
1

june  2022

pictures of 
GOD

Everything in Mod-eration: Denise Liersch reflects on the past three years P26-31

Your spiritual snaps P20-25



2

We are in a time of changing seasons. 
We’re entering winter. We’re navigating 
a change in seasons with the pandemic 
and flu season. And we are moving from 
the seasons of Lent and Easter, into the 
season of Pentecost, filled with life and 
hope for a long season of growth and 
green shoots and all the struggles of life 
that we know emerge from that. 

It was May 28 eight years ago that 
poet Maya Angelou died, at age 86. 
Maya was the author of I Know Why The 
Caged Bird Sings and All God’s Children 
Need Travelling Shoes. Maya Angelou 
is known as a famed poet, civil rights 
activist, actress, director, professor and 
more. When her poetry collection And 
Still I Rise was republished in 2021, it was 
something we needed in the middle of 
the pandemic. 

I remember Maya most for two of her 
poems, one of which she spoke at the 
Presidential Inauguration Ceremony for 
Bill Clinton in 1993. It was titled On The 
Pulse of Morning and, to me, reflected 
an incredible sense of hope and courage 
that called us into life. It is perfect to 
remember this poem in these pandemic 
times, right at the time of the Church’s 
celebration of Pentecost: the coming of 
the Spirit into places of ambivalence and 
uncertainty, bringing in a sweeping wave 
of courage and inspiration that calls a 
dispirited people to lean into life.

Here is an excerpt from  
On the Pulse of Morning:
Lift up your faces,  
you have a piercing need
for this bright morning dawning for you.
History, despite its wrenching pain,
cannot be unlived,  
and if faced with courage,
need not be lived again.
Lift up your eyes upon
the day breaking for you.
Lift up your hearts.
Each new hour holds new chances
for new beginnings.

Reverend  
Denise Liersch  

Moderator 
Vic Tas Synod

There are echoes in the poem of 
the Pentecost story in Luke-Acts (Acts 
2), where we hear of the shift from 
wrenching pain, fear and hiding in 
closed rooms, towards courage and life. 
We hear of the shift from eyes turned 
inwards, able to see only our own 
needs and inadequacies, to eyes lifted 
up and out, able to see, recognise and 
respect each sister and brother in our 
community. We hear of the shift from 
division to community, to hear together 
and join voices with a huge diversity 
of people. We hear of the power of the 
Spirit of God calling and inspiring whole 
communities.

There are echoes in Maya’s poem of 
our Communion prayer which we hear 
and pray together each time we gather 
as a community around bread and wine. 
We remember that death and failure 
cannot hold us back from the gift of love 
and life that God’s Spirit calls us into. We 
lift up our voices together with all people 
and the whole creation. We are called to 
“lift up our hearts” as the "horizon leans 
forward" toward us. We remember who 
we are. We are “re-membered”: brought 
together to be more than the sum of our 
individual parts.

The mood of promise, hope and 
courage in our Pentecost readings and 
celebration of Communion, and in 
Maya’s poem, contrasts to the mood of 
our times. It’s counter-cultural. But that 
doesn’t mean it’s naïve about the reality 
of the limitations, challenges, pain and 
brokenness of our experience of life.

Maya’s source of courage does not 
come out of a naïve belief in simple 
answers to simple problems. If you read 
her life story, you know her own history 
of poverty, abuse and struggle has not 
left her naïve to the reality of evil in this 
world, nor of its power to instil fear and 
suck the life out of us. It was out of her 
own experience of oppression that she 
joined Martin Luther King Jr in the civil 
rights movement, inspired by something 
calling and inspiring from beyond 
herself, and continuing to inspire a whole 

“God doesn’t call us to be superhuman.  
God calls us to be fully human. 

Acknowledging our human limitations  
gives us a kind of freedom.”
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movement despite setbacks and failures. 
As she says, “a bird doesn’t sing because 
it has an answer, it sings because it has 
a song". As she aged and approached 
her death, and continuing right up to 
her death, Maya kept celebrating “this 
glorious life’. This is what we hear in 
the Pentecost stories of the followers of 
Jesus.

The other poem by Maya I spoke of 
earlier is Still I Rise. In a reading of this 
poem, she makes an introduction:

“Everyone in the world has gone to bed 
one night or another with fear, or pain, or 
loss, or disappointment. And yet each of 
us has awaken, arisen, somehow made 
our ablutions, seen other human beings 
and said, “Morning! How are ya?” “Fine, 
thanks. And you?” It’s amazing. Wherever 
that abides in the human being, there is 
the nobleness of the human spirit, despite 
it all, black and white, Asians, Spanish, 
Native American, pretty, plain, thin, fat, 
vowed or celibate, we rise.”

So, from where comes our source of 
courage?

The story in Ezekiel 37 of the valley 
of dry bones is another Pentecost 
reading. It isn’t the lectionary reading 
for Pentecost this year, but it stays in 
our minds and imaginations and hearts, 
and many communities use it every year 
regardless. It has a particular power for 

First Peoples. The vision of life is full of 
powerful imagery, which Maya’s poetry 
echoes, answering the question “Can 
these bones live?”:

“Come from the four winds, O breath, 
and breathe upon these slain, that they 
may live … and the breath came into 
them, and they lived, and stood on their 
feet, a vast multitude.” 

The thing about living in a time 
of changing seasons, is that things 
fluctuate. We have cold snaps alternating 
with unexpected days of sunshine and 
warmth. In the stories of Easter moving 
into Pentecost, we hear our own stories: 
the high points of inspiration and life are 
interspersed with long periods of trying 
to find our way through uncertainty 
and hard slog. Just when we think we 
are doing OK, the rug is pulled out from 
under our feet. And then everything 
seems to be OK again. Until the next 
time.

That’s the reality of human experience. 
This is our reality. And it is sacred. 

This life is held and honoured by God. 
We know this in the life and suffering and 
joys and rising of Jesus, God-with-us. 

God doesn’t call us to be superhuman. 
God calls us to be fully human. 
Acknowledging our human limitations 
gives us a kind of freedom. God knows 
us as we are. We do not have to pretend 

to be something more than we are. 
Our human life, as it really is, is fully 
embraced by God in Jesus. 

In the midst of the long tail of COVID, 
we have mixed experiences. The cost 
has been high for so many. There are 
ongoing questions and impacts on 
our lives as communities of faith: our 
fluctuating energy, our ambivalence, 
the new possibilities, our uncertainties 
about our future, the fledgling 
experiments and where we find our life 
together.

Celebrating Pentecost reminds us 
the Spirit of God calls us to life lived in 
community, life lived in courage, where 
the “horizon leans forward” towards us, 
even when we struggle to lean toward 
it. Our experience is, so often, that we 
struggle to “conjure up” at will a sense of 
hope or courage in ourselves when we 
need it most. When a Spirit of renewed 
hope does sweep in like a breath of new 
life, like fire in the belly, it so often feels 
like an unexpected gift – a gift of pure 
grace. 

Yes it is grace. We cannot conjure this 
up at will, but we can open ourselves to 
this Spirit of life and grace when it calls 
to us: to rise up to life. 

May we open ourselves to the Spirit  
of Life.                                                                     
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By Andrew Humphries

Like many places of worship in the 
Bendigo and Ballarat area, Lockwood 
UC, and the nearby St Stephen’s Anglican 
Church, owe their existence to money.

And, according to author Sue Bewsell, 
who has written a book on the history 
of both churches, that money came 
from one of the most famous periods in 
Australian history: the gold rush years.

The discovery of gold in Bathurst, 
NSW, started the gold rush in 1851 and, 
pretty soon, gold fever spread to places 
such as Bendigo and Ballarat. The 
money made during this period saw a 
construction boom and the creation of 
bricks and mortar places of worship such 
as Lockwood UC, built in 1872 at a cost 
of £320.

“That is about the equivalent of 
$282,000 today and, while that was a 
very decent sum of money, it wasn’t an 
unusual amount,” Sue says.

“For example, the Wesleyan chapel in 
Castlemaine cost about £1800.”

Sue suggests the gold rush period 
probably represented the Lockwood 
church’s heyday because of the money 
that poured into the area.

“That was also the case with St 
Stephen’s, whose congregation built its 
church using its own money,” she says. 
“At that time, it was all about money and 
there was so much of it around.”

Members of the Wesleyan faith had 
been meeting at Lockwood South since 
1854, beginning worship in a tent before 

a school building and residence was built 
and hosted services the following year.

“The Bendigo Advertiser reported on 
the opening service for the Lockwood 
school house and master’s residence and 
said ‘it was marked by great unanimity, 
liberality and love for the cause of Christ 
(and the) presence of a Godly proportion 
of the population gave proof that this 
was viewed as a glad era in the history of 
Lockwood’,” Sue says.

“At that stage, they had over £300 in 
the bank, which was a huge amount 
of money at that time. One of the 
early (newspaper) reports tells of a tea 
meeting that raised £70 in a single day 
and it wasn’t unusual to have such a 
meeting attended by 250 people.”

