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“

Parables work by jolting us out of
stuck ways of thinking, when we are
feeling resigned to feeling there is
no possibility for change.

”

Reverend
Denise Liersch
Moderator
Vic Tas Synod
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February 2021: the beginning of a new
year. It’s a time when many people
would be a few weeks in to keeping the
New Year resolutions they made back in
early January. Ordinarily, anyway. But I
wonder if, this year, less people will have
made some?
Under normal circumstances,
many would already be discovering
by early February that they can’t
keep the resolutions they made. The
unpredictability of life gets in the way
of our best-made plans and upsets our
resolve. But with our experience last
year of so many disrupted plans and
disappointed expectations, I wonder
if we’re less inclined to make firm
resolutions or fixed plans for ourselves
this year?
Perhaps, instead, we’re more inclined
toward expressing our hopes for what
life might be like in the coming year: for
ourselves, our families, our communities,
our Church and our world.
Perhaps, instead, we’re more inclined
to open ourselves up to imagining
alternative possibilities, and to hope?
But how can we hope for such things?
It was a year ago that I needed to
choose the theme of our upcoming
Synod. This was before we had any idea
of what 2020 might hold. Yet strangely,
surprisingly, the theme I chose seems to
speak to us in the midst of these times
we find ourselves in.
“Like Leaven in the Loaf”
The theme comes from a single verse
in Matthew’s gospel:
“Jesus told them another parable,
‘The kingdom of heaven is like yeast
that a woman took and mixed in with
three measures of flour until all of it was
leavened.” Matthew 13: 33
It’s a tiny verse, rich and full, that
speaks of a tiny amount of hope,
dreamed large.
The yeast itself is tiny, completely
invisible once mixed in with the flour. Yet
it is potent, transforming the dry flour
into tasty bread that sustains our life. The
parable speaks to us of how the Spirit
of God can work powerfully through

small and seemingly insignificant things,
barely visible to our eyes, and yet far
beyond our expectations.
We have no control over the activity of
the yeast. Once mixed in, it is invisible to
us, and needs to be left alone, to rest. Yet
it works away, hidden from our eyes and
slow, taking its own time – as does the
Spirit of God.
The parable echoes the story of
Abraham and Sarah in their tents by
the oak trees of Mamre, visited by three
strangers who brought God’s promise
of a child and a future far beyond their
expectations. Like the woman in Jesus’s
parable, Sarah also takes three measures
of flour to make bread to feed the
visitors.
For the original readers of Matthew’s
gospel, the parable would have
immediately brought this story to
mind. And they would have known that
three measures of flour was a massive
amount. It was not the amount required
for a small snack for a few people (as
Abraham suggested), but enough for a
huge feast – enough to feed the entire
neighbourhood!
The parable would have rung out
loud of the kingdom of heaven being
about the extraordinarily extravagant
generosity and rich hospitality of God
that we are both promised and called
into – beyond our wildest imaginations.
The parable also speaks of how
heaven is to be found in simple, ordinary
daily activities, amongst ordinary people
who join in with the work of God, as
co-creators with God. Through women
and men, children and seniors, of all
cultures, abilities and regardless of
status – heaven can happen through us
all, as we give of ourselves to the hidden
work of God.
This parable offers us an alternative
way of living from that of our
predominant culture, which suggests
humans can be masters of their own
destiny. The parable tells us how we
can live with unpredictability, when our
resolutions are stymied and our plans
dashed.

It tell us that the kingdom of heaven
doesn’t depend on our actions or
resourcefulness alone. The power of the
yeast to transform the flour into bread,
does not depend on our work alone –
but it does need us to do our part, small
though that might be.
The parable tells us that the hope
of the world does not depend entirely
on human capacity. Instead, it guides
us in hope, as it speaks to us of the
unexpected and often hidden presence
and activity of the Spirit of God in our
midst – and invites us to join in. It was
a woman who mixed the yeast into the
flour.
We can be tempted to overload the
meaning of a parable. At the same time,
parables work by stirring up associations
within our minds, connecting to our
experience of life.
They work by jolting us out of stuck
ways of thinking, when we are feeling
resigned to things remaining as they are,
feeling there is no possibility for change.
They work by bringing our
imaginations to life, to see things we
otherwise might not be able to see or
imagine.
They invite us into a different reality:
the reality of the endless possibilities of
life in God.
This parable raises for me a truth: that
the redemption of the world does not
depend on human capacity alone, but
is brought to life through the hidden
presence and activity of the Spirit of God.
It speaks to me of how heaven often
comes in unexpected people and places
and ways, and often through seemingly
insignificant people contributing in small
ways.
It brings the promise of the possibility
of life beyond our wildest imaginations.
And it invites me to work together with
the Spirit of God. If only I have eyes to
see and ears to hear.
Is this not a message of hope for us all?
May the Spirit of God fill you and
immerse you in hope, and empower you
in love, kindness, mercy and extravagant
generosity we know in Christ Jesus.
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Minding our own

business
Synod 2021 will be like none before it, but it remains vital to
ensuring we continue to serve the life and mission of the Church.
By Andrew Humphries
As General Secretary Mark Lawrence
prepares to preside over his fifth
Synod meeting later this month, he
acknowledges that circumstances mean
it will be very different to a normal event.
Ongoing restrictions around COVID-19
mean the February 26-28 meeting will
be held online, with those participating
invited to attend various live-streaming
events.
“Unprecedented” is a word that
springs to mind for Mark, who oversaw
his first Synod meeting in May 2013.
“There have been a lot of unusual
Synods over the years for different
reasons, but it will certainly be
unprecedented in terms of the way we
are meeting this time,” he says.
“That is very noticeable already as
we prepare for it and it will be as we
undertake it.”
Held every 18 months, the Synod
meeting gives members the opportunity
to hear reports, discern proposals and
discuss matters that concern the general
oversight, direction and administration
of the life of the church.
This month, more than 220 appointed
members will gather online from their
4

“

We are not trying to fit
a normal Synod meeting
into a virtual meeting
held over a weekend.
Mark Lawrence

”

respective home locations throughout
Victoria and Tasmania.
Mark says it’s important that members
understand the unique circumstances
around this month’s event mean it will
not encompass what a “normal” Synod
meeting would.
That doesn’t mean, though, that
it won’t still cover issues of vital
importance to the Church.
“It’s really important for members and
people of the Church to understand that
we are not trying to fit a normal Synod
meeting into a virtual meeting held over
a weekend,” he says.
“What we are doing is what is essential
for the Synod to make its contribution
in terms of its responsibilities to the life
and mission of the Church over the three
days.
“It means there are some features that

would normally be in a Synod meeting
that won’t be there, but there are lots
of features that will be there, but in
different forms.”
Mark says part of the organisation
around a virtual Synod meeting has
focused on the need to ensure those
logging on don’t suffer from “Zoom
fatigue”.
“There will be sessions with sizeable
breaks between them to ensure that
doesn’t happen,” he says.
The opening day, February 26, will
take five hours, including a public service
of worship live-streamed from 7.30pm,
while the Saturday will incorporate
another five hours and the Sunday 30
minutes less.
Key items at this month’s meeting
include the election of a Moderator
Elect to replace Denise Liersch, the
consideration of a number of proposals
from the Justice and International
Mission Cluster around justice and
faith issues, how as a church we are
responding to covenanting between
ourselves and our First Peoples, and
the election of members to the Synod
Standing Committee.

Mark Lawrence says
Synod organisers have
plans in place to ensure
attendees don’t suffer
from “Zoom fatigue”.
Image: Carl Rainer

It will also feature reports from the
Church’s various bodies, such as Uniting,
Uniting AgeWell, Uniting Housing and
U Ethical.
Mark says he is confident those who
attend the meeting in a virtual capacity
will get a great deal out of it and he urges
them to embrace the unusual format.
“I would hope that they will feel as
though they have been informed of
the work of the Synod over the last 18
months and our expectations for the
next 18 months,” he says.
“I hope that they will feel as though
they will have made a valuable
contribution to the meeting in terms of
contributing to working groups, while
there will also be opportunities for live
discussion and debate as we look at
proposals.”
Mark admits organising the first
ever virtual Synod meeting in a time of
COVID-19 restrictions has presented one
or two challenges, requiring a different
approach than normal.
“There is no doubt it has been
challenging and that has been the case
for everyone involved in planning it,” he
says.

“Planning every Synod is challenging,
but having such a significant change in
the method of meeting is substantial as
we prepare to run it.
“There is technology that we need
to get our head around to make it as
positive an experience for people as we
can and there is also the issue of shaping
what information is needed prior to the
meeting compared to what is needed at
the meeting.
“So you have to have a different
mindset with all of that and it certainly
requires a lot of creative and reflective
thought about how we best do the
meeting under the circumstances.”
But if COVID-19 has taught Mark one
thing, it is that Uniting Church members
rise to every occasion and will do so once
more.
“Overwhelmingly across the life of the
church the way that each part of it has
engaged with COVID-19 restrictions that
we have been working through is really
impressive,” he says.
“We can all feel proud about that in
the best sense of the word around the
way that various councils, institutions
and parts of the church have continued

to do worship, witness and service
through this incredibly unusual time.
“We’ve all had to make adjustments
to the way we operate and change
expectations sometimes, but that
has been done through really good
faith and overwhelmingly positive
responses to understanding the difficult
circumstances we are in and the
challenges we are addressing together,
and working it through from there.”
Those who are not appointed Synod
members but would like to join in the
worship service on Friday evening and/
or view the meeting proceedings are
invited to visit the Synod website in the
week before the meeting for details on
session times and how to access the
livestream.

