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“

It is in our smallest stories and
some of the most unremarkable
events that God breaks in to our lives
in Jesus, lifts us up in the Spirit and
does astounding things.

”

Reverend
Denise Liersch
Moderator
Vic Tas Synod
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As we come close to the end of the year,
we might be filled with anticipation and
a sense of hope about Christmas this
year. Borders are reopening. Restrictions
on work, travel and gatherings are
easing. There is a sense of promise that
long-separated loved ones might be
reunited.
At the same time, many of us are
feeling weary and worn, maybe
exhausted. Along with a deep desire
for things to finally change, many are
nervous about how precarious this sense
of promise feels. Whatever the normal
challenges of life, the experience of living
through COVID over two years has left
marks on our lives that are wide and
deep and long. Life has laid some of us
low.
I wonder if this will change how we
hear the readings, songs and stories
of Advent and Christmas this year?
I wonder if our life experiences will
mean we feel more deeply the ache of
Elizabeth and Zechariah for the child
they never had? Or the weariness of
Mary, travelling while heavily pregnant to
Bethlehem, giving birth while separated
from family and home? Will we feel more
acutely the loneliness and harshness of
working life for the shepherds? Will we
hear the surprise and joy they all felt
when the unexpected happens?
During the Seasons of Advent and
Christmas, we hear ancient stories
of longing and yearning for life to be
different to what it is. We hear the cries
of prophets for justice and peace and
healing of the earth. We hear songs of
hope and stories full of promise. We hear
of signs that God is about to break into
our lives and world, bringing the peace
that only God can bring.
This year, as we hear Luke’s story of

how God breaks into our world and our
lives, it is in a very simple story of the
birth of a very human child, to a young
mother and her betrothed, separated
from home and family, in precarious
circumstances.
Luke tells stories of the wonders of
God, being worked through stories of
unexceptional events, in the lives of
unremarkable people, in unimportant
places.
Even the central part of Luke’s
Christmas story – the actual birth of
Jesus – is told in a way that would be
easy to overlook. It’s only a couple of
verses long, and is sparsely told. Mary’s
time came to deliver her child. She gave
birth to a son, wrapped him, and laid
him in a manger because there was no
room in the inn. It’s a very small story.
An unremarkable event taking place in
the lives of easily-overlooked people. It
all happens so much on the edges, that
most people wouldn’t notice anything
significant was happening. Yet it’s
precisely here, Luke tells us, that God
meets us and does astounding things.
It’s not amongst the successful, the
wealthy, the powerful, or the important,
that God breaks into the world. God
comes to Elizabeth and Zechariah, a
childless elderly couple. God comes to
Mary, a young unmarried woman. God
comes to shepherds, night-shift workers
out in the open weather. God comes
amongst the unnoticed and overlooked,
while they’re going about their normal
daily tasks, at the edges of things.
These are the ones God favours, and
it is amongst these that God is revealed
and God’s peace arrives. These are
the ones God fills with the Spirit, who
recognise God at work, whose lives are
transformed, and who tell others of the

wonders they see and hear. Luke’s stories
ring true for many of us. If ever we feel,
like Elizabeth and Zechariah, that we are
too old and that it’s too late for God to
be at work through us, this story is for
us. Like Mary, we could feel we are too
young, or too unimportant, for God to do
anything significant. Like the shepherds,
we might imagine our part in life is too
small to matter much in the big scheme
of things. We might find it difficult to
imagine that God can be at work in the
middle of us feeling exhausted or feeling
like life has overtaken us. In these COVID
times, we might feel this more acutely.
But Luke’s story tells us, it is amongst
those who are laid low by life, that God
breaks in and fills us with the Spirit. In
the middle of grief, regardless of age,
when exhausted by life’s journey, or
overlooked by others, God comes to us in
Jesus, and raises us up.
The Christmas story is just the
beginning, but the story of Jesus’s
birth points us to what will unfold. In

Luke’s good news, Jesus is the bearer
of the Spirit. In him the Spirit of God is
at work. In every encounter with Jesus,
ordinary lives are transformed. The Spirit
invites, inspires, encourages, comforts,
and heals. The world’s idea of power
is turned upside down. Grand and big
projects and empires are not what God
needs for lives to be transformed. God
favours the lowly, the hungry and those
who are unacknowledged. And it is they
who recognise God working in the small
stories of their lives, and who tell others
of the wonders they have heard and
seen.
Whenever we are tempted to think
that we need to be younger, or more
experienced, or have more money or
bigger projects for God to work in us,
Luke tells us something different.
It is in our smallest stories and some
of the most unremarkable events of our
lives – like visiting relatives, praying,
giving birth, gathering with friends to
share our joys, involved in our daily

work, receiving guests – that God breaks
in to our lives in Jesus, lifts us up in the
Spirit and does astounding things.
May we recognise the wonders of God
in the small stories of our lives, and share
with others what we have heard and
seen.
May the blessings and peace that
God brings in Jesus, be with you this
Christmas.
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How do
we reopen our

d rs?
By Andrew Humphries

As Victorians emerged from the sixth,
and hopefully last, COVID-19 lockdown in
late October, they were confronted with
challenges around how the state could
safely reopen and what role vaccination
would play in that.
The Synod of Victoria and Tasmania
is grappling with those same issues
as congregations return to physical
worship amid some confusion, and
many questions, around vaccination
requirements.
Early last month, Moderator Denise
Liersch and about 50 Synod members
gathered at an online forum titled
Navigating The Road Ahead to discuss
what reopening and vaccination would
mean for congregations and the church
as a whole.
Denise was joined by Ministers Rachel
Kronberger, Salesi Faupula and Jennie
Gordon, as well as Associate General
Secretary Isabel Thomas Dobson and
Synod Ethics Committee member Derek
4

McDougall to offer guidance during a
free-ranging discussion around the many
issues on the path to reopening.
Denise says there are deep theological,
Biblical and ethical questions to consider
around reopening and vaccination.
“(We need to consider) how our faith
guides us, what Biblical stories might
shape our approach and the theological
questions involved,” she says.
Denise says the many issues to
consider around reopening and
vaccination also need to be addressed in
the context of the church continuing to
be a welcoming space for all members.
“These are themes around our most
vulnerable members, about personal
rights and freedoms, (and the risk) of
creating a two-tiered society of the
vaccinated and unvaccinated,” she says.
A compelling question, Denise says, is
how important is it that congregations
are able to return to face-to-face
worship?

Rachel says in metropolitan
Melbourne, the pandemic and
associated lockdowns meant an obvious
shift to online worship, which some
congregations such as hers had come to
cherish.
The question now to be addressed,
she says, is what represents the best way
forward?
“I think it’s important now as we start
to pivot towards face-to-face worship
that we ask the question, is one form
of worship more preferable than the
other?” Rachel says.
“There is an imperative from the New
Testament about physical gatherings,
about being the body of Christ, and I
think new times call for new learnings
from scripture, but the early church
gathered at meal tables, homes and
rivers.
“There is so much richness in being
physically gathered, so I think there is
a real imperative to gather, but finding

a way during this pandemic to gather
those bodies safely together is a real
challenge.”
Derek says there is a real tension in the
vaccination debate around wanting to
acknowledge individual conscience and
how that acknowledgement might affect
the community as a whole.
“While you
could argue
that position
(of individual
conscience), you
then have this
other theme of
anxiety, where you
are saying let’s acknowledge individual
conscience, but that might add to that
anxiety, as you could have unvaccinated
people in your community who are
spreading COVID-19,” he says.
“So how do you balance that
acknowledging of the individual, and
wanting to be welcoming, against how

that affects the community as a whole?”
Isabel says while every individual has
the right to conscientiously object to
vaccination and to be part of a respectful
conversation around that, they can’t
expect to have the right to attend a
service for those vaccinated.
“That could open the congregation

“I have been a part of the church
for many years and some of the
conversations I have had in different
councils and committees are about how
do we reimagine the church?” he says.
“What are the things that we are able
to do but perhaps (now) need to do in a
different way?”
Breakout group
discussions canvassed a
number of issues, with
one theme emerging
around the need to
create a proper space to
allow for comfortable
conversations among
people with different ideas about
reopening and vaccination.
The issue of exclusion, and the need to
make a real commitment to understand
those groups excluded, was also raised.
An edited video of the forum is available
to Synod members by emailing debra.
penaluna@victas.uca.org.au

how do you balance that acknowledging of the
“
individual, and wanting to be welcoming, against how
that affects the community as a whole?
”
to potential financial breaches, so an
individual’s right needs to take in other
people’s decisions as well,” she says.
While reopening presents a number
of challenges for congregations, Salesi
says it is important to also look at it as an
opportunity to take a fresh look at what
being part of the Uniting Church means.
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worship
What are we doing
and why?
By Sally Douglas
It is very easy to turn God into our own
image. To make ideas of God – what God
looks like, what God wants and who God
loves – conform to the shape of our own
beliefs. This happens across Christian
churches, and other faith traditions. It
is increasingly clear this also happens
in circles who claim to be “spiritual not
religious”.
Many people who claim to be
Christians assume Jesus was white, and
Jesus wants them to be successful or
rich. Sayings such as “God helps those
who help themselves” are popular in
such contexts.
Theology has consequences. Because
of these kinds of beliefs, people can
comfortably remain blind to the reality
that black and brown people are
targeted by the police far more than
white people. Through this kind of
thinking, people can ignore systems of
injustice, justify hoarding wealth, and
blame the poor for their own suffering.
The reality is that evidence indicates
that Jesus, a Middle Eastern Jew, was
not white. Furthermore, across the
Gospels Jesus constantly calls people
to give their money away. While people
may claim that God helps those who
help themselves, this saying is not in the
6