History 

ETCHED IN

gold
Continued P6
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Sue Bewswell has written a book 
celebrating the 150th anniversary of 

Lockwood UC and nearby St Stephen’s. 
Image: Carl Rainer



When asked what the Lockwood UC 
building means to the community, Sue 
simply says: “Love”.

That love was celebrated on May 
15, when Lockwood hosted a joint 
celebration marking the 150th 

anniversary of its construction and that 
of the nearby St Stephen’s. Leading the 
service was Rev Paul Bauer. 

The May 15 event also doubled as the 
launch of Sue’s book on both church 
buildings, A Living History: Celebrating 
150 Years.

Sue says the book was her way of 
paying tribute to a building, in the case 
of the Lockwood UC, that has been such 
a large part of her life for more than 
30 years, and such a large part of the 
community since 1872.

And, in paying tribute, Sue has had 
cause to reflect on how important 
the bricks and mortar that make up a 

“We’re not a large 
congregation, but we are 
very much a family.” 
Sue Bewsell

From P4
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church are to the community it serves, 
particularly in a regional Victorian setting 
such as Lockwood South.

“We’re not a large congregation, but 
we are very much a family,” Sue says.

“We all look out for each other and 
it’s just lovely in terms of the fellowship 
there, which is just fabulous. Everyone 
just accepts everyone for who they are, 
people are there to help if there is a 
problem, and we all try to work together 
to be a part of the community, because 
our church has been a big part of that 

community for so many years.
And while the days of a congregation 

numbering in the hundreds may have 
been consigned to history, Sue firmly 
believes Lockwood UC still has plenty of 
life, and love, left in it.

“It would be really lovely to bring some 
of those numbers back,” Sue says.

“You know, we’re still involved in the 
community with things like our annual 
carols service, which a lot of people 
attend, so getting them to attend more 
than once a year would be great.

“When I think of 150 years, I think of a 
building that represents love. It’s there 

to celebrate and be a beacon to the 
community, it’s saying ‘here we are, if 
you want help, come to us’. It’s a place to 
gather and be a community.”

While Sue’s book on both churches 
represents a wonderful historical 
resource, she admits her labour of love 
also meant putting some detective skills 
to the test in a bid to find the answer to 
an enduring mystery.

Lockwood UC is still going strong, 
and St Stephen’s closed in the 1980s, 
but it’s a period in the 1890s that most 

intrigues her. “For a period of two or 
three years, St Stephen’s closed, but was 
not deconsecrated,” Sue says.

“It reopened in 1895, but there was 
no reason given for its previous closure. 
It’s meant some real detective work 
has been needed, because the ledgers 
recording its history give you the who, 
the what and the when, but they don’t 
ever tell you the why.

“So the question is, why was St 
Stephen’s closed? There is nothing in the 
paper of the time suggesting why, except 
some very terse remarks about the 
reopening of it.

“There wasn’t a pandemic then, so 
that can’t have been the reason, there 
was no catastrophe that forced its 
closure and no record of people leaving 
the area. The only reason I can think 
of is that the powers to be decided 
they didn’t need a church there, the 
congregation members could go to 
Marong or Kangaroo Flat.

“The answer is a bit of a conundrum 
and one I’ll probably never solve.”

While Sue won’t be around for 
Lockwood’s next major milestone,  

she hopes future generations will ensure 
that it lives on for many more years.

“That would be lovely because we 
only have it in trust and we would love 
to be able to hand it on to the next 
generation,” she says.

“Both churches have been here for 
a long time, and I would hope that 
Lockwood continues to serve  
future generations as a place of worship.”
A Living history: Celebrating 150 Years 
is available for $15 (plus postage)  
by contacting Sue Bewsell on  
0457 980 722.                                                    

Left: Window inside Lockwood UC. Above centre: Gathering at Lockwood UC circa 1930s. Above right: Lockwood UC as it is today.
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Where were you born and raised?
I was born in Queensland, in 
Toowoomba, but I was only there a 
week before my parents moved down to 
Melbourne. My father worked for a bank 
so I was raised primarily in Melbourne, 
with three years in England when I was a 
teenager.

What church did you go to when you 
were growing up?
St James Presbyterian Church in Wattle 
Park. 

How did you go at school? Can you 
remember that far back?
(Laughs) I was an enthusiastic student, 
but my mother died in my last couple of 
years of schooling and that affected my 
experience, but I got through OK. 

Mum had a brain tumour and in those 
days they weren't good at working out 

what was going on - the X-rays didn’t 
pick it up - so my mother died very 
suddenly.

Did that affect your faith?
My faith was probably reinforced after 
my mum died because I kept my dad 
company going to church. Dad was a 
lay preacher and it was an important 
time for me to try and offer support to 
him. My brothers - I have four - weren’t 
going much at that point, so I think I 
learned then about the importance of 
an habitual immersion into the faith 
story. Being held by a community faith, 
even though you might not have the 
capacity to pray or know what to do, the 
community gathered and held us, so that 
reinforced my faith at that point.

A lot of teenagers witnessing their 
mother dying like that would possibly 

get angry with God and 
even turn away from 
the Church, but that 
wasn’t your response.

A couple of my 
brothers felt that way, 
but as I managed the 
emotional turmoil I 
realised that our life is 
amazing, our bodies are 
amazing, how we work 
is amazing, and it's not 
surprising that things 
go wrong. So I didn't feel 
resentful. I was sad, but such 
is life.

As I got into my 20s, I did 
have some close people in the 
church who ranted and raved 
when they had a cancer scare - 
“how could this happen to me” and 
that kind of thing. And my response 

Life in 

mission
We all have a personal relationship with the UCA, but sometimes that relationship gets 

personal and, when it does, the  cost is high. Jenny Byrnes knows this all  
too well, but her dignity, grace and sense of self has never diminished.  

Jenny recently retired, 42 years after being ordained.

Interview by Stephen Acott
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was “why shouldn't it 
happen to you?” (laughing) 

"It happened to my mum, why 
shouldn't it happen to you?" 

What did you plan to do when 
you finished school?
I had two thoughts. One was 
to be a missionary in the 

Amazon and the other was to 
be a sports teacher. I ended up 
going down the phys-ed path 
and did a little teaching. Half 
way through my phys-ed course 
I went to Queensland for 12 
months to spend more time with 

my grandparents, particularly 
my maternal grandparents. Mum 

was their only daughter and I was 
their only grand-daughter out of 13 

grandchildren, and while I was there I 
did a little bit of phys-ed teaching. 

Jenny Burns considered 
becoming a missionary in the 

Amazon or a sports teacher 
when she left school.  

Image: Carl Rainer

Continued P10
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When I eventually had my teaching 
placements I started to get quite 
frustrated with how phys-ed teaching 
was done at that time. My interest 
was physical education for people 
with disabilities and when I tried to do 
more remedial physical education for 
students with learning difficulties, such 
as dyslexia and autism and stuff like that, 
the school wasn't interested and just 
told me to teach basketball. 

Working with people who were 
differently abled started to feed into a 
whole lot of stuff about learning and 
unlearning and living to our potential 
and all that kind of stuff. And when I 
came back from Queensland, I finished 
the phys-ed course, but then decided 
at the end of it that I didn't want to just 
teach basketball. I wanted to relate to 
the whole person and decided to go into 
ministry.

I was 22 at that stage and, four years 
later, I was ordained.

 
It’s clear that, even at an early age, 
there was something within you that 
wanted to help people. Even going 
back to the two career paths you 
considered when leaving school.

I thought when I went to the Synod 
Selection conference that I would follow 
the path of Deaconess. I still remember 
when I went to the selection conference 
a faculty person said the Uniting Church 
was coming into being and they wanted 
young women to be in the ordained 
ministry. He said they weren’t going to 
encourage me doing deaconess ministry, 
they wanted me to train to as a Minister 
of The Word.

So you are around when the Uniting 
Church in Australia materialises.
Yes, I’m a child of The Uniting Church 
(laughs).

So we have three churches coming 
together and there would be a lot of 
ideals as to what that one emerging 
church would look like, can you take 
us back to that time and what you 
were hearing and experiencing?
Well, I don't know how cognisant I was 
of all the stuff going on, but I thought 

it was a good idea. The Presbyterians 
struggled to get their voting processes 
right so they had to have two votes, 
where each congregation could choose 
whether to come into union or not. Our 
congregation was primarily positive, so I 
only kind of really heard positive stuff. It 
was only as I moved into my training and 
then went out into congregations that I 
discovered not everybody thought it was 
a great idea, that the impact was painful 
for people who were losing properties 
and things like that. 

So when the UCA emerges were you  
a minister then? 
Yes, my first placement was at St 
Stephens in Williamstown. 

And how was that?
I loved congregational ministry and 
still do. I loved being on the ground 
with a community of people who are 
doing good things and my role was 
an encourager and a resource and a 
nourisher of them.

How long were you there for?
Four years.