KEY AGENDA ITEMS
■ Elect next Moderator
■ E
 lect members to Synod Standing
Committee
■ Discern proposals from JIM Cluster
■ D
 iscuss Church’s engagement
with covenanting
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foremost

The gap between First and Second Peoples remains wide, but is closing, albeit slowly.
Peter Aldenhoven and Campbell Opie are two men from opposite sides of this
cultural divide who are trying to effect real change at a grassroots level.
Both are members of the Willlum Warrain Aboriginal Association.

Peter Aldenhoven, 63

I was a foundation member of Willlum
Warrain, when we started in 2014. I
am now the Ex-ecutive Officer (Men’s
Business).
Willlum Warrain, which means “home
by the sea” in the local language, is a
space on the Mornington Peninsula
where people can come together and
connect.
We regard ourselves as a place
of welcoming so if someone comes
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through our front gate and they say,
“I'm Aboriginal”, we just say, “welcome
sister”, “welcome brother”, we don't
discriminate.
Whatever the drivers, there is a
yearning for a better Australia, more
reconciled and equita-ble Australia.
You can despair waiting for federal
government leadership, but, at a grassroots level you can build relationships
and friendships and move towards the
light.

My background is as an educator and I
often say education's failed generations
of Austral-ians – Indigenous and nonIndigenous – but there’s a real yearning
for engagement.
For “settler Australia”, there's
always this sort of pervasive, not
always acknowledged, sense of guilt
about occupation and colonisation,
but for young people, there's a great
opportunity to bring about intergenerational change.

Continued P8

Peter Aldenhoven says
Aboriginal invisibility is
very common. “It’s painful
to have your identity
constantly questioned.
And tedious.”
Image: Mikaela Turner
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I am heartened by younger people,
but there's still a profound ignorance
and lack of awareness. I still hear stories
about racism, and the vitriolic nature of
it, so there's still a lot of “spade work”
to be done before you can bring about
substantial change.
I am a descendant of the peoples
of Quandamooka – the Nughi clan
from Moorgumpin, Moreton Island,
Queensland.
I was adopted into a non-Indigenous
family when I was (HOW OLD?). My
mother, Edina, came from Stradbroke
Island and got on a bus and travelled
all the way down to Abbotsford in
Melbourne and gave me up for adoption
to the Sisters of Mercy.
At the age of 34, I reconnected with
her after a bit of a search and discovered

was director of Indigenous education
at a local private school across three
campuses. I've had a longstanding
interest in education and particularly
Indigenous education.
Aboriginal invisibility is very common.
It speaks to sort of a lack of knowledge
about what's happened to Aboriginal
people. I don't like to use that old
terminology, but the last “full blood”
Aborigine passed away in the 1920s or
thereabouts, so you're not likely to see
people with really black skin here. If you
do, they're probably people from the
north. But irrespective of skin colour, it's
about how you identify in your cultural
connections.
It’s painful to have your identity
constantly questioned. And tedious.
If people want to prove – or have to

Being an Aboriginal person on (Australia Day),
“
it's the day you least feel part of 'Team Australia'.
In fact, it's a very intimidating day.
”
Peter Aldenhoven

that she was a primary school teacher,
teaching in science. She was Aboriginal
and she told me the circumstances that
led to her giving me up for adoption. But
I also learned I had a brother, Chris. So
I met my mother and I met my brother,
which was a very profound experience.
My mother was alive for another eight
years but unfortunately she passed away
prematurely. I met her sister and all my
cousins at the funeral. Afterwards, I went
to Stradbroke Island and began the long
journey home.
I became a secondary school teacher
– I was originally an English teacher –
and for the last 15 years of my career, I
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prove – they are Aboriginal, that can be
difficult sometimes because in the past
the only way Aboriginal people could
get off reservations or missions and get
a job to support their family was to sign
documents stating that they weren't
Aboriginal. And that has consequences
down the track. That’s not a majority
experience, but it is a real component
to the complex history of the politics of
identity.
We have a lot of people who engage
with Willlum Warrain who may or
may not “look Aboriginal” – which is
an offensive term. There’s a saying in
Aboriginal culture: “too black to be

white, too white to be black”. Then
there’s that joke, “it doesn't matter how
much milk you put in a cup of coffee, it’s
still a cup of coffee”.
The Uluru Statement From The Heart
was such a tragic missed opportunity
four years ago. To have something that
took two years of dialogue between
Aboriginal leaders from all around
the country, to have that summarily
dismissed in three days and, not
mischievously, but perniciously
characterised as wanting to set up a
third house of parliament was really
disappointing.
I thought the Statement was only
asking for modest things. It was
seeking an Aboriginal advisory group
to comment on policy affecting First
Australians and the Makarrata was about
engaging in a process working towards
treaty. There was no particular timeline,
it was just saying we’re going to have
to do more “hard talking”, to use your
language, to reach an outcome we can
all live with.
That seemed to be an eminently
sensible process. These issues are part
of every post-colonial country in the
world. It's a serious by-product of postcolonialism and invader grand theft.
January 26 is a painful day for First
Australians. It's an inescapable fact that
the longest continuous living cultures on
earth were completely up-ended from
that day in 1788.
From my viewpoint, it's a
fundamentally unacceptable date to
have a day of national celebration. At
its core, it will be always non-inclusive
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people. So that's the first thing.
Secondly, I particularly dislike the bogan
element associated with this toxic
patriotism.
Being an Aboriginal person on that
day, it's the day you least feel part of
“Team Australia”. In fact, it's a very
intimidating day. If you're wearing
anything that's Aboriginal, you're likely
to be accosted or threatened. A lot of our
mob on the peninsula don't leave their
house on Australia Day, they just stay

ULURU
STATEMENT
FROM THE HEART
The Uluru Statement from the Heart outlines the
path forward for recognising Indigenous Australians
in the nation's constitution.
It asks Australians to change the constitution to allow
Indigenous Australians a voice in the laws and policies that
are made about them.
Over a six month period, the consultation process engaged
more than 1200 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
representatives in a dozen regional dialogues across the
country.
The Uluru Statement states two broad objectives for
reform–the establishment of a First Nations Voice and a
Makarrata Commission.
The First Nations Voice would “provide a constitutionally
entrenched institution which enables Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples to be formally consulted on
legislation and policy affecting their communities”.
The Makarrata Commission would “supervise a process of
agreement-making between governments and First Nations
and truth-telling about our history”.

inside. We just feel like we're outsiders in
our own country on that day.
It's always instructive to flip things
like this around. Imagine on Anzac Day,
a day of mourning and loss, imagine
if Aboriginal people were raucously
drinking and celebrating and having
parties and street fiestas. There would be
outrage right around the country at us
disrespecting the dead.
It gets back to ignorance. A lot of
people just blindly celebrate Australia
Day with a sense of pride in settler
achievements in the last 200 years and
I'm not meaning to deride that story, but
Aboriginal people in Australia have been
excluded from any of that storytelling.
My best suggestion for an alternative
is get rid of the monarchy and on the
day the republic is proclaimed, that's
the day to celebrate Australia Day. We
could become a country at ease with
our conscience and proud of our shared
history.
The reality is, at a federal level, both
Labor and Liberal won't touch changing
Australia Day. It'll just be a political
suicide. So it’s about how you change
that dynamic and get to a space where
an alternative day will be considered.
I'm not arguing for killing the Queen, but
when she eventually dies there will be
a renewed impetus for a republic. But
we’re still probably 3-10 years away from
having really strident discussions.
This discourse about changing the
date is not going to go away – it’s
just going to become more and more
amplified year in, year out. I despair at
what lies ahead for at least the next five
years or so. We'll just keep replaying
Australia Day as it is and it'll get more
corrosive and people will bunker down
on either side.
I'm not a supporter of making January
26 more inclusive of First Australians
because it's an inescapable fact that it
isn't a day of celebration. People think a
lot of the issues that Aboriginal people
have raised came up recently, but
they've been going on for decades, if not
centuries.

Continued P10
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Campbell Opie, 69

I am an associate member of Willum
Warrain and a member of the Village
Uniting Church, Mt Eliza. I joined Willum
Warrain in 2018.
Many years ago, In Adelaide I did
studies in recreation and social planning
and have had various senior jobs
managing the fields of community and
cultural and economic development,
and strategic planning. Examples
involved working with other cultures,
such as Aboriginal communities, through
Walking on Country, workshops and
education materials aiming to create
opportunities for conciliation and
respect and understanding of culture,
and history from the perspective of First
People, which many people, including
me, had not been taught in schools.
About 15 years ago, when I was living
in Adelaide, I met Kunyi, an Aboriginal
artist, with whom, as it turned out, I went
to primary school. She was called June
Anne McInerney back then and I had no
idea she or her siblings were Aboriginal.
Having the privilege to meet again, I
learnt Kunyi had been one of the Stolen
Generation.
In her words, her separation “took
away my family, my culture, and who
I could have been. These are not fairy
tales, they are true, and I want people
to understand.” Now a recog-nised
and amazing artist, she said “my
paintings speak for me” in exploring the
experiences of cultural loss, separation
from family and finding happiness in
hardship.
Eventually as an adult, Kunyi
investigated and reconnected with her
cultural roots and family and describes
her art as a means of helping her deal
with her difficult and long personal
journey.
Reconnecting with Kunyi and listening
to hers and other very moving and
uplifting per-sonal stories was a great
privilege and, for me, was my real eye
opener, which led me to more deeply
engage with the work of Uniting Church
Covenant with Aboriginal and Islanders
Christian Congress in SA.
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It was exciting for me when I moved
to Mt Martha, Victoria, in 2018, and soon
found out about Willum Warrain (“The
Gathering Place”) and met Peter and
his team, who welcomed us so warmly
to the thriving community at Hastings.
We have encouraged and had many
members of our church offering support
to Willum Warrain in many ways, visiting,
listening, learning about Treaty, Truth
Telling, and Statement of the Heart, bush
tucker and, above all, the challenges and
achievements of our First People.
Willum Warrain and Peter and his team
have been teaching us so generously and
enabling us to join many activities open
to supporters and members. It’s been a
real eye opener for our community and
we have loved it.
Peter has both encouraged and
resourced us as we have explored ways

January 26. I used to work for state
government and local government
and Australia Day was often largely
“put the prawns on the barbecue and
celebrate the heck out of it”. That being
said, in many councils I have worked
with, there were efforts to negotiate
respectful engagement with Aboriginal
communities. And that was just what
happened for many years of my working
life and which I rarely questioned
significantly.
My father-in-law was a Uniting Church
minister and he was one of the people
standing alongside Aboriginal people
who were fighting for land rights in
Adelaide in the 70s. I learned a lot from
him as he questioned everything all the
time. I went to several Invasion Day and
Sorry Day celebrations. They were big
and meaningful events for the time.