Bible, and when we come into contact
with how Jesus acts in the Gospels, any
notion of this is dissolved.
Again and again, Jesus is described
as helping people who can’t help
themselves – the blind, the lepers,
women who have been ostracised by
their communities, and so many others.
Perhaps even more confronting, Jesus is
constantly described as caring for, and
valuing, the very people who everyone
else has written off as losers, misfits,
failures and “sinners” – those who
“deserve what is coming to them”.
So how do we Christians – Christ Ones
– protect ourselves from making Jesus
into our own personal "yes man", the
one who endlessly confirms what we
already want to believe about ourselves,
others, and God? How do we guard
against making God in our own image,
instead of letting Jesus – the image of
God – shape us?
This is central to the work of going to
church.
It is in the challenging practice of
coming back again and again as a
community to hear these accounts
of who and how Jesus is, that we are
changed. It is in the practice of together
being confronted by the strange truth

that Jesus embodies divine power in
extraordinary gentleness and fierce
compassion, that we guard against
idolatry.
As we wrestle with the Gospels
week by week, we are encountered by
Jesus, the God One, who never uses
divine power to take advantage of
people, to lord it over them, or punish
them. In contrast, in the Gospels we
are confronted by this God One, who
consistently uses divine power to
include, heal, challenge, liberate, forgive,
and lift up. And who says follow me in
this way of being.
As churches come out of extended
lockdown and think about worshipping
together in person, this is an ideal time
to take stock of what we are doing in
worship and why.
In order to protect ourselves from
turning God into our own image, in order
to create space for the God who comes
to us in Jesus to confront us, I think there
are core things about worship that need
to be in place.
We need preachers, lay and ordained,
who know that preaching is serious
work. Phoning it in by plagiarising
someone else’s sermon, lifting
something from the internet, or cobbling

together a sermon on a Saturday night
that aims to entertain, will not guard
against the dangers of idolatry (our own
and others). Instead, it is in the practice
of daring to spend prayerful time with
the readings – letting these annoying
words challenge us before we write a
single word – that the power of liberation
resides.
Alongside this grounded, prayersoaked preaching, worship also needs
to create space for those who gather to
actually engage their intellect, spirit and
heart, in the preaching, but also in the
prayer, in the quiet, in the sacraments
of Holy Communion and baptism, in the
music, in blessings, and in discussions.
It is in the ongoing work of allowing
ourselves to be open to the God who
comes to us in Jesus and who reaches
out to us in Great Spirit, that we are
disentangled from the idols we make,
and the idols we have been given by
parents, peers, and culture.
This is why we go to church, to be
dismantled and remade, over and over,
so that we may join with others in the
wild, inconvenient and compassionate
way of God.
Rev Dr Sally Douglas is Minister at
Richmond UC.
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How’s mum

and bub?
By John Evans
When a child is born we have a standard
list of questions.
Possibly at the top we want to know
that the mother and baby are well,
radiant even! However, in rapid fire
order, we also want to know what the
baby’s name is; who does the child take
after; and apparently, the weight of the
child. An odd question I have always
thought, but perhaps it is the only time
in a person’s life one can politely be
asked such a question!
Now in the Christmas story, these
questions are sort of answered – except
of course for our concern of the weight
of the baby. These are important and we
will return to them shortly, however, in
the gospels of Matthew and Luke there
are features of the Christmas story about
which we would today never really
dream to ask.
Where was this new-born put down to
sleep?
What was the infant wearing?
8

Who visited? Indeed, who visited first?
And what are some of the gifts all
these visitors brought?
Of course, we know the answers to
these questions. They are just an integral
part of the Christmas story. The narrative
itself points to the uniqueness of Christ’s
birth and what Jesus indeed means for
us – all these years later.
We know the drill: born to a
young unmarried mother in humble
circumstances; slept in a manger; visited
first by the then-outcasts of society, the
shepherds and so on. And if you are
perhaps puzzling about those bands,
strips of cloth, the swaddling clothes,
they actually feature again in his story of
Jesus.
Indeed they are in the very climax of
his story, his death and resurrection.
What was found in that tomb on Easter
morn? Yes, strips of cloth; but this time
they are not wrapped around his body
like here at his birth, or as then his dead

body after his crucifixion. They simply
lie there as symbols, signs Christ is no
longer dead but alive. The risen Christ
has a new presence with us.
Even these simple strips of linen at his
birth, and the other features of the story,
can point to something of profound
significance for us all.
However, back to our standard birth
questions: what’s the child’s name and
who does he or she take after? They
both were central for our Christmas
chroniclers.
Both Matthew and Luke place
considerable emphasis on this child’s
genealogy; all those whom he takes
after. True, not in the sense of what he
might look like – the question we may be
thinking, but where is this child placed
in the history of his people; or even of
humanity itself?
These gospel writers set out their
respective family trees, with all those
begats, in such a way to include the great

heroes of the faith and the scoundrels,
the insiders and those on the margin,
like Ruth, a foreign woman (in Matthew’s
genealogy). They make theological
points, like this birth is a pivotal time in
history, through to the fact that this baby
is descended from Adam, “the son of
God”, as Luke says in his account
(Luke 3:38).
More specifically both Matthew and
Luke want to make it clear this child is
descended from David, he is the Messiah,
his coming fulfils that covenant promise
to King David and his descendants. (See
2 Samuel 7:12-14).
As to this child’s name: there was
no looking up the latest list of popular
names, or naming this child after dad.
Mary and Joseph were both told the
name they would use! Luke has the angel
Gabriel simply saying to Mary: “you will
conceive in your womb, and bear a son,
and you will name him Jesus” (Luke
1:31).

Matthew, on the other hand, has
Joseph involved. When an angel
appeared to Joseph in a dream, the
angel said: "Mary will bear a son, and
you are to name him Jesus” (1:21). There
was a divine dimension to this naming.
Indeed, Luke sets this scene with a story
as to how John the Baptist, Jesus’s
kinsman, is named. (See Luke 1:59ff)
Apparently, that child was going to be
named Zechariah after his father. But
after the birth Elizabeth said, “No, he is
to be called John” which means blessed
or graced by God. This birth to an old,
previously infertile couple, was amazing:
this was God’s blessing. But then the
neighbours and friends said to Elizabeth:
“None of your relatives has this name.”
So, to settle the matter, they asked
Zechariah (who was still struck dumb)
and he wrote on a tablet confirming the
name would be John. Both this name
John, and more so that of Jesus himself,
reflected a bigger picture. Jesus, or in

Hebrew Yeshua (and related to Joshua),
means he would, as Matthew says, “save
his people” (1:21). He will lead them like
Joshua after Moses, into the promised
land. He will save his people, indeed as
the evangelist John says in his prologue
(which we also read at Christmas) “all
who believed in his name, he gave power
to become children of God!” (John 1:12).
This name is important.
When a baby is born, we will have our
standard questions. The Christmas story
makes clear that the name and who
this child takes after are central to our
interest and enquiries about this birth.
Indeed, the name of this child is central
as to what we might believe. However,
at the same time, don’t forget those
other details of the story like “the strips
of cloth”, those swaddling clothes, and
what they might mean in our life and
faith.
Rev Dr John Evans is a retired
Minister.
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Rev Dhirendra
Narayan at his
new “office”.
Image: Carl Rainer

Meet a
Minister who’s

all over the

shops
By Andrew Humphries

In Australia, we use many wonderful
words to describe talking to someone.
We might chew the fat, have a natter,
a chinwag, a yarn or just a good oldfashioned chat.
And for one Melbourne minister, the
rewards gained from the simple art of
conversation have become something
quite special in a world turned upside
down since COVID-19’s emergence early
last year.
Once a fortnight, Plenty Valley UC
Minister Rev Dhirendra Narayan wanders
around his local Westfield shopping
centre with a simple message for anyone
who happens to stop him and say g’day.
“I’m here to listen, have a chat and
help in any way I can,” is how Dhirendra
describes his interaction with shoppers
and shop staff throughout the centre.
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“I call it my mobile ministry and, for
me, it’s ministry at its most basic level.”
At its heart is the art of
communication, something Dhirendra
says has never been more important
as we battle the unseen enemy called
COVID-19.
When historians come to write about
the pandemic and its impact on families,
they will no doubt focus on deaths
and illness, and of family breakdowns
and the pressure on children of home
schooling in lockdowns that seemed to
go on forever.
However the focus should also be
on something much harder to quantify
and measure, but no less important: the
serious toll it has taken on our mental
wellbeing and overall state of mind.
Dhirendra sees those impacts every

time he talks to people on his shopping
centre “beat”, and has come to realise
that sometimes something as simple as
a brief interaction can be the first step
towards a positive mindset for many
people.
He also knows what it’s like to be
scared, to live with uncertainty, and to
have your life unravel due to unforeseen
circumstances.
In 1989, Dhirendra made the decision
to leave his home in Fiji and move to
Australia, as two coups in 1987 split the
South Pacific nation in two and made
life extremely tough for Fijians of Indian
descent.
“It was a very difficult time for us
all,” Dhirendra says. “There was a lot
of uncertainty there and the coup
really divided the Indian and Fijian

nationalities, whereas before that we
were as one.
“When political instability comes, it
doesn’t affect some people, it affects
everyone, so like a lot of Indians from Fiji
I came to Australia
for a better life.
“But, yes, I do
feel it has equipped
me to understand
the difficulties that
many people have
to deal with in their
everyday life.”
After arriving in Melbourne, Dhirendra
found a spiritual home at Blackburn
North UC, and the welcome its
congregation provided was the spark for
his own journey towards the Ministry.
“Blackburn North had a Hindi service

once a month and it became our home
church and we felt a real part of the
fellowship there,” he says.
“A Synod employee at the time worked
with various ethnic groups and one

a mature-age student in 1996 and did
five years of study before becoming a
Minister.”
Placements in the eastern Mallee
district, Rosanna and Box Hill followed,
before his most recent
move to Plenty Valley.
Dhirendra’s own
background and
struggles, and a calm
and easy nature, mean
he is perfectly equipped
to be a sounding board
for anyone he meets
as he wanders around Westfield Plenty
Valley.
What also helps, he admits with a
laugh, is the fact he loves nothing more
than meeting people and having a chat
with them.

I thought to myself, ‘I wonder how those people
“
still working in shops are getting on’, so I decided to
go and visit some of them and say hello.
”
Sunday I asked him, ‘how do I train for
the Ministry?’.
“He talked to me about it and then
one day he arrived at our home with the
forms required to begin the process. I
was accepted into theological college as

Continued P12
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There is something
“special
about being

Image:
Carl Rainer

able to stand alongside
people, hear their
stories and share
their burden.

