuild because they didn’t get a high
enough Bushfire Attack Rating (BAL
Rating). “So far I think only one family is
in their rebuilt house, about five others
are in varying stages of completion.”
The government had a solution to
this problem, it just hasn’t arrived . They
promised short-term modular housing
for up to three years, which is supposed
to sit on your land while you rebuild. But
this hasn’t made its way to Mallacoota.
Apparently, it’s “coming soon”, Jude
says.
But this solution isn’t without its own
issues. For those with smaller blocks,
it simply isn’t viable. They can’t fit the
modular housing unit on their property
and rebuild at the same time.
“Housing is just such a huge issue,”
Jude says.
On top of the search for housing, locals
have been through the extreme fear of
the fire, the chaos of its aftermath and
then COVID-19’s enforced isolation.
Unsurprisingly, it’s all taken a toll on
people’s mental health.
And when in-person gathering was
restricted in late March, all the agencies
who Jude says had “promised a year of
ongoing pastoral care” went back to the
city. And as the leader of the only church
in town, a lot of that responsibility fell to
Jude.
“During the first lockdown, I was
literally the only person left on the
ground doing face to face stuff with
people,” Jude says. “I was doing it at the
op shop or wherever I could.”
The first few months of 2020 were
non-stop for Jude, so much so it is still
a little blurry in her memory. On top of
caring for others she was dealing with
her own trauma. But she kept giving and
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giving until, thankfully, Mallacoota got a
coordinator at the local bushfire hub.
“She was fantastic, suddenly there
was somebody being in the focal point
of making sure people were getting the
support they needed,” Jude says.
“The Royal Flying Doctors
services offered 10 free psychologist
appointments for bushfire affected areas
so people started to become much more
aware of the mental health impact.
“For my own coping, I had to stop
doing as much pastoral care as I had
been doing because you just can’t do it
all yourself.
“Everybody in this community,
including myself, is struggling with
trauma. You just can’t keep giving at that
level.
“It’s been the hardest year of my life
without a doubt.”
They say diamonds are made under
pressure. Well, Jude has certainly
experienced an incredible amount of
pressure and, while she is too humble
to call herself a diamond, she’s certainly
learnt a great deal this year.
“I've learned to take advantage of the
different things,” she says. “To book in
with the psychologists, because they're
the experts on this stuff.
“It’s taught me the importance
of boundaries. To try to give myself
permission, to take it easy and to take
days off. To actually switch my phone
off on a Sunday afternoon and not turn
it back on until Tuesday morning. To be
able to say ‘I’m at capacity, I can’t’. To try
and identify which hat I wear at which
time, am I wearing the ‘priest’ hat? Or the
‘bushfire recovery’ hat? Or am I wearing
the ‘this is just Jude having some time
for herself’ hat?”
“It’s been such a frustrating year, so
learning to let go of what I can’t control
has been really important.”
Having church life put on hold due to
COVID-19 has been a major source of
frustration, especially given Jude hasn’t
heard of any local positive cases, the
nearest being in Bairnsdale almost three
hours away.
“We should have been allowed to
come together as a community while the
roads were shut and no one was allowed

to travel,” Jude says. “It was safe in
Mallacoota.
“It’s been detrimental to not be able
to maintain our routines of faith and
community and as a leader, I’ve found it
very hard to abide by and promote rules
when they no longer make sense to me.
“We’ve been able to have the caravan
park open and people coming from
anywhere in regional Victoria sharing
toilet and kitchen facilities, we can open
our op shop, but we weren’t able to have
people worship in the church.”
Although COVID-19 put a stop to
in-person church services, the fire in a
strange way breathed new life into the
church. Jude herself was voted on to
the Mallacoota and Districts Recovery
Association committee, which she
says “is a sign that the community is
responding to the church and my work”.
“We’re not like most towns, where the
church is somewhere central in town, we
are off to the side,” she says. “And that’s
how the community has always regarded
the church, ‘it stays off to the side’.