And what happened next?
I took three years off to co-parent two 
young boys. I did my Master of Arts at 
Latrobe Uni as well as some what's 
called “private ministry”. It’s not in 
the system, but you go and help out a 
congregation. After that I went to North 
Ringwood for five years. 

When did you get off the ministry 
treadmill?
In the mid-1990s, the Church was 
hitting the sexuality debate, whether 
homosexuals should be in leadership 
or even in the Church and so on. And I 
could see the writing on the wall that life 
was going to get tough. The debate was 
very heated.

My congregation was at the 
conservative end of the spectrum and I 
didn't want to be in a leadership role in 
a congregation that wasn't supportive. 
I wasn't sure of my own sexuality at 
that time and it wasn't a safe place to 
have that conversation. The Church still 

struggles to really discuss sexuality, let 
alone back then.

There was a ministry placement for 
a new position called Lay Education 
Director at Otira. I applied and got 
it, probably primarily because of my 
teaching background, but also because 
I'd been in ministry with lay people, and I 
stayed there for nine years.

Just returning to the sexuality debate, 
you said it was very heated. Given 
your sexuality - and the fact you were 
still working it all out at that time - 
were you ever burned?
Well, while I was at Otira I was nominated 
for Moderator. This was 1996 and by now 
I was in a committed relationship with 
another woman. I wasn't necessarily 
even sure whether I was homosexual or 
bisexual or whatever, but I didn't think 
it was any business of the Church. What 
they needed to know was if I was in a 
committed relationship. 

My nomination wasn't successful. In 
fact they changed the voting. It went to 
the vote on the floor of the Synod, but in 
those days they only brought one name 
and that person only needed 51 per cent 
in favour to become Moderator.

But before they took the vote, they 
changed it so that my nomination would 
need, I can’t remember the exact figure, 
but it was more than 70 per cent. So they 
had the vote and I didn't get it. I think I 
got in the high 60s.

From P9
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I knew there was going to be a 
hullabaloo so I said to the selection 
group beforehand I would understand 
if they didn’t want to propose my 
name. And they said to me, we do 
want to propose your name, but we'll 
understand if you want to pull out 
(laughs). So there was mutual agreement 
that my name would go forward.

So your mum dies and that doesn't 
shake your faith in the Church and 
you’ve explained how it actually 

strengthened your relationship 
with God. Now you are more or less 
rejected by the Church, yet you’re still 
here. Please explain.
(Laughs) Well I knew I wouldn’t get 
elected as Moderator, so I said I wanted 
to respond to the Synod. Normally a 
“losing” Moderator nomination wouldn't 
get to speak, but I was allowed to. 
Because I knew I wouldn’t get elected I 
had my rejection speech in my pocket. 
When I first “came out” to my father, he 
became a member of Synod so he could 
be there to make sure I was treated with 
respect. So he was sitting there. The 

ABC was there, it was on national news. 
A Current Affair kept badgering my dad 
and my family, as did The Age and the 
Herald Sun. 

In my head it wasn't my problem, it 
was the Church's problem and I said 
that to the Synod. I said it reflected 
an ambivalence in the Church, not 
an ambivalence in me. And it was the 
Church that had to come to terms with 
either accepting my leadership or not. 

I guess the blessing out of it all was 
that I was able to step away from all the 
internalising of my sexuality. If you speak 
to any person who's trying to work out 
their sexuality, they do this kind of whole 
internal narrative - all these competing 
voices in your head so it was freeing to 
be able to put it out there and say, “this 
is your issue”. That was a more healing 
thing for me than a negative thing 
and following the failed nomination, 

Above: Jenny makes the news during 
her time at Williamstown. Left: Jenny’s 
last day at North Ringwood UC.

Continued P12
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immediately my colleague at Otira had 
a motion prepared, which was that I be 
affirmed in my current ministry. I wasn’t 
present for that, but the motion was 
proposed and passed. So the message I 
received was “no to the Moderator's role, 
but yes to your ongoing ministry”. I still 
think that's a bit of ambivalence there, 
but it didn't worry me.

Safe to say you're a glass half full 
person?
(Laughs) Yes, I think you could say that.

So, this debate's happening in the 
church at that time. Was that aligned 
with where society sat on this issue, 
do you think? 
It’s hard to say, but the next year, 1997, 
the Assembly in Perth had a massive 
blow up about it and that made 
headlines, but you have to realise the 
majority of traditional Christian churches 
don’t accept it and certainly back then 
didn’t accept it. The Catholic church still 
doesn't. There's a lot of buried cultural, 
religious thinking in the broader society, 
so many people would have conservative 
views about sexuality based on their 
cultural religious upbringing. And some 
of those people would go to church and 
some wouldn’t.  

When did the Church officially come 
around?
I think it was in 1997, there was a 
statement by the Assembly saying that 
a person's sexuality on its own was not 
sufficient to deny his or her ministry or 
leadership. So the Church could make a 
case that it was how someone expressed 
their sexuality might be a problem, but 
that would be the case for hetero or 
homo. That decision started to open the 
door for people to be able to exercise 
leadership. 

I was still at Otira then - I was there for 
another three or four years - and that 
was pretty tense. There were attempts to 
move me out of the Church. It continued 
to bubble along. I'm not sure I ever got 
hate mail, but I certainly got mail from 
people thinking I shouldn't be in that 
role. I think I was probably protected 
to some extent. I think the General 
Secretary and people like the Moderator 
probably took a fair bit of heat.

From P11
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You seem to have been at the 
epicentre of this debate/issue. Do 
you feel you have had some role in 
the Church moving from rejection to 
acceptance?
I’m sure I have, particularly in this Synod 
and others, where I was doing a fair bit of 
work. But I was copping flak from both 
sides. Some took the view that I could 
have been advocating much stronger 
for the whole sexuality thing. My stance 
was that I was not an activist, I was an 
advocate. 

I would no longer  deny my sexuality, 
but I wasn't going to be the front of the 
debate because I had the view that if 
I became an activist, I wouldn't have 
lasted long in my role at Otira. So I guess 
I wanted my ministry and my leadership 
to do the talking, to say “there's nothing 
to be afraid of here”. I remember saying 
to the Assembly in 1997, “I have many 
foibles and flaws, but my sexuality's not 
one of them”.

How far has the Church come on this. 
It’s 2022 now, are you completely 
comfortable with where it sits on this 
issue or is there still work to be done?
I think this Synod is different from other 
Synods. Some other Synods are still 
challenged on this issue, but I think in 
general, I've been accepted in ministry. 
There would be some people that won't 
accept my ministry. 

How would they know about your 
sexuality?
People that have been involved in the 
Church over these decades would know. 
I think we have come a long way, but 
there are more important things that we 
are struggling with - power abuse is one 
of them. For example, if I inappropriately 
use my sexuality, or something else, 
abusively, that's more of an issue than 
what my actual sexuality is. 

As I said, people that don't agree with 
my sexuality probably don't come into 
my sphere anymore and in the early 
days they probably didn't get support 
from the leadership in the Synod to keep 
harassing me.

Continued P14

“Some took the view that I could have 
been advocating much stronger for the 

whole sexuality thing. My stance was that 
I was not an activist, I was an advocate.”

Image: Carl Rainer
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Can you just expand on what you 
mean by “power abuse”?
All of us need to be careful how we use 
our influence and that’s more important 
than someone's sexuality. 

What are the major issues confronting 
the Church nationally and the Vic/Tas 
Synod more specifically?
Well, I wouldn't know nationally, I'm not 
in the national space, but I think we've 
got to stop worrying about saving the 
Church. It's not our Church to save. The 
challenge for us is to be faithful and that 
will be different in different spaces. So I 
imagine the Uniting Church might look 
pretty different in 10-15 years’ time. 

When I was at a recent workshop in 
country Victoria, they told great stories 
about ministry and starting new things 
like breakfast clubs and young mums’ 
groups to offer support for people in 
need. And it wasn’t just one rural town 
it was the sentiment in many places. If 
the local people get enough energy or 
resourcing to do that from gathering in a 
worship space, then that's great, but in 
the worship space itself we don't want 
to turn in, we also need to be turning 
out. I think we have an idea of what it is 
to be “church” and people are trying to 
reach that ideal, but there's probably not 
an ideal anymore, so we have to let the 
ideal go.

Let's get on to eLM - equipping 
Leadership for Mission. You are 
about to step down as the inaugural 
executive officer. Where were you 
before you came to eLM?
I was at the Centre for Theology and 
Ministry, which was a unit in its own 
right. It had the Theological College and 
children's ministry and youth ministry 
and so forth. Before that, I'd been in 
Adelaide as the Minister at Pilgrim UC.

What was your role at CTM?
I was Executive Director from 2009-2017.

Were you part of the process in 
forming eLM?
Yes and I can't remember if I was 
approached or I put my hand up, but I 
applied for the EO role and was successful.

When you sat in the chair on day one 
in 2018, what was eLM’s mission 
statement?
To resource, support and empower 
people beyond eLM to be effective in 
their ministry in mission. 