”

From P11

“I just walk around the shopping
centre and talk to various people, from
shoppers to workers,” is Dhirendra’s
under-stated description of what his
visits entail.
“It’s all about saying, ‘hello, how are
you going?’, and just explaining who I
am. I just support and encourage people
and it seems to work.”
The idea came to Dhirendra in
September last year as Melbourne
residents were enduring their second
lockdown and his thoughts turned to the
many people, including those trying to
keep their businesses afloat, who were
struggling badly during a time of such
uncertainty.
Who, he wondered, was offering
support to them?
It was time, he decided, to find out
and, while not all shopping centre
businesses were open during lockdown,
those people employed in the ones that
were all had a story to tell about how the
pandemic was affecting them.
“Obviously lockdown was such a
difficult time for everyone, because it
was such an alien thing,” Dhirendra says.
“I thought to myself, ‘I wonder how
12

those people still working in shops are
getting on’, so I decided to go and visit
some of them and say hello. I would
explain that I was a local church Minister
and that I just wanted to say g’day and
hope that you are keeping well.”
For many, Dhirendra’s simple but
heartfelt enquiry was the signal to open
up about how they were coping.
“People wouldn’t just talk about how
their business was going, they would
often also open up on a personal level,”
he says.
“These were people who would tell me
that they were unable to see their loved
ones, or who had been unable to attend
the funerals of people close to them who
had died.
“There was a worker who had lost
her mum and she was in tears as she
explained to me that she had not been
able to say goodbye to her physically,
but only via Zoom.
“That was something I could relate
to as I could only watch the funerals of
relatives in Fiji, including my aunty and a
cousin, via Zoom.”
Dhirendra says his role as a church
Minister is often the bridge that

encourages people to engage with him.
“I wear the clerical collar and people
then understand who I am, they
immediately think ‘here is a man of the
church’, and that really connects us,” he
says.
“But I’m not recruiting people to come
to church or anything like that, it’s just a
way of breaking down barriers and, for
me, there is a real joy in being able to
connect with them.
“There is something special about
being able to stand alongside people,
hear their stories and share their
burden.”
While Victoria has returned to a
sense of normality and, hopefully,
said goodbye to lockdowns forever,
Dhirendra plans to continue his shopping
centre visits, where he has become a
familiar sight for many.
“These visits are my mobile ministry
and I will definitely continue because
it is something important that is worth
doing,” he says.
“We all have issues to deal with and it’s
nice to be able to talk to someone about
them. When you meet people and talk to
them, amazing things can happen.”

Celebrating
the joy of
Christmas

Uniting AgeWell wishes
Crosslight readers and families
peace and happiness this
Christmas and New Year.
We thank our clients and residents for entrusting us with your care.

And heartfelt thanks to our staff for making a difference to the lives of older people
by providing care and support with kindness and respect, helping them to live well
every day of the year.

4932 Crosslight

To families and friends and the wider Uniting AgeWell community, thank you for your
partnership as we worked together to keep those we care for safe and well during the
challenges presented by COVID-19.

1300 783 435
unitingagewell.org
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Hidden

a -gender
Elliot Nicholas was born a girl and had a piece of paper to prove it:
his birth certificate. But sometimes facts can get in the way of a
good story. Or, in Elliot’s case, provide some dark chapters.

By Andrew Humphries

Courage is easy to define, easy to spot
and easy to appreciate and even laud,
but sometimes it's not easy to find. To
have.
The dictionary defines the word
courage as “the ability to do something
that frightens one; bravery”, and images
of firefighters and soldiers and so on
readily spring to mind.
But sometimes just being yourself
is the hardest, loneliest and most
courageous thing you will ever do
because if you don’t fit into society’s
norms, hostility, ridicule and even
violence await you. And that is very

difficult for anyone to confront, much
less a young man or woman.
Elliot Nicholas knows this all too well,
as do his parents, Geelong-based Uniting
Church ministers Will and Amanda
Nicholas.
Elliot is an impressive young man, the
sort of young adult you hope all of your
children - especially sons - grow up to be
like. But Elliott’s journey to adulthood he only recently turned 18 - has neither
been conventional or easy.
Society has a label for people like
Elliot: transgender. But it doesn’t have
what people like Elliot need most:

acceptance. And this makes what is
already a deeply difficult journey even
more problematic.
To understand that journey, it is
important to start at the beginning.
When Elliot was born, his mother,
Amanda, admits to great surprise: after
all, she was convinced she was going to
have a boy.
“I do remember a moment of surprise
when Elliot was born and the doctor
said ‘it’s a girl’, because I was sure I was
having a boy,” she recalls.
“That has always stayed with me,
because I was absolutely certain we
Continued P16
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Elliot with mum
Amanda, dad Will
and brother Charlie.
Image: Nicole Cleary

From P15

were having a boy.” For Elliot, though,
life as a girl never seemed the right fit;
something just didn’t seem natural, a
feeling that only grew as he got older.
“As a kid, I didn’t really look like a boy
or girl, but I would look up to my older
brother and his friends and I preferred
that (male) lifestyle and version of myself
to one that involved wearing a dress or
putting make-up on,” Elliot says.
“I didn’t like anything that made me
feel feminine.
“I remember at one of my brother’s
birthday parties, he had his friends over
and it was a really hot day and they

I wasn’t going to come out as transgender
“
because I didn’t even know what that meant and it
would just open up a whole can of worms that
I didn’t want to open.
Elliot Nicholas

were having a great time playing in the
sprinklers with their shirts off and I said
‘mum, I want to take my shirt off and
hang out with the boys’ and she was like
‘no, you can’t do that because you’re a
girl’.
“That was when it hit me and I was
thinking to myself ‘OK I think something
is happening here and I’m not quite sure
how to feel about it’.
“I kind of ignored that at such a young
point in my life, but from the ages of 10
to 12, when puberty was happening,
my body was telling me it’s time to be a
woman and I was like ‘no’.”
Elliot recalls a childhood in which
the most fun was always had doing
the things a boy would, rather than the
activities his gender suggested he should
be doing.
“I was always a tomboy and I would
always want to hang out with my brother
and his male friends,” he says. “It has
always been a state of mind.”
Navigating the rites of childhood can
be tough at the best of times, so imagine
Elliot’s life as the feeling that he had
been born the wrong gender continued
to occupy his thoughts.
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Not surprisingly, school in Tasmania
was a nightmare.
“Most of that time it was about
wearing dresses and going to formals
and that kind of stuff and I was about 14
when I realised that I really didn’t like
this,” Elliot recalls.
“At that stage, I wasn’t going to come
out as transgender because I didn’t even
know what that meant and it would just
open up a whole can of worms that I
didn’t want to open.
“I was in a rough relationship with my
parents and I didn’t have many friends
because I would push them away as I
didn’t think they would respond to me
very well because in the past they hadn’t
responded well.”
For Amanda and Will, it was almost a
case of joining the dots as they began
to become fully aware of what was
happening with Elliot.
“One of the things that we struggled
with before Elliot actually came out to us
was that we began to become aware of
some of the bits and pieces around what
was happening with him,” Amanda says.
“We didn’t have the full picture, but
there were certainly moments and
inklings leading up to it where he was
trying to make the expression without
being so open about it.
“What we did was say, ‘it’s OK for you
to be open about these things and you
don’t have to hide anything’.”
In December 2017, Will and Amanda
told the family that ministry changes
meant they would be moving to Geelong
the following year and, for Elliot, this was
the best news possible.
Life and school in Tasmania had been
difficult and he had been worn down by
the constant battle to try and fit in.
Geelong, then, meant a new slate and
a new beginning, or so Elliot hoped at
the time.
“I wanted to sound sad about it, but I
remember feeling really excited because
it represented a fresh start for me,” he
recalls.
“I promised myself when we moved to
Geelong I would really try to make things
better and I would work hard at it and I
did.”
The move was the catalyst for Elliot to
Continued P18
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try and take more control of his life.
“We moved in June 2018 and around
the time of my birthday in July I said
to myself, ‘I don’t want to live like this
anymore and I deserve better and to live
better’,” he says.
“I made a list of all of the things I didn’t
like about my life and put little equations
next to them, like how to improve the
relationship with my parents and ‘I don’t
have many friends, so how can I change
that?’ and ‘I don’t like going to school,
how can I be more interested in that?’
“It was about looking at all the hard
things in my life and asking myself how
could I make things easier?”
At this time, Elliot’s conviction that he
had been born the wrong gender only
grew and, with that conviction finalised
in his mind, it was time to find out
exactly what options were open to him.
“I did a whole heap of research
because I wanted to find out what
was wrong with me, because I always
thought I was gay and a girl who liked

strategy to affirm that transition,” Elliot
says.
For Amanda, an experience within her
own family gave her hope that a positive
outcome could be achieved for Elliot.
“In terms of the relief, I think one of
the things that helped Elliot was that a
couple of years before this my youngest
sister had come out as gay at the age of
34,” she says.
“When Elliot saw how her family
continued to love and support her, that
helped him to feel that it might be OK
and we could work this out.”
But it was a more practical example
that Amanda remembers as a defining
moment in Elliot’s journey, a small but
symbolic act around change.
“At the beginning of 2018, Elliot
decided that he wanted to have all of his
hair chopped off and that was a moment
where I had to step aside because I
recognised that this was going to be a
particularly important thing for him,” she
recalls.

wanted to find out what was wrong with me, because
“IIalways
thought I was gay and a girl who liked girls,
but it was something more than that.
”
Elliot Nicholas

girls, but it was something more than
that,” Elliot says.
“I actually didn’t like the body I was
in and when I discovered that was a real
thing I was almost in disbelief, I was
like ‘am I actually faking all of this’, but I
knew it was a real feeling.
“I needed to do a lot of research
because I knew that when I came out to
mum and dad they would be saying ‘OK,
how can we help you, how can we make
things better for you, what can we do to
make you feel more comfortable?’”
November of 2018 marks a pivotal
point in Elliot’s journey as, armed with
all of the research he had carried out,
he came out to his parents, told them
he was the wrong gender and wanted to
transition to a male.
“I was 15 at the time and, over those
summer holidays, we worked out a

“I didn’t quite know why or how, but
there was just a sense that Elliot was
growing up by doing this.
“It seemed to me to be the first
outward expression around him being
more comfortable in himself by getting
rid of about 60cm of hair.
“I think it was a real point of freedom
in the sense of getting rid of some of the
physical aspects (around being a girl).”
Will admits to a great sense of relief
when Elliot came out to them.
“For me, that period of time around
the emergence of dysphoria had been
one of absolute terror,” he says.
“As the male parent, I had a child who
was into all of the things that I was into,
like getting into the garden and hiking
and fishing, then all of a sudden I had
this child who was pulling away from me
and I was in terror around the possibility

of losing him. So all of the things that
I loved about being this child’s parent
were slowly being stripped away.
“But there was certainly a sense of
relief when Elliot came out.”
As the end of 2021 nears, Elliot
Nicholas looks forward to a future that
offers endless possibilities.
Yet it’s a future that, at one point,
he could not imagine and one which
seemed unattainable.
His journey towards gender
affirmation had become too much to
bear and, if there was light, it was almost
entirely engulfed by darkness and
despair.
The world, he thought, was not a place
for him any more.
Elliot recalls his early teenage years
as the darkest of times, as doubts and
confusion about who he truly was,
as well as ongoing abuse from fellow
students, led to self-harm and attempted
suicide.
“The worst time was probably
between the ages of 13 and 16,” he says.
“I didn’t know how to say how I felt
because, at that stage, I was in a school
that was quite binary and it was quite
intimidating for me to say anything.
“So I would say, ‘oh I’m just having
a bad day or I haven’t slept enough’. It
became harder and harder to deal with
everything because people started to
become more and more aggressive
towards me.
“I would get notes left in my locker
Continued P20
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Placing positives
above prejudice
By Andrew Humphries