I’ve had a big change of heart about January 26.
“
How can we expect this to be a day that's a celebration
for everybody and particularly First People?
”
Campbell Opie

for our church community to listen and
learn about treaty and sovereignty and
experience culture.
As a founding member of Willum
Warrain, he has been instrumental in
generating a Gathering Place which has
grown so much in recent years, and a
culture which offers so much to both
Aboriginal members who come to the
Peninsula, and those who wish to learn
and stand with them. I count him as a
friend and mentor and look forward
to the future for Willum Warrain and
helping to grow the role of our Church.
I’ve had a big change of heart about

So, in later years, I've found the whole
Australia Day thing difficult. It became
very clear to me that any celebration that
hinges itself on a flag-raising ceremony
which was the first official place of
announcing Terra Nullius to a people
with a profound and spiritual connection to land for thousands of years
– how can we expect this to be a day
that's a cele-bration for everybody and
particularly First People?
And our national anthem is
meaningless to many Aboriginal people
because of the words that are used.
One of the first things we could do is to
Continued P12

Image:
Mikaela Turner
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change the words to be more respectful
and inclusive. A few years ago, Judith
Durham with Kutcha Edwards (and
others) rewrote the current anthem,
which I believe is a great example of a
respectful alternative for discussion.
People say “get over it, it’s just a
day, it’s just a celebration, we've had it
forever, so don't try to change it”. I think
that’s an insensitive and disrespectful
view and we have not had the
celebration or the date forever.
The key thing for me is we need to
listen and continue to listen and debate
respectfully, because there's no one
answer. There's no one view in the
Aboriginal community or the nonAboriginal community about what to do
on January 26.
We need to work out what Australia
Day really can be, rather than just
change the date, because no day is
going to be perfect. If some want a day
to celebrate the coming of the fleet,
that’s fine, but I don't believe it should
be an official celebration of the nation.
I think it's a total anachronism, given
the range of significant and profound
gaps in relationship and living that need
attention.
Some councils around the country
are rethinking the nature of their
engagement in Australia Day events with
First People. Church groups are running
alternative days of recogni-tion that
focus on the struggles of, and respect for,
First Peoples. The call to change the date
seems to be growing louder. But the
reality is it will not happen overnight.

Willum Warrain
Willum Warrain Aboriginal
Association is a not-for-profit
organisation on Victoria’s
Mornington Peninsula that
provides health, art and culture
programs, charitable support and
links between the Aboriginal and
broader local community.
It is located at 10c Pound Rd
Hastings, Victoria. For more
information, visit:
willumwarrain.org.au
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Advance
Australia Fair
Words by Judith Durham, Kutcha Edwards,
Lou Bennett, Camilla Chance and Bill Hauritz.
Australians let us stand as one, upon this sacred land
A new day dawns, we’re moving on to trust and understand.
Combine our ancient history and cultures everywhere,
To bond together for all time, advance Australia fair.
With joyful hearts then let us sing, advance Australia fair.
Australians let us all be one, with peace and harmony.
Our precious water, soil and sun, grant life for you and me.
Our land abounds in nature’s gifts to love, respect and share,
And honouring the Dreaming, advance Australia fair.
With joyful hearts then let us sing, advance Australia fair.
Australians let us strive as one, to work with willing hands.
Our Southern Cross will guide us on, as friends with other lands.
While we embrace tomorrow’s world with courage, truth and care,
And all our actions prove the words, advance Australia fair,
With joyful hearts then let us sing, advance Australia fair.
And when this special land of ours is in our children’s care,
From shore to shore forever more, advance Australia fair.
With joyful hearts then let us sing, advance Australia fair.

Moderator’s Emergency Response Fund
Whenever emergencies affect communities within our Synod
the generosity of Uniting Church congregations and individual
members is evidenced.
The new Moderator’s Emergency Response Fund is a way for
those of us wanting to help when future emergencies occur
in Victoria and Tasmania to contribute to communities which
need immediate assistance.

Donations can be made at any
time, not just in response to a
specific emergency.

For further information, or

to make a donation, visit the
Synod’s website:

www.victas.uca.org.au

Rev Denise Liersch, Moderator

CONTR I BUTE NOW

Moderator’s Emergency Response Fund
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If you’re reading this, chances are you are a person of faith. But how did you find your faith?
And what does it provide you? How would you define it? Are faith and belief one and the
same thing? What would the world look like without faith? So many questions,
but all the answers lie within.
By Stephen Acott
It’s 6.47am in sunny Samoa. The
calendar says its September 29, 2009,
but when the clock strikes 6.48am,
Frank Rees won’t need a calendar to
record this day. Mother nature will have
that covered.
Frank, principal of Whitley College in
Parkville, Victoria, is in Samoa holidaying
with his wife and daughter.
At just 2800sqkm, Samoa is your
quintessential, picture-postcard speck in
the ocean.This is a place to lose yourself,
or maybe find yourself, depending on
your circumstances – either way, not
much happens in Samoa, so “relax” is
14

at the top of most people’s to-do lists.
Frank won’t be relaxing today, as he’s
about to discover.
At 6.48am, Frank wakes to the sound
of rumbling. The room is shaking,
furniture is moving. Frank has never
experienced an earthquake before,
but he doesn’t need a second opinion
– this is an earthquake, 8.1 on the
Richter scale. Some things just explain
themselves.
His wife is also woken by the clatter
and, not knowing quite what to do, the
two of them run outside. This doesn’t
really achieve anything and, besides,

they’re not fully dressed so they return
to their room, put on some extra clothes
and head back outside.
By now there’s a siren blaring and one
of the staff members is running around
shouting the word “tsunami”.
Tsunami? Did he just say “tsunami”?
Frank doesn’t have time to fully digest
the word, much less its implications.
Before he knows it he’s underwater,
trying to negotiate the non-negotiable.
“I’m under a wave that is carrying me
away and thinking I’m about to drown,”
he recalls. The moment is as vivid now,
112 years down the track, as it was then.
Continued P16
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“My wife was carried in one direction
inland and my daughter and I were
carried into the rubble of the building
we had been staying in. After the first big
wave, I tried to swim, tried to swim, tried
to swim, but in the end I couldn’t. But
the wave had smashed up the building
and we ended up on the ledge of a part
of what was left of one wall.
“When I finally got my head above
water, I found my daughter and we
started to walk uphill. I had six broken
ribs and a whole lot of other injuries and
I was in excruciating pain, but we made
it.
“We didn’t know if my wife was alive,
and she didn’t know if we were alive, but
we managed to find each other about an
hour later.”
Each of us have had moments in our
lives we’ll never forget, moments that
have helped shape us and shift us and
even define us. Your wedding day, for
example.
Some of these moments are so
totemic we aren’t the same person
afterwards. We are irreversibly different.
The birth of your first child, for example.
Or surviving a tsunami.
“I had the sense then that I’d been
given another chance at life,” Frank,
now a Reverend Associate Professor at
the University of Divinity, says. “And I
determined that I would do things that I
really believed were worthwhile, put up
with a lot less crap, and articulate as best
I could the idea of a God who is with us in
life, inviting us to life.
“The tsunami literally took away
from me everything that I had, all of the
possessions I’d taken to the island. I had
no mobile phone, wallet, no credit cards,
no clothes. When everything is taken
from us, we discover what really matters,
and that’s the potential for a new sense
of faith, a new sense of that trusting and
belonging.
“What can you really trust? Well, you
can trust yourself and each other in the
face of everything else being lost. And
that I think is the potential for faith in
God beyond ideas, beyond the idea of
the God who pulls the strings and causes
things.”
If you don’t have faith before a
tsunami sweeps you to within an inch
16

as faith
“is authenticity
trusting honesty.

Honest trusting includes
some believing and
some I’m not sure what
to believe
Frank Rees

”

of your life, chances are you might have
it once you wake up and have time to
comprehend what just happened. Frank,
now 71, lived to further his life. As did
his wife and daughter. But 149 people
weren’t so fortunate that day. Why did
Frank live?
Frank, who is also an author and
blogger, says he’s never tried to answer
that question and who can blame him?
There is no answer, just a responsibility
to not take life for granted.
“I don’t think you can answer it with
ideas,” he says. “The great temptation of
Western thought is wanting to explain
everything. I’m all in favour of trying to
understand things, but I think there are
times when we can’t understand and
instead we need to respond. So for those
who died, and this is happening all the
time in different contexts, we have to
respond with appropriate compassion
and gratitude, gratitude for them, for
what they gave to life, but also gratitude
for our life. So that’s my response – not
to explain ‘why me?’, but to say ‘thank
God. I’m alive. I’m going to live’.”
The thing is, Frank didn’t need a
tsunami to find faith or have faith. He’d
been a man of faith long before he

hopped on a plane to Samoa. He can’t
pinpoint a precise “lightbulb” moment
but remembers listening to a preacher
back when he was 15 that had a marked
influence on his faith.
“He was talking about the kind of faith
that people can switch on and switch off
according to whether it was convenient
or not,” Frank says. “And I thought that
whatever faith I was going to affirm it
had to be fair dinkum. I was either going
to be in or out. And that’s basically been
my affirmation – I don’t want to pretend
– so if I can’t articulate something, I’m
not going to pretend. And authenticity as
faith is trusting honesty. Honest trusting
Continued P18
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Faith consists in believing when it is beyond the
“
Keep he faith power of reason to believe.”
Voltaire
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includes some believing and some ‘I’m
not sure what to believe’ – actions that
try to express oneself honestly.”
Faith is not a foreign concept. And yet
… do we really, truly understand what
it is? Do we have different definitions?
Different parameters? Different levels?
Can you switch it on and off, as the
preacher described to Frank?
Faith isn’t hard to find; like everything
nowadays, it’s only a mouse click away.
It’s right there in Google, on YouTube,
Instagram, Pinterest … any and all
manner of platforms. Some of it is
superficial, some of it is as deep and
complex as a theological PhD. People
have written countless books and poems
and songs on the topic, there’s been
movies and art and mass gatherings
– you won’t struggle to find faith, but
having faith, well that’s something else
altogether.