u
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How help
can
“But this year has given me the
opportunity to meet with people in a
different way, I could have stuck with
being just the church minister, that
might’ve actually been easier, but I don’t
think it would’ve been the right thing to
do.
“The community has embraced me
and my ministry in a way that I never
would have expected.”
Life is full of ups and downs. And while
this year, for many, will be remembered
as one of immense darkness, that’s not
to say it’s been without light.
The light has shone differently on
each person. For Rachel, it was the care

and support she experienced from her
community. For Nathaniel, the potential
of prayer and innovation. For Jude, it’s
the knowledge that her community,
Christian or not, is embracing and
respecting her ministry more than ever.
It has, as Nathaniel says, been a year
of learning. We’ve learned to be grateful
for the little things – a bed in a room
above a pub, a change of wind, internet
connection.
We’ve learned that geography isn’t a
barrier to connection, but to be grateful
when given the opportunity to sit
physically beside someone.
Jennie says the power of presence has
been a more “embodied learning” this
year.
“Being beside people without an
agenda, giving them space to talk, just to
be present without feeling like you have
the answers or something special to give
them,” she says.
It’s been a year of unknowns. How
many people can visit my house? When
can I go back to work? Will we be allowed

PLAN. Make sure you are bushfire/disaster ready.
VISIT. Eat, play and stay at The Lake Tyres Caravan and
Camping Park or anywhere else across Gippsland.
Check out the local UCA and say hi.

BBQ. Hold an Outback BBQ fundraiser for Frontier Services:

DONATE.

Enable the Presbytery of Gippsland to offer
further practical and pastoral support by donating to our
Bushfire Recovery Fund. Contact Ron Gowland at chair.
ucagipps@gmail.com

JOIN.

Feel moved to explore ministry in bushfire recovery?
See Page 38.

https://greatoutbackbbq.rallybound.org

to have Christmas with our families?
But some things we know for certain.
We know that trees grow back and
flowers return each spring. We know
what was once scorched will again be
green. It’s happening already, slowly but
surely. And like mother nature, these
communities will also regrow. Houses
will be rebuilt, communities will be
reunited and economies will see better
days.
This year won’t be forgotten anytime
soon and, for many, its impacts will last a
lifetime. But there will be a next year and
a year after that, each bringing their own
times of chaos and times of joy.
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As head of Pilgrim Theological College,
Sean Winter is confident students would say …

You learn
something
every day
Interview by Stephen Acott
What’s your title?
I'm the Director of Education and
Formation for Leadership within eLM
(Equipping Leadership for Mission) and
Head of Pilgrim Theological College as
part of that role.
How did you come to get the job?
My family and I moved to Australia in
2009 to take up take up a job as Professor
of New Testament at what was then the
Uniting Church Theological College.
I had been teaching in theological
education in the UK for about nine years
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prior to that. And when this job came
up I applied for it and got it. When I first
arrived it wasn't called Pilgrim.
The Uniting Church Theological
College was part of an ecumenical
federation called the United Faculty
of Theology which came to an end in
2014. So at that point we transitioned to
becoming a college in our own right and
rebranded to become Pilgrim. So 2015
was the first year of Pilgrim’s existence
as a separate body. I was appointed
as Academic Dean and in 2018 I was
appointed Head of College.

Can you tell us a little bit about your
role?
In my role as Head of College I basically
have responsibility for connecting the
college to the two main stakeholders
involved in its work - one of which is the
Synod and beyond the Synod, there’s
UCA national assembly, and then the
other is the University of Divinity. So
there’s the church-facing bit and the
university-facing bit. And my role is to
cultivate those relationship. And I do that
primarily through overseeing the
work of the faculty.
Continued P32

Sean Winter was appointed
Head of College in 2018.
Image: Carl Rainer
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The Faculty have three areas of
work. One is the teaching of courses
for the university. The second is the
area of formation of candidates for
UCA ministries. And then the third is
research and public engagement. So
my work is leading the faculty team
and then the broader team of teachers
and researchers and candidates in the
college.
How many other UCA colleges are
there in Australia?
There are now three other main ones United Theological College in Paramatta,
Uniting College in Adelaide and Trinity
College in Queensland. Western Australia
still does theological formation, but it no
longer has a college.