As Uniting Church Ministers, Will and
Amanda Nicholas often see the very best
qualities in people.
But as their son Elliot has undertaken
the long and complex journey involving
gender affirmation, they have at times
seen the very worst in people.
People who, because of conservative,
judgmental and narrow-minded
thinking, are unable to accept that there
might be a positive ending for someone
who knows they have been born in the
wrong body. While it hasn’t been easy,
Will and Amanda have refused to let the
critics win, using their own faith and the
knowledge they are on the right path to
guide them.
Will admits, though, that criticism
of what Elliot, and others like him
are undertaking, sometimes leaves
him angry. At times, he says, some of
that criticism has also come from a
small minority of people within other
churches.
While their own Uniting Church has
been very supportive, some from other
churches have been unable to see past
their own prejudices.
“I do sometimes feel angry (whenever
something negative is said), but not
necessarily in a violent way,” says Will,

who uses the Biblical story of Jesus and
the temple money-changers to illustrate
his feelings.
“The story of Jesus and the moneychangers, for me, in a theological sense,
has a deeper meaning around the church
(sometimes) creating a barrier for entry
to salvation, freedom and liberation,” he
says.
“So Jesus disrupts the activity that
is taking place in the temple and that
is the kind of response I get when I’m
faced with people criticising the process
around gender affirmation.
“That response is one of ‘how dare
people create a barrier, how dare they
make a decision to edit the good news of
the Gospel and the unconditional love of
God, to a point where that love becomes
accessible to some, but not others.
“Elliot’s story about what led up to
his feelings of suicide was all about the
experience of ‘I am being denied love
because of who I am and how I was
made and maybe I will never experience
love’.
“For any church’s voice to be a part
of that just makes me want to rush into
the temple (like Jesus did) and turn the
tables and scatter coins everywhere.”
Will says any response to an issue like
Elliot’s gender affirmation needs to be
framed within a social justice context.
“Churches are very good with social
justice when it comes to something like
the issue of starving kids in Africa, but
social justice at its heart is about what it

means for me here and now within my
own family,” he says.
“When I can sit down and talk to
people, that anger becomes grace, so
I say to people, ‘do you know anyone,
have you met anyone, have you sat with
anyone and heard a first-hand story of
someone’s journey (like Elliot)?’.
“Until you have taken the time to
listen to that first-hand story, you are not
qualified to pass any kind of judgment.
My response (to criticism) is an anger
tempered by grace.”
Amanda takes great comfort in the
fact that in her heart she knows every
step of the journey with Elliot has been
a worthwhile, and carefully considered,
one. It’s a journey, she says, with a
positive message and positive ending.
“The process that we have undertaken
with Elliot has been a very well thoughtout and lengthy one,” she says.
“It has also been a well-supported
process and I just ask people to look at
the positive story around Elliot.
“It’s a positive story that I want to
share widely and I have become more
active in fields like social media so I can
actually perform an advocacy role, so
that what we are hearing is not just the
negative or more conservative voices in
this space.
“I want to hear the voices of those with
a lived experience around this and who
can share, with real authority, the way
the process (around gender affirmation)
works.”
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and anonymous messages and posts on
social media about me, and they started
to stack up on each other and I began to
believe what they were saying and that I
was a waste of space and was stupid and
broken, a loser, a weirdo and a freak.
“I was told I didn’t deserve to live. It
was terrible. I was so cornered and so
lost and I felt like I had stumbled into a
dark room and lost the key to get out
and I’m stuck there.
“It wasn’t that I enjoyed being upset,
it was that it just seemed like the only
option. Every time I tried to step up I
would be pushed back and I just got to
the point where I gave up.
“I didn’t want to be here anymore and
it felt like other people didn’t want me
here anymore. I had tried to take my life

“I came to them and explained the
situation and said ‘I need to be honest
with you, I really don’t feel like I can be
left alone because I don’t trust myself, I
feel if I have the chance I will take my life.
I just want to die, I don’t want to be here
anymore, it’s too painful’,” he recalls.
For Will, that day was his most difficult
as a parent and a major test of his
resolve.
“The day when he came to us (and
said he couldn’t go on) was probably the
hardest point in the journey, but what
came next was even harder because
it meant I had to switch off all of my
training as a Minister and swap seats to
that of a parent,” Will recalls.
“So I said to Elliot, ‘let’s hop in the car
and we’ll go to the hospital’, so we went

was told I didn’t deserve to live. It was terrible.
“IIwas
so cornered and so lost and I felt like I had

stumbled into a dark room and lost the key to get out
and I’m stuck there.
Elliot Nicholas
twice before we moved from Tasmania
to Geelong.”
Amanda recalls a time of great
despair, as she and Will began to realise
the extent of Elliot’s emotional and
psychological pain, and how he dealt
with that pain by harming himself.
“The period involving the cutting and
suicide attempts was really hard and, for
me, the thing that was hardest was there
was the moment when we realised the
cutting was becoming a daily practice,”
she says.
“When you see the physical scars
that go with all this, you start to look
at how can we get beyond this point to
somewhere where Elliot doesn’t need to
harm himself anymore?”
Ironically, the very darkest day in 2018
became the catalyst for Elliot’s journey
towards the light.
On that day, a distressed Elliot told his
parents he was once again experiencing
suicidal thoughts and wasn’t sure he
could make it through the day.
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to casualty and told them what was
happening and one of the psychiatrists
from headspace came in and sat down
with us.
“And I was sitting next to Elliot and
looking at the person on the other side
of him and I thought to myself, ‘I have sat
there, where the psychiatrist is, I know
how to do that, but I don’t know how to
do this (as a parent)’.
“So I now have a greater
understanding of what the parent is
enduring when they sit in that space
because when I sat there with Elliot that
day I had absolutely no skills, words or
anything that could possibly help me to
resolve this.
“I remember just sitting there and
praying and saying ‘is there anything I
can do’ and I felt a great sense of calm
and a voice saying to me, ‘just be here
for him’.
“I felt I was doing the wrong thing by
taking him to the hospital. You know,
I’ve turned up and said ‘I’ve brought
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my healthy, walking child here because
they have just told me they want to kill
themselves’.
“The hospital staff responded straight
away and said ‘this is serious’ and got
us into a room and, from that point, our
GP, headspace, and the GP, sociologist
and psychologist at Elliot’s school were
all around us and there was no need for
Amanda and I to try to be experts in this
field.
“We were cared for by this incredible
team that I call a cloud of witnesses, but
I think it’s important to recognise this
really dark period when Elliot reached a
point where he decided, ‘I don’t want to
live like this’.
“It’s important that we don’t skip
those dark periods because Elliot’s
statement, ‘I don’t want to live like this’,
actually has two arcs to it and I think it is
really courageous that Elliot has chosen
the arc that he has and pruned the other
one.”
The medical process towards gender
affirmation for Elliot began in 2018 with
an appointment at his local GP.
Amanda takes up the story.
“After Elliot came to us and said ‘I think
this is who I am’, we decided the first step
was to see our GP and so we said ‘this is
what we think we need to do’,” Amanda
explains.
“(We eventually ended up at) the Royal
Children’s Hospital’s Gender Service (and
had an appointment with its) director
Michelle Telfer.
“By the time somebody sees Michelle,
the process is quite certain and, from
there, it has moved fairly quickly.”
For Elliot, acknowledgement that his
gender dysphoria had nothing to do
with trauma or mental illness confirmed
everything that he had believed for
many years.
“It’s a very in-depth and thorough
procedure (and when) I was told there
were no signs of residual need for
therapy in terms of gender identity, it
was great to hear that from someone,”
he says.
“So an appointment was booked
with a gender therapist and there were
a couple of consultations with her and
then I was put in touch with Dr Telfer.
Continued P24
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Target practice
By Andrew Humphries

In Victoria, one woman has come to
represent a beacon of hope for children
like Elliot Nicholas, who know they have
been born the wrong gender.
Michelle Telfer runs the Royal
Children’s Hospital’s Gender Service,
which offers support to children who
are experiencing gender dysphoria, the
medical term for “the distress that a
person may experience when there is
an incongruence between their gender
identity and their gender assigned at
birth”.
With Michelle’s role comes a fierce
spotlight and often harsh criticism from
some of society’s more conservative,
or narrow-minded, elements, a fact she
acknowledged in an episode of the ABC’s
Australian Story earlier this year.
“There have always been critics and
you don’t go into this area of medicine
without being warned about becoming a
target,” Michelle says.
“I have certainly made myself a very
big target.”
For Elliot, Michelle and the hospital’s
staff in general have been an enormous
support during every step of his journey,
and he has her back when it comes to
any criticism of her.
“(What I would say to people is) have
you met Dr Telfer, is she the monster that
you think she is and is she manipulating
kids and converting them (with)
experiments?” he says.
“Have you actually had that
conversation with her, because I feel that
if you haven’t you don’t understand and
can’t mount an argument, because you
haven’t seen the whole perspective.
“If it wasn’t for the (gender
affirmation) program, Dr Telfer and the
RCH staff, I definitely don’t think I would
be here and, while that might sound
terrible to say, that is the reality.”
Michelle’s journey towards medicine
began as a promising gymnast who, at
the age of just 16, won a bronze medal
at the 1990 Auckland Commonwealth
Games.
During her time in gymnastics,
Michelle met sports physicians and
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saw the power of what they could do,
steering her towards a career as a doctor.
“I was trying to decide between doing
paediatrics or psychiatry and then in
paediatrics I found adolescent medicine,
which is that perfect combination of
paediatrics and mental health,” she told
Australian Story.
“I found the place I wanted to be with
adolescent medicine.”
But something happened in 2012 that
represented a major turning point in her
career.
“I came back from maternity leave
and took this full-time job as the clinical
lead of adolescent medicine at the Royal
Children’s Hospital,” Michelle says.
“I was asked to take over this group
of trans children and their care, and I
jumped at it.
“I had never met a trans child before
I started this job, and one of the first
children I saw was a young boy called
Oliver.
“I said to Oliver, ‘how do you know you
are a boy, when did you start thinking of
yourself as a boy?’.
“And he was 10 at the time when he
told me his story.”
Oliver says that any time he had a
birthday or someone asked him what his
three wishes would be, he would always
wish that he could be a boy.
“It was such a beautiful story and I
thought to myself, ‘I can help this child
have a boy’s body’,” Michelle says.
“How many people can do that?”
In 2019, there were 336 referrals to the
Gender Service and that number had
grown to 473 just 12 months later.
However, Michelle says more than 20
per cent of the hundreds of children who
come to them never go beyond that first
assessment.
“We have helped them to understand
that it is OK to have behaviours that
are not consistent with what we would
expect stereotypically of being a boy or
girl,” she says.
“But that doesn’t mean that they are
trans.”
For someone like Elliot, the journey
towards gender affirmation through the
RCH is a long and supportive one.
“For those who do feel that medical

affirmation is necessary for them, they
will see a mental health person, either
a psychologist or psychiatrist, at least
three times before they see anyone
like a paediatrician or endocrinologist,
who might start to consider whether
medication is going to be something that
will help them,” Michelle says.
“So the time taken from referral to
seeing a paediatrician is about two
years.”
Michelle says long-term regret rates
for those who have transitioned are very
small, about 0.5 per cent.
“So if you are to avoid providing care
to everyone to try and get that regret
rate down to zero, it means that you are
denying 99.95 per cent of all people who

Michelle Telfer’s job comes
with a “fierce spotlight and
often harsh criticism from
some of society’s more
conservative elements”.