OK, so it’s been four years, is there 
anything you can hang your hat on in 
those four years to say, “I've achieved 
that”?
I think making sure the wider church 
knew what eLM was and what it could 
do. So a public profile for eLM, which has 
been important, and from what I hear, 
the Church supports what we’ve been 
doing. People might wish we were doing 
things slightly differently and so on, but 
in general, when we've had financial 
challenges in the last couple of years 
and so on, people have wanted eLM to 
do the right thing in terms of being good 
stewards with the money. They don’t 
want to cut eLM, they want eLM to stay 
strong and resourceful for the Church. 

Is there anything you haven’t quite 
finished that you would have liked to?
I think eLM’s culture internally and 
externally is probably a work in progress. 
Pre-COVID, we wanted to do some anti-
racism training to ensure we were more 
able to work in the CALD space , but 
COVID more or less crashed in on that 
and delayed it.

I have enjoyed the big things, like the 
Covenanting Guide and getting that out 
there and Money For Mission. One of my 
colleagues called me “dogged” (laughs). 
I just keep on doing and that links back 
to my phys-ed days, like I used to run 
marathons and stuff like that, and I still 
try and do some endurance events in 
cycling and so on. 

You can have a general goal, but what 
matters is what you do each day that 
brings you closer to that goal. I'm very 
good at doing what needs to be done 
this day to get to that end goal. 

How long did it take you to come to 
the decision to retire?
My placement concludes and I just felt 
I’d been doing this job for five years and, 
at 68, it's probably helpful if someone 
else comes into this space and adds 

a different colour and shape and so 
on. Things become more robust when 
there's a different emphasis and so forth. 
I’ve done my best. 

Any advice for your successor then?
No (laughs). 

That says to me you have plenty, but 
you don’t want to elaborate and that’s 
fine. What's next for you, beyond 
retiring?
I’m hoping to teach one unit at Pilgrim 
Theological College on leadership, but 
generally I don't want to do anything for 
a while. I want to allow other things to 
come. I’ve got a younger brother who's 
recently retired from the police force and 
his advice was unless you stop doing the 
old things, new things won't come. So I 
feel like I just want stop for a while.         

From P13

Jenny Byrnes with Assembly 
President Sharon Hollis,  
who delivered the sermon  
at Jenny’s farewell.  
Image: Stephen Acott



15

This is an edited extract of the sermon 
delivered at Jenny’s farewell by 
Assembly President and former Synod 
Moderator, Sharon Hollis.

I don’t know Jenny’s heart, but I do see 
her public ministry and I have marvelled 
at her willingness to forgive the Church. 

I don’t know if she would see it as not 
judging or as an act of forgiveness but 
when I think about what it means to live 
forgiveness, Jenny’s life is an example 
to me. 

Jenny, this Synod judged you very 
harshly and very publicly. We were 
wrong to judge you, we had no right to 
judge you. We should not have done 
that.  

I, and I’m sure so many others, 
are grateful that you found a way 
to keep offering ministry. I have no 
comprehension of what it cost you, and 
those who loved you and who love you, 
what it costs you still. I’m sorry you had 
to pay that price to live out your calling 
as a minister of the gospel. 

Jenny, you have exercised this ministry 
not so that we might be blessed or that 
you might be blessed, but in order that 
we might all better witness to the gospel 
and serve the world. You sought to teach 
us, encourage us, lead us, manage us 
and care for us so that we might know 
fullness of life that calls us to work for 
justice, nurture hope, speak and act with 

“We were wrong to judge”
wisdom and discernment, and be good 
neighbours and active participants in our 
communities. 

Your ministry has helped encourage 
the Church and individual members to 
use the gifts we have been given and 
which we have strengthened, not for 
our own sake, but for the sake of world, 
to look past our doors and proclaim, 
witness, serve and nurture.

As you retire from full-time ministry 
I hope you experience blessing, that a 
measure of what you have offered the 
Church comes to you, offering you joy, 
hope, rest, contentment and wonder. 

May you go with the blessing of the 
Holy One.                                                              
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As we learn to live with COVID-19 and 
reconnect with those dear to us, this 
winter brings an opportunity to share 
hearty meals with family and friends. 

But winter 
also brings a 
world of worry 
for many people 
unable to put 
food on their 
table. 

One program 
in Ballarat is addressing that issue and 
helping to fill bellies and keep young 
people in the region connected to their 
community and loved ones.  

The Uniting Vic.Tas-run Meals for 
Change program supports vulnerable 
young people to buy discounted meals in 

local cafes. Through the program, young 
people pay just $3 towards the cost of 
a meal in any of the eight partnering 
cafes, up to the value of $15. Cafes are 

then reimbursed 
the balance by 
Uniting. 

The program 
also allows 
young people 
to bring a family 
member or friend 

as a guest, who can receive a discount on 
both meals, giving young people who are 
going through a tough time a chance to 
connect with their loved ones.  

Meals for Change receives no 
government funding and relies solely on 
grants and the generosity of people who 

See 

change
“This program isn’t just about 

filling bellies, it’s about  
filling the soul.”Meals For Change co-ordinator Jen 

Continued P19
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Jen with Tom, one of many people 
who have received discounted meals, 

courtesy of Meals For Change.
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Uniting is the community services organisation  
of the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania.

Food For Families. 
Thanks to you.
Put food on the table - all year round.
Everyday we dig deeper to provide support when people need it most. We want to support  
everyone who reaches out to us, no matter what time of year it is - but we can’t do it alone. 

Here’s how you can get involved in Food For Families:
• donate non-perishable food and essential items
• host a collection drive
• be a community drop off point for donations
• make a donation to directly support vulnerable people needing access to food. 

Call us  
1800 668 426

Visit 
foodforfamilies.org.au



donate to the program. The program 
is about more than just providing 
affordable meals to youth in crisis,” 
says co-ordinator Jen, who started the 
initiative in 2016. 

“Most importantly, we give young 
people a sense of community and 
belonging. They know they are safe and 
welcome, which is something many of us 
take for granted. 

“Through the program, we can also 
offer support to pursue education and 
training opportunities that help people 
find work and stability.” 

Tom credits the program for helping 
him turn his life around after he found 
himself homeless six years ago. At just 
18, Tom was left devastated by the death 
of his father. 
Still reeling 
from that 
event, Tom 
and his mother 
moved to 
Ballarat. 

“I became 
depressed and 
withdrawn,” 
Tom says. “It was a really tough time.”

With his mental health deteriorating, 
Tom was unable to find work, which 
put a strain on his relationship with his 
mother. “I wasn’t thinking clearly and I 
moved out,” he says.

Tom spent the next year living in a 
Uniting boarding house and was referred 
to Jen by the housing and crisis team.

“She was setting up the Meals for 
Change program and asked me to be a 
secret shopper to see which businesses 
would be suitable for the program,” Tom 
says.

“I was happy to help. I knew the 
program would be helpful to myself and 
others going through difficult times. 
When you’re on Centrelink, you only 
have enough money to scrape by with 
and pay for the essentials.

“Meals for Change gave me a chance 
to connect with my community, even if I 
was down to my last $20 of the week.  

“I could eat tasty, healthy and hearty 
meals and a full stomach at the end of 

the day is always a good feeling. But 
more importantly for me, I regained my 
social life.

“The cafe staff were always so friendly 
and welcoming, I felt free of judgment 
and I was able to relax and enjoy myself. 
It helped me get my mental health back 
on track.” 

Now in his late 20s, Tom no longer 
accesses the program, which is available 
to young people aged 15 to 25. He has 
found long-term housing and is the 
proud father of a four-year-old son, Ben.

Tom has also started his own 
gardening business and says he wouldn’t 
be where he is today if it wasn’t for the 
support he received six years ago. 

“Jen is my guardian angel at Uniting 
and, thanks to 
her support, I 
was able to get 
my licence and 
start working,” 
he says.

“She was 
always friendly 
and welcoming 
and we would 

talk about my goals and how I could 
achieve them. I have no doubt if I hadn’t 
received that help when I was at my 
lowest, things would be very different for 
me today.

“I have a friend who is couch-surfing 
at the moment and I’ve told her how 
Uniting helped me change my future. I 
hope they can help her too.”

More than 300 young people have 
accessed the program since it started 
and more than 7100 meals have been 
served to young people and their loved 
ones. 

“I never realised how significant it is to 
sit in a cafe and have a meal and feel safe 
and at ease with the world. That is what I 
hear time and time again," Jen says. 

“This program isn’t just about filling 
bellies, it’s about filling the soul.” 
To ensure Meals for Change continues 
to support young people in crisis, 
donate today to the Uniting Vic.
Tas Winter Appeal. Visit www.
unitingvictas.org.au/winter-appeal   

donating  
is simple

$40
Gives a person in crisis  
a personal care pack.

$80
Connects a person in crisis 

to a support worker.

$250
Provides bedding and food 

parcels for two people.

