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

A small sacrifice 
can make a  
big difference.
 
Put aside the cost of a coffee each week from  
1 October 2022 until Shrove Tuesday, 21 February  
2023, to help people in crisis in your community. 

Join the Coffee 
Cup Challenge

Register today

Learn more  
1800 668 426  
unitingvictas.org.au/coffee-cup-challenge

Scan me to  
register online
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A few years ago I wrote a short article for 
Crosslight about my favourite parable – 
the little parable in Matthew 13 in which 
Jesus says that the Kingdom of Heaven 
is like a treasure hidden in a field that 
somebody found, and then in their joy 
they bought the whole field. 

What had captured my attention in 
that parable was the interpretation that 
the parable is not so much about “us” 
finding “faith” in a field, but about God 
being the one finding the treasures, 
which are us – just like in the adjacent 
parables God is likened to the woman 
kneading the yeast into the dough, and 
to the farmer sowing the mustard seeds. 

God is seeking and sowing and 
kneading. This is what the Kingdom 
of Heaven is like. We are sought and 
treasured and nurtured by God; we are 
loved.

In the recent Synod meeting we took 
the theme “Arise, Come with me” – a 
theme developed through Bible studies, 
song and reflections on God’s calling 
to the Church over the next few years. 
This theme resonates with the idea of 
us being the beloved treasures that God 
finds, and calls to “arise”. 

To mix in more gospel metaphors, 
we are not to be lamps hidden under 
bushels, but to arise and come out into 
the open, in the calling and presence 
of God, so that we can do significant, 
gracious, reconciling, courageous things 
together. 

We are not just nurtured and loved to 
enjoy blessing for ourselves, but in order 
to bring blessing to the communities in 
which we find ourselves – in the words of 
the Synod’s vision statement, Following 
Christ, walking together as First and 
Second Peoples seeking community, 
compassion and justice for all creation. By 
the end of the Synod meeting we could 
almost all recite this vision from memory 
– but more importantly, hopefully it is 

Reverend  
David Fotheringham  

Moderator 
Vic Tas Synod

well settled in our hearts as a reminder 
of our calling and hope.

I was delighted (and relieved!) that we 
could hold the Synod meeting face-to-
face this year (with appropriate levels 
of care for COVID safety). I’m deeply 
appreciative of all of the work that went 
on behind the scenes to enable the 
meeting to run so well, so that many 
voices could be heard through working 
groups, morning tea conversations and 
deliberations about proposals. 

It was especially wonderful that the 
Synod meeting coincided with the 
beginning of NAIDOC week, which we 
were able to celebrate as First and 
Second Peoples Walking Together with 
great First People’s leadership.

There is a great journey ahead. 
Working Groups at the Synod reflected 
on some of the “signs of Spring” in our 
local contexts, and what changes and 
preparations might need to be made to 
prepare for Spring growth. Feedback 
from those reflections will help to shape 
our journeying in responding to God’s 
call to Arise and come into the open.

In my new role, personally, I’m 
appreciating being able to get to know 
some of the people around the Synod 
offices for a start – putting faces to the 
voices I’ve previously only met on the 
phone when I’ve had questions about 
things such as insurance, culture of 
safety or communications. In the coming 
months I’m looking forward to getting 
to meet more people from around the 
Presbyteries – and hopefully meeting 
plenty of people face-to-face, not just  
on zoom!

I’m looking forward to that because 
the Kingdom of Heaven is like treasure 
in the field that somebody finds – and 
through Victoria and Tasmania I’m 
trusting that divinely gifted human 
treasures will not be hard to find at all.
Peace and grace, David.                                 

“God is seeking and sowing and kneading. 
This is what the Kingdom of Heaven is like. 

We are sought and treasured and nurtured 
by God; we are loved.”



You gave a cheeky shout out to your 
mum and dad during the Opening 
Worship service. How proud were 
they to see their son installed as 
Moderator?
Oh, mum and dad were certainly very 
proud. One of my treasured possessions 
is a cross that my mum carved out of 
wood for me. While they are not closely 
associated with the church, they have 
certainly come to deeply respect the 
ministry that I enjoy in the church.

So, let’s start at the beginning, as they 
say. Where were you born and raised?
In Adelaide, which is where I also went to 
school. I do remember at a fairly young 
age going to Sunday School and being 
quite interested in that. But then we, as 
a family, stopped going to church when I 
was still in primary school. 

Then, in high school, I went to a school 

where we had chapel once a week and I 
was struck by the question of, if there's 
no God, then why do we bother to do 
this? And if there is a God, then why 
do we treat it like just saying a prayer 
once a week? It has got to be more 
significant than that. And so that led 
me to exploring questions of faith and 
connecting with a local church youth 
group, where one of my friends was part 
of the tennis club. And so through tennis 
and into the youth group, that's where 
my journey began.

So, there was a bit of a gap between 
primary school and high school 
around exploring your faith?
Well, as I mentioned the family had 
stopped going to church. And then 
certainly my recollection of it is that as I 
started to get interested again, and I've 
got two younger brothers, we all started 

going back to church for a little while 
when I was in mid-high school. But the 
rest of the family didn't keep going with 
that, but I did and I got very involved 
with that youth group.

What about school itself?
Well, I was good at physics at school. I 
kind of have the brain that somehow 
enjoys physics and maths. And so it 
was natural for me to go on to a science 
degree, and I studied physics. But while 
I was studying, all the time that I was 
studying, it was like my brain enjoyed 
that, but my heart was also actually with 
the youth group and still wrestling with 
questions of faith. And I ended up doing 
the Order of St Stephen, which was a 
year's volunteer work with the children, 
youth and young adults function of the 
Uniting Church in South Australia at the 
time. 

David Fotheringham became our eighth Moderator on June 30. 
He tells Andrew Humphries about how he came to be part of the Uniting Church, 

the rich experience he’s had since, and what he hopes to achieve in the next three years.

Meet the 

M     derator

Continued P6
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David Fotheringham was installed 
as the spiritual head of the 

Uniting Church in Victoria and 
Tasmania on June 30. 

Image: Carl Rainer
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What period was this? 
This was the early 1990s.

So it was the Uniting Church?
Yes, Uniting Church. So when I came 
back into the church as a teenager, it was 
the Uniting Church. So I did a year testing 
my call and that was a fantastic year. 
And then I went back to push physics a 
bit further just to make sure that I was 
sure that this is not where I should be? 
Because I was still good at physics, and 
did a Masters degree at ANU in Canberra. 
But in all that time, I still found myself 
feeling that my heart was involved with 
the youth group and with God's calling 
for community. So I came back into 
theology and moved to Melbourne.

