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The University of Divinity, Australia’s 
oldest and largest theological school, 
will soon launch an Indigenous Studies 
Centre.

The centre will encourage the 
development of Christian theologies that 
have their roots as much in Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander imaginations 
as they do in the perspectives brought 
from Europe by colonists. 

Recognising that most Australian 
theological activity has been generated 
by white people, the centre will 

deliberately seek to decolonise Christian 
traditions and to engage them anew, 
beginning with a uniquely Indigenous 
sense of relationship with country, 
waterway and sky. 

The University’s students, graduates, 
teachers and researchers (whether 
Indigenous or not) will be encouraged 
to form a relationship with Christ that 
grows from the imaginative roots of the 
world’s oldest living cultures.

This vision gestated over many years 
through conversations between local 

and international Christian leaders, both 
Indigenous and white. It was often noted 
that Australian theological colleges and 
seminaries were run by white people for 
white people, and that their curricula 
invariably reflected this fact. 

More recently, of course, there has 
been a welcome influx of migrants into 
Australian theological schools and a 
subsequent expansion of consciousness 
about the mission of the church. Some 
schools have even employed people 
of colour as tenured lecturers, but 

New centre 

promotes 

ld 
perspec ives

By Rev Dr Garry Deverell
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no Australian theological college has 
employed an Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander theologian to teach tertiary-
level theology in a secure and tenured 
position. 

Some of us have been visiting lecturers 
and tutors, three or four of us have 
even held down short contracts, but the 
overall picture remains fairly bleak for 
our people. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people are still regarded as the “wrong 
kind of black” to be occupying senior 
leadership positions in our churches or 
theological colleges and that sends a 
fairly clear, and fundamentally racist, 
message to our mobs: “stay away; 
you, along with your spiritualities and 
theologies, are not welcome”.

The ISC aspires to change that. 
Beginning with a ground-breaking 
agreement in 2019 between the 
University and NAIITS - an international 
learning community offering tertiary 
theological studies from Indigenous 
perspectives - we have begun to offer 
degrees, diplomas and certificate 
courses in theology that are taught by 
Indigenous scholars, from Indigenous 
perspectives, using Indigenous teaching 
methods.  

Although the courses are open to any 
student that meets the academic entry 
requirements of an Australian university, 
we have sought to make it clear that this 
particular learning experience offers 
a safe space for Indigenous students. 
Non-Indigenous students must therefore 
agree to refrain, for example, from 
badgering Indigenous students with 

inappropriate questions born from 
Australia’s particular talent for casual 
racism, whether that be conscious or 
unconscious. 

All students agree to treat other 
students with respect, and to accept the 
ruling of their Indigenous teachers on 
what that respect looks like in practise. 

The evidence of three years of 
teaching the program is now in. 
Indigenous students feel like the 
windows have been thrown open, that 
theology in Australia is finally beginning 
to engage our own ways of imagining 
the life of God amongst us. And non-
Indigenous students report that their 
perspectives on God and faith have 
been fundamentally transformed, even 
revolutionised, in the most positive ways 
possible.

These humble and fragile beginnings 
will, we hope, become the foundation 
for a centre which is able to lead both 
Church and academy into a theological 
journey which is, for the first time, 
genuinely Australian: 

■	 	“Australian” because it will seek to 
re-read the Christian traditions that 
arrived with colonists through the 
lens of a long and ancient experience 
with this continent and it peoples; 

■	 	“Australian” because it seeks to 
engage country and waterway as 
sacred text; 

■	 	“Australian” because we want to 
expand the meaning of that term to 
include the gondwanan heritage of 
this country alongside its colonial 
renderings. 

My colleague, Naomi Wolfe, and I are 
privileged to have been appointed by 
the University Council to establish the 
Centre. We hope that Christian people 
of good will from all our churches will 
support and learn from us.
Rev Dr Garry Deverell is a trawloolway 
man, an Anglican cleric, and the Vice-
Chancellor’s Fellow in Indigenous 
Theologies at the University of Divinity.   

“Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people 
are still regarded as 
the 'wrong kind of black' 
to be occupying senior 
leadership positions 
in our churches or 
theological colleges.”

MORE INFOrmation
Go to www.divinity.edu.au/study/
indigenous-theology

DONATE
The Indigenous Studies Centre 
relies on private donations.  
To contribute, download the form 
at www.divinity.edu.au/giving 
and tick the ‘Indigenous Theology 
Fund’ box.

From P4

Image: Andrew Hateley-Browne, 
University of Divinity
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Spread the  
Warmth  
this Winter.
Help families and those sleeping rough.

Drop off new blankets, bedding and winter 
woollies at your nearest Emergency Relief service.

To find your nearest Emergency Relief service, 
visit unitingvictas.org.au/locations or call  
1800 668 426.

Uniting is the community services organisation  
of the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania.

Living well with choice
and peace of mind

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

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

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

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

Care and support 
tailored just for you 
with Uniting AgeWell

47
52
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unitingagewell.org  

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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While ministers Bronwyn Daniels and 
Joseph Lee have only known each other 
for a relatively short period, spend some 
time with both and it’s obvious there is 
an easy rapport between them.

And that’s important because, as joint 
ministers at newly formed Kew Uniting 
Church, they have a major role to play in 
driving the congregation forward.

The Kew church was formally 
established at a service on Easter Sunday 

and contains members from the former 
East Kew, West Hawthorn and Joongang 
(Korean) congregations.

Until a final location is agreed upon, 
Kew UC will alternate worship between 
the East Kew and Joongang sites.

Before the merger of the three 
congregations, Bronwyn had been 
minister at East Kew for four years, while 
Joseph had led Joongang for three 
years.

For those three years, the pair had 
been in regular contact and conversation 
as part of a steering committee tasked 
with investigating a possible merger.

As steering committee chair, 
Cathie Shaw explains bringing the 
congregations in the area together had 
been under discussion for many years, 
with various forms of merger considered.

“Several congregations have been in 
conversation for some time, exploring 

Three congregations with a 'shared commitment around 
mission’ join forces to build a better future 

By Andrew Humphries

Right 

n,
Kew
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the potential of a merged future 
together, while keeping mission as a 
central focus,” Cathie, formerly a part of 
the West Hawthorn congregation, says.

“At West Hawthorn, for example, 
we had been considering our options 
for some years, with an important 
consideration being the needs of 

several members then aged over 90. 
We respected their longstanding links 
to, and faithful care of, our existing 
properties.  Discussions revealed that 
what we valued most in our church 
community was the people, the 
members of the congregation, rather 
than the buildings. 

“However, we felt 130 years of heritage 
and mission should be respected, 
with a desire to ensure longstanding 

“Discussions revealed that what we valued most in our 
church community was the people, the members of the 

congregation, rather than the buildings.”Steering committee chair Cathie Shaw 

UC Ministers Bronwyn 
Daniels and Joseph Lee.

Cover image: Cathie 
Shaw, Joseph Lee and 

Bronwyn Daniels. 
Images: Carl Rainer

Continued P10
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commitments to social and student 
housing be included in future plans if 
feasible.”

Cathie says two issues needed to 
be addressed from West Hawthorn’s 
perspective when weighing up the 
benefits of a merger.

“Firstly, there was that feeling that 
our fellowship as members of the 
congregation was considered more 
important than any actual building and, 
secondly, there were the 130 years of 
heritage on that site and we felt some 
responsibility to past generations to 
acknowledge and continue that mission.

“But that didn’t mean continuing our 
tradition of mission and worship was 
tied to the buildings in West Hawthorn. 
Instead there was a desire to respect 
the activities of past generations, while 
embracing an exciting and innovative 
approach for the future.

“All of the congregations in our region 
had an opportunity to think about the 
future and to explore their options and 
East Kew, West Hawthorn and Joongang  
found they were ready for a shared 
commitment around mission. So the 
three congregations decided to get 
together and find a way to form this new 
congregation. 

“This was supported throughout by 
the Presbytery of Yarra Yarra, and we 
greatly value that facilitation.”

Central to that decision around 
mission, Cathie says, was the 
opportunity to offer ongoing and 
increased support for the neighbouring 
Boroondara Community Outreach, as 
part of a partnership.