Objectively true. That’s an interesting
statement to say as fact, particularly
in a society where many would argue
faith is subjective and occurs, thrives
even, in the absence of proof. Even
The Bible seems to suggest this view:
“Faith is being sure of what you hope
for and certain of what you cannot see.”
(Hebrews 11:1)
Maybe we should let Richard explain
himself further.
“Faith is not an intellectual acceptance
of God, or believing certain doctrines
to be true,” he says. “Such intellectual
ascent does not usually change your
heart or your lifestyle. I’m convinced that
much modern atheism is a result of such
a heady and really ineffective definition
of faith.
“God refuses to be known
intellectually. God can only be loved
and known in the act of love. Love is like

isn’t given in sufficient quantities to individuals,
“Faith
it’s given in sufficient quantities to communities.
Faith is a team sport, it’s not an individual competition.
”
Rev Nadia Bolz-Weber

How do you get faith? What does it
involve? Is there a guidebook? A set of
rules? Is it a case of simply believing?
Well, no.
Fr Richard Rohr is a Catholic priest and
highly acclaimed spiritual writer. Highly
acclaimed and prolific. Chances are he’s
written four or five books while we’ve
been in lockdown. The point is, when it
comes to matters of faith there isn’t an
angle he hasn’t considered and explored
in print.
“Most people think having faith means
‘to believe in Jesus’,” he says. “But, ‘to
share in the faith of Jesus’ is a much
richer concept.
By myself, I don’t know how to have
faith in God, but once we know that
Jesus is the corporate stand-in for
everybody, we know we have already
been taken on the ride through death
and back to life. All we can do now
is make what is objectively true fully
conscious for us.”
18

a living organism, an active force-field
upon which we can rely, from which we
can draw, and which we can allow to
pass through us.”
Rev Nadia Bolz-Weber is a theologian
and three-times New York Times bestselling author. She agrees with Richard
that faith is not “intellectually assenting
to a set of theological propositions”. To
her, faith is “trusting God’s promises”.
“Faith is trusting we are who God says
we are, that God’s promises are being
fulfilled among us even if we’re not
seeing it,” she says.
Nadia, who agrees with Richard’s
proposition that sharing in the faith of
Jesus is a richer concept than simply
believing in Him, has a phrase for faith:
“team sport”.
“Faith isn’t given in sufficient
quantities to individuals, it’s given in
sufficient quantities to communities.
Faith is a team sport, it’s not an
individual competition,” she says.

This is an interesting concept and
one worth exploring further because
everyone interviewed for this story said
their faith was deeply personal and
not in short supply. Yes, they belonged
to a faith community – and rejoiced in
the fact – but their faith was imbedded
in their soul, it was part of their being.
It was personal, almost individuallytailored.
Gus Yearsley is the state officer of
the Tasmanian Council of Churches
Emergency Ministry. Now 53, he grew
up in what he describes as a “Christian
household”, but says it took until his
teens for his faith to get a strong foothold
in his life.
“Faith is very personal,” he says. “For
me, faith is about serving people and
loving people and being a good example
of who I think Jesus would be and
represent Him as best I can.”
Or, as Hampton Park UC member
Diane Leak puts it, faith is about “doing
stuff”. “The best thing I can do is live
out my faith,” she says. “I’ve become
quite involved with what we’re doing at
Uniting Place, which is what we call the
church building. Before lockdown, we
offered free lunches twice a week. And
Continued P20

19

From P19

is not hard to find.
“It’sFaith
difficult and stubborn
and involves an ongoing
struggle. It goes hand
in hand with doubt and
sometimes in conscious
defiance of it.
Lesley Hazleton

”

I was involved with religious education
for about 30 years with the local schools.
That was a bit of a seed-sowing ministry.”
If we accept that faith is fundamental
to the human condition, it’s interesting
to consider the fact we aren’t born with
it. Faith is something we have to find, or
allow ourselves to find, or allow faith to
find us.
Think about when you first truly
had faith? Did you hunt high and low
for it? Or did it come to you in a rather
20

roundabout, unexpected way? Revealing
itself only when you were truly ready to
receive it?
Richard says we “don’t really do faith”.
“It happens to you when you give up
control and all the steering of your ship,”
he says. “Frankly, we often do it when we
have no other choice. Faith hardly ever
happens when we rush to judgment or
seek too-quick resolution of anything.
Thus, you see why faith will invariably be
a minority and suspect position. You fall

into it more than ever fully choosing it.
“Many scholars have pointed out
that what is usually translated in
Paul’s letters as ‘faith in Christ’ would
be more accurately translated as ‘the
faith of Christ’. It’s more than a change
of prepositions. It means we are all
participating – with varying degrees of
resistance and consent – in the faith
journey that Jesus has already walked.”
What does he mean when he says “you
don’t really do faith”? Does he mean

“faith” is not a verb? If so, he has an allay
in Frank.
“One of the really unfortunate things
in the English language is that we don’t
actually have a verb for faith,” he says.
“We don’t have ‘faithing’ in the way
that the Bible does and, therefore, all
too often people think of faith in terms
of ‘do you believe?’ and when you get
to belief then you get to specific ideas
and content and a great deal of the
theological tradition is focused on that,

unfortunately. It’s really important to
say that faith is a personal and relational
stance in life. It has much more to do
with trust and relating and engaging
than it has to do with the traditional
focus on belief.
“Faith is a natural human
responsiveness to life itself. And it is a
stance that involves relationships and
ethics, action, emotions as well as some
intellectual content. But for a great
many people, the intellectual content is

either not well developed and often not
expressed in words.”
Beth Woolsey is an American author,
mother of five, very down to earth and
someone who believes finding faith does
take some searching on our part.
“Jesus said a lot of earth-shattering
things,” she says, “but now that I’m a
mum, I think this was one of the most
radical of all: ‘Ask and it will be given
to you; seek and you will find; knock
and the door will be opened to you.
Continued P22
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For everyone who asks receives; the
that is so wild and so free that it helps
one who seeks finds; and to the one
people learn to breathe? What if you’re
who knocks, the door will be opened.”
called to be that kind of aspiration?’
(Matthew 7:7-8)
“And I thought, ‘by God, if this life is
“It seems to me that Jesus’s words are
about helping people breathe, I can do
a clear directive: ask, seek, knock. And
that’.
then, if I’ve got this right, Jesus follows
“Ask. Seek. Knock. Breathe.”
up a few verses later by saying that God
And if you ask and seek and knock
will actually respond. God, the lover of
and breathe and discover something,
us all, will reveal divine things. To me. To
what do you do? Believe? Have faith?
you. To anyone who asks. And God will
Or are they one and the same thing? Of
do it without discretion or conditions.
course they’re not. In fact, according
Without caution or prudence. Without
to outspoken agnostic (and author)
making a list first of who has a right
Lesley Hazleton, faith can flourish in the
to which truth or who will handle the
absence of belief.
answers the best.
Lesley, 75, says “doubt is essential to
“The revolutionary, almost subversive,
faith”. “Demolish all doubt and what is
thing about asking is that it goes
left is absolute, heartless conviction,” she
beyond making it OK to have secret
says. “You are certain you possess ‘The
questions and inner doubts and gives
Truth’ and this certainty quickly devolves
us permission to
into dogmatism and
raise our hands in
righteousness – in
God’s classroom
short, the arrogance
with a ‘pardon me,
of fundamentalism.
but I don’t get it’.
Like fundamentalists
Or ‘I just can’t bring
of all Christian
myself to believe
stripes they have
what the rest of
no questions, only
Tanya Walker
your class is telling
answers. They’ve
me’.
found the perfect
“I suspect – a sneaking suspicion
antidote to thought and the ideal refuge
that gets louder as I age – that we’re
from the hard demands of real faith. We
somehow expected to keep asking. Out
have to recognise that real faith has no
loud. And to keep seeking. And to keep
easy answers.
knocking. Which has crazy implications
“Faith is not hard to find. It’s difficult
on parenting from a Jesus perspective
and stubborn and involves an ongoing
because typically when we don’t know
struggle, a continuing questioning of
something, we pretend we do. That’s
what we think we know, a wrestling with
in the Parenting Manual. Or the Being
issues and ideas. It goes hand in hand
a Grownup Manual. Or the Christianity
with doubt and sometimes in conscious
Manual. Or maybe it’s just being human.
defiance of it. And this conscious
“I had a conversation recently with my
defiance is why I, as an agnostic, can still
father about whether we’re obligated as
have faith.
Christians to be aspirational. ‘Are we,’ I
“What drives us is that, despite
asked, ‘supposed to hold ourselves up
our doubts, and even because of our
as an example of the Godly life? Because
doubts, we reject the nihilism of despair.
I’m afraid I lack what it takes for others –
We insist on faith in the future and in
my children, my friends, my blog readers
each other. Call us naïve or impossibly
– to want to aspire to be like me and,
idealistic, but call it human.”
therefore, like God’.
Tanya Walker, 44, is a wife and mother
“He replied: ‘What if the root word of
and lay leader at Benalla UC. She is also
aspiration isn’t only to aspire to? What
a witness to a remarkable occurrence at
if the root word of aspiration is also to
her fortnightly Sunday worship. “I have
aspirate? To expel or dislodge the things
a friend who comes every two weeks,
that make people choke? To tell a truth
reads the Bible with us, prays with us,

without faith
“arePeople
missing out on a

sense of hope, but also
an element of freedom.