“

If it wasn’t for the program, Dr Telfer and the RCH
staff, I definitely don’t think I would be here and, while
that might sound terrible to say, that is the reality.
Elliot Nicholas
come to you the benefits of treatment,”
she says.
As the public face of the RCH’s Gender
Service, Michelle has been the target
of regular attacks in the media, with
News Corp, and its daily newspaper The
Australian, leading the charge.
“From August 2019 to now, The
Australian has written nearly 50 articles
about me and my work,” Michelle says.
“The newspaper is inferring that

”

clinicians like me are harming children,
that it is experimental and the care
is novel and that (the children) are
potentially mentally ill and not really
trans.
“One of their criticisms is that they
can’t provide a balanced story because
I haven’t engaged with them, but I feel
very strongly that it is certainly not in the
best interests of some of my patients to
engage with the newspaper.

“They certainly weren’t using
published and peer-reviewed evidence
to balance out their articles (and) I felt
that they were never going to give me a
fair hearing.” Michelle says there is a risk
involved if nothing is done to support a
child seeking gender affirmation.
“When the short-term risk of not
providing care is severe depression and
anxiety, self-harm and young people
attempting suicide, we know that we
can’t do nothing,” she says.
“Doing nothing is actually exposing
young people to the risk of harm. Society
has for hundreds and hundreds of years
tried to ignore and dismiss trans people
but now, that we are affirming them,
look at what they can do.”
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“She said to me, ‘what you are doing
here is a fantastic thing, you are very
strong, capable and confident and
you know what you need. But this
will be a long process and you need
to understand that it will happen over
years’.
“The RCH and what it offers has been
a game-changer for me. It has made me
feel more comfortable in myself, despite
many things still needing to happen for
me.
“I feel that every day, that someone
automatically says I’m a guy (is great).”
Like Elliot, Amanda recalls a great
sense of relief knowing there was
confirmation of something Elliot had
known for many years.
“One of the defining moments for me
was hearing the validation of Elliot’s
feelings by the psychologist,” she says.
“So you have someone highly trained,
who knows what questions to ask, go

by RCH staff. “A lot of people have this
misapprehension that this all happens
very quickly, but there is a huge amount
of triage and processing that happens
beforehand,” he says.
As Uniting Church Ministers, Will
and Amanda have a deep faith, but it
was tested at times as they tried to be
present with Elliot on every step of his
journey.
Perhaps, thinks Will, it was a reminder
of what being a follower of Christ really
means.
“It’s a very complex thing because I
don’t really have anything to compare it
with,” he says.
“I look at other men in similar
situations and they want a fix to
something like this, and what comes to
mind is a song by Coldplay called Fix
You, and there is something in the lyric of
that song that speaks to me of the idea
that every part of my being says ‘you

“I think part of it revolved around
the fact that the congregation probably
didn’t understand fully what was
happening, but they were just happy to
accept that we were having to deal with
something as parents so complex that
we couldn’t even get our heads around
it at that stage and we just needed them
to pray for us, and that was certainly my
experience.”

it was my faith that said to me that this (sort of
“challenge)
is what following Christ is all about.
”
Will Nicholas

through the process of validating the
feelings and dysphoria and for me that
was a really reassuring thing.
“Hearing that validation made me feel
that they weren’t going to put us aside
until we had finished whatever process
we had come in to begin.
“They will talk to lots of kids who
are exploring their gender without it
involving the sort of process that Elliot
has gone through.
“They will take everybody through
the process and assist them to get to the
point of recognition and understanding
that the individual needs to be at.
“For Elliot, that was about beginning
the gender affirmation process as he
believes he is in the wrong body. For us,
it’s been a process of discovering and
affirming the gender that Elliot innately
feels within himself.”
Will says it’s important to recognise
that a green light for someone in terms
of gender affirmation only comes after
a huge amount of investigative work
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have to fix this’, but I found that really
hard and really terrifying.
“But it was my faith that said to me
that this (sort of challenge) is what
following Christ is all about.”
Amanda reflects on faith, friendships
and the support of their respective
congregations as very important in
helping them deal with everything
thrown at them.
“Our faith, and some really good
friends, got us through,” she says.
“We made a decision at that time that
we weren’t going to take this journey on
our own and there would be a couple of
people we would contact and say ‘it’s
going to be a really tough day today and
can you please pray for us’. So those
people walked along this journey with
us. I felt ill-equipped to deal with a lot
of it at times and did handball a lot to
Will because he had been doing a lot of
work with the Defence Force and a lot
of practical stuff around mental health
awareness training.

Support came in many forms for Will
and Amanda and, for Will, a lunch he
attended the day they got Elliot back
from hospital remains a wonderful
example of the fellowship offered by his
congregation.
“We got Elliot home from hospital and
he went to sleep and we were basically
on suicide watch,” Will recalls.
“So it was about making sure he
wasn’t going to harm himself, because
the hospital had said to us, ‘this is what
you do, Elliot can’t be by himself and
you have to remove anything that might
cause harm because we have identified
factors of suicide’.

Fix
You
By Coldplay
When you try your best, but you don't succeed
When you get what you want but not what you need
When you feel so tired, but you can't sleep
Stuck in reverse
And the tears come streaming down your face
When you lose something, you can't replace
When you love someone, but it goes to waste
Could it be worse?
Lights will guide you home
And ignite your bones
And I will try to fix you
And high up above or down below
When you're too in love to let it go
But if you never try, you'll never know
Just what you're worth
Lights will guide you home
And ignite your bones
And I will try to fix you
Tears stream down your face
When you lose something, you cannot replace
Tears stream down your face and I
Tears stream down your face
I promise you, I will learn from my mistakes
Tears stream down your face and I
Lights will guide you home
And ignite your bones
And I will try to fix you

“I asked Amanda to keep a watch on
Elliot and I went to a lunch that had
been scheduled with some people from
the congregation and sat at the table
and said to them, ‘well, this is what my
morning has been like’, and they had
such compassion and I was blown away
by it.
“We just sat there and they bought me
a beer and we talked. For me, the faith
aspect comes into it in the sense that
I have a community I can rely on, they
won’t call me weak or try and fix me.
“It’s so ironic because only recently
we took Elliot to the same place as that
lunch to celebrate his 18th birthday and
when we walked in I looked at the table
I had sat at that day and thought ‘wow,
this is how far we have come, we have
come such a long way’.
“The support of the community is
where the faith came from for me.
There was an element of being still and
knowing that God is there and how do
we make sense of the universe and,
likewise, knowing there is a community
there that will support me no matter
what is the other aspect.”
Will is adamant he could not have
continued as a Minister had they been
in any other church than the Uniting
Church.
“I don’t think I would have survived in
another church,” Will says.
“My experiences with other
churches I have been involved with
denominationally, particularly in Sydney,
was that they had always been very
hostile towards my belief systems and
understanding of God.
“My relationship with other
denominations has been fraught from
the very beginning and I don’t think I
could have survived both in ministry and
faith in another denomination, other
than the Uniting Church.”
Amanda, too, credits the Uniting
Church with supporting her and her faith
when life seemed darkest.
“The Uniting Church has left open a
space for people to co-exist in terms of
diversity, without putting hard and fast
barriers around things,” she says.
“I have always subscribed to a very
simple faith in that if I’m created in
Continued P27
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Speaking from experience
By Andrew Humphries
While Elliot Nicholas isn’t sure what
career path awaits him, he is certain of
one thing.
The Newcomb Secondary College Year
12 student intends to be a strong voice
for those people often marginalised or
left behind in society.
And not just a voice, but a loud and
persistent one, as he campaigns with
heart and head for a better deal for the
LGBT+ community.
He is proud to say his name loudly, not
his birth name, but the one that gives
him strength and suits him best.
“Before I came out, I made a list of first
names and middle names that I wanted
to change to,” Elliot says.
“I then sent a photo of my face and the
list of names to my closest friends and
the most popular response was Elliot.
“I liked it too, so I chose Elliot for the
first name and Tiberius for the middle
name, as my birth name was originally
a character from a Star Trek TV show,
so I kept the nerdy inside joke and used
Captain Kirk’s middle name, which is
also Tiberius.”
The 18-year-old is already making a
significant mark as a spokesman within
his school and the wider community, as
a vice-captain
at the college
and in his role
as Greater
Geelong
Junior Mayor,
as part of the
city’s youth
council.
Elliot is also a member of Geelongbased gender group GASP, which has
been operating since 1996.
Under the theme of ‘As you are …
as you want to be’, GASP is a safe and
inclusive space for same-sex attracted,
transgender, gender diverse, and
intersex young people aged between
12-25 who live, study, or work in the
Geelong region.
“During the years, I’ve noticed that my
friends have grown more accustomed to
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my identity and have even become more
accepting of the community as a whole,”
Elliot says.
“In terms of a supporting community,
I visit GASP and have benefited heavily
from it.” Royal Children’s Hospital’s Dr
Michelle Telfer believes Elliot can be a
positive spokesman for those like him
tackling gender transition.
“What we have seen with Elliot
over the past year is this thriving
young man who has been incredibly
positive in terms of influencing his own
community,” Michelle told the ABC’s
Australian Story earlier this year.
It’s a role and responsibility Elliot is
more than keen to take up.
“(Making a difference) is why I have
been trying to be as loud as I possibly
can, that’s why I’m talking to you and
was part of the Australian Story episode
and am part of the Geelong youth
council,” Elliot says.
“I am trying to show people who might
disagree and say that ‘all this (gender
affirmation) is wrong and you are being
cruel to children’, that (without this)
intervention my life was terrible, but now
it is better than it has ever been because
I have had all of these people supporting
me and this
program at
the Royal
Children’s
Hospital in
place for me.”
And it is
people’s
perceptions that Elliot knows need to
change if progress is going to be made.
“We still live in a society where being
transgender or gender fluid or nonconforming is considered alien and
strange,” he says.
“I really want to get through to people
that gender is not just about male and
female, it’s anything and everything.
“I feel that if you haven’t met someone
who has gone through these issues, you
can’t know (what they have had to deal
with).”