And did you wrestle with that or did 
it happen almost like a lightbulb 
moment?
No, it was more like I had sensed this 
call from, I guess from when I was first at 
uni probably, but it was always a matter 
of just testing it, seeing, is God really 
calling me into theology and ministry? 
Or into physics, which I'm good at and 
enjoy? But actually I was really enjoying 
the theology and ministry too. And so it 
was a long time of wrestling with that, 
and not giving up physics easily. I was 
conscious that for mum and dad, they 
could see that I was good at physics. And 
so for me to drop physics was always 
going to be a big deal for them. And so 
I was conscious of actually being really 
careful and really testing this out. But at 
the end of the day (that calling) became 
clearer and clearer and clearer.

How did you test it out?
Well, so the year of volunteering under 
the Order of St Stephen was part of 
testing. And then I went back to do 
more physics. I enrolled in a PhD in 
Canberra at the ANU, and that was a 
part of testing. And I found myself doing 
laser physics, spending a lot of time in a 
small dark room with a bright laser and 
playing around and doing fun things, 
but really not feeling that this was where 
I was called to spend my life, in a small 
dark room. And so it confirmed for me 
that actually, no, the call to the Church 

and the youth group was much more 
significant. In South Australia, the church 
that I'd reconnected with was the Uniting 
Church. When I went to Canberra, I 
visited a number of Uniting Churches 
and they all wanted me to start a youth 
group, and that's not what I was there 
to do. So I ended up going to a Baptist 
church that already had a youth group. 
And I lived in a residential college in 
Canberra. And I thought about ways that 
I could connect my college friends with 
the youth group at the church. And so 
I got involved in the life of the church 
there as well as the college life.

You touched briefly on your parents' 
reaction and I understand they were 
quite shocked by this decision to give 
away a career based around physics, 
for the Church. How difficult was it to 
tell them that was how you felt?
This was part of why this was a long 
testing process, because even when I 
said that I wanted to take a year off to 
do the volunteer work for the Church, 
it looked like one of them was going to 
have a heart attack, that kind of thing. 
It was like they were quite shocked and 
distressed about it. And that's why I was 
clear that, no, this is a year of testing. 
I'm not throwing away physics. I'd won 
some prizes in physics along the way, 
including at university. So this was why 
it was particularly shocking for them 
and probably concerning for them. But, 
again, that's why I spent lots of time 
testing. And so by the time I moved to 
Melbourne to start studying theology, 
and moved into a residential college at 
Whitley College, where I was the senior 
tutor with pastoral care responsibilities 
for the college, mum and dad got to 
see me in that context. And that's when 
I think they really came to terms with 
it. They could see how I was thriving in 
that kind of context of caring for this 
community while studying theology.

At that stage, you clearly had no 
doubts about the path you were on?
That’s right, but the question at that time 
was whether I was Baptist or Uniting, 
because while the Uniting Church had 
been my home, while I was in Canberra it 

From P4
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was a Baptist Church that I'd connected 
with. And so when I came to Melbourne, 
I asked Uniting and Baptist friends in 
Canberra where I should go to study 
and they all said “go to Whitley College 
for a start”. So I did, and then started 
connecting with the Uniting Faculty of 
Theology as well. But in exploring all 
of that, I realised I was not a Baptist. I 
was not as enthusiastic about some of 
the matters that some of the Baptists 
were enthusiastic about, and I felt the 
Uniting Church, with all of the ways 
that it wrestles constructively with the 
issues of the day, was my home. And so 
it was good to come back to the Uniting 
Church.

It’s a fascinating contrast, isn’t it, 
physics versus faith?
I guess for me, the further you go in 
physics, you start to get to some of the 
fundamental questions about how the 
universe is put together and ultimately 
why. There come points where physics 
becomes philosophy and some of those 
questions. For me, it leads fairly naturally 
from some of the big questions of the 
universe into questions of God.

So if we step back again, you're at the 
Baptist Whitley College and you're 
studying theology. What are the steps 
after that?

I became an associate pastor at a 
Baptist church, Newmarket Baptist, a 
little church with strong feminist and 
inclusive theology, not far from the 
college. But then I was starting to explore 
how to come back into the Uniting 
Church. So I found a Uniting Church 
congregation that had an evening service 
so that I could do both. And that brought 
me to Wesley Church in the city. 

There was quite a contrast in style 
between the two churches. But as I 
learned what it was to worship in the 
Wesley environment, which was quite 
different, I learned to appreciate another 
greater depth of worship. And from that 
base, I pursued the call into candidature, 
and was accepted. 

I was ordained at the end of 2000, and 
was actually married at about the same 
time. So within a couple of months I was 

Outgoing Moderator Denise Liersch 
with David Fotheringham at the 

Wesley Church service which saw 
David installed as Moderator. 

Image: Carl Rainer

Continued P8
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married, ordained, and moved house. 
And so the first parish was in Whittlesea, 
which took in Kinglake West and Arthurs 
Creek. And that was a good first start. I 
had three years there and then moved 
to Horsham and had six or seven years 
there. Horsham was marvellous, I had 
some difficult moments as well, but 
overall it was a wonderful congregation 
and time.

Would you elaborate on the difficulty 
there?
There was some conflict with a group 
who had a particular fundamentalist 
understanding that proved too difficult 
to resolve. And in the end, there was a 
parting of ways, which was hard. But 
after that happened, the congregation 
was just so loving and so pastoral and 
just flourished in a new, beautiful way 
that was really, really moving and very 
special.

Did that experience teach you 
anything?
It taught me a lot of things. The whole 
process of dealing with some of those 
dynamics was a very, very important, 
significant learning process through 
questions of conflict resolution and all 
of that. And I think I learned too, that 
it was OK to stand gently and firmly on 
my principles, and that as the whole 
community discerned together, we 
would be able to find the way through, 
which we did, with the help of the 
Moderator at the time.

So what came after Horsham?
Our two children, Matthew and 
Cameron, were born in Horsham and 
I couldn't really imagine being called 
anywhere else, but the Placements 
Committee approached me about 
a move to Ashburton and we had a 
conversation about that and so we 
came to Ashburton, where we spent six 
years. And that was a great suburban 
community. I really enjoyed connecting 
with the school, with the kids’ hope 
program, and being a mentor with 
one of the kids for a very long period 
of time there, as well as some of the 
other activities that we were able to 

run, mainly music, and connect with 
the community in those sorts of ways. 
But we had a difficult ending though, 
because there was some conflict 
which (coincided) with my wife and I 
separating, and the best thing for the 
church was that the congregation and I 
also separate. 

Frankston was your last placement as 
a Minister, wasn’t it?
Yes, it was, and this was one of those 
things where I was quite surprised 
because I knew a couple of places that 
might consider my name as Minister, but 
I thought that Frankston was going to 
be geographically too challenging with 
my kids and their schooling, which with 
everything else being disrupted, I didn't 
want to disrupt that. 

However, the Placements Committee 
in their wisdom did put my name in front 
of Frankston. We had a conversation and 
they were so gracious and understanding 
and welcoming and we were able to 
negotiate a way that was going to work 
well for my kids staying at school, and 
me being able to minister in Frankston. 
And it was fantastic. 