  $
                   Your choice
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“Meals for Change gave me 
a chance to connect with my 

community, even if I was down  
to my last $20 of the week.”Tom

From P16
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2. Tapestry
Finally finishing a project.
Image: Rev Michelle Cook, 
Darwin

In the leadup to the 16th Assembly, UCA members were  
invited to capture an image that told a story about how God 

was, or had been, present in their lives. The response was 
overwhelming and some of the photographs can be seen at 

www.uniting.church/godineveryact

3. Climate action
We are calling for meaningful 
climate action from our federal 
government.
Image: Karyl Davidson, 
Canberra

1.Kookaburras
Image: Bryan Long 

4. Kids drawing
This picture was drawn by my 
5yo grandson to cheer me up 
when I had COVID.  
Image: Margherita Wells,
Crossways UC Wanneroo, WA

2

1

3

 Here, there and 

everywhe re
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5. Kids on the beach
Grandchildren celebrating  
the end of lockdown.
Image: Bryan Long 

7. Girl pointing
God in the story told, the 
gospel embodied, the joy 
shared.
Image: Rev Ian Ferguson, 
Brunswick UC

6. Charcoal mist
God in the grey spaces.
Image: Catherine Cochrane, Vic

8. Lambs
God's presence across the sea - 
St Andrews Church at Aysgarth 
in the Yorkshire Dales.
Image: Bryan Long, Vic

4

5
6

7

8

Continued P22

 Here, there and 

everywhe re
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9. Sharon
Friendship, diversity, welcome 
(Lina Kioa, Rev Jason Kioa,  
Rev Sharon).
Image: Rev Sharon Hollis

11. Birds
Rainbow lorikeets at play.
Image: Bryan Long

10. Surfer sunset
The light shines amid the 
waves of uncertainty - God’s 
promised presence. 
Image: Rev David MacGregor

12. L Plates
God in the story told, the 
gospel embodied, the joy 
shared.
Image: Rev Ian Ferguson, 
Brunswick UC

9

10

11

12
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13. Path
On the way.
Image: Bryan Long,
Blackburn Lake

15. Musicians
Music making between friends 
is soul restoring.
Image: Rev Amanda Nicholas, 
Vic

14. Flower cross
New life flowering.
Image: Emily Evans, Darwin 

16. Tapestry
Finally finishing a project.
Image: Rev Michelle Cook, 
Darwin

13

14

15

16

Continued P24
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17. Girl on swing
Parenthood's joy, laughter and 
quality time.
Image: Bethany Broadstock, Vic 

19. Coffee cup
First coffee of the day (quiet). 
Image: Colleen Geyer, Sydney

18. Fairy lights footwashing
Washing of the feet, Maundy 
Thursday. Image: Rev Michelle 
Cook, Darwin

20. Leaf on blanket
Sunshine. Friends. Picnic. 
Image: Nicole Mugford, Vic

17

18

19
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21. Fabric
Aware of beauty, skill, creativity, 
story. (Manbardmo - Water 
Lilly, 2012. Graham Badari, 
Maburrinj country).
Image: Colleen Geyer

23. Cake
Ministry of cake: baking, 
icing, wrapping, transporting,  
market selling. 
Image: Jenny Esots,
Willunga UC

22. Patchewollock sign
Patchewollock at sunset.
Image: Bryan Long, 
Patchewollock, Vic

24. Clouds over sea
Beginning of a new day. 
Image: Colleen Geyer, Sydney  

20
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cheerscheers

When Denise Liersch passes the 
baton to incoming Moderator David 
Fotheringham later this month, it will 
bring to a close a most eventful three 
years as the Synod’s spiritual leader.

When Denise took over from Sharon 
Hollis in 2019, she expected the role 
would be busy enough, with one or 
two challenges to face along the way. 
She didn’t, however, expect to face an 
obstacle which turned church life, and 
indeed life for every Australian, on its 
head.

By early 2020, COVID-19 had made 
itself known and, since then, it has 
been an almost constant presence in 
our lives, pushing us into lockdowns, 
restricting our freedom and, at times, 
overwhelming us.

In the process it has had a major 
impact on so much of day-to-day church 
life, an impact felt in so many ways by 
congregations and faith community 
members who were used to gathering in 
a physical sense.

“One of the biggest challenges early 
on was that so much of how we touch 

base with each other to make sense of 
things depended upon coming together 
physically and, of course, we couldn’t 
do that (because of lockdowns),” Denise 
says.

“The question then became, ‘how do 
we decide things when we can’t be with 
each other in the way that we normally 
would?’.

“It seemed to me that in the early days 
of COVID-19 we focused intently on how 
we connect. And rightly so, because in 
a Uniting Church context we would say, 
‘well if we are going to find our way, we 
need to touch base to discern together, 
and not have a single person decide 
for us. More importantly, how can we 
be a community of faith if we aren’t 
connected?

“But of course coming together 
physically was the very thing that we 
couldn’t do. So that lack of capacity to 
be able to meet has been challenging 
in relation to who we are as human 
communities, and how we find our 
way around things when we have big 
decisions to make.”

By Andrew Humphries

3 
cheerscheers
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Denise Liersch says the pandemic 
had one unintended benefit: 

it brought forward discussion 
around some issues that 

might not otherwise have 
seen the light of day. 

Image: Carl Rainer
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Denise says the pandemic did have 
one unintended benefit as it brought 
forward discussion around some issues 
that might not otherwise have seen the 
light of day.

“Perhaps a good thing about COVID-19 
is that there have been so many things 
that have been sitting with us for a long, 
long time, where we have recognised 
there are areas in our life together 
as a church, and in our communities 
as Australians, where we know there 
are issues that we’re not addressing. 
COVID-19 brought some of this to a 
head,” she says.

“It means we’ve had to start having 
conversations around these issues and 
make decisions on them.

“The often-quoted example is that it 
has led to questions 
around how we use 
our property. In many 
instances, there has 
been this sense that 
we don’t need our 
property as much as 
we thought we did. 
We’ve discovered 
there are alternative ways of doing 
things where we don’t have to rely so 
heavily on our physical resources, like 
buildings.

“There is a kind of freedom in being 
released from that. But it’s also meant 
on occasions, that there has been 
pressure to make decisions about things 
that people haven’t had the chance 
to properly work through, because 
communication has become more 
difficult.”

The art of communication and the 
ability to listen well, Denise says, will 
become even more important as the 
Church considers fundamental questions 
around what being “church” actually 
means.

“When we think about the best ways 
for communities to come together and 
the best ways to be the Church, we 
have these questions. Being the Church 
means living quite counter-culturally. We 
need to ask ourselves, ‘are we following 
our culture or are we following the 
gospel?’,” she says.

“I think how we find our way and who 
we look to to guide us along the way has 

been diverse. The rapidity and extent 
of change in our times means we have 
discovered many of the things we do 
as a ‘church' have more to do with past 
tradition and practice rather than what 
God is calling us to. The past two years 
of COVID-19 have helped us see some of 
that.

“It’s not just COVID-19 of course, the 
world is far different to what it was in the 
1950s or 1920s. We need to find our way 
through this. It involves a lot of learning 
and we need to keep doing it.”

Financial challenges and questions 
around how the church is best structured 
also loom large for members.

“Over my three years as Moderator, 
a number of challenges have arisen 
because of COVID-19, but there have also 

been pre-existing challenges which have 
become more accentuated or clearer 
because of the pandemic,” Denise says.

“People are naming challenges 
that focus on how we are structured 
as a church and how well our current 
structures really serve us and the 
communities in which we live. Many 
would say they don’t necessarily serve us 
well, which is something our most recent 
Assembly meeting explored as part of 
the Act2 project.

“There is a call to now reassess 
whether the church, as we structured it 
in the 1970s, needs to be re-looked at. 
While there is a huge amount that it is 
critical we hold on to and lies at the heart 
of who we are, there are other aspects 
that aren’t really critical.

“We have some very important 
questions to answer about these sorts 
of issues. We can get caught up in 
things like financial security and use of 
property, but forget what it exists for: to 
serve the mission of God in the world.

“Financial security and property 
shouldn’t be ends in themselves. When 
we spend a lot of time on our properties 

and finances we can get distracted as 
to what they are for. My hope is that we 
don’t find ourselves getting distracted 
and going astray in that regard, and 
someone like David (as Moderator) will 
be so important in guiding us through 
these next three years.”

What’s been a highlight? As she reflects 
on her own time as Moderator, Denise 
looks back with delight, and some 
heartache, on being part of the Church’s 
journey of walking together with First 
Peoples.

“That has meant learning so much 
around how First and Second Peoples 
might come together, while knowing 
that it is not straightforward and that 
we must stick with each other when we 
make mistakes,” she says.

“There is so much 
going on right now. 
The Uluru Statement 
from the Heart, 
constitutional 
recognition and a 
Voice to Parliament, 
treatment in custody, 
why people end up 

in custody, health, language. So there 
is that constant and ongoing dialogue. 
This isn’t just a matter of one little 
compartment of our life. The way we live 
as First and Second Peoples in this land 
shapes who we are as a nation and who 
we are as a people and a church. That’s 
an amazing gift to us all.