Established in 1993, BCO is a mental 
health ministry which does outstanding 
work for some of the community’s most 
vulnerable people.

Led by Rev (Deacon) Natalie Dixon-
Monu and a team of volunteers and part-
time employees, BCO supports “people 
who are socially isolated, or living with 
a mental illness, to live with dignity and 
engage in community”.

Early conversations around a merger 
were very enthusiastic, with Natalie 
driving a vision that there would 
be a congregation on site that BCO 

participants could relate to, something 
Bronwyn and Joseph were also keen to 
see happen.

“That is still the vision we are heading 
towards and, being the amalgamation of 
three congregations, we feel a bit more 
able to do that, more so than if we were 
on our own,” Bronwyn says.

At East Kew, a drop in numbers meant 
members had to consider what was best 

“One of the biggest things 
that needed to be tackled 
was getting the name right, 
and that was a lengthy 
process.”Bronwyn Daniels
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in the long term for the congregation.
“Our challenge was how we could 

sustain our missional focus given our 
diminishing congregation, but being 
well blessed with great property assets,” 
steering committee member Ken 
Marshman says.

“In late 2019, the congregation 
formally agreed to look at the feasibility 
of moving to other premises, and 

forming a new congregation, with the 
primary goal of being more closely 
aligned to the BCO ministry.”

Ken says discussion around a potential 
merger led to the realisation that their 
goals were similar to those of West 
Hawthorn and Joongang  congregation 
members.

And while there was some resistance, 
an overwhelming majority of East Kew 

members voted to support a merger. 
“The feasibility study showed that a 

new congregation was in fact feasible, 
and that our home might be better used 
for the work of God,” Ken says.

“Despite not pleasing or suiting 
everyone, the congregation by an 
overwhelming majority voted in favour 
of a new beginning and the formation of 
the Kew Uniting Church.”

Image: Carl Rainer

Continued P12



12
Continued P14

From P11

As Joongang  minister, Joseph was 
convinced the opportunity to join forces 
with two other congregations needed 
to be grasped with both hands. As 
Bronwyn laughingly explains, this meant 
Joseph was the proposal’s number one 
supporter.

“Joseph has been very encouraging all 
along, saying straight away that it was 
the way to go,” she says.“Even on the 
first day I met him, three years ago, he 
was saying that this was something that 
needed to happen.”

Once Joseph heard the detail around 
what a combined congregation would 
look like, he was further sold on the idea.

“When I heard the vision at the first 
meeting around what was proposed, I 
was like ‘wow, this is a very good idea’,” 
he recalls. “After that I prayed that it 
would come together.”

And less than three months since Kew 
Uniting Church was formed, Joseph says 
Korean congregation members have fully 
backed the change.

“Our members have certainly 

embraced what we have now,” he says. 
“They see what the future looks like and 
what possibilities have been opened up.

“We have taken things slowly, as it 
obviously represents a coming together 
of different cultures, but we are getting 
to know each other well.”

As Bronwyn points out, members from 
the three congregations are still in the 
early stages of bonding but, like Joseph, 
she is excited about what the future 
holds.

“We’re very much still in that early 
phase of getting to know each other and 
how we can best work together,” she 
says.

That theme of working together 
applies just as much to Bronwyn and 
Joseph as the new congregation’s 
ministerial leadership team, but already 

they have established an easy and 
comfortable rapport.

It’s a relationship built firmly on 
open communication and dialogue. “I 
think we have already established good 
communication with each other,” Joseph 
says.

While the early weeks have been 
encouraging, that didn’t mean putting 
the Kew congregation together was all 
plain sailing.

Those involved in the merger needed 
to work through a number of issues, 
including what  the new congregation 
should be named.

While Kew Uniting Church appears 
to be a fairly obvious brand for the new 
congregation, it didn’t come without 
some controversy.

“One of the biggest things that needed 
to be tackled was getting the name 
right, and that was a lengthy process,” 
Bronwyn says.

For Joseph, open dialogue was the key 
in coming up with a name everyone was 
happy with.

“It’s one example of how we solved an 
issue around proper consultation,” he 
says.

“We had the issue itself, we consulted 
people about it and we came together to 
talk about it and find the right solution.

“What we have come up with is what 
I feel is a wonderful name – Kew Uniting 
Church.”

Other issues, such as place, time 
and style of worship, also needed to be 
addressed.

Initially, the English-speaking 
congregation members met at 
Normanby Rd in East Kew, before 
moving to the Highbury Grove site in 
Kew.

Currently a service is held on Sundays 
at 10am for English-speaking members 
and at midday for Korean members, 

Community comes first
By Andrew Humphries

With a new beginning comes some grand 
plans, as Kew Uniting Church members look 
to the future.

Among those plans is a vision that 
encompasses a major redevelopment of 
facilities at Highbury Grove in Kew.

And while a great deal has to happen 
before any upgrade becomes a reality, it’s 
hard for ministers Bronwyn Daniels and 
Joseph Lee to contain their excitement as 
they contemplate what might be possible.

Part of their excitement lies in the 
potential a redevelopment offers to improve 
facilities and services offered by Boroondara 
Community Outreach, located next door to 
the church.

Natalie Dixon-Monu says new and updated 
facilities for BCO would make a world of 
difference for staff and those who make use 
of its services.

“The current facilities really aren’t fit for 
purpose and it’s always a bit of a struggle 
because it’s also a shared space with other 
community groups,” she says. “We really 
don’t have enough room for all of the 
activities that we run.”

Bronwyn and Joseph’s hope is that a 
redevelopment will provide an opportunity 
for BCO to continue meeting the needs of 
the community, operating from a purpose-
built facility offering full amenities.

“Our goal is to be able to support BCO 

“Our challenge was how we could sustain our 
missional focus given our diminishing congregation,  

but being well blessed with great property assets.” 
Steering committee member Ken Marshman
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in any way we can and one way to do that 
would be to improve its facilities,” Bronwyn 
says.

“So with Synod’s Property Services team 
there is a project control group up and 
running to look into what is possible.

“There is a property here at Kew, as well 
as at West Hawthorn and  East Kew, so some 
sort of property sale and redevelopment 
will happen and, while we are open to 
anything, we are taking leadership from the 
property control group and they are looking 
at the best way we can support both BCO 
and their needs.

“BCO has a very big clientele and does 
outstanding work. They are really kind of 
hidden away in a disused church hall, so it 
would be nice if we could support them by 
using some of the property finances to build 
a suitable facility for their use.”

Already, meetings have been held 
to discuss what BCO, as well as the 
congregation, needs in terms of space and, 
with Kew’s younger Korean congregation 
including a number of children, Bronwyn 
hopes their needs can also be met in any 
redevelopment.

“We’re picturing a family safe meeting 

space and an outdoor eating and playing 
space,” Bronwyn says.

Natalie says it’s vital that BCO remains 
at its present site.

“We’ve been here for 27 years and 
people might come back here years after 
their last visit and can still find us,” she 
says.

“One of the problems is that a lot of 
agencies within mental health services 
chop and change location and so when 
people are in crisis they don’t know 
where to go. In our case they know to 
come here because BCO has always been 
here, so it’s essential that we remain 
here.

“It’s also essential because we are a 

four-way crossing site in terms of public 
transport. People can come on trams 
from the Balwyn-Doncaster area and 
from Richmond, Box Hill and St Kilda,  
so we’re the junction for public 
transport.”

Bronwyn and Joseph are also keen to 
see BCO remain at its present address.

“I’ve been thinking of the best way we 
can support BCO and I think it remaining 
in Kew is the best option,” Joseph says.

Bronwyn, too, believes familiarity will 
work best for BCO’s participants.

“People have been coming to BCO 
for over 25 years, so they know public 
transport routes and that when they 
arrive there will be people to assist 
them,” she says.

So, what could a redeveloped site 
include?

Natalie hopes for a facility with up-
to-date showering, laundry and toilet 
facilities, as well as everything needed to 
be a community hub.