So that was a wonderful new ministry 
placement, which I've deeply enjoyed 
over the years. And a lot has happened 
obviously over those years, including 
COVID-19 and the pivot to worshiping 
and holding everyone together through 
Zoom, which ultimately was a really 
great experience.

 
Something else quite exciting 
happened around this time, didn’t it?
Well, during that time I was introduced 
to Robyn, who is now my wife. And at 
the end of 2020, we were married in 
Frankston, but with a limit of 50 people 
in the building. So it was all in the midst 
of a COVID-19 lockdown, but we were 
still able to get married and we were so 
happy about that.

And there is another exciting event 
coming up, I believe?
Yes indeed, Robyn and I are expecting a 
baby in mid-to-late-December and that 
is going to be a wonderful Christmas 
present.

So what makes a good Minister?
There are a variety of ways of being 
a good Minister and a variety of good 
Ministers. For me, it's particularly 
about being able to hold and love your 
community, both the congregation and 
the wider community around them. 
And to be able to proclaim the gospel 
of grace in word, in deed, among the 
community.

So you had placements at Whittlesea, 
Horsham, Ashburton and Frankston. 
At what point did you consider the 
Moderator’s role?
Back in the Horsham days, Isabel 
Thomas Dobson invited me to be a 
chaplain to her when she was Moderator. 
And that was a privilege and a good 
experience around a little bit of a 
window into the life of a Moderator. 

And later on, as I became involved 
in different roles within the Church, I 
recognised this could be a possibility 
one day. In mid-to-late-2020, I was 
approached to have a conversation 

From P7
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around considering the possibility of 
the role and during that time, certainly 
the idea started to become real. And in 
due course, they told me they would put 
me forward as one of the nominations, 
along with two colleagues who I deeply 
respect. And so began another whole 
interesting process as we walked 
together wondering what would happen 
next.

Were there any doubts in your mind 
about taking that particular path?
I had been consistently open to the 
idea. I've felt like I've been blessed 
by a number of experiences and time 
with different groups of people which 
have helped to form me for this kind 
of role. And beyond that, it has been 
to the discernment of the Church 
under the guidance of the spirit. But 
I certainly have felt like if this was to 
happen, I would be very grateful for 
the opportunities that I've had and the 
formation that I've been able to have on 
the way.

What do you want to tackle as 
Moderator?
Well, the theme for this last Synod and 
for this time going forward is ‘Arise 
come with me’. And I think I'm wanting 
to always be looking for signs of where 
God is calling us forward, and it might 
be into new things and new ways, and 
it might be into all sorts of things that 
we celebrate. But it’s for us to be able 
to stand confidently in God's calling 
to us, as the Uniting Church, with the 
things that we are able to gift to the 
community. I want to encourage us to 
have confidence in that.

Recent Census data indicates a 
dropping off of the level of interest 
among people in what we might 
call organised religion. What's the 
challenge ahead for the Uniting 
Church in that sense?
The challenge ahead is to remain 
confident in the gospel and to be 
prepared to step out and make welcome 
all people who need to hear of the 

love of God and the possibility of the 
community that God calls together. That 
continues to work across age groups, 
and not withstanding that Census data, 
there remains work to do, and sharing 
reconciling love with the community to 
draw people together as community, is 
part of our ongoing calling.

Are we well placed to meet the 
demands of the future?
Yes, we are. But some of what we 
are doing at the moment is, I guess, 
adjusting our positions in some senses. 
So we're well placed in the sense that 
we have a good spread of congregations 
throughout Victoria and Tasmania. The 
parts where we need to keep working 
are how we interact with some of the 
growing population centres, how 
we work as a regional church, and 
how do we work in particular micro-
environments, if you like. So within that, 
there's going to be a variety of shapes. So 
are we well placed? Yeah, this is where 
God's put us. So this is where we start.  

David Fotheringham celebrates 
NAIDOC Week as he presides over 

Synod 2022 early last month. 
Image: Stephen Acott
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About 200 members of the Uniting 
Church gathered at Box Hill Town Hall 
last month for Synod 2022. 

The three-day meeting, plus Opening 
Worship on June 30 which saw Denise 
Liersch hand over the Moderator reins 
to David Fotheringham, was a hive 
of activity. Reports were tabled and 
resolutions were passed, the most 
significant being the Church’s response 
to Tasmania’s End-Of-Life Choices 
(Voluntary Assisted Dying) Legislation. 

The meeting also included working 
groups, one of which presented 
feedback divided into four sections: 
Signs Of Spring, Emerging From Winter, 
Synod Priorities, and What Do We Take 
Home?

Meet 
of the matter

“I attended in 2019 and found it an 
interesting experience so here I am again.” 
Bruce Robinson, Murrumbeena UC

Why are  
you here?

Some of the “takeaways” included:
		The need to provide worship in 

different places other than just on 
Sundays, fully utilising modern 
technology.

		Resolving some of the competing 
priorities between the needs of 
property and mission.

		How we can best support non-
geographical and online  
communities.

		Leaving behind the idea that the 
Church’s mission is to preserve and 
protect – in short, to survive.

		Providing a central resource for 
storytelling about initiatives in 
congregational life and witness.

		Celebrate “endings”, such as the 
closing of a congregation, and not 
make them negative events.
We asked a number of people for their 

thoughts and reflections as the meeting 
ended and here’s what some of them 
had to say:
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“This is my third Synod and I really  
enjoy being part of the decision making 

of the wider church. We've got a number 
of complex issues that we're dealing 

with and I enjoy the aspect of working 
together to discern where God is  

calling us to be.”
Helen Geard, Tasmania

“I’m here because I had the opportunity to come and speak 
into the future direction of our Church and I value that and the 
opportunity to be able to shape what the people after me  
will be inheriting.”
Kelly Skilton,  Port Phillip East Presbytery

“This is my first Synod. It was brought 
to us by our new Reverend and we have 

decided we'd like to get involved and 
start to commit ourselves a little bit more 

into the Church.” 
Emma Halafihi, Gippsland Presbytery

“To find out what's going on  
in the wider church and meet 
new people.” 
Michele Lees,  
North East  Presbytery
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What have you    most enjoyed?
Why are  
you here?

“I got roped on to the Synod worship 
committee and I thought ‘well I’m going 
to be part of that, I want to be a part of 
the whole Synod’.”
Malcolm Frazer, Warrnambool UC 

“We have to make some very important 
decisions for the wider community. We 
are not deciding just for ourselves and 
it’s good to be able to relate to other 
people and consider their journey. It’s 
also been good to speak to a variety of 
people in leadership. I wouldn't have 
been able to do it if I wasn’t here.”
Jenny Soakai,  
Port Phillip West Presbytery 

“To see friends and to be inspired 
and to know more about the Church 
and community so that I will get 
more involvement for the growth of 
community.”
Gospel Ralte,   
Gippsland Presbytery 

“It has been a chance to get to know 
people from all around Victoria and 

Tasmania - lay people, ordained people 
and people from the Synod. It's a great 

networking opportunity.”
Andrea Mayes,  

Port Phillip East Presbytery
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What have you    most enjoyed?