“It’s a constantly evolving relationship, 
and being a part of that as Moderator has 
been a particular privilege.

“The heartache has been that it takes 
us so long, that we are so slow to learn 
and unlearn and change, and that 
COVID-19, again, has had an impact on 
that in terms of limiting the opportunity 
to actually come together, in person. I 
only got to Tasmania this year – after 
three cancelled trips.”

Dialogue and the art of listening 
respectfully are key in strengthening 
relationships between First and Second 
Peoples, Denise says.

“We need to look at who the First 
Nations people are that we Second 
Peoples need to be in relationship with,” 
she says.

“It’s important we get to know each 

“The world is far different to what it was in  
the 1950s or 1920s. We need to find our way  

through this. It involves a lot of learning.”Denise Liersch

From P26
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other, to listen and try to understand 
more, so that in every way we are 
considering what it means to be Second 
Peoples.

“You could be in a congregation in, 
say, Moorabbin, or Colac, or Bridport. 
It’s about saying, ‘OK, we are Second 
Peoples here in this community. So who 
are the First Peoples here in this place? 
What are their stories? Who might we 
talk with and get to know? Local people 
getting to know local people. How might 
we gain a greater insight into who we all 
are, by hearing their stories? The truth 

of them. Can we imagine that? I hope it 
means a massive shift in our relationship 
with First Peoples.”

As she welcomes David into the role, 
Denise says the Synod benefits from the 
fresh pair of eyes each Moderator brings 
to the role.

In David, Denise says the Synod 
welcomes a Moderator with all of the 
characteristics needed to fully and 
respectfully assume the role of spiritual 
leader.

“I have kept a bit of a connection with 
David over time and I know him well 

enough to say it is really heartwarming 
to know he is stepping into the role of 
Moderator,” Denise says.

“I see David as deeply spiritual 
and a person of really deep faith, one 
possessing great humility and one who 
is deeply committed to the life of others 
and of the Church. When you think of a 
person who fills the image of the servant 
leader, he is right up there.

“David has a way of bringing out the 
best in others and a very particular way 
of guiding a group of people in good and 
deep discernment, while he sits in the 

Denise says Moderator-elect David 
Fotheringham “has a way of bringing out 

the best in others and a very particular  
way of guiding a group of people in  

good and deep discernment”.  
Image Carl Rainer

Continued P31



Back to the future
While every Synod meeting represents 
an important occasion, next month’s 
gathering will be particularly special for 
UCA members.

The June 30-July 3 event will be the 
first in-person gathering since the 2019 
Synod. 

The COVID-19 pandemic meant the 
scheduled 2020 Synod meeting had to 
be postponed until February last year, 
when it was held as an online gathering.

And, while that worked well and was 
well-attended by members as an online 
event, General Secretary Mark Lawrence 
admits he can’t wait to see members 
gathering again at the end of this month.

“It’s going to be wonderful to be able 
to have that in-person meeting again 
after having been online for the February 

2021 meeting,” Mark says. “Last year 
we were able to undertake an effective 
Synod online and, for most of us, it 
was the first time we had been in a big 
meeting online with people where we 
were there over a couple of days and 
able to discuss significant issues.

“Many people, though, really missed 
that intangible quality (of gathering 
together in person) and being able to 
chat informally.

“Both the formal and informal parts 
of a Synod Meeting are important for 
shaping the community, which is built 
for the opportunity to discern about the 
big decisions which are going on.

“Even though we will talk formally, 
in plenary and working groups about 
matters, the informal engagement 
that goes on around all this is really 
important as well.

“So there is the decision-making side 
of things when we are all in one place 
together, but the informal development 
of relationships and friendships and all 
of the informal interaction that goes on 
is really terrific.”

Synod 2022 is important for a number 
of reasons. It sees David Fotheringham 
succeed Denise Liersch as Moderator 

and it will formulate the Church’s response 
to Tasmania’s Voluntary Assisted Dying 
legislation.

“This is a distinct, but similar, legislation 
to the Victorian legislation around VAD 
and a lot of the theological work that 
we covered in response to that Victorian 
legislation will help inform our response to 
the Tasmanian legislation,” Mark says.

“Nevertheless, it is specific legislation 
and we need to do our work together as a 
church to reflect on that.

“There has been a consultation process 
that has gone on around this and a very 
comprehensive report will be provided 
to the Synod members and we will work 
through that with presentations and 
working groups considering proposals at 
the Synod Meeting itself.”

Mark says the future of the church’s 
corporate discipleship and mission will 
also be an important discussion area at 
Synod 2022.

“We will be spending a bit of time 
sharing and hearing stories about ways 
that congregational life is responding 
creatively and constructively to what it 
means to follow Christ in 2022 and beyond, 
recognising deliberate changes around that 
and potentially changes in congregational 

“We will be spending a bit  
of time sharing stories about 
ways that congregational 
life is responding to what it 
means to follow Christ  
in 2022 and beyond.” 
Mark Lawrence
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background and allows them to explore 
deeply and well together and touch into 
what matters most.

“He is going to be wonderful, not 
because he brings his opinion into 
matters, but because he is able to lead 
a group of people to discern really well 
where the Spirit of God is leading us.”

And in saying farewell to the role 
of Moderator, Denise poses one last 
question which needs to be considered. 
It’s a question which goes to the heart of 
what being a church is all about and the 
importance of faith communities within 
that.

“What is the core characteristic of 
being a Church, and the theological basis 
for that, which helps us to understand 
how we are worshipping communities 
and communities of faith, and 
communities concerned about doing 
good in the world?” she asks.

“There could be a kind of thinking that 
says communities of faith are fading into 
non-existence, but that the church lives 
on in the community services that we’re 
engaged in. The question becomes, ‘is 
that right?’

“Theologically, the answer is no, it’s 
not right. If you don’t have communities 
of faith the church isn’t there anymore. 
So the work of agencies needs to be 
deeply embedded in and emerging out 
of communities of faith. If that isn’t the 
case, you might have a vestigial remnant 
of the church, not necessarily the church 
itself.

“But neither can you have 
communities of faith without engaging 
in God’s work of flourishing life in the 
world. We aren’t communities of faith 

if all they are interested in is some 
disembodied spiritual realm that isn’t 
embedded in the reality of our whole 
lives.

“Both are essential and the question 
becomes how do we hold these 
together?

“You might have a church building 
sitting on a corner somewhere that says 
it’s a church, but if there is no community 
there that is alive and living out that 
faith, is that a Christian presence? I 
would suggest the answer is no, it’s not.

“They are the questions we are 
considering at the moment and we need 
to have a basis for how we answer them 
and discern together as communities.”

General secretary Mark Lawrence 
says Denise has displayed exemplary 
leadership during the most trying of 
times.

“This has been a unique time to be 
Moderator,” he says. “Normally, the 
Moderator would travel all over Victoria 
and Tasmania, as well as interstate for 
various activities, to share that sense of 
being a wider church, and Denise has 
had to do that from her study at home 
because of COVID-19.

“Her agility and ability to be present 
with people in an online sense, prepare 
specifically for that and think through 
how her presence online can be as 
meaningful as possible, has been terrific.

“She has been able to understand and 
appreciate the complexities that have 
been going on and consistently offer 

a word of hope and encouragement 
when things have been incredibly 
uncertain.”                                                            

To help prepare for Synod 2022, 
members are encouraged to attend a 
Zoom orientation session on June 16 
(7pm-8.30pm).

The session will provide important 
information, including training, tips 
and hints on how to use the Synod app 

emphasis, how they organise themselves 
and where they meet,” he says.

“The hope is that we can stimulate 
thinking for congregations, presbyteries 
and the Synod about how we might use our 
resources more wisely to be a church that 
expresses itself in appropriate ways, which 
respond to our mission context.

“As a reforming and renewing church, 
and the Basis of Union understanding 
around being a pilgrim people always on 
the way towards a promised goal, we are 
called to continually adapt, which is part of 
our DNA.”                                                                   

through which all meeting reports, 
proposals and information will be 
accessed. All members are expected to 
attend (where possible) so they have the 
ability to ask any questions and meet 
their fellow working group members.

Anyone from the wider church, as well 
as members of the public, are invited 
to attend the Synod Opening Worship 
and Installation of Moderator David 
Fotheringham on June 30. The service 

will be held at Wesley UC, 130 Lonsdale 
St, at 7.30pm.  

Synod Ministries and Operations 
offices at Wesley Place will be open 
from 3pm-5pm and guided tours will be 
provided for any members of the wider 
church who would like to visit and view 
the Wesley Place offices. 

Further details about how to book 
a tour will be in the Synod’s e-news 
bulletin closer to the date.                           