“For example, we’ve cooked 30,000 
meals out of a non-commercial kitchen 
here, so a better kitchen would be 
fantastic,” she says.                                          

“I’ve been thinking of 
the best way we can 
support BCO and I think 
it remaining in Kew is the 
best option.”Rev Joseph Lee

West Hawthorn  
Power St, Hawthorn

The Korean Joongang Uniting 
Church Of Melbourne 
Highbury Grv, Kew

East Kew
Normanby Rd, Kew East

Boroondara Community Outreach
Highbury Grv, Kew
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with a morning tea held in between. 
“Being on site together on a Sunday 
is a very exciting development for us,” 
Bronwyn says. She admits, though, that 
some congregation members may have 
struggled with the move towards the 
merger and is mindful of making their 
journey as smooth as possible.

That journey might entail, she says, 
the appointment of a support worker to 
ensure the transition works as well as it 
possibly can.

 “At the moment it’s just us and the 
steering committee doing everything, so 
if we had someone come in with some 
new ideas around us getting to know 
each other and working together, it 
would be great,” Bronwyn says.

“You know, it’s also about caring for 
the people who might be feeling a little 
bit lost with the move, while a liaison 
worker between us and BCO would also 
work well.”

Cathie says the Easter Sunday service 
was an obvious and appropriate day on 
which to mark such a momentous event.

“It has taken many years of discussion, 
debate and thinking to get to this 
point, with the critical support from the 
Presbytery of Yarra Yarra, and one of the 
reasons for choosing Easter Sunday was 
that it seemed very appropriate in that 
it really does represent new beginnings 
and new life,” she says.

“By choosing this date we are also 
saying we are now ready to move on to 
the next phase of working together more 
closely (as one congregation).”

Cathie says another wonderful aspect 
of the Easter Sunday service was the fact 
it marked the acceptance of Joseph into 
the Uniting Church.

“It really was a triple celebration: it 
was Easter Sunday, a service for our new 
congregation and recognition for a new 
minister,” she says.

The aim now, Cathie says, is to 
reimagine how congregations like Kew 
can function and look towards a much 
more flexible approach around how 
worship can be conducted, and mission 
achieved.

“That’s particularly important for 
many who support BCO and are seeking 
places of worship that might be more 

flexible,” she says. “We really want to 
be a centre of inclusion for those who 
attend the outreach centre.”

Fellow steering committee member 
Michael Jung, who represented the 
Joongang  congregation, says members 
were delighted to now be part of a 
broader congregation.

He says the creation of Kew Uniting 
Church marks the culmination of 
a great deal of hard work by many 
people and presents an opportunity to 
reimagine what a church can offer to its 
congregation.

“It represents something I had been 
dreaming about for the past 10 years,” 
Michael says.

“During that period I had been 

thinking we should combine 
congregations and in that way we can 
continue to learn together.”

As Kew Uniting Church, and what 
it represents, begins to take shape, 
Bronwyn and Joseph’s gaze shifts 
towards what the congregation might 
look like in five years’ time.

“I would like the congregation, in five 
years, to have become a great working 
group,” Bronwyn says.

“Members would all know each other, 
work well together, look out for BCO and 
find ways to work with it. It would be 
great to have a new building in five years 
and I think that’s a good time frame in 
which to aim for.”

Joseph envisages a time when 

“Our members have certainly embraced what we have 
now. They see what the future looks like and what 

possibilities have been opened up.”Rev Joseph Lee 
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“There is also an opportunity for 
Australian churches to learn something 
from us in terms of our culture.”

Michael says a new way of approaching 
worship could benefit everyone involved 
in the new congregation in terms of 
building up numbers.

“Numbers are decreasing among many 
Uniting Churches and, if we just continue 
down the same path, my guess is just 
about everyone will disappear,” he says.

“So we need to build up numbers and 
fill our churches and to do that we need 
to do something new.

“It might be that our Korean 
congregation has a role in bringing 
something fresh to the Uniting Church 
and I think we have to try everything we 
can (to remain relevant).

“That means using avenues like 
Facebook and other things that will bring 
people to church. We need to give them a 
reason to enjoy their time in church and 
let them know that whether they are a 
church member or not, they are welcome 
to join us.”                                                             

missional work represents one of the 
most important duties carried out by 
the congregation, as it looks towards 
moving past just being a physical church 
building. 

“A new building would be wonderful, 
but it’s also about what activities and 
programs we can offer to people and 
about how we can engage with them,” 
he says.

Like Joseph, Michael hopes the new 
congregation will lead the way in offering 
new ideas and themes for Korean 
worshippers within the Uniting Church.

“I am Korean, but my life is here in 
Australia, so there is a sense that we 
need to change and adapt in terms of 
worship and that’s what Kew Uniting 
Church offers us,” he says.

“If you ask my daughters to read a 
Korean Bible they wouldn’t understand 
anything in it, so that was my thinking, 
that we have to combine with a 
congregation like this one and learn from 
Australian churches. Image: Carl Rainer

Easter Sunday  
service at Kew UC.
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For Professor John Swinton, from 
Aberdeen University in Scotland, 
such questions are at the heart of 
mental health, religion and spirituality 
and formed the basis of an online 
presentation he delivered earlier this 
month.

Organised by Synod of Victoria and 
Tasmania disability inclusion advocate 
Rev (Deacon) Dr Andy Calder, John’s 
presentation dealt with the fundamental 
question of whether religion and 
spirituality supported or hindered 
mental health.

As a former mental health nurse, 
and now a Minister within the Church 

of Scotland, John is uniquely placed to 
consider such a weighty issue and, for 
some people of faith, his answers may 
make for some painful reflection.

“In my recent work I have been 
thinking about what role the church 
should play in relation to mental health,” 
John says.

With that in mind, a recent study he 
conducted which explored the spiritual 
lives of people living with schizophrenia, 
bipolar disorder and major depression 
offered plenty for him to ponder.

“The idea was to put to one side 
our assumptions of what people with 
diagnoses such as these should be 

We take it for granted that any church, 
including the Uniting Church, should be 
a home for those marginalised in society 
due to mental health issues.

Surely, we say, at the very least 
acceptance lies at the heart of what any 
church, or faith community, should be 
offering those in need, and any person 
facing mental distress should expect 
to find they are welcomed and, more 
importantly, not judged.

But what if that isn’t always the case?
What if, somewhere along the line, 

that most fundamental right a person 
has of being accepted is ignored and, in 
some cases, turns to rejection?

Frameofmind
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experiencing and really try to listen 
to people’s own stories, and it was 
fascinating,” John says.

“Lots of interesting things came up, 
but one thing that was very clear was 
the question, ‘what kind of church do we 
need to be as a place of welcome and 
belonging to those who appear to be 
different’? 

“The church should be a church of the 
marginalised, but very often we fail in 
that central task.”

That’s a comment Andy, as a disability 
inclusion advocate, also can relate to.

“Oh absolutely, yes that resonates 
with me,” Andy says.

“I think the church, as an expression 
of God’s love in the world, is there to 
embrace all people and not exclude 
anyone, whether that be people who 
live with stigma or shame or a sense of 
not fitting in (as part of) wider societal 
circles.

“The message of the Gospel is much 
more powerful in that people can find 
sanctuary within the life of the church, 
but, as John says, that is not always the 
case.

“We need to keep talking about why 
it isn’t always the case and get to the 
foundation of what our expression needs 
to be.”

And while a certain stigma remain 
attached to those with mental illness, 
Andy suggests it is a bit more complex 
than that.

“It’s a mixed story, in that sense,” he 
says.

“Some people will speak very warmly 
and very appreciatively of the home that 
they find (in the church), the friendships 
that nurture them and the support and 
pastoral care they receive, so I don’t 
want to discount any of that.

“Other people, though, have said the 
opposite of that and indicate it is more 
difficult for them because they don’t find 
a welcoming place, and that could be 

Why some people with mental health issues feel 
marginalised by the Church – and what we can do to correct that

By Andrew Humphries

Continued P18
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for all sorts of reasons. There may be a 
sense that some of the healing narratives 
in the stories that have equated mental 
illness with shame and sin and bringing 
bad omens to (a person) and the rest of 
their family meant they have consciously 
or unconsciously had a perception of 
being pushed away from the church.