“The interaction of people from all 
sorts of areas, the diversity.”

Barrie Robinson, Tasmania

“It’s been really enriching. I feel really 
empowered to be part of all of these 
conversations, be involved in some of 
the big decisions, and am excited to get 
even more involved in the future.” 
David Armstrong,   
Port Phillip West Presbytery

“I found it a very warm, safe space and 
it’s not just doing business, there are a 
lot of other good moments.” 
Lavingi Tupou,   
Yarra Yarra Presbytery



14

What have  
you most 
enjoyed?

“Meeting people I haven't seen for 
ages, but also learning about where the 
Church expects to be going. And there's 
just bits of brilliance like the Bible study 
we had this morning. It was  fantastic.”
Don Needham,  
Loddon Mallee Presbytery

“I’ve enjoyed all of it. It's been better than 
I imagined. I gained a lot from being in a 

room with people with all different levels of 
experiences. I’ve learned a lot.”

Deborah Martinez,  Gippsland Presbytery
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What would you like  
to see at the next Synod?

“I’d love to see more young people 
involved.”
Feke Kamitoni,   
Port Phillip West Presbytery

“I would like to not be one of the younger 
voices in the room. I’d love to hear voices 

of other people as they come up in the 
Church, diverse voices. Young people 

have a lot to say and a  lot to contribute 
and that needs to be reflected more in 

how we proceed for the future of the 
Church.”

Nicole Mugford,   
Port Phillip West Presbytery

“It is really important to have an effective 
system to engage with, and support, 
people from some of these minority 
groups. We need to explain why it is 
important for their voices to be heard 
and also how the Synod meeting works 
because I’m in the minority as a younger 
person who actually can understand 
and work through the bureaucratic 
structures. A lot of people my age really 
don't want to take the time to engage 
with that.”
Michael Clark,  Box Hill North
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All of us have watched the recent USA 
Supreme Court decision to overturn 
Roe V Wade and the rights of women to 
access safe abortion. 

Many of us have watched with shock, 
helplessness, horror and with a deep 
sense of sadness for women across the 
world.  

It can only be seen as a backwards 
step for women everywhere as we watch 
the former world power re-entrench 
patriarchal, racist and economic 
oppression on those who most need 
help and empowerment.

Many years ago, as part of an inner 
exploration of where God might be 
calling me, I contemplated a “religious” 
life. Attending Catholic school, I saw 
amazing women devote their life to 
faith and advocacy, education and 
compassion — and I saw it as a very 
tempting life. The fact that women were 
not considered equal to the tasks of 
priesthood and leadership was the initial 
road block, but I distinctly remember the 
moment it became the deal breaker.

I was still thinking and developing 
in who I was. I was unsure of what my 
church believed (the Uniting Church) 
and I was jealous that my friends had 
the Catechism to tell them what to 
believe, so they didn’t have to think for 
themselves. But then, for some reason, 
as part of a conversation around ethics 
and religion, I learnt the Catechism 
orders that there is never a valid reason 
to have an abortion, not even after being 
raped. 

Nope, done, no way. 
I was never going to be Catholic.
But it turns out not just Catholics, but 

also our evangelical siblings that take 
such a harsh, stark position on this issue. 
Arguing that life begins at conception, 
and that abortion equates to murder, 
would seem to be the argument that has 
now been affirmed by the US Supreme 
Court, and yet there is so much more 
nuance and thoughtfulness required.

Before I explore this nuance, let me 

share some things: I am an anglo, cis-
gendered, middle-class, woman. I have 
experienced only one pregnancy, which 
resulted in the birth of my son, and he 
was a result of some fertility treatment, 
though not IVF.  

My experience with conception and 
birth has been incredibly fortunate and 
lucky, entirely planned and structured, 
and my son is a one-hit wonder for a 
variety of reasons.

While I name my own incredibly 
limited experience, I have witnessed 
friends and family endure miscarriage, 
abortion, morning-after pills, years of 
failed and successful IVF treatment, as 
well as witnessing friends who seemingly 
only have to sneeze to get pregnant, and 
those who, for all the trying in the world, 
will never be parents.

The solid line-in-the-sand for those 
who stand against abortion is that it 
equates to murder, as life begins at 
conception. OK, I can acknowledge and 
comprehend that argument and its basis 
in the Ten Commandments is obvious 
and held firm, but, I have a few big BUTS!

If we truly wish to use “Do Not Murder” 
as the basis for an argument, how 
can these same people not advocate 
as loudly and boldly about capital 
punishment, or on military retaliation 
and engagement? How can the 
argument that abortion is murder be 
held in equality to the American “right” 
to bear arms and ability to carry and use 
a weapon?

The truth is that withholding a 
woman’s right to abortion is designed for 
the patriarchy, and results in oppression 
and often poverty for too many women.  

And it is at the expense of their 
education, employability and future. And 
I don’t have to Google too hard to see 
that in the US this statistic is so much 
higher for Black and Latina women.

Even the notion of having autonomy 
over our own bodies, for women, is a 
relatively recent evolution in human 
history, and clearly not one to be taken 

Rev Susan Malthouse, 
Synod Ethics  

Committee Chair

“The solid line-in-the-sand for those who 
stand against abortion is that it equates to 
murder. I can acknowledge and comprehend 
that argument … but, I have a few big BUTS!”
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for granted. And while the biblical 
affirmation that “there is no longer 
male or female; for all of you are one in 
Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28b) might be 
aspirational, it is not the lived experience 
of most women, and some members of 
the LGBTQIA+ community.  

It's not far beyond living memory 
that women were regarded as property, 
belonging to their father’s and then their 
husbands, with only rare exceptions.  
But after fighting long and hard for steps 
towards some forms of equity, like the 
right to vote, suddenly women are again 
vulnerable to their own bodies and a 
system that seems determined to stifle 
once again.

Abortion is a word that, medically, 
defines many different situations that 
can occur with a woman’s body. They 
can range from miscarriage, to needing 
to remove an embryo that has implanted 
in the fallopian tubes rather than the 
uterus, to taking the morning after pill, to 
the ceasing of an unwanted pregnancy. 
And behind each of these definitions and 
experiences are stories of women who 
experience a diversity of responses and 
emotions to what they feel as a result.

The experience of a rape victim who 
discovers she is pregnant; the woman 
experiencing domestic abuse who finds 
the strength and courage to escape only 
to discover she is pregnant; the person 
whose seventh round of IVF was finally 
successful only to miscarry and have 
to read the term “natural abortion” in 
her medical records; the teenager who 
dreams of attending university but 
who discovers that the condom broke. 

These are broad stories that are real, 
that happen every day and need to be 
heard. And again, these are stories from 
within a western first-world perspective, 
so the stories from women outside this 
perspective can be, and are, even more 
devastating.