Zoom in

Image: 
Carl Rainer

From P29
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Many years ago, my church wrote ‘Uniting Faith and Sex’ 
We got stuck on gays and lesbians but there was much more in the text 
It spoke of right relationships, in marriage and outside 
It spoke of sex as self-transcending, spiritual, divine. 

But it was so very serious, in a very churchy way 
That by the end I felt compelled to write to them and say – 
Sex is fun! 
That’s why we do it! 
Why we do it when you get down to it – 
When you get down to it, 
When all is said and done 
We have sex because sex is fun! 

But then I did more reading: 
(for a taxpayer-funded PhD) 
And I came to the conclusion that I was wrong, you see… 
But before I tell you more about sexual reality 
Let me say a little more about the man called me. 

People call me Jason, I’ve honours in zoology 
I’m also a minister, who has passed theology. 
I studied up on evolution to complete a PhD. 
And I’ve been a bloke for years, about forty-three.

So, I can say, after years of study 
And more contemplation 
And a little bit of practice and my share of consternation… 
Sex is fun 
but that’s not why we do it, 
It’s only fairly recently that evolution grew it!

Often at a wedding you will hear that God gave marriage 
I tend to think it’s just a bit of Genesis-inspired baggage. 
Evolution tells us that it certainly took a while. 
And it’s not like Western monogamy is the only human style.

Sure, marriage is great for a stable society. 
The very thing Jesus threatened – he died a man of notoriety.

Yet my wife and I subscribe to it, using contraception 
(well most of the time, there’s been two conceptions) 
A lovely little kid, and another just arrived. 
The planet’s overcrowded yet we’re still glad they survived. 

Sex is fun 
But that’s not why 

we do it
Poem by Jason John
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Other friends have no kids, though they have often tried. 
It doesn’t help when people say it’s for God to decide! 

Babies come when a sperm makes it to an egg 
Not when God decides it – we do not have to beg. 

Now, sex to get our kids was a highlight bar none, 
But we’re not having any others, and sex is still fun. 

It was even more fun after I got the snip 
Lucky I’m not Catholic but a Protestint! 

Another thing that could be good, if you want to try and see 
Is some time, short or long, of celibacy. 

Though it’s caused its share of problems, when the church enforced it 
Thinking that the end was nigh, Jesus and Paul endorsed it.

I agree that sex is great – 
For a married woman and a man. 

The problem is that some then say 
That nobody else can.

But any ethic which ignores the fact that we’ve evolved 
Is an ethic that will leave many problems still unsolved. 

I cannot give you all the answers in a silly little poem 
Or if I did it would not rhyme 

and I can’t stand that.

Love yourself love your neighbour 
Do for them as you’d have done 

Jesus’ simple little rules 
make sex both fair and fun.

Should you go and have sex? 
Well I can’t pretend to know... 

If you haven’t started yet, then be careful as you go 
Sex should be a lot of fun 

But it isn’t always so! 

Sex is spiritual, mystical, emotional, relational 
Luminous, numinous, even educational 

The Bible had a point when it says it makes us one. 
Even if it started to avoid a pathogen!

Jason John is a Uniting Church Minister
Extract from Christian Sex Today  
(Coventry Press), RRP $24.95   
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A New Vision for 
Spiritual Care

Spiritual care is taking centre stage 
at Uniting AgeWell 

The vision and work of our recently created Spirituality 
Framework highlights:

 Spiritual care as inclusive of religious, spiritual, and secular 
traditions, beliefs and values 

 The context in which Uniting AgeWell, as a faith-based 
organisation, provides spiritual care

 A commitment to cultural and spiritual safety and wellbeing
 Creating more opportunities for staff to express and 

understand their emotional and spiritual needs, increases 
their ability to meet these needs in the people we serve

 Religious, spiritual and secular needs are not in competition 
with each other

Transforming spiritual care in aged care.

For further information contact Rev Clare Brockett, 
cbrockett@unitingagewell.org

1300 783 435

unitingagewell.org

    
   

       
           
    

  
     

    
   

  
 

    
   

  
    

     

 
     
   

     
  

The shared joy of emotional 
and spiritual connection.
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Less waffle, more 
meat and potatoes 
please
Jillian Drysdale, 
Cranbourne UCA
The February issue was finally almost full 
of human interest stories. Hooray!

Food insecruity, planting for 
food production with Food Plants 
International, The Dalton McCaughey 
Library and folk in Kaniva and that great 
timeline on English history was great.

So many of your issues have airy-
fairy theological waffle which is not 
understood by the normal person/
congregation people and suddenly we 
had something local and spreading 
God's love to others. Whether travellers 
in SA/Vic, the needy who get assistance 

from a food service or starving folk 
overseas you covered the lot this time.

Also, I wish to comment on the 
absence of Letters to the Editor and the 
retirements and placements that filled 
the back page of the previous newspaper 
style.

I feel that too much emphasis is put on 
fancy expensive paper in this magazine 
style, while the useful community 
information has gone. Sadly I think!

Bring on the down-to earth stuff for us 
commoners.                                                          

Editor’s reply:
Crosslight is, and forever will be, a 
publication aimed at the Church’s 
“commoners”. We always endeavour to 
tell the “down-to-earth stuff”, but rely 
on people alerting us to these stories. 
For example, the Kaniva article you 
mention was a result of the author, 

Damien Tann (pastor at Kaniva and 
Serviceton Shared Ministry), contacting 
us with his idea. 

As for “airy-fairy theological waffle”, 
Crosslight has been in its current format 
for more than three years and, in that 
time, the feedback we have received 
has been overwhelmingly positive, 
so I’m confident most readers regard 
our feature articles as stimulating and 
engaging. That said, we are always 
looking to improve so your thoughts are 
welcome and noted.

Finally, there is a simple reason why 
we have not published letters to the 
editor for quite some time and that is 
readers had stopped writing to us. I am 
publishing these letters in the hope it 
will encourage others to send us their 
thoughts because we too would like this 
page to be a feature of every magazine.

Stephen Acott                                                  

Get it off your chest
Email your thoughts and story suggestions to 
crosslight@victas.uca.org.au
Do not exceed 200 words and include your 
name, title (if applicable) and suburb

FLASHBACK
Dorothy Gordon  
Wonthaggi
Thank you very much for your article 
Dead or Alive in the April edition. It 
recalled what I experienced in 1965 
during the birth of one of my children. 

I did not tell anyone about it for  
many years, but some time ago I realised 
it was what others referred to as a "near 
death" experience so I have shared it a 
few times with a few family members.    

One feature which always puzzled 
me was the time factor. How could my 
journey and encounter with the saints, 
including my loved and deceased father, 
which seemed to me to take some time, 
not be noticed by those in the delivery 
room with me? 

I vividly recall my father saying: “Your 
baby is crying, you had better return and 
care for her.”  

You have written that these episodes 
actually only last a fraction of a second 
and that is the conclusion I was 
beginning to arrive at myself. 

Again, thank you for allowing this 
subject to be part of an open discussion.                                                                  

Make it snappy
Hilary Salmon
Congratulations on the magazine, which 
I enjoy reading, exploring many different 
issues and stories.

I do have one criticism in that several 
articles of late have been excessively 
long (4-10 pages), which some people 
find challenging. 

Shorter articles over a wider range of 
topics to maintain interest showcasing 
the wonderful work of the UCA would be 
preferable.                                                            

Deacon disservice
Marg Manley,
Deacon (retired)
Thank you for the wonderful article on 
the Boroondara Community Outreach in 
Kew and the work of Natalie Dixon-Monu 
(February edition).

I was disappointed though to discover 
there was no linking with Deacons or 
even acknowledgement of Natalie as 
a Deacon.  The Uniting Church has two 
ministries, but most people don’t have 
any idea what Deacons do. This would 
have been an excellent opportunity to 
help people understand something of 
the difference between Ministers of the 
Word and Deacons.                                           

A New Vision for 
Spiritual Care

Spiritual care is taking centre stage 
at Uniting AgeWell 

The vision and work of our recently created Spirituality 
Framework highlights:

 Spiritual care as inclusive of religious, spiritual, and secular 
traditions, beliefs and values 

 The context in which Uniting AgeWell, as a faith-based 
organisation, provides spiritual care

 A commitment to cultural and spiritual safety and wellbeing
 Creating more opportunities for staff to express and 

understand their emotional and spiritual needs, increases 
their ability to meet these needs in the people we serve

 Religious, spiritual and secular needs are not in competition 
with each other

Transforming spiritual care in aged care.

For further information contact Rev Clare Brockett, 
cbrockett@unitingagewell.org

1300 783 435

unitingagewell.org
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Here is a pandemic conundrum: when 
did the Uniting Church in Australia 
begin? 

“OK,” I hear you say, “there is a trap 
here”. And you would probably be right. 
Don’t we year in year out celebrate the 
anniversary of the formation of the 
Uniting Church on June 22, 1977? Some 
of us can even remember the occasion 
itself; and some may have actually been 
there in the Sydney Town Hall all those 
years ago. 