“Perhaps it hasn’t always been a place 
of healing for a number of people and 
that is what we wanted to unpack: some 
ways in which giving expression to our 
theology might be helpful and which 
things aren’t as helpful.”

John points to the experiences of 
Alice, who took part in his study, as an 
example of the church failing to provide 
an environment in which mentally ill 
people can thrive.

“When I was in hospital, I met some 
really interesting people,” says Alice, a 
Christian with schizophrenia.

“I met Jesus at one point and he’s a 
50-year-old man from London. 

“Being Jesus seems to be a common 
mental health issue but, yeah, he was 
Jesus or an Old Testament prophet, it 
just depended on the day. 

“I met a lady who thought her face was 
falling off and all this kind of stuff and it’s 
so fascinating what people’s brains can 
do to them. 

“I think for all of us, because we 
were all in it together, there’s a sense 
of community that I find I’ve definitely 
missed a lot. 

“And we’re the nuttiest community 
out there, and we used to just sit around 
in a circle and smoke up a storm and 
swear and drink and whatever, but we 
understood there was no need to explain 
if you start talking to a corner. 

“Everyone would just go, ‘ah, she’s off 
her meds again’. 

“No one would care, there was a real 

sense of family and I haven’t found that 
again.”

John says Alice’s experience, and her 
admission that she had been unable 
to find that sense of family within her 
church, pose a fundamental question 
around what the church should be 
offering people like her.

In other words, why would Alice 
feel more accepted among her fellow 
patients, rather than within the embrace 

of her own church? “Why is it that Alice, 
a lover of Jesus, can’t find the kind of 
loving, accepting community that she 
encountered when she was with people 
that society claimed to be mad, within 
that place that claims to be the home of 
the friends of Jesus?,” John wonders.

Part of the problem, he suggests, is 
that many people of faith find it difficult 
to know how to deal with someone like 
Alice.

“The message of the 
Gospel is much more 
powerful in that people 
can find sanctuary within 
the life of the church.”Prof John Swinton

From P17
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“Earlier in Alice’s’ story she talks about 
the way that she has been alienated 
from her church community by stigma, 
negative attitudes and the tendency of 
some to equate her experiences of voice 
hearing with the demonic,” John says.

“So she has persistently found herself 
alienated, devalued and rejected from 
church communities who choose to 
describe her situation in profoundly 
negative terms. 

“The community Alice found in 
hospital just accepted her as she was and 
didn’t try to explain her situation. They 
just saw her as Alice.”

There is, John says, also at times a 
theological barrier standing between 
someone like Alice and acceptance 
within the church.

“The problem for the churches Alice 
had been involved with was theological,” 
he says.

“The churches yielded to the 
temptation to use ill-thought through 
theological assumptions to explain her 
situation, with disastrous consequences.

“Take for example the issue of 
ascribing the demonic to Alice’s 
experiences and her voice hearing.

“What is going on here? When you look 
at Jesus’s encounters with the demonic 
in the Gospels, we see firstly that most 
demonic activity was manifested in 

Continued P23

14% of children and adolescents aged 4–17 had experienced 
mental health disorders in the previous 12 months. Of these, 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder was the most common 
(7.4%), followed by anxiety disorders (6.9%), major depressive 
disorder (2.8%) and conduct disorder (2.1%).

14% 

of people aged 16-85 
will experience a 
mental disorder.

BY THE NUMBERS
The most recent national  

mental health surveys  
of Australians found  

the following:

had a severe 
mental disorder.

had a moderate 
disorder.

had experienced a common mental 
disorder in the previous 12 months. 
Of these, anxiety disorders were the 
most prevalent (14.4%), followed by 
affective disorders, such as depression 
(6.2%), and substance use disorders, 
such as alcohol dependence (5.1%).

receiving the Disability 
Support Pension had a 
primary medical condition  
of ‘psychological/psychiatric’.

45% 
34% 

5% 

3% 

20% 

Source: Mental Health Services in Australia
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If a movie was ever made around the life 
of Professor John Swinton, it would be 
a ripper.

The theologian and mental health 
advocate has packed plenty into his 64 
years and it’s a fair bet he will achieve a 
great deal more.

From the first 14 years of his life in 
Glasgow to an early career as a nurse 
working in the mental health field in 
Aberdeen to higher study in theology 
and then ordained ministry, John has 
seen and done just about everything.

“Yes, I suppose I have had an 
interesting and varied journey,” is his 
modest way of summing up his life to 
date.

With a father as a parish minister, it 
would seem that a life of faith was an 
obvious step for John, but that wasn’t 
quite the case, as he explains.

“Well, the truth is that I was a son of 
the manse which, for many of us, is not 
necessarily the best way to start our 
spiritual journey,” he says.

“They say that ministers and 
policemen’s children are the most 
rebellious. 

“You have a lot to live down and to live 
up to, so I was always around church but 
never really took it seriously.”

And that may have been it, until a 
group of friends in Aberdeen opened his 
eyes to the possibilities offered through 
embracing God.

“I had an encounter with some friends 
who had just become Christians,” John 
recalls.

“The last time I had seen them we had 
enjoyed a wild night out in Aberdeen 
city, but this time they had all changed. 

“They all had Bibles under their arms. 
Apparently, a charismatic evangelical 
preacher had become the minister in 
a small town just outside the city and 
his ministry had been, to put it mildly, 
impressive.”

The impact on his friends was, for 
John, a life-changing moment.

“The thing that changed me was the 
change in my friends,” John says.

“All of my life I had been around 
church and I knew the theory very well, 
but the practice, less so.

“But when I saw the change in them, I 
began to think there might be something 
in this. 

“So that was when I made a 
commitment to Christ and, well I’d like 
to say it was all downhill from there, but 
there have been peaks and valleys.”

And those peaks and valleys, suggests 
John, represent the whole nature of 
faith.

“That is the nature of discipleship,” 
John says. “Being a Christian is not a 
theory, it is a deep and all-embracing 
practice - that is probably why I ended up 
as a practical theologian.”

John’s early career as a mental health 
nurse did much to shape his view of the 
world and was also the springboard to 
his decision in 1989 to leave nursing and 
study theology.

He thought initially he would end up in 
hospital chaplaincy, where he did work 
for a while. 

Early on, though, he knew that he 
wanted to be a practical theologian. 

“So I finished my degrees, worked at 
Glasgow University for a year and then 
got a job at Aberdeen University, where I 
have been ever since,” John says.

Along the way, he became an ordained 
minister in the Church of Scotland 
and is Master of Christ’s College at 
the university, with responsibility for 
ministry candidates for the Presbyterian 
Church of Scotland.

While he has achieved so much, John 
believes there is still much to do.

“I still have a passion for people living 
with disabilities and those experiencing 
mental health challenges,” he says.

“There is still a lot of work to be done 
within the church and within theology 
to enable our communities to become 
places of belonging within which all of us 
together can find welcome, peace, hope 
and understanding. 

“So I think that is what drives me: the 
hope and the promise of the Gospel.”    “

“

Son of a preacher man
By Andrew Humphries

Prof John Swinton says 
"the hope and promise 
of the Gospel" is what 
drives him.
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physical problems. We don’t normally 
ascribe the demonic to physical illness, 
but if we were to be consistent then 
presumably we should. 

“Why, then, would we ascribe the 
demonic only to mental activity. 

“This perhaps tells us something 
about the problem of living in a 
hypercognitive society where we 
are obsessed with our minds to the 
extent that we often associate them as 
something central to our humanness. 

“So when something goes wrong 
with our minds we worry about our 
humanness or the humanness of others. 

“But there is more. If you place the 
experiences of schizophrenia as it is 
laid out in the diagnostic manuals 
psychiatrists use, you will see that  
there is very little similarity, if any,  
to the symptomatology of schizophrenia. 

“And yet many people seem to ignore 
this and just jump to conclusions that 
are inappropriate, ill-informed and 
dangerous.” 

John hopes his research can be a step 
towards opening up a conversation 
that allows us to better understand the 
issues, and practice our care of those 
with mental illness more carefully and 
faithfully.