It's been growing slowly and we're
seeing a greater number of younger
candidates. There’s also been a strong
multicultural mix.
When you say “younger”, do you mean
20s? 30s?
Some in their 20s. When I first arrived,
you could barely find anyone under 40.
Do you get general folk who take
courses just for the pleasure of
learning something?
I would say probably a third of the
people in our classes are doing
it for interest or for some form of
kind of exploration or deepening of
understanding of their Christian faith.
The majority of those people probably
have some kind of connection with

We work hard on a curriculum that genuinely pushes
“against
the edges of the questions that we think the Church is facing.
”
Do you have to get a degree from one
of these colleges to be a minister?
Generally yes. The Assembly has
developed a set of national standards
for ministry and we're accountable to
those standards. Those standards refer
to someone who would usually get an
undergraduate award, or greater, in
theology as part of their training.
On average, how many students
would you have on any given year?
There’s different ways of cutting the
cake. In higher education, we often talk
about full time equivalent places and
we have about between 45-50 full time
equivalent students at any given time
in terms of a head count. And there’s
between 100-130 bodies who, in any
given year, are attending a course that
we run. And then there’s the candidate
numbers, people training to be
ministers, and we will have 15 next year.
It’s usually 15-20.
So there's 15 ministers coming
through next year. Is that about
normal? More? Less?
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the UCA, but not all of them. And we
also have students who study with us
because they want to kind of deepen or
develop their theological understanding.
Generally speaking, how many
courses do you offer?
In terms of units or awards?
Good question. You tell me, which is
going to be the most easy to explain.
OK, so the best way of saying it is that we
offer we offer a suite of undergraduate
awards and we offer an equivalent suite
of postgraduate awards. We usually offer
about 30 subjects.
Are there any courses that you teach
or have taught that might surprise
people? Like, for example, this year
there was a course on Sex and the
Bible.
We have a few distinctives. We teach a
very strong suite of units in philosophy,
which has to do with the fact that we
have someone on our faculty who is a
Jesuit philosopher. We teach courses in

Image:
Carl Rainer
feminist theologies. There's a unit next
year on the figure of Mary in the Christian
tradition, which in a Protestant college
would be a surprise to some people.
We teach units to children and families
ministry. We teach leadership skills.
There's a wide range of courses that are
explicitly intended to address all kinds
of particular needs in the church. I think
the perception sometimes is we still
teach a fairly kind of old-fashioned and
traditional curriculum. And the reality
is that we really don't. We work hard
on a curriculum that genuinely pushes
against the edges of the questions
that we think the Church is facing. For
example, what’s the nature of Christian
faith in contemporary Australia? How

do you connect theology to other
disciplines? How do we deal with
issues that are raised by the reality of a
multicultural church? And even when
we're teaching what look like traditional
subjects, very often we're using those
subjects as a gateway into addressing
those broader questions.
I'll give you an example. I'm teaching a
course on the Apostle Paul next year. The
course is called Working Out Salvation:
Theology and Ethics in Paul. On one
level you could think that sounds kind of
boring. You know, this is what Paul says
in this letter, but actually what we do is
we spend the first few weeks looking at
kind of what the core ideas are in Paul's
thinking in these ancient letters. And

then we ask how do those thoughts
relate to all sorts of issues that we
recognise as our issues? So the second
half of the course is about Paul and the
place of women in the church, Paul and
issues of race and ethnicity, Paul and
ethical behavior and what constitutes a
good life. So those are all live issues for
today.
We're pretty committed to a
curriculum that is constantly attentive to
the challenges that face the church and
the broader social, political and cultural
context in which we find ourselves.
In mainstream universities, such as
Melbourne Uni etc, you have to qualify
to get in. I'm assuming you don't have

to have X qualifications to do some of
your courses. You just have to have
an interest. How much knowledge do
you need to really do some of these
courses? Because I'm assuming some
people might get put off thinking, “I
don't know that much, I might look a
bit silly”.
The university has an admissions policy
and it’s basically VCE or equivalent, but
mature students very often qualify on
the basis of life experience. You can see
qualifications, but I think the broader
question is whether people need to
know things before they come into a
class and the answer to that is yes, they
do, but not necessarily what they think
they need to know, because what we
constantly want is for people to bring
their experience, their life experience,
their wisdom and bring that into the
conversation with what's going on in
the classroom. We see people as empty
vessels who need to be filled out.
They come as people who are already
full of experience and insights and
levels of understanding. And that's a
contribution into the learning context
and that works differently in different
classes. If you're doing a pastoral studies
class, you may have learned more about
the nature of pastoral care from your
own experience of receiving pastoral
care from someone else. So bring that
experience into the classroom so that
you can deepen that understanding or
broaden that understanding.
And I think the other thing to say is
that we strongly encourage people to
just try it, to give it a go. You can come
and audit a class, which means that you
don't need to enrol formally with the
university and you pay cheaper fees,
but you don't get any credit for doing
it, but that will give you a sense of what
it means to kind of be in a university
classroom, studying theology, you'll get
a feel for it.
Or you could sign up, dip your toe in,
take a unit, see how you get on. Pilgrim
makes it possible for people who have
very little experience in higher education
to actually succeed at university level.
We have small class sizes and we have a
very experienced and attentive faculty.
Continued P34