For those who argue that abortion 
is murder, none of the women in any 
of these stories has any options or 
choices — never mind the physical or 
psychological trauma already endured, 
there is no choice but to exacerbate 
those traumas.

Those that argue against abortion 
choose not to see the story or hear the 
voice of the woman. They simply deploy, 
“you shall not murder”, choosing to 
ignore the other forms of murder in our 
communities as if they are insignificant.  

Are those who protest outside 
family planning clinics also protesting 
outside weapons manufacturers? Are 
they delivering food and education 
to those families who had no choice 
but to welcome their fifth or sixth 
child but cannot afford to feed, clothe 
or appropriately home any of those 
children? 

Are they babysitting for the teenage 
mum who is desperately trying to keep 
up her education, but sleeplessness 
and caring for a baby are making her 
consider giving up? If they are not 
already doing those things, then they are 
already ethically compromised.

At a fundamental level, abortion 
provides choice and options. A freedom 
that cannot be underestimated. Nor 
should it be taken away.

Dwelling upon ethical issues is hard 
work — and there are always two sides, 
if not more, to explore. There is always 
grey where many choose to see black or 
white.  

Being human means we are all open 
to make mistakes and have the freedom 
to make choices for ourselves. As 
Christians, who praise and worship God, 
we hold firm to the fundamental belief 
that we are loved, and that, sometimes, 
despite our mistakes and choices, God is 
big enough, almighty enough to still hold 
us in love.  

When God sent Jesus, Jesus taught 
us that the most fundamental rules are 
to love God and love our neighbour. 
Despite what others may try to argue, 
there are no exceptions to those rules.

Choosing not to love a sister who is 
experiencing a situation that includes 
considering an abortion is against the 
core teaching of Jesus. For me, this is an 
issue of faith, of ethics, of compassion 
and of justice. Choosing to persecute, 
ostracise, condemn and judge a 
woman who makes a decision about 
her own body and for her own future is 
condemning precisely the type of person 
Jesus would have gravitated to and 
shown love.  

Exploring issues such as abortion 
is precisely why exploring ethics is 
important for us to do as individuals 
and as a church. While dwelling in 
these spaces is hard, and can lead to a 
variety of responses and conclusions, we 
shouldn’t be afraid to spend time in this 
space.                                                                        



When Rev Matt Cutler reflects on his role 
as Minister at Tecoma UC, he does so 
with a deep sense of gratitude.

In finding Tecoma, he believes, he has 
been blessed.

Social justice is pivotal in Matt’s life 
and faith and, at Tecoma, he has found a 
congregation and community that puts 
that concept at the heart of everything 
it does.

From its commitment to our First 
Nations people, to providing free food 
to some of those doing it tough in the 

community, Tecoma congregation 
members don’t just talk the talk, 
they walk the walk when it comes to 
promoting social justice.

A quick look at its website shows how 
heavily the church is involved in the 
community, from the free food program, 
to an op shop, to martial arts and 
dancing.

Matt refers to it all as the “church as 
community” and he is immensely proud 
of its place in the Yarra Ranges, east of 
Melbourne.

And while the future looks bright for 
such a forward-thinking Minister and 
congregation, that hasn’t always been 
the case.

In fact, at one stage, Tecoma residents 
were forced to ponder the possibility 
of closure, as congregation numbers 
dwindled to unviable levels.

As a resident of Belgrave, just a 
kilometre up the road, Matt was already 
aware of Tecoma UC when he became its 
Minister in June 2018.

While the church held a special place 
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in the community’s affections, that didn’t 
mean it was immune from the same 
pressures affecting places of worship 
in regional and rural areas around the 
country.

“Living in Belgrave meant I had an 
awareness of a church that promoted 
various programs and had a community 
garden out the front, so I had a vibe 
of a church that was very community-
minded, albeit small with an ageing 
congregation which, of course, is a 
common story,” Matt says.

It’s all about the numbers, though, and 
the reality was that in 2018 they weren’t 
looking so good in Tecoma.

“When I arrived as Minister, we were 
down to about a dozen members 
attending a service and, of course, this 
was pre-COVID,” Matt says.

“Ours was the classic case of the 
Uniting Church congregation with an 
ageing population and not many young 
families involved.

“It’s the same story with a lot of the 
other churches in the Dandenong Ranges 

and Tecoma was certainly heading the 
same way.

“Thankfully, we had a facility here 
that was still being used and had a good 
reputation within the community but, 
yes, if it had continued to trend the 
way it was going a conversation within 
the church hierarchy about its future 
wouldn’t have been far away.

“I think the hierarchy still had a  
belief that any conversation about 
closing didn’t need to be entertained at 
that stage, although the tracking was 

Continued P20
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looking ominous (in terms of numbers).
“There was still a belief the church was 

doing good things in the community and 
there needed to be something in place 
that continued that work.”

Through all this, Matt could see the 
potential in what the church offered if 
it was able to grow enough to remain 
viable.

“I was certainly aware of its size, 
but also the fact it had a community 
awareness, so (as Minister) there was a 
great appeal in that sense,” Matt says.

“I was very much interested more in its 
potential and its reputation in the local 
area.”

Building on its community connection 
and increasing congregation numbers 
became a focus for Matt and, with a 
young family of his own, developing 
strong relationships with other families 
helped in that regard.

A simple, 
but key pivot 
towards 
promoting 
Tecoma as a 
family-friendly 
church was 
important 
in attracting 
new members, with Matt and his family a 
visible presence within the community.

“For me, it was about the covenant of 
fidelity, with me and my family saying 
‘OK, this is where we are going to be’,” he 
says.

“In my first few months here, the 
occasional family would come along and 
say ‘we love your sign out the front and 
the justice messages you place on it, but 
we need something here for the family’, 
and off they would go, never to be seen 
again.

“That was a very common story and I 
probably saw that happen three or four 
times, but then it only took one or two of 
those families to stick and then a cohort 
was there that we could build on.

“It meant that when families did come, 
there was an energy they could attach 
themselves to.

“We now have a children’s program 
convenor, families are very active in 
that space and meet once each quarter 

to plan the next term, and we now 
hold a very noisy and robust regular 
intergenerational service.

“And even if only a handful of kids 
attend that service, it’s our way of saying 
it’s important and as a congregation we 
want to be sensitive and accommodating 
to a different cohort of people, and that’s 
our children.”

The result is a family-oriented 
congregation that can look towards the 
future with confidence.

“We’ve got eight or nine families 
involved here and 18 children kicking 
around,” Matt says.

“On a good Sunday, we might have 
55 people attending and we average 
anywhere between 40-60 people, while 
we will easily get 60-70 people to a 
community lunch.

“I feel very aligned with the church 
here in terms of wanting it be an open 

door where 
people can 
be here, 
participate 
and belong 
first, before 
we have the 
conversation 
about what 

you believe in and how you behave.
“For me, it’s the classic triangle of 

‘believe, behave, belong’ being turned 
over so it says ‘belong first, then behave, 
then believe’.