“I think we need to begin by teaching 
and preaching around issues relating to 
theology and mental health,” he says.

“I came across one gentleman recently 
who created a liturgy around depression. 

“He ran it in his church and afterwards 
was amazed at the number of people 
who came to him saying that they had 
had depression for years but had never 
felt safe or able to tell anyone within the 
congregation. 

“When we take these issues into the 
heart of our worship lives, we create 
spaces where healing conversations can 
occur.”

That healing conversation, says John, 
may be as simple as telling someone else 
about our own mental health challenges, 
safe from the fear of humiliation and 
rejection.

“Now that takes time and a lot of 
sensitivity,” he says.

“Churches are not always safe places 
and if someone decides to make “

“
Continued P24
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themselves vulnerable and is then 
rejected or, worse, ignored, it can be 
damaging. 

“So opening up our liturgical lives 
to mental health issues takes time and 
much care, but it is vitally necessary. In 
the end, the only people who can really 
give insight into the nature of mental 
health challenges are people who live 
with them. 

“So telling and listening to stories 
within safe spaces is absolutely crucial 
for the development and sustenance of 
healing conversations.”

Like John, Andy stresses the need for 
an open and honest conversation around 
mental health and how the church deals 
with everything that surrounds such a 
complex issue.

Such a conversation, he hopes, can 
represent the first step in offering a more 
welcoming environment to those who 

may feel marginalised by the church.
“We’re getting into big territory now, 

aren’t we?” he says.
“I think a significant part of it is that 

we address the issue and that we have 
conversations and reflections on it from 
the pulpit, or we look at something 
like Bible studies or a discussion group 
where people are invited to talk about 
their own experiences.

“It’s important the conversation is 
held in a safe and well-cared for context, 
where people can speak as much or as 
little as they want to and not feel judged 
or have inappropriate things said to 
them.

“We don’t want a situation where 
someone has a sense of being blamed 
or shamed, when we know that people’s 
lives are often more complicated than 
they appear on the surface. It has to be 
done in a non-judgmental environment 
and how you create that is the challenge 
for any culture, not just the church.”

It is a conversation, John says, in 

which the views of mental health and 
other disability advocates need to be 
respected, welcomed and encouraged.

“One church I visited recently had a 
preaching team and, before any sermon 
was preached, it had to be preached to 
the team, who then commented and 
critiqued in order that it was the best it 
could be,” John says.

“They are (now) considering having 
someone with a disability and someone 
with a mental health challenge as part of 
that discernment group. 

“That way the preacher can be 
encouraged not to fall into the kinds of 
traps that alienated Alice and to develop 
a mental health homiletic, that is, a way 
of preaching that takes cognisance of the 
various mental health needs within any 
congregation. 

“So the key is creating spaces within 
the structure of our community where 

the voices of people with mental health 
challenges can be heard. This means 
that we don’t just think in terms of 
developing a “mental health ministry”, 
but rather think through what it means 
to be a mentally healthy community 
within which all people are noticed and 
valued.”

Underpinning John’s work is his 
role as Director of the University of 
Aberdeen’s Centre for Spirituality, Health 
and Disability, which he established in 
2004 to explore the relationship between 
spirituality, health and healing and the 
significance of the spiritual dimension 
for contemporary healthcare practices, 
as well as the theology of disability.

 “The centre is designed to bring 
together theologians, practitioners, 
ministers, lay people and people living 
with disabilities to discuss important 
issues around theology, health and 
healing, with a view to enhancing 
understanding and practice,” he says.

“The key thing about the centre’s 

research agenda is that it develops 
research intended to inform practice. 

“So we hope that the work we do is 
scholarly and rigorous and we also hope 
that it makes a difference in, and for, 
God’s creation. 

“My role as the centre’s director is 
to guide the process and to shape the 
agenda.”

 
DOWNLOAD
A mental health kit for congregations 
is available at www.victas.uca.org.au/
ministry-mission/disability-inclusion 

'To belong I need to  
be missed'
By Andrew Humphries

For Andy Calder, the opportunity to 
make use of Professor John Swinton’s 
vast knowledge is always an opportunity 
too good to turn down.

That’s why Andy was delighted to 
invite John, both a friend and colleague 
from afar, to deliver a presentation via 
Zoom earlier this month on the issue of 
whether religion and spirituality support 
or hinder mental health. 

“He is obviously a very impressive 
fellow and his application of theological 
concepts and principles, and analysis 
of theology in relation to people with 
disabilities, is right up there in terms of 
international scholarly contributions and 
input,” Andy says.

“A couple of times when he has been 
here in Australia I have invited him to 
give presentations at conferences we 
have held.”

Andy says a simple but effective 
phrase, “to belong I need to be missed”, 
informs so much of the valuable work 
John has done in the mental health field, 
work which gives the marginalised a 
voice.

“I think the phrase really sums up a lot 
of the work he has done in mental health 
and dementia, and he has written widely 
and is a very engaging presenter,” Andy 
says.

“I had contact with him through 
my own PhD studies and through an 

“when something goes wrong with our minds we worry 
about our humanness or the humanness of others.”Prof John Swinton
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international gathering called the 
Summer Institute on Theology and 
Disability, and John is one of the faculty 
members who brings people together 
who have an interest in this intersection 
of spirituality and disability.

“I find he is always generous with his 
time and you never feel any request, 
large or small, is ignored.”

Dementia is, John says, something 
that is fundamentally misunderstood.

“Dementia is one of the most 
stigmatised and feared conditions,” he 
says.

“People are more afraid of dementia 
than they are of cancer, but why might 
that be? Well, the reason is that we 
are afraid that if we have dementia we 
somehow lose ourselves. 

“We can battle cancer and indeed it 
can be perceived as a noble battle, but 
we can’t battle dementia in the  
same way, because the cognitive 
capacities we need for the battle leave  
us over time. 

“So, we are deeply fearful of dementia 
(and) the problem is that within 
Western culture we have a particular 
understanding of the self. 

“In order for me to be me, I am 
expected to remember the past, be able 
to bring the past into the present and 
then project onwards into a hopeful 
future.”

So what happens when that is no 
longer possible?

“If I can’t do this, people start to say 
things like ‘he is not the person he used 
to be’. Why? Because it looks like I can no 
longer tell my own story,” John says.

“We tend to think that we are the 
stories we tell of ourselves and if we can 
no longer tell that story we are no longer 
ourselves. 

“My book challenges this and points 
out that as Christians, it is not our own 
story that counts. 

“We discover who we are through who 
we are in Christ. It is God’s story that 
informs us of who we are. 

“It is God’s memory that holds us in 
our identity. Our damaged brains do not 
determine who we are, God does. 

“We are who we are as we are 
remembered by God.                                     

Rev (Deacon) Dr Andy Calder.
Image: Carl Rainer
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When Rev Mat Harry was appointed 
to the role of New and Renewing 
Communities Catalyst in 2018, one of his 
tasks was to investigate how he could 
assist the Church to drive new forms of 
Christian community.

That task took on a greater sense 
of urgency in March last year when 
COVID-19, and subsequent lockdowns, 
meant a change to traditional forms 
of worship and a need to pivot to 

alternatives. More than 12 months 
later, many UC communities and 
congregations have embraced the 
opportunity to adapt to the changes 
wrought by the pandemic.

That was made clear earlier this 
year when a number of Victorian and 
Tasmanian Presbytery Ministers met 
as part of a webinar to discuss what 
lessons had been learnt from 2020, with 
many reporting they had embraced the 

opportunity to open up new ways of 
faith communication.

Insights were gathered during the 
webinar around the use of online 
technologies, collaborations that 
occurred and the ministers’ relationship 
with space, in terms of buildings, homes 
and where worship is held.  

“Presbytery Ministers drew upon 
their stories of how UCA communities 
adjusted to the restrictions and the 

How lessons learnt during lockdown are driving new ways of worship 

By Donald Moss

change
Time for a 

change
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adaptations that were incorporated 
into their communal life during 
such a disruption to life and church 
community,” Mat says.

“Some of these adjustments centred 

on creative worship, how celebrating the 
Eucharist and hymn singing changed, 
the connection with different audiences, 
and faith formation incorporating digital 
spaces as well as in-person.”