Most of all, Elliot is excited about a
future that has endless possibilities
around creating a better world for our
youth.
“I’m really excited because during my
time on the youth council one of the
things we have been heading towards
with the Geelong Council is creating a
youth-dedicated space,” he says.
“I see part of that space as consisting
of different areas that can accommodate
different denominations of people.
“You might have Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people, LGBT+ people and
people of different religions, as well as
international students (feeling welcome
in this space).
“I have always felt there is a need to
advocate for LGBT+ people and their
rights, especially those of children, both
worldwide and within Australia.”
And, who knows, perhaps a political
career beckons for Elliot.
“I definitely have a lot of passions and
there are many things that I want to do,”
he says.
“Next year, I plan to have a bit of
a break, but there will be plenty of
campaigning, including with the local
Labor Party, because I’m really getting
behind (what they represent).”
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God’s image and God loves me, that is
everything. That core element hasn’t
altered for me.”
While their faith hasn’t wavered, there
is a fundamental question that Will and
Amanda have been forced to consider.
If we accept that every child is a gift
from God and it is God who determines
the gender, how do we reconcile it with
the child who
wants to change
that gender?
“I didn’t
need to do any
reconciliation
because I believe
in a God who has
intricately created
every one of us as being so unique that
we each are the expression of God within
our own being,” Amanda says.
“If that expression can be as diverse as
each one of us, whether it’s because of
our physical appearance or ability or any
of the others, then surely the same God
has to extend that creativity and love to
gender and sexuality as well.
“So, for me, there was no
reconciliation that needed to happen
and part of the preparation that came
with that was that when Elliot was

quite young, we had a friend who was
transitioning and lived with us for a
number of months.
“When that person came out to their
family as female, the family actually
disowned them and there were only
three people who stood by them when
they really needed support.
“It wasn’t just their family, it was also

are or what they do, I believe they are
created in the image of God.
“I’m not going to allow my limited
thoughts and my binary thinking to
allow me to accept or reject someone.”
As they reflect on their journey with
Elliot, one which has taken them to some
of the darkest places, it is Amanda who
talks of the light that lies ahead as their
beautiful son makes his way in the world.
It’s a story of hope
and love and faith and
one she hopes might
guide anyone else
dealing with what Elliot
has been through.
“A number of people
have told us that
they feel we have been very brave and
courageous but, for me, I don’t feel it is
bravery and courage that have done it,
it is more a sense of being true to our
calling,” she says.
“We have a story we can share with
others about the sort of love we have
been able to offer to each other and
to Elliot during what has been a very
challenging time.
“We can offer a positive story here
(and it would be wrong) to shut it away
and not share it with the world.”

Uniting Church has left open a space for people
“The
to co-exist in terms of diversity, without putting
hard and fast barriers around things.
”
Amanda Nicholas

their church (that disowned them).”
Will takes up Amanda’s story.
“That is why they came to live with us,
because no one else would even talk to
them, so that meant we had seen the
worst of it and knew how badly some
churches and families and people can
respond in these situations,” he says.
“I set my mind at the time to saying ‘I
don’t care who the person is, this is not
how people deserve to be treated’.
“So, whoever the person is, I’m going
to love them and no matter who they
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No Bucks?

No w rrie
How do you feed 300 people with just $300? Through the goodness of hearts like yours
By Frank Porter
No bucks? No worries! If it’s not the
motto of one of Hobart’s most popular
community meals services, NoBucks, it
probably should be.
Since 2007, NoBucks has served free
lunches each weekday to anyone who
turns up, which is mostly people in need.
And the menu isn’t simple sandwiches
and dry biscuits, everyone gets a hot
lunch and dessert.
Ziad Chamma, who runs the kitchen,
says he and his team of volunteers serve
about 300 meals a week. With a budget
of $300 a week, that’s $1 for each meal,
which is clearly well short of what is
needed.
“We have some great suppliers
who provide discounted meat, fruit
and vegetables, but it’s difficult to
make it work,” Ziad says. “We don’t
receive government funding, we rely
on the generosity of donors and our
community. Without them, we wouldn’t
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be open. NoBucks is making a difference
to the lives of people on both sides of the
counter, too. Helping Ziad prepare and
serve the meals is a team of volunteers
and “supported employees” who would
not have paid work were it not for
NoBucks.
Supported employees are people
living with a disability who receive help
to do their job, develop new skills and
create long-term work goals.
One of those supported employees
is Jodie who, until recently, had
volunteered at NoBucks for two years.
Jodie, 51, lives with an acquired brain
injury that causes severe and ongoing
short-term memory loss.
“It’s nice to feel valued,” Jodie says.
“I’ve really enjoyed volunteering at
NoBucks, so I’m proud to have the
opportunity to become a staff member.
“I’ve volunteered for many
organisations and this is my first paid

role, so it’s very special.”
Ziad says Jodie has long been a
popular member of the NoBucks team.
“Everyone loves Jodie,” he says. “She
gets along well with the volunteers, her
colleagues and the customers. She’s
always up for a joke and has a smile
of her face. When I ask Jodie to do
something, she jumps straight in and
does it.”
Jodie said she heard about NoBucks
through a friend.
“I was home alone one day and feeling
a bit lonely so I tagged along a few times
and started to enjoy it there,” she says.
“I wanted to make myself useful, so I
would collect the dirty dishes from the
dining room and take them into the
kitchen. One of the volunteers suggested
I should look into volunteering, so I did.”
Jodie started helping out in the
kitchen twice a week and, when the
pandemic hit last year, many regular

Jodie says working
at NoBucks has been
her first paid job.

es
volunteers were unable to provide
support, so Jodie stepped in to help fill
the breach.
One of the reasons Jodie is so
valuable to, and appreciated by,
NoBucks staff and customers alike is
she can empathise with many of the
people walking through the door. Like
them, Jodie had a troubled upbringing
and spent much of her teenage years in
and out of hospitals.
Eventually, she was discharged from
hospital. Unable to work and on a
disability pension Jodie joined the local
Scout group and it was there that she
met her husband, Randall.
They now have three children.
Last year, Randall received a small
pay rise, which meant Jodie’s disability
pension was cut off and the family’s
finances became more strained.
“We used my disability pension to
put money away for Christmas and

birthday presents for the kids and to
buy them clothes during the year,”
Jodie says.
“With three growing children to feed Rohan (17), Cailean (16) and Olivia (12)

- and a mortgage to pay, we don’t have
a lot of money left over after we buy the
essentials.”
Last year, Jodie’s children were
hoping to get a bike each for Christmas,
but Jodie couldn’t afford them. When
Uniting heard about this, they stepped
in and bought three bikes to go under
the Christmas tree.
“It meant the world to us,” Jodie
says. “It was so kind and it’s been a big
help. Rohan rides his bike to college
each day and Cailean will do the same
when he goes to college next year.”
If you would like to help people in
need such as Jodie this Christmas, or
organisations such as NoBucks, please
donate to Uniting’s Christmas Appeal.
NoBucks is open 12-2pm weekdays at
56-58 Melville St, Hobart. To donate
to Uniting’s Christmas Appeal,
visit www. unitingvictas.org.au/
christmas
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PANCAKE
DAY
Register today to flip
for a good cause.
victas.pancakeday.com.au
1800 668 426

Uniting is the community services organisation
of the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania.
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Rodney Croome and
Vicki Russell at Jessie
Spinks Rooke’s grave at
Wivenhoe Cemetery.
Image: Grant Wells

Vote of thanks
By Donald Moss
In Wivenhoe Cemetery, outside Burnie
on Tasmania’s north-west coast, lies the
grave of a remarkable, yet little-known,
woman: Jessie Spinks Rooke.
The cemetery was the site of a simple,
but moving ceremony recently to
celebrate the restoration of her grave to
its original condition, thereby honouring
Jessie’s enormous contribution to
Tasmanian women.
Jessie died 115 years ago, but her
legacy lives on in the Apple Isle, not the
least being the work she did to have
women being allowed to vote from 1903.
Jessie’s faith was also an important
part of her life and she had a strong
connection to the Presbyterian Church.
It was appropriate, and more than
fitting then, that Tasmanian-based
Uniting Church Ministers Fiona Morrison,
Susan Malthouse-Law and Caro Field
were on hand to witness the ceremony at
Jessie’s grave.
Also in attendance were the two
people whose tireless efforts ensured
Jessie now rests in a setting appropriate
to the legacy she left her adopted state.
Well-known Tasmanian equality
activist Rodney Croome and women’s
rights campaigner Vicki Russell led the
restoration as a tribute to a pioneer of
women’s rights in Tasmania.
“Jessie Spinks Rooke may have
died over 100 years ago, but she has a

message for us that is more important
than ever,” Rodney says.
After moving to Tasmania in the 1890s,
Jessie became the president of the
Burnie Women's Christian Temperance
Union, which believed allowing women
to vote was essential if the law was to
protect their safety and dignity, and the
rights of children.
The road to a vote for women was long
and arduous, and one that needed faith
and perseverance, qualities Rodney says
Jessie had in spades.
“Jessie and a fellow advocate spent
months travelling around Tasmania in
horse-drawn carts along muddy roads
in freezing temperatures to gather
signatures on a petition for the right of
women to vote,” Rodney says.
“They visited towns large and small,
addressing public meetings with the
refrain that the right to vote for women
was ‘an act of common justice’. It worked
and thousands of Tasmanians signed the
petition.
“Then, when the Tasmanian Upper
House said ‘no’ to reform, Jessie went
around the island all over again with a
second petition.”
For Vicki, the restoration was a labour
of love over a 12-month period and, in
the process, it allowed her to learn a little
bit more about the remarkable life of a
woman few people have heard of.