”
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but she keeps saying she doesn’t believe
in God.
“I’m always intrigued about what is
going through her mind. I’ve had several
conversations with her about it and I
think, for her, there’s too much of the
faith aspect tied up with religion. And
so the religion side of things puts up
this massive barrier for people opening
themselves up to actually believing in
something.
“She said ‘I believe in Mother Earth’
and I think we’re just using different
names, really. I think what you believe in
and what I believe in is probably closer
than we think. You’re very adamant
about saying ‘I don’t believe in God’
because you have this picture of what
you think God is, but if we break it down,
it’s closer than we think it is.”
Diane had an interesting encounter
once with someone who believed in
extra terrestrials. “He said he had no
faith, but believed there was something
‘out there’ so I think underneath all that
he had some kind of faith,” she says.
“We both believed there was something
out there beyond us that we don’t
understand and sometimes we just have
to accept that those things are there. We
don’t know everything.”
Gus’s job sees him working with
people of many faiths. He describes it as
“an interesting space” and it has taught

t

Faith does not eliminate questions,
“
Keep he faith but knows where to take them.”

Elisabeth Elliot

him that “faith means different things
to different people, depending on their
belief system”. It has also taught him
that, no matter what “brand” your faith
may be, questions always linger. There is
always an element of the unknown.
“There are some questions we just
can’t answer,” he says. “But that doesn’t
undermine my faith in God.”
Faith may come in many ways and
many forms to many people – there is
no single “faith” packet you can grab off
the supermarket shelf – so it shouldn’t
come as a surprise to discover that once
Continued P24
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“

Faith and love and hope
are what carry us through
this world. We are moving
to a place where faith is
in the margins, but I think
we’ll move back again.

”

Diane Leak

you have it, your experience with it, how
it nurtures and nourishes you, will be
relatively unique.
When asked to describe what faith
provides, Tanya offers just one word:
“Freedom.” When asked to explain, she
says: “People without faith are missing
out on a sense of hope, but also an
element of freedom. By this I mean many
people are living with the expectations

knowing that God forgives us when we
muck up, gives me a sense of freedom in
the way I live my life, that we don’t have
in other ways.
“We don’t have to get it perfect, we
don’t have to have everything, because
ultimately that doesn’t matter and, if
people judge us for what we don’t have
or what they think we don’t have, then
it doesn’t matter because I know that
God loves me no matter what and that
is more powerful than all other things.
This gives me the freedom to not worry
about everything else, but instead to put
my energies into trying to love others
as God loves us. Because that will make
the world a better place. I don’t always
get it right, but it is in the trying that God
shows grace.”
Frank says faith provides “a framework
of ethics, a life style”. “What we often
call a ‘lifestyle’ is actually a ‘deathstyle’

t

church by a portion of society, but these
days we see an extraordinary number
of people exercising or doing healthy
things. You see people doing stuff about
homemaking, to enhance their homes.
And others get together for brunch. Now
those three things are immensely lifeaffirming and the getting together part
of it is enormously important. Inherent
in all that is a quest for life, the quest for
belonging, the quest for a kind of life that
affirms, rather than divides, the kind of
life that is growing and nurturing, rather
than stultifying.
“And the future of faith is with that
movement and I’m hopeful that out
of all that we might reclaim the ideas
of justice, peace, Shalom. And God is
already in all of that. The church has
never had an adequate doctrine of the
Holy Spirit and if we believe that the
Holy Spirit is the spirit of the whole

Faith is taking the first step even when you don’t
“
Keep he faith see the whole staircase.”
that society and others put on them,
sometimes it is what they put on
themselves – an expectation to live up
to what others want them to be and, in
many cases, falling short time and again.
This leads to feelings of inadequacy and
failure and causes anxiety and stress.
“For example, a friend of mine who is
a mother of three small children thinks
that for her to have a good life she needs
to be the ideal mother and not get things
wrong. She needs to have more and
more possessions in order to keep up
with what is new and fashionable. She
dresses nicely, she portrays herself as
having an idyllic life, but when we dig
deeper, she has many mental challenges
that stem from the expectations she
feels are on her. These mental challenges
manifest themselves in physical ways
on her body and cause more issues. The
push in our world is to have more, to
achieve more and to be more.
“My point is that having faith in a
God who loves us no matter what and
24

Martin Luther King Jr

– it’s life-denying,” he says. “And I think
faith provides a life style, the Christian
faith with its affirmation of death and
resurrection is actually a way to live.”
Sometimes, when trying to gauge the
worth of something, it pays to think of
what the world would look like without
it. Just how essential is it really? When
push came to shove, could we live
without it?
Diane says a world without faith is not
a world we would recognise. “It wouldn’t
work,” she says adamantly.
“Faith and love and hope are what
carry us through this world. We are
moving to a place where faith is in the
margins, but I think we’ll move back
again. Throughout history it has swung
backwards and forwards. I don’t believe
God will ever leave the world.”
Frank believes the swing back is
already happening and is there for all
to see. “I call it bikes, Bunnings and
brunch,” he says.
“Sundays used to be preserved for

creation and not just limited to people
who go to church then the Holy Spirit is
at work in all of this stuff. That’s why I’m
hopeful.”
Frank has every right to be hopeful
and every reason to have perspective –
he’s survived a tsunami. If that doesn’t
grant you perspective, nothing will.
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“

our strategic focus is to assist faith
communities to thrive and to utilise their
resources well for God’s mission.

Rohan Pryor
Synod Liaison Minister
Tasmania
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We live in hope and expectation, despite
challenging times. God’s Church always
has a future, always has a role in joining
God’s mission in the world – but the
Church’s structures and responsibilities
continue to adapt to changes and
opportunities.
On the 25th anniversary of the
inauguration of the Uniting Church, the
Synod of Tasmania merged with the
Synod of Victoria to form the oversight
and governance structure that we are
familiar with today. This m month’s
Synod meeting provides another
opportunity for reporting, strategic
discernment and shared directionsetting for the working committees and
staff of the Synod.
Through the 1980s and 1990s the
reports and minutes of the Synod of
Tasmania incorporate a significant
number of divisions (commissions and
boards), including for mission planning,
social responsibility and justice,
Christian education, mission support,
and communications, and a number of
institutions incorporating an educational
college, community services including
aged care, and three camp sites.
Notably, the number of parishes
with ministers was much higher than
the present day, and many have since
combined or closed. The number of lay
leaders and ministers required to fulfil
the many structures and boards was also
very evident, and a significant challenge
to sustain.
After extensive research, reporting
and discernment, the Synod of
Tasmania recognised a combination of
fundamental social changes which led to
the sale of the three campsites in the late
1990s, and investment of the proceeds
for mission.
Since that time, grants have supported
ministry with children, youth and their
families, and new or innovative mission
and ministry in various ways. Surplus
manses, vacant land and closed church
buildings were also sold at a regular rate,
and a small number of properties bought

”

as new opportunities became evident.
For at least the past 25 years the
Church has been selling property surplus
to our changing missional needs and
developing new ways to follow Christ
and walk together in order to serve the
world. The historical treasures of the
Wesley Museum in Hobart show the
same processes have been going on
since colonisation of Tasmania and the
Church’s early mission to Hobart Town in
Van Diemen’s Land.
As our globalised media and social
media clearly show us, systemic injustice
and self-interest are still entrenched,
and the Church has a key role in creating
community, expressing compassion and
seeking justice.
The Gospel of Jesus Christ is both
good news and a continuing challenge
to the Christian community: expressing
the Church’s belief in God’s good
creation, in solidarity and safety for all,
and the possibility of renewed hope
and abundant life, even in the midst of
evident chaos and in the face of death.
The Presbytery of Tasmania’s strategic
focus is to assist congregations and faith
communities to thrive and to utilise their
resources well for God’s mission. Our
Synod’s strategic framework includes
a wider vision statement that seeks
community, compassion and justice for
all creation.
Each Presbytery and the Synod
appoint leaders and employ staff to
assist the continuing task of being the
Church in the world, through local
churches and agencies that express
ongoing care in very practical and deeply
spiritual ways.
As communities of faith, our hearts
continue to share the abundant life we
have found together, and seek for all.
As we gather, together or online, to
build each other up in love and to build
faithful community for governance and
oversight as the Synod meets, we will
be sustained by the Spirit of Wisdom
incarnated amongst us, and present
still.