33

From P33

How have you gone this year, with
everything being done remotely?
In March we had to move everything into
an online mode of delivery. That was
challenging but I think on the whole it
has been a good experience and we've
surveyed students in both semesters of
this year and both surveys have kind of
let us know that students have been able
to learn online and learn well. And have
felt supported in that learning.
It's not without its challenges. What
you gain in flexibility and accessibility,
you lose in collegiality, the experience
of being together in a classroom. But
we recognise that some form of remote
access to learning will continue to be
a permanent feature of what we offer,
but probably in
what's usually
called a blended
mode rather than
everything being
online.

placements and then meeting as a
formation community on a regular basis
to work with us.

Can they fail, or is completing these
classes all that is required?
It's not quite as strict as that. What we
work to are these standards and they say
things like someone who is ordained in
the Uniting Church should have a grasp
of how to interpret the Bible and to be
able to communicate the Bible in public
worship.
What that looks like for different people
varies and can depend on educational
backgrounds. So some people could
pass an academic course but not
demonstrate that they're able to meet
the standard
and people can
demonstrate that
they can meet the
standard, but might
really struggle
academically. So
Back to ministers
the two things
in training. Can
aren't the same.
you talk about
But, in a nutshell,
what candidates
becoming a minister
must do at Pilgrim
isn't a question of
in order to “pass”?
passing exams. It
Is it a one-year
is about taking the
Semester 1 applications
course? What’s
opportunities that
close February 12
involved?
theological study
Semester 2 applications
OK, so to be a
provides to show
minister, the
close July 16
you are capable of
process doesn't
communicating the
start with the
Christian faith in
college, but once they get here we're
whatever ministry setting you're in.
responsible for what's called phase
two of someone's formation towards
What is the range in fees? For example,
ministry. Broadly speaking, there are
what’s your cheapest and most
three areas of work that we engage
expensive courses?
people in.
Fees for our courses are set by the
The first is their theological learning.
University. To take an undergraduate
The second is their kind of experience
unit costs $1704 and a postgraduate
of ministry in placements. And then the
unit costs $2640. If you are eligible, you
third is their own personal and spiritual
can take out Fee-Help loans to cover
development. Most people take three
these costs. To audit a unit costs $350.
years to go through that process. And
There are bursaries available for some
that three years usually enables them to
students.
get either a full undergraduate or a full
postgraduate award in theology. But in
How have you personally found
addition to their academic studies, they
theological education with regards
do this other work of field education
to faith? Has it enhanced your faith?
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Have you found at times it has forced
you to question your faith?
Theological study has helped me to
rethink what I thought faith was. It's
challenging if your understanding of
faith is associated with ideas of clear and
certain answers to questions.
It's challenging if you think that faith is
a set of affirmations that you can kind of
make without exploring what they might
mean. But if faith is about genuinely
wrestling with fundamental questions
about who God is, how God relates to
us and what difference that makes then
I would argue that theological study of
some sort is actually at the core of what
faith is.
It is a core practice, a core discipline
of faith. And to that extent, it should be
something that should be happening
throughout the life of the church.
Pilgrim isn't the only place where
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theological education should be
happening. It's representative of
something that should be happening
across the life of the Church more
broadly. Our task is to prepare those who
do that work more broadly across the life
of the Church itself.
So, for me, theological study is really
about wrestling in a very intentional and
specific way with fundamental questions
raised by what it means to be a Christian,
who is God, how does God relate to us?
Once you start to open them up, open
up whole vistas of possible lines of
thinking and reflection and experience
and practice, well we do our best to offer
those opportunities for people.
Theological education works best
when you come out the other side
of whatever process you've been
through as a different person, not
when you've come out with a set of

answers to the questions that you
went in with.
We interviewed an elderly woman
last year who was an atheist, which
surprised me. Do you often get people
who don't have faith attending
Pilgrim?
Yes, we have people who certainly don't
have any explicit church engagement or
commitment and who want to explore
Christian faith for a number of different
reasons. And we have had people who
would say they have very little or no
faith commitment. And of course it's
possible to study theology with that
kind of conviction. You just reframe
the questions from, “who is God?” to
“how does this major religious tradition
understand who God is?”.
And that's an interesting fundamental
question which actually relates to some