For many of the ministers, the 
challenges brought by COVID-19 
actually accelerated a change that 
was long overdue if the Church was to 
remain connected to as many people as 
possible.

“In some ways the church is fairly 
traditional and continues to operate in 
ways that are based on the assumption 
that it is at the centre of community, (but 
the reality is that) it is on the periphery 

“Presbytery Ministers drew upon their stories of how 
UCA communities adjusted to the restrictions.” 

Rev Mat Harry
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hold. Mat says the webinar offered many 
examples of how new technology had 
opened up many more possibilities 
within Victorian and Tasmanian faith 
communities.

“One of the reasons I wanted to 
put the webinar together and get the 
Presbytery Ministers to offer their 
insights was because there were some 
really solid and important lessons that 
we learnt and we didn’t want to just drop 
those and go back to the way things 
were before,” he says.

Members of the Heathcote 
congregation in regional Victoria offered 
a striking example of what could be 
embraced with some innovative thinking 
during lockdown.

 “A couple of congregation members 
there were part of a ukulele group and 
once lockdown happened their teacher 
said ‘let’s move our sessions on to 
Facebook’ and they then realised how 
powerful the technology was and that 
you didn’t have to be in the same room 

and no longer has a privileged position in 
the community,” Mat says.

“What that means is we have to 
rethink how we ‘do' church: you can’t 
just build a building now, open the 
doors, put a minister in and preach a 
sermon on Sunday mornings and expect 
that people will come.

“People have shown us over the last 
four to five decades that no, they’re not 
coming and they have got better things 
to do.”

The task for the Uniting Church was 
to get members to acknowledge the 
shift that has happened in the broader 
community and adapt to ways in which 
they can be helped to continue to live 
out their Christian faith.

As COVID-19 changed the landscape, 
part of that greater involvement was the 
opening up of options as presbyteries 
and congregations began to address 
how technology could help them with 
alternative means of worship.

“Of course, when COVID-19 happened 
(having to make changes) became the 
priority, so part of what happened during 
2020 was there was a greater reliance on 
these new technologies that previously 
people had not been forced to take up,” 
Mat says. “That was a real positive and 
there were some real benefits that were 
gained from that.”

One obvious benefit was the pivot 
towards technology that allowed 
services to be streamed to homes 
once COVID-19 restrictions meant that 
traditional worship had to be put on 

as other people to connect,” Mat says.
“Then they thought, ‘hang on a 

minute, why can’t we do this with our 
worship service?’

“So they have since set up a YouTube 
daily devotional and have started a 
Heathcote home church Facebook 
group.”

Heathcote was one of many examples 
of how congregations were able to 
pivot during 2020. “It really is the whole 
point, that communities which did new 
technology really well have connected 
with more people,” Mat says.

“There were many communities that 
embraced the opportunity for change 
and theirs are the stories we need to tell.”

Mat also hopes a relatively recent 
innovation will play a role in opening up 
different forms of engagement.

The FX: Godsend AU app offers an 
exciting way for Christians to share faith 
and explore “new forms of church”.

 Mat hopes the app will be embraced 
as a first step for those wanting to 
explore different pathways towards 
Christian community.

“I think it’s important to stress that 
this is about new forms of church rather 
than renewed forms of church,” he says. 
“It’s not about reinvigorating the Sunday 
morning service, it’s about creating 
a different form of church, or a fresh 
expression of church.”

Mat says the app  presents an easy way 
for Christians in the same area to look 
at how they could start a new form of 
church or worship.                                           

From P27

GET THE APP
Search for  
'FX: Godsend AU' in 
the App Store  
or Google Play

 
WATCH WEBINAR
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=3Y4g7d9Njqo

“It is important to stress that this is about 
new forms of church rather than renewed 

forms of church.”Rev Mt Harry
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In early 2009, Jhez was in that 
happy space where the future looks 
assured and alluring. Safe in a stable 
relationship, Jhez, then 29, had just 
fallen pregnant and the thought of 
impending motherhood filled her 
with overwhelming joy and unbridled 
optimism.

Seven months later, however, her 
world imploded. She was no longer with 
her partner and “some bad financial 
decisions” meant she had no money, no 
accommodation and no way of taking 
care of the baby that was due in the next 
eight weeks.

“I never thought in my wildest dreams 
that I would end up in that kind of 
situation,” Jhez says. 

“I’d always been able to support 
myself, so not being able to pay the 
rent or put food on the table was soul 
destroying.

“Things started to unravel all at once 
and, before I knew it, I was struggling to 
get by. I didn’t just have myself to think 
about, but also my unborn child.”

This is where Uniting was able 

to step in and support Jhez. The 
team at Werribee provided food and 
accommodation until Jhez was able to 
sort things out. When Jhez was back on 
her feet, she thought that would be the 
end of her association with Uniting, but 
that wasn’t the case ... and Jhez couldn’t 
be happier.

In February last year, her son Troy 
decided to celebrate his 10th birthday 
by doing something different. Instead of 
holding a party at home and receiving 
gifts from his friends, he staged the 
celebration at Uniting and asked his 
guests to donate food and toiletries.

“I’m so proud of Troy,” Jhez says. “He 
understands that I went through a tough 
time while I was pregnant with him and 

the importance of helping people going 
through a similar experience. 

“Honestly, it's the best gift that you 
can pass on to your kids, to show them 
every bit of help counts, and for him to 
actually initiate that, it makes me feel 
like I'm doing the right thing.”

Troy’s good deed also inspired Jhez, 
who is now a disability support worker, 
to reach out to Uniting. 

Jhez now volunteers at the same place 
she went to all those years ago for help, 
handing out food to families.

“Back in 2009, I made a promise to 
myself that I will never come back here 
(to Uniting) again,” Jhez says. “Who 
would have thought 10 years later I 
would, but this time to give back to the 
community?”

Now happily married, Jhez celebrated 
her 40th birthday in May and. to mark 
the occasion, she gathered a group of 
friends and spent time volunteering at 
Uniting.

“I wanted to follow in Troy’s footsteps 
and celebrate by giving back,” she says. 
“It’s a meaningful way to mark the 

COLD 
comfort

Uniting hopes to help more than 9000 families in crisis this winter. 
Here’s how you can help 

By Frank Porter

“Things started to 
unravel all at once and, 
before I knew it, I was 
struggling to get by.”Jhez
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Jhez and son Troy.
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occasion and a way of acknowledging 
how far I’ve come, thanks to Uniting.” 

Jhez’s story is at once atypical, yet 
very typical - particularly as we continue 
to emerge from the harsh economic 
and social realities brought on by the 
pandemic. 

The demand on emergency services 
has never been greater, which makes 
this year’s Uniting Vic.Tas Winter Share 
Appeal all the more timely.

Now in its 16th year, monies raised 
help fund Uniting’s 21 emergency relief 
services in Victoria and Tasmania, as 
well as homelessness and asylum seeker 
programs. 

Uniting Vic.Tas CEO Bronwyn Pike says 
the Winter Share Appeal is Uniting’s most 
important fund-raiser.

“The cold winter months can be 
particularly harsh for homeless people, 
the unemployed and families struggling 
to put hot food on the table each night,” 
she says.

“Hopefully we have seen the worst of 
the coronavirus pandemic, but we are 
definitely still dealing with its impact. 
There has been a significant increase in 
demand across all our services, including 

housing and homelessness, mental 
health, family violence and emergency 
relief.  

“The end of JobKeeper and the recent 
reduction in the JobSeeker payment 
will see many more people slipping into 
poverty and needing help.

“Every donation will make a difference 
and provide practical support to people 
in crisis.

“Nobody should have to make a 
choice between paying the electricity 
bill or school fees and buying necessities 
like food or medicine.  But that’s the 

situation facing a growing number of 
families.

“By donating to our winter appeal, 
people can make a real difference and 
actually transform lives.”

Like Jhez, Sharon’s life also hit an 
unexpected, life-changing hurdle that 
was both devastating and beyond her 
control.

Two years ago, Sharon left Malaysia 
and moved to Australia to marry her 
childhood sweetheart, who had been in 
Australia since 2015.