MOD

squad
Our next Moderator will be elected at the Synod 2021 meeting later
this month. The three nominees are Rev David Fotheringham,
Rev Rachel Kronberger and Rev Cameron McAdam.
Turn the page for a profile of each candidate.
Continued P28
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fotheringham
High St UC, Frankston
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How long have you been in the UCA?
I grew up in Adelaide, on Kaurna country.
As a teenager, I joined a Uniting Church
which had a tennis club that I was
playing with, and I became very involved
in the youth group there. When I moved
away from Adelaide to study, I spent a
little time in other denominations, but
the call I heard into ministry was clearly a
call into the Uniting Church.
How did you become a Christian?
During high school I became curious
about God, prayer and the meaning of
life. For a little while my whole family
started going to church. I grew in faith
in the context of a small youth group,
making a commitment to Christ at a
camp during my year 12. From there,
even while I was studying physics, my
heart was always drawn to ministry and
mission.
What do you think differentiates the
UCA from other denominations?
The Uniting Church has a strong history
of being prepared to ask difficult
questions and face issues of justice.
We wrestle genuinely with where
God is calling us to be, in this place
and time. I value our commitment to
working with, and alongside, other
denominations and people of faith. The
breadth of our presentation, including in
congregational life, in strong agencies,
and in chaplaincy across schools, aged
care, universities, hospitals and prisons,
enables us to respond to God’s call in all
sorts of locally important ways to live
and proclaim the gospel. We are “big"
enough to push into areas of justice and
social policy, “young" enough to seek
new ways of expressing faith, “broad”
28

enough to reach all corners of Victoria
and Tasmania, “grounded” enough in
the gospel to be realistic about ourselves
and our history as we proclaim the call
and grace of God.
What most inspires you?
I have just witnessed my congregation
adapting magnificently to the
restrictions of lockdown, gathering for
worship in new ways and maintaining
pastoral care and connection. The
congregation is now emerging with
some new ways of being and a keen
desire to engage further with our local
community.
What is it about the role of Moderator
that most appeals?
I see in this role the opportunity to set
the tone of our conversations, and to
ensure we attend well to the issues
before us. As a chaplain to a former
Moderator, I had a glimpse into the
breadth of the role. I’m conscious that
in the post-pandemic period there are
some difficult issues to work through,
particularly with respect to the changing
capacities of parts of the church, wise
resourcing, and engaging effectively
with society across all generations. I
enjoy working with leaders from across
the Synod on various committees,
navigating ways forward with the
collective wisdom they bring. I find a role
which combines clear servant leadership
with significant pastoral connections
across the Synod appealing.
How would you describe your
leadership style/what would you bring
to the role?
In leadership roles, I seek to encourage
the confidence that, by the grace of
God, we can achieve those things we
are called to, well. I seek to listen well,
to be clear about directions, and to be
pastoral in communication and care.
I’m glad to have experience in rural,
regional and suburban settings, giving
me a level of insight into the pressures
and opportunities of those settings,
and about which I’ve continued to
learn while chairing the Placements
Committee. Chairing the Facilitation

Group as we’ve worked through
significant issues over the last three
Synod meetings has given me an
appreciation of the care required when
dealing with issues for the whole church.
Where do you see the UCA in the
immediate future?
Across this Synod, the pandemic has
had varying impacts, with some parts
enduring stringent lockdowns and other
parts knowing a lot more freedom. In the
immediate future, some will be finding
their feet again, hopefully building on

ministry teams and lay leaders will need
to be well supported.
Tell us a little bit about your family/
significant other
As I write this, a new adventure in
blended family living is beginning!
A couple of years ago a friend gave me
the phone number of someone else that
she knew well. With the encouragement
of my two teenage kids, we met and
found ourselves sharing lots of attitudes
and interests as we dated, danced and
enjoyed concerts and dinners together.
We were engaged just before lockdown
and, as I write in early December, Robyn
and I will be married this weekend!
What do you like to do in your spare
time?
During the Melbourne lockdown I was
able to settle into a rhythm of daily
walking, during which I have enjoyed
watching the seasons change among
the plant and bird life in my own
neighbourhood. Having learnt to play
the piano when I was young, I now play
for my own pleasure and for the sense of
accomplishment in trying out new pieces
and styles.
Do you have a favourite TV show?
I don’t watch much TV, but the kids and
I have a routine of watching half an hour
of a show together before bed each
night. At the moment we are enjoying
the Mandalorian – Star Wars with a
“Western” flavour.

learnings and focus from this time.
Around the Synod, the Uniting Church
will continue to engage with local
communities through congregations, lay
leadership, and ministry teams. Rural
ministry will continue to be significant,
including special ministry focus in
bushfire recovery areas. Through it all, in
our ministry in many different ways, we
will be a voice for justice, inclusivity, and
hope in the God we know through Jesus.
What issues does the Church need to
address?

Over the next few years we will have
to continue to address our financial
situation carefully in order that
congregations and agencies are best
enabled to respond to the Synod’s stated
vision and share the Good News of
Christ and the ministry of reconciliation.
Leadership in the multicultural space
needs to be celebrated and encouraged.
Working with younger generations,
especially in places where lockdowns
interrupted ministry, will require ongoing
local investment and prayer. In both rural
and metropolitan ministry, the work of

What’s the last book you read?
The last book that I read was the fourth
of the Tomorrow, When the War Began
series by John Marsden, which one of my
kids started really enjoying and got me
into. I’ve now started on Chris Budden’s
Following Jesus in Invaded Space: Doing
Theology on Aboriginal Land, which
had been pointed out to me at a recent
seminar.
Tell us something about you that
might surprise people.
Despite playing hundreds of games of
Nintendo Super Smash Brothers, I still
can’t beat my kids!
Continued P30
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How long have you been in the UCA?
Since the beginning! I was three
years old when the Uniting Church
was formed. I was baptised into
the Methodist Church in a country
congregation in Western Australia, so
I have been in the Uniting Church for
most of my life. I discerned a call to
ordained ministry in 1998, moving to
Victoria while I was a ministry candidate.
I was ordained in Melbourne in 2002 and
have served in ministry placements in
Melbourne and Canberra. My current
placement at Pilgrim, Yarraville, began
in 2015.
How did you become a Christian?
I didn’t have a pre-faith experience,
really. For as long as I can remember,
I have related to God and considered
myself a follower of Christ. For me,
the concept of “becoming” describes
an ongoing experience of faith, rather
than a single event. The times in which
I have seriously wrestled with faith
have mainly been while I was closely
connected to the church. There have
been a number of times when my faith
took particular developmental leaps,
especially in response to opportunities
for participation, service and leadership.
Whenever I have taken risks in response
to a sense of call, I have found God to be
faithful.
What do you think differentiates the
UCA from other denominations?
I think the Uniting Church has a
distinctive character because of its
history. Our formative experiences as
a church revealed the joy of being a
“fellowship of reconciliation”, welcoming
the gifts of Methodist, Presbyterian and
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Congregational traditions. Through
learning this pattern of openness, we
have also learned to receive the gifts
of women and men; the gifts of people
from manifold cultural backgrounds;
the gifts of people with various abilities
and various family structures; the gifts
of people of all ages. I’ve especially
witnessed this when we have cherished
the gifts of the First Nations People of
Australia. Our shared life in Christ is so
much richer when we walk together. And
in our hardest moments we find that
our faith and unity really are built upon
Jesus Christ.
What most inspires you?
Grace: people’s capacity to reflect the
grace of God – to listen, forgive, reconcile
and heal.
What is it about the role of Moderator
that most appeals?
In discerning God’s call to the role
of Moderator I often reflect on the
opportunity to listen to people. Through
this listening I would hope to learn
about the breadth and depth of the life
of the Church in Victoria and Tasmania.
I am inspired by the work of Professor
Megan Davis, whose deep listening in
communities around Australia enabled
the Constitutional Convention at Uluru
to imagine a new future for our whole
country. While this kind of listening
needs to happen throughout the church,
moderators have a special opportunity
to listen to the Holy Spirit through the
voice of the Church and to offer back to
the Church what they have heard.
How would you describe your
leadership style/what would you bring
to the role?
I have been called to leadership in a
number of different contexts – primarily
in congregational ministry, but also
in Synod and Assembly groups. I am
committed to creating spaces in which
everyone’s gifts are welcome because
I believe this is how we experience the
Holy Spirit among us.
My experience is that more can
be achieved when a group provides
leadership, rather than an individual:

as each person involved experiences
growth and transformation, a wider
circle of people grows with them.
For followers of Christ, I believe
humility in leadership is crucial. I really
like the way this is described in Louise
Penny’s Chief Inspector Gamache novels.
The inspector tells the detectives whom
he is forming for leadership that they
need to be able to “say and mean four
sentences: I don't know. I need help. I'm
sorry. I was wrong”.
Where do you see the UCA in the
immediate future?
The immediate future will be focussed
on renewing the life of the church
following a really tough year. 2020 saw
huge disruption in the core anchors of
our identity: we know who we are when
we are gathered; we know whose we are
at the Communion Table; through acts of
service and mission in our communities
we respond to God’s love and
faithfulness. We have found new ways
to be the Body of Christ and we have
learned so much about ourselves in the
process. I hope in the immediate future
we can work with what we have learned
and be brave as we weave together old
and new ways of being.
What issues does the Church need to
address?
The Uniting Church was established
towards the end of the post-World War II
church boom. We were rich in resources
– property, money and a public voice.
Inevitably some of those resources
influenced the way we understood
ourselves. As some properties become
harder to manage, as available funds
become scarce, and as society loses
interest in our voice, we can no longer
define ourselves with those things. This
gives us immense freedom to hear afresh
how God is calling us into being as the
Body of Christ. I strongly believe that
together, we have enough to be who God
is calling us to be, and to do what God is
calling us to do. So, the biggest issue we
face is continuing to discern our call.
Tell us a little bit about your family.
My husband, Dave, works in youth

mental health policy and we have two
children in secondary school.
What do you like to do in your spare
time?
I like to walk and find places in my local
neighbourhood that give me glimpses
of wildness. I often combine walking
with reading, through listening to
audiobooks. I love gathering with people
around a table for a meal and I enjoy
making lovely food to share.
Do you have a favourite TV show?
I enjoyed The Crown, but I always watch