“This is an area that is very spiritually 
thirsty, but that people hadn’t found a 
place that resonated with them in terms 
of openness and inclusivity to match 
what a church could and should be.

“Now I see a match between what we 
are offering here and what people are 
looking for.”

And while he might be reluctant to 
suggest he has all the answers, Matt 
says the important role families play 
in any congregation should never be 
underestimated.

“Parenting is tough these days and 
people will say to me, ‘coming on a 
Sunday and knowing that I will be 
nourished with ideas that sustain me, 
and that my children will be mixing with 
their peers is very important’,” he says.

Rev Matt Cutler loves the role 
families play in the life of 
Tecoma Uniting Church. 
Image: Carl Rainer

“Now I see a match between what  
we are offering here and what 

people are looking for.”Matt Cutler
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“This is a story about what the church 
can reclaim in terms of being a place 
in which we consider who we are, our 
values, and how we can contribute to the 
world, and families naturally want those 
things for their kids and the church can 
be that place.”

The concept of what a church can 
achieve as part of a community also 
drives much of what congregation 
members such as Sue Brown aspire to at 
Tecoma.

As hospitality co-ordinator, Sue is 
responsible for the Food is Free Tecoma 
program, which operates on the simple, 
but heartfelt, premise of making food 
available to anyone in need.

An expansive community garden 
on the church grounds provides 
wonderful healthy produce, while 
regular community donations are also 
welcomed.

“Essentially, what we have are fridges, 
freezers and an outdoor cabinet and the 
idea is to keep fresh food available to 
whoever might need it,” Sue says.

“We are also all about minimising 
waste, so we might get some fruit and 
veg that is no longer edible, but it can be 
used in the compost site located in the 
garden.”

Like so many congregations, Tecoma 
relies on its volunteers, who are never 
backward in coming forward to help out 
in a variety of ways.

“There is a lady in one of the units 
behind the church who comes over 
morning and night and does a COVID 
clean,” Sue says.

“She recently turned 90 and is an 
absolute legend.

“We have so many dedicated people 
who enjoy giving back to the community, 
including some people who benefitted 
from the free food program and have 
decided to give back by volunteering.

“For them, it’s about a sense of 
self-worth and they have developed 
friendships around it, so it’s a holistic 
thing.

“Yes, what we are about is feeding 
people, but there is so much more to it 
than that.”

At the heart of the community garden 
are volunteers such as Shakti McLaren, 

From P20
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who was part of the group which set it up 
about eight years ago.

“We got together at the time and asked 
ourselves, ‘what can we do in Tecoma 
that is positive?’,” Shakti explains.

“We had a lot of people following us 
who were interested in good food, so we 
decided we would create a garden space 
in which to grow food.”

After much discussion, space was 
made available within the church 
grounds and the result is a thriving 
garden which is a hub of community life.

“What we are trying to do is make it 
self-sufficient and the food is free and 
available to everyone,” Shakti says.

When she isn’t busy in the community 
garden, Shakti’s energy is devoted to 
increasing awareness of, and respect for, 
our First Peoples.

It’s a part of the Uniting Church’s 
covenant towards walking together as 
First and Second Peoples, a cause fully 
embraced and supported by Matt.

Step one, Shakti says, involves telling 

the history of First Peoples in the Yarra 
Ranges.

“If you walk around this area and 
look through the eyes of a First Nations 
person, there is nothing up here that tells 
their stories,” she says.

To change that, Shakti hopes to 
hold a number of events, the first of 
which took place in late June, involving 
Anglican Priest and Wiradjuri man, Rev 
Glenn Loughrey, and the unveiling of 
First Peoples artwork in the community 
garden.

And slowly, she says, change 
is taking place, with artwork and 
acknowledgement to country messages 
going up in some of the local villages.

“This has become my life’s work and 
I really think it’s one of the things I have 
been put here to do,” Shakti says.

“I want to see an understanding of 
First Nations culture in this country and 

it would be nice to see it happening 
where we are.”

Shakti’s involvement with Tecoma 
UC has seen her become a regular sight 
at Sunday services, comfortable in the 
knowledge it reflects her own strong 
sense of social justice.

“I don’t know what the life of a 
church is about anymore if it isn’t about 
promoting social justice,” she says.

“The church here has always been 
seen as a friend to the community.”

Like Shakti, Sue immediately thinks of 
social justice when she reflects on what 
Tecoma offers to its congregation and 
the wider community.

“It’s about treating people with 
respect, no matter what their 
circumstances,” she says.

“We sometimes have people who 
are homeless and we have had people 
camping out around the church during 
lockdown and we refer them on (to 
support services) as best we can.

“Social justice is a huge part of what 

we do here and in that we are living the 
Uniting Church’s values.

“Something like Food is Free Tecoma 
sits really well within the values of 
the church and the church has always 
wanted to be seen as being out in the 
world and living Christianity in action.

“It’s certainly something I have always 
loved about the Uniting Church.”

For Matt, the Tecoma church and 
congregation represent everything 
that is good about being immersed in a 
community that cares about its people. 
As such, he feels fortunate to be a part 
of it all. Before Tecoma, Matt had been 
a Church of Christ Minister and, after 
joining the Uniting Church, he filled 
interim Minister placements at Mt Eliza 
and Ringwood.

“I had been hedging for a little while, 
but the Uniting Church had always felt 
like a space that would benefit who I am, 

 “I don’t know what the life of a church is about 
anymore if it isn’t about promoting social justice.” 

Shakti McLaren

Sue Brown (right) and 
Marion Varcoe sort bread 

as part of the Food is Free 
Tecoma program. 

Image: Carl Rainer
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in terms of my Ministry and values,” he 
says.

“The Uniting Church has a strong 
emphasis on social justice and it always 
felt very aligned to who I was.

“And the interim placements gave me 
an opportunity to discern and explore 
further, and when I discovered there was 
a vacancy at Tecoma I had a chat with 
the chair and off I went.

“I have transitioned formally into the 
Uniting Church and this really is home.”

Matt is grateful he arrived at a church 
with such a strong DNA geared towards 
social justice and the mantra of “church 
as community”.

“We have a church here that is 
prepared to dance with anyone who has 
shared values,” he says.

“Our community garden is a classic 
example of that in that it’s quite common 
for a church to say that ‘we’ve got a 
space and we can run a garden’ but this 
church’s model was ‘we’re old and small 
but we’ve got space (for others) to run a 
garden’.

“So you end up with a situation where 
four or five of the community members 
involved in the garden end up coming 
to church and that’s just the kind of stuff 
that happens.

“The other point is there are so 
many people in the community who 
consider themselves very much part of 
the church, even if they don’t come to 

a service on a Sunday. People have a 
strong sense of connection with us, even 
if they’re not part of the worshipping 
community, so I think there is a larger 
identity here in that the church is not 
seen as just one hour on a Sunday, it’s 
seen as a web of relationships. That, to 
me, is very exciting.” 