Sharon was accompanied by her two 
children, aged 15 and 13, and arrived in 
Australia seeking “hope, meaning and to 
live a healthy family life”.

But then the pandemic struck and 
Sharon’s marriage fell apart. As an 
asylum seeker, Sharon was not eligible 
for Centrelink payments so, like Jhez, 
many years earlier, she and her children 
were suddenly homeless.

“I had to start my life all over again,” 
Sharon says.

“My children and I were without stable 
housing, food, transport or financial 
support. I had already committed to 
study a community services course in 

2020 and wondered how I was going to 
keep up with the course payments. 

“I had big questions about life and 
about my decision to come to Australia. 
Have I jumped out of the pot and into the 
fire?”. 

A week after leaving the family home, 
Sharon was referred to Uniting’s team in 
Shepparton, who provided emergency 
relief and financial assistance. But 
that wasn’t Sharon’s only dealing with 
Uniting – in fact she has now joined 
the team in an official capacity. When 
Uniting advertised for a case manager 

From P30

“Nobody should have to make a choice between 
paying the electricity bill or school fees and buying 

necessities like food or medicine.  
People can make a real difference.”Uniting Vic.Tas CEO Bronwyn Pike
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support person – a position that was 
open to asylum seekers who were 
waiting for a decision on their visa 
applications – Sharon successfully 
applied.

“It was an opportunity to help asylum 
seekers like me to find their way around 
and help them understand the services 
available to help settle in,” Sharon says. 

“It was a moment of hope for me. I 
knew with a full-time job, I would be able 
to afford a rental property and provide 
the basics for my children, manage my 
studies, and live without fear. 

“In my first two weeks, my manager 
included me and my children in the 
weekly meal packs while we were still 
living in the motel. We had longed for 
cooked meals ever since we left home. 

“I also had the opportunity to 
distribute meal packs to our consumers 
and their families. I was able to secure a 
second-hand car with my first salary to 
assist with deliveries. 

“Now I have the privilege to assist 
most of the people from the country 
I was born in. I am assisting asylum 
seekers whose status is not definite, 
who are needing to access services like 

kinder enrolment, renewing or applying 
for Medicare and encourage them to 
learn English.” And, in other good news, 
Sharon is happy to report she recently 
reunited with her husband, and they are 
working towards a future together. 

“We are not perfect human beings,  
but when we try, half the battle is won,” 
she says. 
To help support people in need this 
winter, please donate to the Uniting 
Vic.Tas Winter Share Appeal at www.
unitingvictas.org.au/fundraising         

Last year, money raised from  
the appeal provided:
❤	35,000 food parcels and vouchers for people in crisis
❤	61,500 community meals to people in need
❤	70 housing solutions for asylum seekers

It also supported:
❤		65000 crisis calls from Uniting’s Lifeline services in 

Melbourne and Ballarat
❤		Almost 5000 people in recovery from alcohol and 

other drugs

This year 
the Appeal hopes to 

raise more than $1m, 
which would help about 

9500 disadvantaged 
families.

Sharon found herself 
homeless and had to 

“start my life all  
over again”.
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When Uniting Church volunteers at 
Hamilton’s Argyle Shop in western 
Victoria recently received a complaint 
about access issues for a person using a 
wheelchair, it shone a light on the wider 
issue of disability inclusion.

And, in that sense, it became a 
learning tool for everyone involved.

Ironically, Presbytery of Western 
Victoria minister Rev Angie Griffin says 
the op shop’s success was, in a way, part 
of the problem.

Beginning life as a stall at the annual 
church fete in more than 20 years ago, 
wonderful community support meant 
Argyle had grown into a successful and 
large enterprise fulfilling a valuable 
community need. That growth meant 
more volunteers, a huge increase in 
the amount of goods being donated 
and a need for the shop’s management 
to handle the many legal and 
administrative requirements involved 
while, at the same time, respecting the 
Church’s values, ethos and practice.

“The community responded 
generously, particularly during the 
difficult months of COVID-19, and that 
led to a massive quantity of goods being 
delivered to us,” Angie says.

“The need to display those goods 

for purchase led to the challenges of 
managing available space and this led 
to an issue which was highlighted by 
a letter of concern around access for 
people with disabilities.”

The shop exists on the site that once 
housed the Argyle Arms Hotel, hence 
why it is called the Argyle Shop. Angie 
says staff took the issue of disability 
access and inclusion seriously and 
immediately took steps to rectify the 
situation.

Managers and volunteers worked 
quickly to ensure guidelines were put in 
place to ensure ongoing use for people 
with a disability, and compliance with 
regulations.

Floor markings allow volunteers 
to know aisle boundaries and ensure 
walkways are maintained, while 
measures have been introduced to 
ensure adequate turning room for 
customers using wheelchairs and 
walking frames.

“Volunteers will also be encouraged to 
be more proactive in offering assistance 
to those who may need it,” Angie says.

“The shop has grown so much 
because of wonderful generosity from 
the community and we must ensure it 
is appropriate for everyone to access 

because people from all walks of life 
come in.”

Synod of Victoria and Tasmania 
disability inclusion advocate Rev 
(Deacon) Dr Andy Calder was pleased 
with the way Argyle staff addressed a 
difficult situation, showing how the issue 
of disability inclusion was an ongoing 
learning process for everyone involved in 
the UCA.

He says the Church has strong policies 
around disability inclusion and a long 
history of being committed to equal 
opportunity and equal access for all 
members.

“We have a disability action plan for 
the 2019-22 period and that gives us a 
strong foundation for action,” Andy says.

“We are the only church I know of 
that has a disability action plan in place 
and, because religious organisations 
aren’t exempt from complying with the 
Disability Discrimination Act, we have 
developed these plans over a period of 
time.

“This is our third plan and we lodge 
each one with the Human Rights 
Commission. They are a tangible 
expression of our commitment.”

While great progress has been made, 
Andy suggests there is still much work to 

How one shop ensured it was open for business  
for all customers 

By Andrew Humphries

all areas
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be done around disability inclusion.
“There is no doubt we have made 

progress in the last generation or so, but 
we still have a long way to go,” he says.

“We hang in there and keep reminding 
ourselves how important it is and that 
we respond positively when and where 
we can and bring people together to try 
to find solutions.”

Andy says the way Argyle management 
and volunteers responded to the letter of 
complaint was a perfect example of how 
an issue concerning disability inclusion 
should be addressed.

“This example highlights that where 
there is collaborative goodwill, change 
for the good can occur,” he says.

Like Andy, senior social justice 
advocate Mark Zirnsak is proud of the 
UC’s commitment towards disability 
inclusion, but says there is still work 
to do around it, both at a Church and 
societal level.

Having a daughter with autism means 
Mark has direct experience of the issues 
and complexities around disability 
inclusion.

“I have had experience of what it’s like 
to try and find a congregation that will be 
able to include my daughter Chloe, and 
that is challenging,” he says.

“Chloe won’t sit still during an hour-
long church service. She is going to get 
up, talk, wander around and explore 
things and, for some people in the 
church, that might be very challenging 
to what they want to experience out of 
worship.

“So to include Chloe, do we force other 
people to accept that or should she be 
integrated into a service where what she 
does is considered acceptable, and often 
we do have services where the kids can 
get up and wander around and be more 
active.

“It’s a valuable conversation to have 
— is that the right structure or should we 
try and integrate it all? In other words, 
how do we get it right?” Above all, Mark’s 
message on disability inclusion is that 

it isn’t a one-size-fits-all issue, even for 
an organisation such as the UCA. “I keep 
stressing there are not simple solutions 
and there has to be flexibility,” he says.

“It’s clearly not going to work for 
people with disabilities if we say you can 
be part of our church as long as you fit in 
with how we do everything and we are 
not willing to make any adjustments to 
include you.

“That is not inclusive and inclusion 
does mean that we have to think of ways 
to adjust the way we have always done 
things if we really want to be inclusive.

“My own view is that we have seen 
progress in the disability inclusion space 
and I think that flows through in my 
experience of working on legislation 
that we have seen continually adjusted 
to be more responsive and give more 
empowerment to people in these 
situations.