“When Rodney posted an item on
Facebook about repairing the grave,
someone I know sent it to me because
they knew it was something I would
probably like to get involved with,” says
Vicki, who holds a PhD in Public Policy.
As a member of the City of Burnie
Lions Club, Vicki knew immediately
where to turn for assistance.
“As a Lions Club member, there was
the prospect that the restoration was
something that they would be happy to
support financially,” she says.With a lot
of repair work required, the eventual
cost of the restoration was $5000.
“All of the iron rails had broken off
and were incredibly rusty, the concrete
surround had collapsed on one side,
the actual headstone was loose and the
marble plaque was incredibly dirty and
a lot of the lead lettering had come out,”
Vicki says.
“We’re talking about a lot of problems,
but now we have a beautifully restored
headstone, and a beautiful plaque,
with Jessie’s photo on it, which tells her
story.”
Vicki now hopes the restored grave
will awaken interest in Jessie’s life and
achievements.
“People like Jessie paved the way
for generations to come and gave them
the rights they now take for granted,”
she says.
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Mission in life
2021 grant programs:
$10.24m

Grants
from trusts
and bequests
38% Uniting missional programs

$1.24m
Grants from

Synod-specific
purpose funds

$4.55m
Grants from

$2.43m
Grants from

44%

24%

trusts and
bequests

property
sales

Money spent on Grant Programs within
Victoria and Tasmania in 2021 amounted
to $10.24m, an analysis of this year’s
Synod budget reveals.
Meanwhile, in this calendar year the
projected amount being contributed by
congregations via Mission and Service
Giving to Synod is $2.48m
That represents just 11 per cent of
Synod’s income, with the rest coming
from investment earnings, fees and
tariffs from UC camping or IT services,
trusts and bequests or grants and
contributions from Uniting Vic.Tas,
Uniting AgeWell and U Ethical, as well as
a number of other minor sources.
Even with no new grants approved
in 2021 due to the impact of COVID-19
on financial investments which fund
grants, ongoing programs continued to
be supported, including 48 Mission or
Ministry grants and 22 Capital grants.
In the Presbytery of Loddon
Mallee, grants allowed for a Deacon
placement in the Mallee Rivers Cluster,
one placement in the Ministry team,
resourcing of lay leadership, and
developing new ways of being church
in a rural setting. Grants were also used
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$2.02m
Grants from

12%

Synod general
reserves

20%

to support ongoing programs assisting
migrant workers in Shepparton and to
fund a Cranbourne congregation’s food
truck, which provides free meals.
Ongoing funding was also provided
for Mount Eliza UC’s Youth Engagement
program, in conjunction with Fusion
Mornington Peninsula, for a pastor
to work with homeless youth and to
support those at risk. An ongoing grant
also enabled Boroondara Community
Outreach to support a Minister, as well as
mental health services.
This year, there have also been 32
capital works under previously approved
grants for mission-focused building
projects, with funding also put aside for
heritage requirements. There is also
grant money to make buildings more
accessible to those with a disability,
which can cover up to 50 per cent of the
cost of the works, up to a maximum of
$50,000.
A bit under half ($4.55m) of the
$10.24m of grants given by Synod are
funded by trusts and bequests, which
are often tied to specific purposes.
For more information, go to
www.crosslight.org.au

30%	Congregational missional
programs
25% Other programs
7% eLM programs

Grants from
property
sales
58%	Congregational missional
programs
38% Congress support
4% Uniting missional programs

Grants
from Synod
general
reserves
30% Assembly grant
19% Presbytery innovation projects
18% Redress, child safety and
disability administration
12%	Congregational missional
programs
10% Dalton McCaughey Library grant
8% Support presbytery
operational costs
3% Other grants

Honour role
By Andrew Humphries
Each year, retired Uniting
Church Minister Rod Horsfield
(right) pauses to reflect on one
of this country’s most shameful
and tragic maritime incidents
and wonders what might have
been.
Twenty years ago, an
Indonesian fishing vessel
carrying more than 400 asylum
seekers sank in Australian
maritime waters, with 353 men,
women and children drowning.
It came to be known as the
SIEV-X incident, SIEV-X being
the acronym for Suspected
Illegal Entry Vessel X (or
unknown).
Australia’s response angered
Rod, as did the cruel border
controls put in place by
successive governments.
He felt a deep compassion
for those lives lost and for their
relatives already in Australia
who wanted so desperately
to be reunited with them. And
there is a sense of wonder, and
gratitude, for the many people
who joined with him in ensuring these
victims would never be forgotten and
that their story would live on forever.
The story begins for Rod when news
began to emerge of the SIEV-X sinking
and the deaths of many of those people
seeking a new life in Australia.
As Launceston’s Pilgrim UC Minister,
Rod had already established a
connection with a number of refugees
in the city. “We had a relationship with
a number of refugees and Muslims in
Launceston, and this was around the
same time as the 9/11 attack on New
York’s Twin Towers,” he says.
“Feelings were running high in the
community about Muslim people in
Launceston and women were being
spat at and abused on the street, so we
invited them all to morning tea at Pilgrim
as an act of solidarity.”
Rod says it was well-known Australian
author, activist and psychologist
Steve Biddulph, a member of Pilgrim’s
congregation at the time, who got the
ball rolling in the days after the SIEV-

X’s sinking. “My wife, Beth, and I sat
down with Steve and talked about what
sort of response we should make as a
congregation. We decided we couldn’t
ignore this, as the government was
treating it as if the deaths of 353 people
were of no consequence.
“We felt quite strongly that Australia
was ignoring its international obligations
to refugees and asylum seekers, because
the fact is that people have every right
to flee in fear for their lives and ask other
countries for safe haven.
“It really resonated with me as a
person of faith because we had a firm
conviction that it was our Christian
responsibility to offer hospitality to the
stranger and the refugee. It was all very
firmly rooted in our sense of obligation
to offer that hospitality and that we had
a responsibility to people who were
asking for our help.”
There was a sense, too, that what had
happened should not be allowed to go
unrecognised and that it was imperative
that those who drowned should not be

forgotten. Rod and his fellow
activists didn’t know it at the
time but the seed was being
sown for an outpouring of public
grief and anger that would
ensure the story of the SIEV-X
would live on.
“At the time, we said we
wanted to tell that story of those
who drowned off SIEV-X and the
question was, of course, how do
we do that?” he says.
“We thought the best way
to do it was to tell the coming
generation about it, so we went
to Launceston High School
and spoke to the social studies
teachers there and asked for
their assistance and they were
able to put together some
curriculum materials for the Year
9 and 10 students.
“Beth also wrote to every high
school in Australia, sent them
the curriculum materials and
received an incredible response
of various forms of artwork.
“The question then was what
to do with the material - this
response of paintings, sculptures, poems
and other media from the students which we collected and created as an
exhibition at the Pilgrim Church Hall.
“We then took the exhibition to Pitt
Street Uniting Church in Sydney and the
Wesley Uniting Church in Canberra.”
Among the responses was artwork
from Queensland’s Hillbrook Anglican
School student Mitchell Donaldson
based on the use of poles as part of a
memorial remembering the 353 people
lost at sea.
The memorial based on that concept
now stands on the edge of Lake Burley
Griffin, telling every person who visits
the story of 353 asylum seekers who
never got the chance to call Australia
home.
“It shows what young people are
capable of when they are given the
opportunity to express themselves,”
Rod says. “They opened my eyes to the
capacity of young people to see a vision
for Australia different to the one our socalled leaders were giving us.”
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Z
Aid to

Melbourne couple celebrates 25 years of
selfless service to Zambia’s poor
By Andrew Humphries

Almost 30 years ago, John and Jenny
Preston met a remarkable woman
whose influence would propel them on a
journey of discovery and mission which
marks its 25th anniversary this year.
That woman was Harriet SianjibuMiyato, a human dynamo determined to
make a difference in her home country
of Zambia.
In 1996, Jenny, a Uniting Church
Deacon and John, who enjoyed a long
career in administration, finance and
property roles within the Synod of
Victoria and Tasmania, made their first
visit to Zambia, a country filled with
some of Africa’s poorest people.
This year, the Prestons are celebrating
a quarter of a century of support and
dedication to the people of Zambia,
something that would never have
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happened if not for that first meeting
with Harriet. Three decades after they
first met, Jenny can still recall her first
glimpse of the woman, described as
“the mother of Zambia’s orphans and
vulnerable children”, who would have
such a profound impact on their lives.
“I had just finished my theology degree
and I was doing a year of community
development at Bennettswood, which
was part of the Uniting Church in East
Burwood at the time,” Jenny recalls of
their first meeting in 1992.
“Harriet came into worship one
morning, all dressed in white, and said
‘is this like my United Church of Zambia’
and I said ‘of course it is’.”
Harriet was on an AusAid scholarship
at the time, studying a Masters in
Health Education at Deakin University

and already committed to driving
educational change in her beloved
Zambia. “We discovered that AusAid had
put Harriet in a little flat, but she had
nothing in it, so we got her a bed and
chairs and a table and things like that,”
Jenny says.
From small acts like that, a wonderful
friendship grew.
On her return to Zambia, Harriet and
the Prestons kept in touch and, in 1996,
John and Jenny decided they would
include a side trip to Zambia to see
Harriet as part of a visit to South Africa.
What they saw in Zambia opened their
eyes and became the catalyst for 25
years of selfless dedication to Zambia’s
poorest and most vulnerable citizens.
“Our friend Harriet was trying to
get some sort of community school

John and Jenny
Preston with a photo
of Jenny with Harriet
Sianjibu-Miyato.
Image: Carl Rainer

“

We worked with Uniting World to build our
first school and that meant children didn’t
have to travel 20 miles to go to school.

movement going and it
centred around taking the
most educated person
from a village and giving
them a training manual for
teaching,” John says.
“That meant they could
then set up under a tree or
in a container or wherever they could get
a space and begin to teach, and there
were about 25 community schools when
we arrived.”
During their visit, the Prestons became
aware that deafness was another issue
seriously affecting many Zambian
children.
“We were taken to the Zambia
National Association of the Hearing
Impaired and we found that hundreds
of children had become deaf because of

John Preston
ear infections caused by dirty fingers in
earlobes, otitis media, and inadequate
clean water for hand washing,” John
recalls.
“There were no antibiotics available in
rural villages to cure it so we started off
by getting second-hand hearing aids.”
Never ones to do things by halves,
the Prestons were able to secure
hundreds of second-hand hearing aids,
two new audiometers, a hearing aid
testing machine and hundreds of new
solar-powered hearing aids sourced

from Botswana. But it was
Harriet’s work in making
education accessible to
all Zambian children that
touched a chord with them,
as they soon realised the
difference schooling could
make in a child’s life.
Adopting the mantra that one child
can educate a whole village, they threw
themselves into the task of lifting
schooling rates within Zambia.
On their second visit to the country,
the Prestons discovered Harriet was
working for UNICEF, had designed
teaching aids for teachers and had
become CEO of the Zambia Open
Community Schools program, ensuring
orphaned and disabled children could
receive an education in their own