Ask Matt about the importance of 
social justice and it goes to the heart of 
what being a person of Christ means.

“To me, it’s life-blood stuff and one of 
the most important manifestations of 
our faith,” he says.

“For example, before the May 
federal election we hosted a ‘meet the 
candidates’ evening and we had about 
170 people attend.

“That was on the back of just one week 
of Facebook promotion and that says 
to me these are the sort of (political) 
conversations our church should be a 
part of.

“That is very natural for us as a church 
and it’s assumed within the community 
that we would be a part of that 
conversation.

“The Uniting Church generally, and 
certainly this congregation, sees the very 
nature of faith as needing to be political 
because that is simply how we organise 
ourselves.

“How could followers of Jesus not 
want to be in a conversation that talked 
about how we organise ourselves, about 

who is in and who is out and who is 
missing out, who is preferenced and 
privileged and whose voices are being 
heard and not being heard?

“They are deeply political questions 
and an expression of social justice is a 
way of showing what love looks like in 
public.

“Social justice is a strong heartbeat in 
this congregation.”

Matt sees a future with unlimited 
potential for the church and, indeed, the 
Tecoma community.

“I hope to be here for a while yet,” he 
says. “This feels like home and I value 
living in a community that I am also 
ministering in.

“I just value the fact that how I do faith 
and ministry has a connection with life 
and kids and family here and, for me, 
that is just tremendous.”                               

Matt Cutler and Shakti McLaren love the important role the church plays in the Tecoma community. Images: Carl Rainer
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The thread of Christianity weaves itself 
throughout history – frayed in some 
time periods, bound intricately with 
government and structural institutions 
in others, but from the moment of 
Jesus’s birth until now, that thread has 
been a constant presence, altering our 
understanding of the world, its people, 
and how we interact with both. 

It’s ironic that a radical religion, 
preaching the importance of loving thy 
neighbour (Mark 12:31), escaping the 
bonds of slavery (90 per cent of the Old 
Testament) and reversing traditional 
societal structures (90 per cent of the 
New Testament) has been used too often 
by those in power to keep that power 
– in direct contradiction to the overall 
themes and concepts within the text 
that those same people claim to see as 
“holy”. 

The thread of Christianity can be seen 
in the justifications for slavery, and the 
arguments against it. It can be seen in 
the cries for and against war. In Australia, 
it’s been used time and again to both 
explain away and suggest the terrible 

treatment of First Peoples is somehow 
“right”. At the same time, it’s also been 
used to introduce the eight-hour work 
day and stop the unfair treatment of 
workers.

For Meredith Lake, author of The Bible 
in Australia, and recent Northey lecturer 
on the subject of “Race & Scripture in 
Australia”, questioning the messages 
we’ve inherited from a colonial Bible are 
central to understanding our faith. 

“The way Bible has been read and the 
habits of interpretation are bound up 
with Empire,” Meredith says.

Growing up on Dhaurg country, rich 
with Indigenous cultural sites within the 
national park on her doorstep, Meredith 
didn’t realise the cultural abundance 
of the land she walked on until she was 
much older.

“As I studied history, I’ve had to come 
to terms with my own blind spots and 
the erasure of Indigenous history I 
experienced growing up,” she says.

“As an adult Christian, it’s important to 
ask myself what it means to follow Christ 
in this time and on this land.”

As Meredith explained in her lecture, 
the Bible was brought to Australia 
by European Christians whose 
understandings and interpretations 
of it reflected an exclusively European 
way of thinking, including a focus on 
colonialism and what they saw as a right 
to Indigenous land. 

Here in Australia, she says “a white 
version of Christianity is normative”. 
“It’s limiting to confine the conversation 
about race in a secular way,” Meredith 
says.

“There are profound religious aspects 
to structural racism and how we might 
address it that we need to keep in view, 
even in an apparently secular Australia.”

To be able to move forward, we have 
to look back and examine how the 
version of the Bible we inherited has 
impacted our understanding of culture 
– or, as Meredith describes it, how “the 
Bible has been a major influence on how 
race has been understood in this part 
of the world, and how ideas of racial 
difference have been deployed and, in 
turn, critiqued”. 

Why understanding the Bible 
is not a step in the

By Adelaide Morse

whitewhite 
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The Bible was a “pervasive text”, used 
and interpreted by colonists struggling 
to understand their new surroundings in 
Australia – and by extension, the people 
already here. 

“In the early Federation period, people 
were trying to address ‘what is the 
moral character of this country going 
to be?’,” Meredith says. “The key to a 
robust, healthy national life was a kind of 
righteousness.” 

These issues of moral righteousness 
were things such as “Sabbath keeping, 
temperance, [and] banning profanity”. 
Even issues we may see as being 
separate to Christianity, such as workers’ 
rights or wage theft, were “deeply 
informed by parts of the gospel which 
said ‘a righteous nation means to pay 
its workers well’ – a lot of the workers’ 
movement of that early settler period 
drew on religious arguments”. 

But this understanding of the Bible, 
the one we see as being the “right” 
one, ironically came from centuries of 
translations, both linguistic and cultural. 
We like to think our Bible is the original, 

but Meredith says “there’s an inherent 
diversity to what we now call the Bible”.

“It’s never been a mono-lingual text – 
it’s always been a multi-lingual, multi-
author text, written and read by multiple 
communities,” she says.

When we forget this, we can become 
complacent and “just rest on the 
answers of the past”. 

Looking at history, we can see the 
“dominance of certain culture forms” 
and how these have, in turn, changed 
how we understand the world and its 
people. 

So, knowing that we’ve inherited a 
colonial Bible that’s been used to justify 
the unjustifiable at times, how do we 
move forward? Does it still have as much 
meaning?

“The task of ‘meaning making’ is 
always in motion”, Meredith says. “The 
cultural history of a text – the English 
Bible that arrives with colonists and 
reflects their intentions and experience 
– is not static. It came from somewhere 
and it’s going somewhere. We can’t just 
rest on the answers from the past.”

Kelly Skilton, a Youth and Ministry 
worker actively engaged in nurturing 
young adults through The Sonder 
Collective, says this “meaning making” 
is crucial, as an ongoing part of 
reparations.

“Acknowledging that what we’ve 
inherited is only a small portion of the 
actual narrative,” she says, is a necessary 
part of moving forward as a faith. 

“We have to be able to stop seeing 
ourselves as the dominant power, and 
hold the voices, languages and cultures 
of others, and their understanding of the 

“There are profound 
religious aspects to 
structural racism and 
how we might address  
it that we need to keep  
in view.”Meredith Lake
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Bible, as being just as important as our 
own. 

To move forward, we have to follow 
the thread of Christianity, not just 
throughout an Anglo culture, but 
through all the cultures where God has 
presence.

In Australia, following that thread 
should lead us first to Indigenous 
theologies and understandings of God. 