“So I think that is very much a positive, 
but we still have quite a way to go.

“The fact that there are so many 
different personal circumstances makes 
it quite challenging and I think the 
biggest lesson to take out of that is the 
ability to be able to actually listen and 
be willing to work with the individual to 
make them part of the community.”       

Rev Angie Griffin (second from right),  
manager Daryl Albert (second from left)  

and volunteers Maureen Dennett  
and Ashley Binney.

“It’s clearly not going 
to work for people with 
disabilities if we say you 
can be part of our church 
as long as you fit in with 
how we do everything.”Mark Zirnsak
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There is a 2000-year gap between 
believers in today’s 21C world and those 
of the first century. For most, there is also 
a major difference in culture, information 
and, of course, language. To engage 
the writings of the New Testament is to 
engage in a cross-cultural encounter 
with all the respect and opportunity 
for learning and enrichment which that 
entails.

I remember as a child when I heard 
people speak of “Bible Times”, I thought 
of something that belonged to another 
world, to a golden age. The heroes of 
the Bible might as well have lived on a 
different planet. They were at least as far 
away in time and space. 

Then I needed to go through the 
kind of realisation which the world of 

scholarship on the Bible went through 
a few centuries ago. For them it was the 
growing realisation that the world of 
ancient Greece and Rome which they 
studied in the classics was the same 
world in which the first Christians lived. 

From figures of fantasy and 
abstraction, the Bible’s heroes became 
for me, as it did for them, real people 
in space and time, who needed to be 

approached with the same historical 
sensitivity we bring to research on 
Alexander the Great or Julius Caesar. 

They lived in our world, our history, 
and in the scheme of things, as we now 
know, not so long ago. We can imagine 

ourselves back into their world and their 
thoughts.

In such engagement we are, therefore, 
meeting people who, if sufficiently 

“Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who 
will be waiting at least 2000 years before they see the 

kingdom of God come with power.”(with apologies to Mark 9:1)

By William Loader

What can

LOVE hope for?
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informed about the genealogies of the 
Old Testament, would have told us 
that the universe came into being 4000 
years before their time in a week of busy 
creation.

 Genesis 1-2 was their source of 
information. They might explain to us 
how they see this universe, either by 
telling us about its three-tiered structure 
of the heavens above and hell beneath 
and in between the earth as flat or, 
informed by Greek traditions, might 
indeed understand the world as a sphere 
with the sun going around it. 

There is no need for us to look down 
our noses at their understandings nor, 
however, to feel we must embrace them.

We might smile similarly at what 
was the most common explanation of 

human reproduction, which lay behind 
the construction of their genealogies, 
namely that the man sowed the seed 
(like the egg) into the woman as into a 
field, by which she nurtured the seed 
till ready to give birth. Therefore they 
traced genealogies through males 
and the tradition of retaining male 
surnames in part reflects this ancient 
view. One can hardly blame them for not 
comprehending the complexities of the 
process.

More significant is the common 
ground we share with them. That, for 
believers, includes making Jesus and his 
message central to our understanding 
of God and what it means to live in 
relationship to God. 

It also includes believing in love 

What can

LOVE hope for?

and hope. But there, with hope, the 
difficulties begin, and we need to sort 
out what still inspires and makes sense 
from what we must respectfully treat as a 
view they held which is for many reasons 
no longer viable today.
This is an extract from What Can Love 
Hope For? Questions for Faith  
Seeking Understanding, RRP $20, 
available at wipfandstock.com   
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When people talk about the preparation 
and eating of a good meal being akin to a 
religious experience, acclaimed French-
Australian chef and author Gabriel Gaté 
knows exactly what they mean.

The author of numerous cookbooks 
and presenter of award-winning TV 
shows believes food and the art of 
cooking have the ability to bring people 
together, much like religion.

When he launched the fifth edition 
of arguably Australia’s favourite guide 
to cooking, The PWMU Cookbook, at 
North Ringwood Uniting Church in April, 
Gabriel’s theme was of food as a means 
of communion. 

“There is a saying that arts and culture 
bring people together and politics 
separates them,” Gabriel says.

“I think food really has the ability to 
bring us together and foster a sense of 
community through the simple act of 

sharing. That sharing of food, to me, 
offers a real sense of communion and it 
is particularly apt that we are launching 
it in this wonderful church today.”

Gabriel’s grandmother instilled in him 
a love of cooking, setting him on the path 
to a lifelong love affair with food and he 
hopes her guidance, and the passion 
she passed on to him, can serve as an 
example in kitchens around the country 
today.

“(My grandmother passed her 
knowledge on to me) and we must 
pass this sort of knowledge and love of 
cooking on to our younger generation,” 
Gabriel says.

“Start when a child is very young, and 
even at the age of two or three they can 
be shown how to stir something or pour 
the milk for a recipe.

“What we are doing then is fostering 
a love of cooking among the younger 

generation and that is so important.”
Gabriel says the PWMU Cookbook is 

the perfect resource for experienced 
cooks, as well as newcomers to the 
culinary arts.

“The variety of recipes really makes it a 
fantastic cookbook,” he says.

PWMU Cookbook committee secretary 
Pam Grant says the fact the book 
continues to change with the times is 
part of its success.

“This cookbook began in 1904 when 
women wanted to provide funds for 
people in the mission field and I just love 
the fact that all these years later it is still 
making a difference in people’s lives,” 
she says.

“People are helped through the 
projects it funds while it helps young 
people, and cooks, to engage with food.

“Now, 117 years after it began, it is still 
telling the story of people’s love of food.”    

Feast y     ur eyes on this
By Donald Moss

PWMU Cookbook 
committee secretary 
Pam Grant with the 
latest edition.
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Bookings:

03 9340 8800 or email

macleanhouse@ctm.uca.edu.au

Maclean House is now 
open for reservations 
from UCA members.
Enjoy comfortable, cost 
eff ective accommodation 
in the heart of Parkville. 

Maclean House is now 

FROM ONLY

$70
PER NIGHT.
Welcome to

your affordable 
home away 
from home.

Wanted
Synod Finance 
Committee 
members

The Finance Committee plays 
a vital role monitoring fi nancial 
performance, providing guidance 
on how to ensure fi nancial 
sustainability, and advice on 
fi nancial matters of the Synod. 
We meet monthly.

We are looking for members with 
tertiary qualifi cations in accounting 
or commerce and experience with 
fi nancial management practices. 
Knowledge of the Uniting Church 
and its ethos is desirable.

For more information, contact 
Stan at clarkes@bigpond.net.au
or Peter at leafroll@hotmail.com

Helen Malins had no idea when 
she volunteered to take part in 
groundbreaking research that it would 
end up almost saving her life and allow 
her to resume her passion for travelling.

The feisty 80-year-old, who normally 
exercises three times a week at the 
AgeWell centre’s seniors gym in 
Hawthorn, took part in the 
Your Muscles Matter 
study, conducted by 
Professor Alan Hayes 
and Victoria University 
researchers, and 
supported by Uniting 
AgeWell.

As part 
of the 
study 
into 
muscle 

“xxxxx xxx xxx person 
on (Australia Day), 

xxx x   xxxxt feel part of 
'Team Australia'. 

Xxxxxx Xxxxxx
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by the Communications and Media Services 
unit of the Uniting Church in Australia Synod of 
Victoria and Tasmania.
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MODERATOR’S 
MESSAGE 

Rev Denise Liersch was  
unwell and unable to write  
her regular column in 
time for this edition 
of Crosslight. 
Denise’s next 
column will 
appear in the 
August edition.
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Donate today.
Call us 

1800 668 426

Visit 
unitingvictas.org.au

Uniting is the community services organisation 
of the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania.

Together, we can 
transform lives.
Winter Share Appeal.

After the shocks and struggles of 2020, we are seeing  
more people coming to us for help. With winter upon  
us, the toughest months are still to come.
Facing job insecurity, financial vulnerability and poor  
mental health, a growing number of people are feeling  
‘left out in the cold’.  

“Things started to unravel all at once and before  
I knew it, I was struggling to get by.” 

- Consumer, Jhez.