overall issues in Australian society about
people not understanding religious
traditions terribly well.
We would welcome more atheist in our
classes. It's important to say there's no
religious test for coming to Pilgrim.
If someone is wrestling with their
faith, is there something at Pilgrim
that would help them with that?
Theological study itself would be helpful
for people who are wrestling with those
questions. We offer a community where
people are asking those questions
together. We offer significant expertise
for people who have devoted their lives
to wrestling with these questions and
trying to articulate how you might go
about answering them. And we certainly
offer a kind of supportive and nonjudgmental space which those questions
can be explored.
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Deadly fight for righ s
Christians in the Philippines are paying with their lives for speaking out against
human rights abuses. And the harassment has extended to Australia
By Andrew Humphries
Melbourne Uniting Church minister
Berlin Guerrero knows exactly what it
means to put your life on the line for your
beliefs.
In 2007, the then-United Church of
Christ in the Philippines (UCCP) pastor
was abducted, tortured and imprisoned
on a false murder charge for over a
year because of his strong social justice
advocacy.
And while he is now safer more
than 6000km away as a minister at
Dandenong Uniting Church, Berlin
continues the fight against human rights
abuses in his country.
It’s a fight that Uniting Church senior
social justice advocate Mark Zirnsak is
also waging and he wants Victorian and
Tasmanian Synod members to join him.
Human rights abuses have been a stain
on the Philippines for many years, with
the 2006 Uniting Church report Getting
Away With Murder detailing numerous
examples.
Fourteen years later, Mark and his
team have published another report,
They Cannot Kill Our Faith (pictured),
which documents deaths, assaults and
harassment of church workers and
members in the Philippines since 2017
as President Rodrigo Duterte tackles a
so-called “war on drugs”.
Among those targeted have been
members of the United Church of Christ
in the Philippines, which has a strong
connection with the Uniting Church in
Australia, as well as the Roman Catholic
Church, Iglesia Filipino Independiente
Church and the National Council of
Churches in the Philippines.
Yet, as the report points out, despite
the war on drugs being used as an
excuse, many of those Filipinos targeted
are from impoverished backgrounds and
have no connection with illicit drugs or
the drug trade.
Worsening the situation is the fact
President Duterte has made public
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comments encouraging members of the
police and military to engage in human
rights abuses.
“Under President Duterte, the
situation has escalated and there has
been a dramatic increase in the murders
of people engaged in social justice work,”
Mark says.
“The situation is far worse than in 2006
when we published the Getting Away
With Murder report because we didn’t
see the sort of mass killings then that we
are seeing today. “There is a deep sorrow
around what is going on there.
“What is very distressing is that there
are people who are advocating to make
society better, address injustices and
defend and protect those who are most
vulnerable and it’s those advocates who
end up being targeted.”
Berlin’s 2007 experience gives him a
unique insight into what confronts those
prepared to speak out about human
rights abuses in his homeland.
“I was a pastor in a local congregation
at that time and very active in human
rights advocacy in the Philippines,” he
says. “(I campaigned on) economic and
environmental issues and issues around
the treatment of farmers, workers and
the poor, as well as students.

“Because of this longstanding record
of advocacy, they suspected me of
being connected with the underground
communist movement.
“I was abducted and tortured and
a murder case was filed against me,
but it was baseless and we fought it in
court and won and, after one year, three
months and 15 days, I was freed.
While he no longer fears for his safety,
Berlin is still subject to harassment
because of his advocacy, with recent
Facebook posts targeting him and
accusing him of being a communist
sympathiser.
Known as “red-tagging”, this
harassment involves being “tagged” on
social media as either a communist or
terrorist or, in some cases, both.
“Anyone critical of the government can
now be classed as a terrorist and that
becomes an invitation for state forces to
“attack, jail or kill you”. Berlin says.
Leading that fight for justice in the
Philippines and putting themselves at
great personal risk are church leaders
such as Reverend Irma Balaba.
Irma has been harassed for the past
three years, with those responsible
sometimes attending church services
and, as recently as early November,
she was alerted to the fact that two
unidentified women were stalking her.
In July this year, Irma was red-tagged
and accused on social media of being a
member of the New People’s Army, the
armed wing of the country’s communist
party.
Irma knows this red-tagging has put
her in grave danger. “I am afraid that the
spreading of this malicious posting of my
picture with the false information may
put my life at risk,” she says.
“This has caused me so much stress
and sleepless nights because of anxiety.
“I feel disturbed and filled with
apprehension as this malicious act
endangers my safety and security.”