the new series too quickly. I found Planet
America indispensable during the US
election. During lockdown, I often chose
comedies – Schitt’s Creek was a special
favourite – and Dave and I have almost
finished watching The Queen’s Gambit.
What’s the last book you read?
I’ve just finished the latest Jane Harper
mystery, The Survivors, set in northern
Tasmania.
Tell us something about you that
might surprise people.
I often surprise myself with my

enthusiasm for wilderness adventures.
While in secondary school I had two 10day adventures – one sailing a tall ship
and the other a wilderness hike. The ship
was great, but I planned to never hike
again. Four years later, I was leading a
Scripture Union camp that was a 10-day
wilderness hike and I went on to become
Camp Director and running two camps a
year on the south coast of WA. We enjoy
hiking as a family these days. We find
that as we take on shared challenges and
live simply on the trail, we learn about
each other and create a new story from
our experience.
Continued P32
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How long have you been in the UCA?
I have often been asked what tradition I
was prior to union. I was six at union and
so I have only ever known the Uniting
Church, of which I’ve been a member my
whole life.
How did you become a Christian?
After difficult teenage and high school
years, a new minister arrived at our local
church and invited me to participate
in a new youth group. This minister
and church rebuilt me as a person. The
church literally became my salvation
and faith in Jesus began to fire. I was
confirmed, became a youth leader and
elder.
I think, however, that becoming
a Christian is ever evolving, and I
continue to try and grow in faith
and understanding. Questioning
and exploring are exciting aspects
of my faith journey. My college years
were transforming for me, opening
my faith, but also personally. I have
found inspiration in the people I have
ministered alongside, and they have
influenced my unfolding faith.
What do you think differentiates the
UCA from other denominations?
The unique way the Uniting Church
was formed, establishing a movement
rather than a denomination, has
encouraged a broad spectrum and
inclusive theology and expression of
faith and culture. We are a church that
has not been afraid of hard discussions
and decisions across our short life. In
my own churches we have held together
diverse understandings and focussed on
our common faith in Christ. The Uniting
Church has justice in its blood, and at its
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heart our covenant between First and
Second Peoples of this land – a covenant
to which I am deeply committed.
I believe that many in the broader
community would recognise the Uniting
Church for sharing these characteristics.
What most inspires you?
I was once told that we should each
have a mentor that is older and mentor
that is younger than us. I have tried to
live this and have been inspired and
encouraged by those from whom I have
sought counsel and wisdom. I have been
particularly inspired by many young
adults who live Christian faith with such
integrity and character. And whilst we
can all name the famous people who
inspire us, it has often been the person
doing the unseen ministry, like washing
the dishes every week at the community
meal, whose commitment to the way of
Jesus has so moved me.
What is it about the role of Moderator
that most appeals?
I have found life in my ministry at the
place where the church intersects with
the wider community, where I have tried
to represent the church with integrity
and in a way that shows the church has
purpose and life and is key to a healthy
and vibrant community. I hope that as
Moderator I might represent the church
in such ways, showing that we are active,
life giving, meaningful, just, which I hope
would encourage the church and give
the wider community something to think
about.
I hope that the role of Moderator, and
my willingness to listen, might afford
an overview that allows me to see the
places of hope and life, stories that
might be shared more widely, or where
advocacy in the institution might bring
encouragement and empowerment.

the church and community, we are all
on a journey, trying to find our way in
faith and life. I love to listen to people,
especially those on the edge of the
community, to encourage, support and
advocate. I work collaboratively and try
to hear and work toward a best outcome
for everyone involved. I am told I am
good at telling the story of the church
back to itself, and I think it is important
to speak the truth with integrity, so that
the depth of the issues can be named
and worked through. Leadership in the
church is so much about relationship,
and I would hope my personable
approach, would help build relationship
and trust across the church and between
the church and community.

How would you describe your
leadership style/what would you bring
to the role?
I heard a wise person once say,
“Leadership is a function of the
community. Leadership has no more
status than anyone else.” Whilst I might
have gifts that I have tried to share with

Where do you see the UCA in the
immediate future?
We have 600 congregations across
Victoria and Tasmania, agencies,
schools, and other expressions
of ministry. We live in a complex
community that is becoming more
complex and diverse every day. Our

immediate future will see us continue
our transition to this more complex and
diverse way of being church. This will
happen, and we need to live the grace
and generosity in this time, listen for and
encourage the church on the margins,
bring our heart and resources to ensure
this transition happens well. We are
already seeing the pain of this change,
but we are a people of the resurrection,
and believe that new life will emerge.
What issues does the Church need to
address?
We are overwhelmed by our own
institutional issues and in many places,
we are only looking inwards – largely
we have become reactive rather than
proactive. Our financial challenges,
numerical decline, ageing demographics,
shortage of ministry agents and volume
of underutilised property resources are
concerning and creating a stress and
pressure on our people, our councils,
and committees.
At the same time, there is life in many
of our communities and expressions

of the church and the gospel calls us
to live and be the life of Jesus in fresh
and creative ways. We must find ways
of moving lightly so that we are not
focussed on our institutional survival,
but freer to live into the gospel and our
faith in Jesus, planting and plucking up
and being the church where the good
news is most needed.
Tell us a little bit about your family.
We currently live in Mt Eliza where I’m
in placement at the Village Church.
I’m married to Georgie, who is a
kindergarten teacher at Mordialloc. We
have three children, Ruth (15), Esther
(13) and Will (10). We share in ministry as
a family, church and faith are part of our
rhythm together.
What do you like to do in your spare
time?
I’m a keen veggie gardener and cook.
My ideal birthday meal is having a full
day to prepare it myself! I love cooking
for people, for my family, the hospitality
of the gospel fills me with joy. I walk

regularly, enjoy the beach, family
holidays and time together, and I like
watching sport, especially football and
cricket.
Do you have a favourite TV show?
Like most I have enjoyed popular Netflix
series like The Crown, but a favourite
on Netflix would be Kim’s Convenience.
A church related comedy/series I loved
from the BBC was Rev.
What’s the last book you read?
Two books I’ve recently read are
American Dirt by Jeanine Cummins and
The End of Time by Gavin Extence, both
stories about people seeking asylum
in other countries and the perilous and
tragic journeys they take to find a safer
and better life. I’m currently reading Wild
by Cheryl Strayed who hiked the Pacific
Crest Trail in the US.
Tell us something about you that
might surprise people.
Prior to ministry I sold kitchen
appliances and whitegoods.
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Care for another?

There is a crisis in our community that has gone unreported and, as a result,
is unnoticed. And it involves children - vulnerable children. The matter is
widespread and urgent and help is needed. Now.
By Stephen Acott
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There is a crisis in our community that has gone unreported and,
as a result, is unnoticed. And it involves children - vulnerable children.
The matter is widespread and urgent and help is needed. Now.
By Stephen Acott

Ava would make a good riddle.
She’s 42, single, lives in country
Victoria and, at last count, has had 15
children. Yet she’s never been pregnant,
much less given birth.
Jamie could be the same riddle. He’s
43, in a same-sex relationship, lives in
Melbourne and has lost count of the
number of children he’s had. Yet he’s
never been the biological father of a
child.
Ava and Jamie are foster parents.
People like Ava and Jamie are few
and far between, yet their impact is
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enormous. It isn’t something you can
gauge with statistics - you can’t measure
it by dollars and cents - but what they do
changes lives. And tangibly so.
Ebony isn’t a riddle. She’s an example.
She’s 18, beginning Year 12 this year
and has had four mothers in that time.
Ebony lived with her first mother - her
biological mother - until she was four.
But Ebony’s mother had severe drug and
alcohol issues and wasn’t able to take
care of her. She passed away in 2015.
Ebony has never known her biological
father.

Ebony’s current mother - the mother
she has had since she was 15 - will be
her last mother. Her name is Vanessa.
Vanessa is 51, single, lives in Melbourne
and has had “many, many” children in
her care since she started fostering in
2012. Right now, she is caring for Ebony
and two other children.
Vanessa has, in Ebony’s words,
“changed my life”. Ebony now has a
home she knows will be hers for as long
as she wants it. Importantly, that home is
a safe, stable, nurturing and nourishing
environment. It is the first home Ebony

has had that fits that description. “I feel
secure,” Ebony says. “I feel part of the
family."
When her biological mother could no
longer care for her, Ebony was placed
in the care of a couple for the next three
years. Following that, she was placed in
the care of a family.
We will not disclose, much less detail,
what Ebony says happened to her for the
next eight years, but, if true, it amounts
to severe neglect and abuse.
That reality is “out of the box”, as
Gillian Harris-Dawson would say, but

“

You do get an
emotional connection,
where you really feel
for that little person
and imagine where they
come from and how
they're feeling.
Ava

”

the broken child Vanessa took into her
home is not.
Gillian works for Uniting, one of
the leading agencies in Victoria and
Tasmania that deal with foster care.
Her title is almost as never-ending as
her responsibility: Manager of Family
Preservation & Reunification and Home
Based Care.
Gillian says all children who are
looking for foster care come from
“vulnerable families”. And that’s a nice
way of putting it. Jamie says all of the
children he and his partner have fostered
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have gone through “significant trauma”.
“I remember when we were going
through our training, the woman said
if you’re hoping for an Oliver or Annie
you’re not going to get that,” he says.
“These kids have gone through hell
and you do see challenging behaviours.
They need support. They need a stable
environment and they need to know
someone is there for them.”
Gillian says there are a range of issues
that might lead to a young person
ending up in foster care.
“It could be mental health concerns
with the parents, an environment of
neglect, drug and alcohol use, family
violence,” she says.
“There is also out-of-the-box reasons
like the parent or carer is suffering a
significant illness and they're really
isolated and don't have any support to
care for that child. We have children who
have come from overseas or other states
and they're unaccompanied because