This all happened after decades and 
decades of talk, hopes and dreams. The 
Constitution of the Uniting Church in 
Australia was adopted as one of the first 
acts of the first Assembly of this “new” 
church and was thus constituted.  

There it is, that is when we began. Or 
did we? 

Don’t we actually say the church 
began at that first Pentecost after Christ’s 
death and resurrection? Isn’t this the 
birthday of the church – with all those 
events recounted in Acts 2? This is the 
actual beginning of the one holy catholic 
and apostolic church. Well, yes, but the 
Uniting Church also began in 1977! 

Our Basis of Union, and the 

Constitution of the Uniting Church is, 
however, wonderfully nuanced at this 
point and it would seem to allow us to 
claim both dates. And I would like to 
suggest that is very significant. 

As a former lawyer and frequently a 
writer of constitutions for church-related 
bodies, I have always been intrigued 
with our own Constitution. Usually, a 
constitution will have an opening clause 
that says something such as “Pursuant 
to XYZ authority (or Act of Parliament) 
the ABC entity is hereby created.” And 
indeed, our Constitution has a preamble 
which outlines something of our back 
story, but it does not then definitively 
declare that a new church is created on a 
date in 1977.  

Here are the first two clauses of the 
Constitution: 

1  The Church shall be known by the 
name of “The Uniting Church in 
Australia”. 

2  The Church, affirming that it belongs 
to the people of God on the way to 
the promised end, lives and works 
within the faith and unity of the one 
holy catholic and apostolic church, 
guided by its Basis of Union.  

In other words this “new” church is 
actually not “new". It is a continuation 
for all those faithful people “on the 
way to the promised end”, except that 
a particular section of those faithful 
people of that one holy catholic and 
apostolic church is going to be from now 
on guided by a Basis of Union, and these 
people will be known as "The Uniting 
Church in Australia”. 

Indeed, at this point one needs to go 
back to the very first sentence of the 
Basis of Union to see how these “twin 
start dates” come about. 

“The Congregational Union of 
Australia, the Methodist Church of 
Australasia and the Presbyterian Church 
of Australia, in fellowship with the 
whole Church Catholic, and seeking 
to bear witness to that unity which is 
both Christ’s gift and will for the Church, 
hereby enter in union under the name of 
the Uniting Church in Australia.” 

Once there were three denominations 
who were a part of the “Church Catholic” 
(which began way back at Pentecost) 
but from within that “stream” of being 
the church they sought to unite, enter in 
union. This union – on June 22, 1977 – 

By John Evans
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would have a name: The Uniting Church 
in Australia! 

This was not a new church, with a 
new creed, a new insight, or having the 
claim it is the one true church. It had 
not split from anyone, there was no 
great schism – indeed, the remaining 
Congregationalists or Presbyterians 
also continued within that stream of the 
Church Catholic. That stream continued 
to flow, but with the change that a 
certain group of the faithful were now 
being guided by a Basis of Union; and 
they had a name: The Uniting Church in 
Australia.    

As I said, our Constitution and, before 
it, the Basis of Union, is a highly nuanced 
statement as to how we now sit in this 
great stream of the Church Catholic. A 
union has a start date, but in reality, we 
look back to Christ himself: as the Basis 
says – we give our sole loyalty to Christ 
the living Head of the Church.

All of this explains why a key hallmark 
of our identity, which is reflected in the 
Constitution and Basis, is that we are 
always seeking closer relations with 
other churches; indeed union with other 
churches. 

As the Basis says: “The Uniting Church 
declares its desire to enter more deeply 
into the faith and mission of the Church 
in Australia, by working together and 
seeking union with other Churches.” 

At every turn we should seek to “play” 
within the great stream of the Church 
Catholic so we “may enter more deeply 
into the faith and mission of the Church 
in Australia” - that is, be a part of the 
faith and mission of the whole church, 
and not just of the Uniting Church in 
Australia.  Sadly, over the years we 
have seen ourselves just as another 
denomination, with our own faith and 
our own mission and even our own start 
date – rather than, first and foremost, 
being a part of the Church Catholic 
within Australia. It is little wonder why 
union with other churches was a key 
part of this new Church’s vision from the 
start: it was after all Christ’s gift and will 
for the Church! 

 So when did we begin? Our answer 
can determine our attitude to other 
Christians and what we are called to do 
for the sake of Christ. It is not as simple 
as it looks!
Rev Dr John Evans is a retired Minister. 
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Kirk Robson 

Theology and the Arts Memorial Fund

22
0
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4

WHAT IS IT?

The Fund (up to $5000) animates the 

conversation between theology and the 

arts. It supports creative initiatives engaging 

communities and artists in collaborative projects 

seeking social justice. Indigenous participation 

and inclusion is encouraged. Theological 

reflection will form a key aspect of the project, 

articulating the learnings and experience of the 

community as they engage in it.

WHO CAN APPLY?

You are an individual, a community, small group 

or an incorporated body. You are an artist or a 

group of artists, researcher/s, congregation, 

school or agency. 

WHO WAS KIRK ROBSON?

Kirk was a charismatic performer, musician, 

UCA elder and Artistic Director of Melbourne-

based theatre company The Torch project. 

His Community Cultural Development approach 

sought to embody reconciliation with Aboriginal 

people and to listen to those whose voices 

are often not heard, and encourage diverse 

communities to create powerful theatre. 

Kirk died in 2005, aged 27. 

WHEN DO APPLICATIONS CLOSE?

September 30

WHERE DO I GET MORE INFORMATION?

Email: grants@
victas.uc

a.org.au
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Architecture tells a story. The iconic 
building that is St John’s UC at Cowes 
is one of the few of architectural 
significance here. 

Designed by Paul Archibald, its 
distinctive copper roof represents a 
ship’s keel, which is appropriate, given 
St John was a fisherman and we live by 
the sea.

The church, which on the island 
known to the Boon Wurrung People as 
Millowl, opened in 1975 and, five years 
later, an illuminated cross was added to 
the street-facing wall.  

In the past two years of pandemic, 
we have wondered what message 
our closed building said to the wider 
community. One night I installed some 
“blue icicle” Christmas lights in our glass 
hallway that could be seen glowing into 
the night from the street. 

However, I was left with the question, 
“What does that illuminated cross say 
to the generations who have not grown 
up with the stories of Jesus?” I’ve also 
been thinking “where else do we see 
crosses around rural Victoria?” and the 
answer is, “on roadside memorials”.  Is 
this the connection people make with 
the Church?

We recently renovated the illuminated 
cross, and turned it into the Uniting 
Church logo.  What started as a little 
dream was taken on by a small team of 
members; some with woodwork skills 
and connections to the local Men’s Shed, 
others with engineering and drafting 
skills: some even discovered they had 
signwriting skills.

The renovation has brought with 

it an opportunity to re-engage in 
understanding ourselves and our 
movement. 

A new member to St John’s always 
thought the large ‘u’ at the base of the 
symbol was a boat: another wondered 
why the dove was red?  Some of our 
members had never considered why 
the symbol was a circle or why it was 
coloured black.

We have been learning a simple story 
of the logo: “In a darkened world (the 
circle backdrop), the Light of Christ 
shines (note the cross is Light not white); 
empowered by the Holy Spirit, (the Dove: 
the red flame of Pentecost), in the work 
of the Gospel that draws us all together 
in Christ (the wide ‘u’ at the base).”

What we had not expected was the 
symbol’s three-dimensional nature to be 
so remarkable. Whether it is seen during 
the day or illuminated at night, there is 
a dynamic aspect of the dove hovering 
over the cross and the literal illumination 
of the cross in the “darkened world” 

creates a visual story you don’t achieve 
with the two-dimensional logo.

So, what does the renovation of the 
cross say to our wider community? Well, 
it has certainly been noticed by the 
locals. It has started conversations about 
the story of the Gospel by explaining 
what the symbol means. It has also 
reminded ourselves of who we are and 
how we live the Gospel in our time and 
space.  

The dynamic of the Holy Spirit (in 3D) 
has been a helpful reminder in ministry 
together as a congregation to rely, rest 
into, look for, and breathe God’s Spirit in 
all we undertake as a congregation.

Does the symbol tell a more 
meaningful story than a simple cross to 
the generations who don’t know Jesus’s 
stories? I’m not sure, but what I do know 
is I’ve had a lot more conversation about 
faith and Jesus’s message since we 
installed the symbol.
Rev Ian Tumnidge is Minister at  
St John’s UC, Cowes                                      

Light 
 the way
      By Ian Tumnidge

The renovated UCA logo  
at St John's UC has provided 

 "an opportunity to re-engage in 
understanding ourselves and our 

movement," according to  
Rev Ian Tumnidge.
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Help warm hearts 
and fill bellies.

Donate today
Call us

1800 668 426

Visit
unitingvictas.org.au

/share-appeal

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

Winter Share Appeal

Scan me to 
donate online.

“I have no doubt if I 
hadn’t received that 
help when I was at my 
lowest, things would 
be very different for 
me today.” 

– Tom