Jonalyn Estrella is someone who
knows the threat of death is all-too
real. She lost her husband, UCCP Pastor
Ernesto Javier Estrella, in 2019, gunned
down by motorcycle assassins in
Antipas, Cotabato.
Ernesto’s “crime” was to speak out
publicly against human rights abuses in
the country.
Within days of Ernesto’s murder,
Jonalyn and their five children, aged
8-18, were harassed and she believes
she is still being monitored by those
responsible for his death.
“God is with us in our fight, not just for
(our family), but for all,” she says.
“It is hard, but I hope the church will
continue to support (the fight for social
justice). I hope that this violence ends
and justice is served to all victims and to
all who have been oppressed.”
It is difficult not to overstate what
Berlin, Irma and Jonalyn have given to
the cause of peace and justice in their
country, but both say they have no
choice but to continue protesting about
the situation there.
“I think any concerned Filipino should
and just because I am in another country
doesn’t mean I stop doing whatever I can
to help,” Berlin says.
“(I must act because) the people
being killed in this war on drugs are just
ordinary people and it has become a
war against the poor rather than drug
dealers.”
Ultimately, says Mark, it’s people like

Jonalyn Estrella’s husband was
murdered in 2019. She is left to raise
five children.
Berlin and Irma, who are prepared to
wear the heavy cost involved in speaking
out, who deserve our support.
“It’s amazing to think these are people
who are willing to literally put their lives
on the line,” Mark says.
“They know that by speaking out
they are putting themselves at risk and
I do greatly admire their bravery and
courage.
“My own faith is inspired by these
people in the church in the Philippines
who are risking their own lives for
the sake of vulnerable people and
communities in danger.”
Mark knows from experience
that a grassroots campaign, led by
congregation members, can send a

strong message to the highest levels
of government in Australia and the
Philippines that these human rights
abuses must stop.
“The experience of 2006 tells us that
grassroots protests really can work,”
Mark says.
“In 2006, members of the church
were willing to take this issue up
through writing letters to the respective
governments and that is one of the most
effective ways to get the message across.
“A grassroots campaign means our
government will respond to what
they see as something that concerns
Australian people and it doesn’t take that
many people to say, ‘look, we’re really
concerned about this’, for the relevant
minister and Department of Foreign
Affairs to give the issue consideration.”
Grab a pen and paper and write to the
Philippines ambassador Hellen Barber
De La Vega expressing your concern
about the treatment of those defending
human rights in the Philippines and
let her know that its government must
send a clear message that the murder,
harassment and intimidation of these
people is unacceptable.
For more information, call (03)9340
8807 or contact Mark Zirnsak at mark.
zirnsak@victas.uca.org.au

HOW YOU CAN HELP

Go to www.justact.org.au/
international-peace/reports
37

Wanted

Synod Finance Committee members
Crosslight is a bi-monthly magazine
produced by the Communications
and Media Services unit of the Uniting
Church in Australia Synod of Victoria and
Tasmania.
Opinions expressed in Crosslight do not
necessarily reflect those of the editor or
the policies of the Uniting Church.
Advertising
Crosslight accepts advertising in good
faith. Acceptance of advertising does not
imply endorsement. Advertising material
is at the discretion of the publisher.
Advertising deadlines
Bookings (February 2021 issue)
Tuesday December 15, 2020
Copy & images for production
Tuesday December 22, 2020
Print ready supplied PDF
Tuesday January 12, 2020

The Finance Committee plays a vital role monitoring financial performance,
providing guidance on how to ensure financial sustainability, and advice on
financial matters of the Synod. We meet monthly.
We are looking for members with tertiary qualifications in accounting or
commerce and experience with financial management practices. Knowledge of
the Uniting Church and its ethos is desirable.
For more information, contact Stan at: clarkes@bigpond.net.au or Peter at:
leafroll@hotmail.com

Wanted: Foster carers

See crosslight.org.au
for full details.

Uniting is seeking people who are open to providing emergency respite,
short or long term care.

Distribution
Crosslight is usually distributed the first
Sunday of the month.