About two children a week are referred
to Uniting seeking foster care - and that’s
in the Eastern region of Victoria alone.
When you add the other regions and
other agencies, that’s a lot of children
and there simply isn’t enough foster
carers on standby to accommodate them
all.
Houston, we have a problem.
Uniting recognises this and has
launched a campaign with the tagline
“no heroes needed - just you” in a bid to
find more people willing to take on foster
care.
It’s important to know what
constitutes foster care because there are
plenty of options under its umbrella.
“Foster care doesn't have to only be
long-term care, where your life revolves
around this young person coming into
your space,” Gillian says.
“There are different ways to do
it. We need respite carers that do
the occasional weekend. We need

These kids have gone through hell.
“
They need a stable environment and they need to know
someone is there for them.
”
Jamie Kane

something's happened to their primary
carer.
“A child or children may need care for
a couple of weeks while the parents are
addressing a housing issue or something
like that. It’s not all doom and gloom. It
can just be sort of temporary care to help
out vulnerable families who don't have a
lot of support available to them.”
Clearly foster care isn’t for everyone,
but foster carers look like everyone. You
wouldn’t be able to pick them out of a
crowd. Foster carers come from all walks
of life and no two are the same. Some
a single, some are married, some are in
same-sex relationships, some are retired,
some are religious, some are not. But all
of them would blend into any crowd.
They are anonymous, but vital. And
here’s why.
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emergency carers who do just an
overnight until a plan can be worked out
the next day. We need long-term carers.
We need, short-term carers, where
parents are just addressing smaller
issues potentially for the children to
return to their care. There's a whole
variety of ways that you can care for
children.”
And there’s a whole variety of ages of
children who need care - everything from
one day old to 18.
The first question most people ask
themselves when considering becoming
foster carers is “can I do it?”. This is
especially true of people such as Ava and
Jamie who haven’t had children of their
own to gain experience with.
Jamie says he and his partner began
by doing weekend care to “dip our toe in

the water and get some confidence”.
“Because we didn’t have any children
of our own we really weren’t too sure
how we would go as parents so we
started with respite (weekend) care,” he
says.
“Then an opportunity arose with
one of the boys we were looking after
in respite care so we decided to give it
a go and he’s still here two years later.
Including respite care, we’ve known him
for about five years.
“We also take care of a ‘respite’ boy
every second weekend. We’ve done that
for the past six years.”
Ava says the longest she has had
someone in her care is two months - and
that’s by choice.
“My circumstance is that I can't take
someone on full-time, but knowing that

I could do a few days here and there got
me interested,” she says.
“I started about three years ago. Two
months is the longest I’ve had someone.
That was last year. I was out of work
because of COVID so I had more time. It
was two kids and they were very highneeds so I couldn’t do more than two
months.
“All in all I’ve had about 15 kids babies and primary-school aged.”
Ava says not having children of her
own wasn’t a hindrance - even with
taking care of babies.
“I found it fairly natural,” she says. “I
don't know if there's just some instinct
thing. I just tried to listen to the babies
and work with what they needed. Lots of
love and attention. I've also got friends
that have had babies and I could pick

their brains. I had support in that sense
from friends and family.”
Even though Ava has only cared for
children on a short-term basis, she
admits to feeling a wrench when they
leave. Perhaps it’s another “instinct
thing”.
“You do get an emotional connection,
where you really feel for that little person
and imagine where they come from and
how they're feeling,” she says.
“And so when they go, it can be pretty
heartbreaking to see what the future
might hold for them.
“Some of the children I have taken
care of have been on an emergency
basis, where they’ve needed someone
straight away. It can be hard handing
them back. They come to you and it's
just like, drop everything for those few

days and it's all about those kids. And
then all of a sudden they're gone. So
yeah, it has been challenging.”
Jamie says he and his partner have
spoken about the fact the boy they are
taking care of - let’s call him Lachlan may be placed back in the care of his
biological parents. They have invested a
lot into the relationship and have seen
enormous gains in him - psychologically,
socially academically, the lot. In short, he
feels like part of their family.
“If he goes back to his parents we we
know it's going to be difficult, but we
knew that when we signed up,” he says.
“You need to trust in what the
courts are doing. You need to trust in
the system. And if they think the best
outcome for the child is to go back to
mum or dad or whoever then you’ve got
to go with it. It’s easy to say that now
though. I don't know how it will all play
out because you put your heart and soul
into these kids.”
Unlike adoption, where the issue isn’t
so front and centre, biological parents/
siblings are often there hovering in the
background. And everyone agrees that’s
how it should be. With foster care, you
are taking care of someone else’s child.
And more often than not that child has
siblings.
Jamie says he and his partner make
every effort to keep Lachlan, who is of
primary school age, in contact with his
siblings.
“We want him to have a connection
with his siblings. We catch up quite
regularly with his brothers and sisters,”
he says. “It wasn’t easy for him at first,
but it’s getting better and that’s good.
“He’s also just started seeing his
mum again for the first time in about
18 months, but we’ve seen a massive
regression in his behaviour.
“We’ve made a commitment to him if
he needs somewhere to stay until he’s 18
Continued P38
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he’s very welcome here. But that’s one
of the uncertainties with being a foster
parent. The courts may decide he is
better off living with his parents.”
Foster care isn’t easy - as Jamie
says, there are “challenges” - but it’s
important to know foster carers are
supported and trained.
First of all, there is a comprehensive
two-day training course. “This helps
carers understand the impacts of
trauma, understand the system and
how to therapeutically work with young
people,” Gillian says.
“Once they have a child or children we prefer to keep siblings together - we
assign a contact person who provides
monthly supervision. If they have a
young person in their care that young
person will also have a case manager
who will be dealing with all of the things
that arise, helping them navigate the
system, looking at contact with the
biological family, etc. They will have
daily contact with that person and there
is also after-hours support if they need
help or advice, or just to debrief.
“There's also the Foster Care
Association of Victoria, which provides a
lot of training and supporting advocacy
to foster carers, and there is ongoing
training available if the carer needs upskilling or is struggling with something.”
Carers are given an allowance to cover
food and clothing and, if they need
things like furniture etc every effort is
made to help them.
“All you need to start is a spare
bedroom and a willingness to care for
vulnerable children in our community,”
Gillian says. “We do our best to take care
of the rest.”
Jamie says the support he has
received from Uniting and other agencies
has been “really good”.
“The support workers have come
across many of these different scenarios
before so if you come across something
you don't expect, or aren’t sure how
best to handle, they will give you good
advice,” he says.
“You're not there by yourself, you've
always got some level of support there,
even in the middle of the night. But it’s
not just in emergencies - there’s always
check-ins. For example, homeschooling
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Foster care
“
doesn't have to only be

during lockdown was difficult, but
the support we got was great. We had
a support worker checking in on us
every few weeks saying, ‘how are you
going? I know it's difficult, you’ve got
a challenging child and now you're
homeschooling’. It helped a lot.”
People become foster carers for
different reasons, but all of them have at
least one thing in common: they want to
help ensure children in need are taken
care of and are nurtured into adulthood.
They don’t want them falling between
the cracks of community care.

long-term care. There are
different ways to do it.
Gillian Harris-Dawson

”

And, for Jamie, there was a personal
reason. “My mother grew up in care and
when she was younger my grandparents
couldn’t look after her,” he says. “I’ve
always felt if people didn’t help my
mum when she was younger I probably
wouldn’t be here myself.”
One thing all of the people we spoke
to for this article agree on is the rewards
are profound, but are found in the little

things, like hugs or at playgrounds.
Ava says she finds joy just “seeing the
kids happy and healthy and playing and
being able to be normal kids”.
“I watch them and imagine where
they've come from, so just being able to
see them make friends and knowing I
have been able to provide that for them
is a really lovely thing. And the bond. I’ve
had kids come back for repeat respite
care and when they jump out of the car
and come screaming over for a hug it's
really nice.”
Jamie thinks of Lachlan and is

astonished at how far he’s come in just
two years.
“When he first came to us, he was
quite distant and reserved and scared.
But over time he started to relax and
come out of his shell and one day he just
came up and just gave me a hug and said
‘I love you’. It’s things like that. They're
the big ones and you realise they are in
the repair phase, they’re improving.
“In Lachlan’s case, it was also in seeing
him come so far at school. When we got
him he was probably two years behind
other kids his age and his big goal was to
be able to start reading books without
pictures. That was the start of the year
(2020) and just last week he started
reading Harry Potter so that's massive
from where he came from, to be able to
actually start reading a serious book like
that, that’s been a massive achievement
for him.
“Another joy has been seeing him
make some friends for the first time at
school. And he got invited to his first
birthday party. He was very behind on
his social skills and he’s been working so
hard on that this year and then getting to
the point where he can go to parties and
things like that is a big deal.”
Gillian says overall, foster carers get
a sense of “contributing to creating
different trajectories for a child or young
person” and a perfect example of that is
Ebony.
Three years ago she was living a life
that she describes as horrific. This on
the back of losing her mother and never
knowing her father. Three years ago,
Ebony had no future to speak of. She was
in survival mode.
Thanks to Vanessa and an innate
resilience that is remarkable, Ebony has
not just a future, but a purpose.
“I want to work in a hospital,” she says.
“I am doing an allied health care course
at TAFE this year and I can’t wait to start
it.”
Ebony isn’t a riddle. Nor is Vanessa,
Ava or Jamie. They are inspirations. And
we as a society are better because of
them.
* All names, except Gillian’s, have been
changed to protect their privacy.
For more information, go to
www.unitingvictas.org.au/foster-care
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Live well
with choice
and peace
of mind

Care and support tailored for
you with Uniting AgeWell
Help at home

Independent living

Get assistance with personal and
clinical care, household chores,
assistive technology and transport

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

Community support
and wellbeing

Residential care

Remain connected with social groups,
outings, and carer services

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

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
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unitingagewell.org