”
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communities. They saw great potential
in building on Harriet’s outstanding
work, knowing more schools meant
more opportunities to educate children.
“We worked with Uniting World to
build our first school and that meant
children didn’t have to travel 20 miles to
go to school, which involved a real risk of
molestation,” John says.
“It also meant that the children could
do their Year 7 exam, which was a major
achievement for any child in Zambia.
“We then got involved with a lot of
other schools through providing solar
power to them.
“We happened to be in Zambia when
Jenny read something in the paper
about solar power and the international

their families and communities. “CADRO’s
motto is ‘from addiction to production’,
a sentiment that strongly reflects its
belief that every addicted person has the
potential to become productive given
the appropriate help,” John says.
CADRO has also set up a support group
for recovering alcoholics as many clients
are from poor households and can’t
afford private counselling.
Support group members are also
provided with a source of income
through a unique environmental project
which uses farming waste to make
charcoal briquettes, thereby eliminating
the need to cut down large areas of
forest.
“It’s about the struggle that many

charity Solar Aid, so we travelled to the
UK and convinced them to get involved
in Zambia, which meant we were able
to provide a whole heap of schools with
solar power.”
While education has been a key focus
for the Prestons, they are immensely
proud of other work they have done to
provide a better life for many people in
Zambia.
In December 2018, they set up the
Choma Alcohol and Drug Rehabilitation
Organisation, which is dedicated to
supporting alcohol and drug addicts,

people in Zambia have with alcohol
and how there is also an environmental
element to it by preventing the chopping
down of trees, which is normally the
easiest way for people to generate
income in Zambia by making charcoal,”
John says.
This year also marks another
milestone for the Prestons as they
celebrate the 10th anniversary of the
creation of Kondanani Zambia, which
supports CADRO, disabled, orphaned
and vulnerable children and continues
the work they have been doing since
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that first visit in 1996. “Kondanani means
‘love for’ in one of the local languages
and we chose to set up Kondanani
Zambia in 2011 because Uniting World
decided to pull out and concentrate on
Zimbabwe and the southern Sudan area,
which was understandable, so we felt we
needed to do what we could in Zambia,”
John says.
Through Kondanani Zambia, they
have been able to continue supporting
schools in Zambia, as well as provide a
range of items from clothing and books
to sewing machines and second-hand
computers, which were donated by the
Synod’s IT department.
Kondanani Zambia is very much
a family affair, with their son and

daughters also involved, as well as
Jenny’s brother and her sister’s husband.
“Illness means that I can’t go to
Zambia any more and I was last there in
2015,” Jenny says.
“But our son Mark and his family are
continuing our work there and we took
them over in 2015 and introduced them
to everyone.”
Jenny has worked out that in just 10
years about $340,000 has been raised
through Kondanani Zambia to provide
children with an opportunity to live
the best life they can. “We were a bit

overcome when we realised how large
that figure was, but it’s also thanks to the
wonderful generosity of people,” Jenny
says.
John says that type of generosity is
possible because donors know what a
difference their contribution can make
in Zambia.
“People sometimes ask why do people
give so much to you and I say that as
a former member of the Synod’s staff
involved in administration, I found that
people tend to trust other people,
more so than institutions themselves,
so I think that’s one of the reasons
(people like to donate),” he says.
“The other important point is that
we don’t have any administration

costs (that donated money would
have to go towards), we bear those
costs ourselves.
“We found that people really wanted
to support a project they can give to and
know it will make a change.
“We guarantee that every dollar that is
donated goes to the work we are doing
in Zambia.”
For information about supporting
Kondanani Zambia, email:
admin@kondananizambia.org
or go to their website at
www.kondananizambia.org

Special honour
Two months after Harriet Sianjibu-Miyato
died last year, the Zambian government
awarded her the posthumous honour of
The Order of Distinguished Service, First
Division.
Harriet’s daughter Mwaka, who
accepted the award with her sister,
Yvonne, said her mother was a woman
“who could relate with and understand
vulnerability and was determined to help
in whatever way she could to change the
lives of children”.
“Mother believed it was her
responsibility to ensure that no child
struggled to receive an education,”
Mwaka said.
“In her tireless pursuit of educational
opportunities for orphaned and
vulnerable children, which became the
core of her vision to her last breath, we
are comforted by this noble honour,
knowing that her labour was not in vain.”
John and Jenny Preston said they
thought of Harriet more as a sister, than
just a friend.
“We see her as part of our family and
have had her daughters living with us
here at times,” Jenny says. “We are
family, it’s as simple as that. She has
been our inspiration.”
John and Jenny are determined to
help achieve Harriet’s goal of giving
every child access to education and
earlier this year launched the Harriet
Sianjibu Miyato Scholarship Fund, which
has already raised about $25,000.
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Peace of mind
Music is providing much-needed relief to people living with dementia and their carers
By Cathy Withiel
Sunsets lost their beauty for David
Ross-Smith when they were replaced by
sundowners.
Sundowning is the term used
to describe agitation and distress
experienced in the early evening by
those living with dementia. And as David
watched his partner, Rev David Hodges
AM, call out in confusion, he decided to
put on a CD of classical music to lighten
the mood.
David RS was unprepared for what
happened next. The muscles in David
H’s jaw relaxed and his features were
transformed by joy as he was soothed by
the beauty of his favourite composers.
And this experience, which happened
more than a decade ago, has evolved
into a program called Music For David,
one of the many Uniting AgeWell has
in place to enable those living with
dementia to lead as joyful, purposeful
and stress-free life as possible, as well
as supporting their carers, who often
experience exhaustion on top of their
heartbreak.
Music For David aims to provide
short-term relief through music for
people living with dementia and their
carers. Participants are provided with
individually-curated playlists that may
help ease symptoms of dementia,
including restlessness and agitation.
The program was established and
named in memory of David H, a founding
member of the Uniting Church in
Australia in 1977 and a minister at Toorak
UC until his retirement in 1983. David
had dementia for the last six years of his
life, until his death in 2012 at the age of
88.
He was supported by his partner of
more than 30 years, musician David RS,
who became his full-time carer and who
called in Uniting AgeWell’s home care
team to help. David RS stumbled on the
soothing power of music by chance as he
watched his partner become distressed
during his daily sundowning episodes.
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Music has been proven to help ease the
symptoms of dementia.
“It was heart-breaking to watch and I
was utterly exhausted caring for David
around the clock,” he says. “I just wanted
to go for a walk in the evening for a bit of
a break, but every time I left the room he
would fret.”
David put on classical music and was
astounded at how quickly it soothed his
partner. And it allowed him time to take
a break.
“I always knew the power that music
could evoke. But to see it in action was
quite magical,” he explains.
David says the program’s title, Music
For David, applies to those living with
dementia and their carers. “We’re both
named David – it’s a touching tribute to
the wellbeing of both,” he says.
Dementia is one of the biggest
challenges facing the aged care sector.
The condition is incurable and cases are
skyrocketing, with about half of those
entering aged care now diagnosed with
the disease.
Dementia statistics make for heavy,
but necessary reading. In Australia,
about 459,000 people are living with

dementia and it’s estimated that number
will more than double by 2058. It is the
single greatest cause of disability in
Australians aged over 65.
Another layer of complexity is the
increasing number of older people from
culturally and linguistically diverse
communities. The National Institute for
Dementia Research says people from
CALD backgrounds have less knowledge
about dementia, can harbour negative
attitudes towards it and feel the stigma
surrounding it intensely. Amplifying the
challenge carers face, many older people
with dementia revert to their mother
tongue, sometimes not comprehensively
spoken by those caring for them.
Uniting AgeWell, in collaboration with
Deakin University, is running a digital
living lab at one of its independent living
villages, where researchers are tweaking
an array of gadgets and assistive
technology to enhance living safely and
independently at home, particularly for
people with dementia.
One of the ways to help people
re-engage long-term memory and live
as well as they can is through music.
Hearing is one of the last senses to be
compromised by dementia.
Uniting AgeWell Director of AgeWell
Centres Paul Warwick said music
“reaches out to people in the way that
words can’t”. “And the soothing and
restorative power of music cannot be
over emphasised,” he says. “Music brings
joy and invokes memories.”
In 2010, David RS published Making
Love Real, his partner’s scholarly works
on Christianity and the Church. Proceeds
were donated to Uniting AgeWell to
help those living with dementia gain
joy through music. A second edition
with newly published material and the
subtitle The Church and My Journey of
Mind and Spirit was released last month.
Making Love Real: The Church and My
Journey of Mind and Spirit, $33.50, is
available at Booktopia and Dymocks.

Learning for Life and Leadership

ENROL

NOW

Join us in 2022 at Pilgrim Theological College for study to deepen your
faith and prepare you for service. Enrolments for 2022 are now open.
 F
lexible access to courses – attend classes face
to face or online.
 D
iverse pathways – we can help to meet your
learning needs.
 A
cademic excellence – taught by world-class
scholars.
 B
readth and depth – take a look at our 2022 unit
and course offerings.

Scholarships for Theological Studies
Apply now for scholarships to support
you in your theological studies.

APPLICATIONS
CLOSE
FEBRUARY 1

2022

UCA Under 40 Theological Scholarships
For UCA members under 40, studying for a Diploma
or Graduate Diploma at the University of Divinity.
50% fee scholarship.
Florence and Alexander Yule
Memorial Scholarship
For graduates of Pilgrim Theological College,
undertaking postgraduate study at an overseas
University or College. Fees and living allowance
support available.
Robert James Brown Postgraduate Scholarships
For graduates of Pilgrim Theological College, UCA
candidates for ministry, or ordained UCA ministers,
undertaking Masters or Doctoral Studies at the
University of Divinity. Fee scholarships for two years.
Other UCA Scholarships for Postgraduate Study
For students taking postgraduate courses at Pilgrim
Theological College. Details vary.

Visit www.pilgrim.edu.au or contact us at study@pilgrim.edu.au
For more details and application forms go to www.victas.uca.org, click on “Resources”, then “Finance & Archives”,
then “Grants” and scroll down to “Educational Grants And Scholarships”.

211103

Enquiries to sean.winter@pilgrim.edu.au
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One small act
of kindness.
Make an impact this Christmas.

Donate
today
Call us
1800 668 426
Visit
unitingvictas.org.au

“My life hasn’t always been
easy, but I’ve managed. And
I know there are people out
there worse off than I am.”
- Jodie

Scan me to donate online.

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

40