There is a high need for foster carers who have the capacity to provide care for
siblings, to keep them together when they enter Out-of-Homecare for the first time.
This can be in your home or our Sibling Support House, located in Hampton Park.

Circulation: 17,000
Staff
Editor
Stephen Acott
(03) 9340 8819
stephen.acott@victas.uca.org.au
Advertising
Adelaide Morse
(03) 9340 8800
adelaide.morse@victas.uca.org.au

Our Foster Care program will provide you with the training and advice to support
you. You’ll also receive a Carers Allowance to help meet the basic costs and, if you
choose to provide sibling support in our residential home, you’ll have access to an
all-expenses paid car.
For more information, contact (03)8792 8999, email southernfostercare.
enquiries@vt.uniting.org or visit www.unitingvictas.org.au/foster-care

Communications officer
Mikaela Turner
Ph: (03) 9251 5203
Mikaela.Turner@victas.uca.org.au
Graphic design and print services
Carl Rainer
(03) 9340 8826
carl.rainer@victas.uca.org.au
UCA Synod office
130 Lonsdale St
Melbourne Victoria 3000
Feedback & correspondence
crosslight@victas.uca.org.au
ISSN 1037 826X
Next issue: February 2021
Continued P36
From P235
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Expressions of Interest

Bush Chaplain–Bushfire Recovery, Presbytery of Gippsland
In response to the bushfires of 2019-20, the Presbytery of Gippsland, in
association with Frontier Services, is seeking a bush chaplain to work with fireaffected communities for a period of 3 years full-time.
We are looking for someone with a love for the bush and rural communities
who can work in isolated areas as part of a Uniting Church ministry team, with
training and skills in spiritual and pastoral care and the capacity to develop
networks for referral.
For more information, contact Deb Bye at:
sec.ucagipps@gmail.com by Friday December 11.

APPLICATIONS
CLOSE
FEBRUARY 1

2021

Education and further

study assistance 2021

FUNDING GRANTS ARE AVAILABLE FOR:
■ Youth ministry projects

■ Children & Families ministry projects
■ Scholarships for children of soldiers
■ Students undertaking tertiary and secondary studies
■ Ministers with children attending primary or secondary school
■ Children from Uniting Churches in the Bright and
Beechworth areas
■ Developing and supporting educational initiatives in the
regional areas of Victoria and Tasmania

■ Education for lay people, including lay preacher candidates
and pastors
■ Continuing education for ordained and lay people in
placement with the UCA
■ Women undertaking study who are currently working within
the UCA or with the intention of service within the UCA

Educational Grants, Scholarships and Bursaries

For details, guidelines and application forms visit victas.uca.org.au/resources/grants/educational-grants-scholarships
For assistance, email grants@victas.uca.org.au or telephone 03 9340 8800

201014

equipping Leadership for Mission
Marketing, Functions & Administration

We’re for compassion,
Not for Profit.
As not for profit funeral directors, we show compassion by actively investing back into mission, humanitarian and community
work. So when you arrange a funeral with us, not only will your loved one be honoured, they will also leave a legacy of hope.
To find out more, go to bethelfunerals.com.au or call us on 03 9873 8866

This year, life has been changed for all of us by the
coronavirus pandemic. For our brothers and sisters
in urgent need in countries like Zimbabwe,
the effects of this crisis are catastrophic.
Already struggling, vulnerable communities are now being
pushed to the brink without the support they need to survive.

Joel Pratley/ Act for Peace

Please give today to provide food, medical care
and lifesaving support to families in need.

Love thy
neighbour

Share God’s love through the Christmas Bowl
Please give today. Call us on 1800 025 101
or give online at actforpeace.org.au/christmasbowl
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Rethinking
the use of
property
MORE MONEY FOR MISSION

An opt-in program helping congregations:
■
■
■
■
■

Reassess whether property is being used to maximise mission
Turn underutilised property into regular flexible income
Focus on mission, not maintenance
Generate additional missional funds for the wider church
Preserve capital for decades to come

A SHARED APPROACH

Responsible bodies receive:

■ An income higher than current net rental or IOMF returns*
■ Greater flexibility in how income can be used

Whilst at the same time helping to resource:
■
■
■
■

Presbytery staffing & budgets
Assembly grants
Congresses
Synod and wider church missional funding and grants

For further information contact your presbytery or
visit https://victas.uca.org.au/resources/money-for-mission

40

* Past performance is
not necessarily indicative
of future performance.
Independent advice should
be sought.