Denise Champion, Adnyamathanha 
woman, theologian and Uniting Church 
minister, writes in her book Yarta 
Wandartha that “I’ve come to know 
and see that God was always in this 
place, before the missionaries came and 
presented God to us”. 

Denise uses multiple examples 
to show just how many stories from 
Andnyamathanha culture have a 
connection with Christian concepts, 
and discusses “Ngakara nguniangkulu”, 
which is the recognition of what 
Indigenous people have already known, 
especially in relation to God’s presence 
in Australia, before it had that name. 

For Indigenous Christians, the Word 
has more meaning because of their 
culture and faith, not in spite of it. 

Kelly says, it’s not that our Scripture 
is wrong, but “we have a closed canon 
in terms of content, but not in terms of 
context”. Essentially, the words are right, 
but how they’re read and by whom can 
deepen our understanding of the Word. 

If we’re genuine about wanting to 
grow as Christians beyond our colonial 
history, it means actually listening to all 
the stories and experiences of Christians 
from other cultures, and holding their 
relationship with God as being just as 
sacred as our own. 

Queenscliffe’s recent Sacred Edge 
festival featured a variety of expressions 
of faith that would have once inspired 
horror in traditional Christian circles 
(and possibly whispers of witchcraft). 

Mandalas could be painted all 
weekend, Nithi Kanakarathinam 
told stories and did a Tamil Feast 
introduction, a labyrinth was available 
to be walked, Trish Watts ran a Songs 
For The Earth workshop, Steve Singline 
and Isabel Greenall ran a Stone Carving 
Workshop – people bought their own 

cultures and worship processes into one 
festival that allowed for exploration of 
faith and worship of God.

The SPACE community at the Banyule 
Network of Churches is a meditative 
service that regularly runs a Taize-style 
worship. It’s drawn from centuries of 
European worship from monasteries, 
abbeys and convents, and yet every 
Tuesday night a group of Christians 
gather in a small church in Melbourne to 
worship using these ancient ideas. 

Sophia’s Spring, which gathers at 
CERES, chooses to honour the ancient 
tradition of understanding God that was 
developed in Jewish Wisdom literature 
thousands of years ago, which focuses 
on the idea of God in the feminine as well 
as the masculine, and “the partnership 
of created being to care for each other 
and the whole creation”. 

These practices, when taught by 
someone from the culture itself, or by 
sharing the story of where it comes from, 
can in turn share the sacredness of the 
practice and teach us other ways that the 
people of God connect with their faith. 

Equally, by encouraging diversity 
within our churches and congregations, 
we can learn and deepen our own faith 
through a broader understanding of 
what the Scripture truly means. 

As Kelly points out, “the words of 

Scripture should never detract from the 
Word of Scripture”. “If the words that 
we’re using don’t allow us to come to 
understand who Jesus is more deeply, 
then the words aren’t doing their job,” 
she says. 

If we only read the Bible in one 
particular translation, in one particular 
language, with all of its colonial 
trappings and preconceived notions, 
we miss out on so many ways the Word 
speaks to God’s people. 

Being Christian, and believing in a 
creation that was God-led, means also 
accepting that God has been present 
throughout time, in all the nooks and 
crannies and spaces that we’ve had no 
place in.  

We follow the thread of Christianity 
from the New Testament through 
distinctly white cultures and lenses, with 
our (rightfully) influential Martin Luthers, 
John Calvins and Dietrich Bonhoeffers, 
in our cathedrals built on the backs of 
people of colour, and declare that we 
have the true Word.

But if we instead listen to the voices 
of people of God across all of their 
iterations and all of the cultures God has 
been active in, we can deepen our own 
faith, and start to explore the true nature 
of God, not just the understanding we’ve 
inherited.                                                                

Author Meredith Lake 
says questioning 
the messages we’ve 
inherited from a colonial 
Bible underpins our 
understanding of faith.
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Living well with choice
and peace of mind

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

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

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

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

Care and support 
tailored just for you 
with Uniting AgeWell
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unitingagewell.org  

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

1300 783 435

Spirituality  Spirituality  
and Wellbeingand Wellbeing
What is spirituality to you? Where do the worlds  
of spirituality and wellbeing intersect? 

Research shows there are direct links between 
your faith, beliefs and your sense of wellbeing. 

The SWell Centre is offering you the chance to win 
up to $2000 for your chosen charity by writing a 
1500-word essay on your personal understanding 
and experience of how a sense of the “spirit” can 
affect, and in fact improve, our day-to-day life. 

All submissions will be reviewed by an 
independent panel and the winning contributions 
will be presented at a SWell event later this year. 

Submissions close on 30 October 2022.  
For more information, or to find out more about  
the SWell Centre, visit www.swellcentre.com,  
or contact info@swellcentre.com. 

SWell is a focused mission of “Habitat Uniting Church”.

WIN $2000
for your charity
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It’s no understatement to say Josephine 
Inkpin knows a thing or two about 
change, in both a physical and spiritual 
sense.

Until 2017, Josephine had been 
assumed to be male, married to wife 
Penny and the father of twins.

The pair are still married and so strong 
is their relationship that in 2020 they 
renewed their wedding vows to mark 35 
years of marriage.

The difference this time was that 
Josephine renewed those vows as a 
female, after her decision three  

years earlier to transition to a woman.
Josephine is Minister at Pitt Street 

Uniting Church in Sydney and, last 
month, she and Penny, an Anglican 
priest, led what they believe was the first 
queer theology course in Australia.

As the first transgender Minister in 
any mainstream Australian church, 
Josephine drew on her own experiences 
when she and Penny led students 
through the intensive five-day course at 
Melbourne’s Pilgrim Theological College. 

“A lot of work has been done in queer 
spaces and sexually and gender diverse 

people in general and over the last few 
decades there has been a growth in 
deliberate engaged queer theology in 
places like the US and the UK, but in 
Australia we are catching up a bit with 
that,” Josephine says.

“This was, as we understand, the first 
intentional course of queer theology in 
Australia and it’s a step in a journey that 
has already been taken in many places in 
the world.

“It’s a journey the Uniting Church 
is also on and I think it’s wonderful 
what Pilgrim is doing, reflecting the 

BBIIBBLLEEBIBLE
Queer eye on the

By Andrew HumphriesBy Andrew Humphries

Rev Dr Josephine Inkpin and Rev Penny 
Jones guided students through Australia’s 
first queer theology course at Pilgrim 
Theological College last month.
Image: Orange Kao 
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transformational thing that is happening 
in society in a positive way.”

Josephine hoped the course signalled 
a change in the conversation around 
how the church, and wider society, 
viewed queer and transgender people.

Above all, she and Penny wanted it to 
lay the foundations for students, many 
of whom will go on to fill pastoral roles 
within the Uniting Church, to view queer 
and transgender people through a prism 
of positivity.

“In a way it’s shifting from sexuality 
and gender diversity being a problem or 

a challenge to an invitation about how 
we engage with this in a positive way,” 
Josephine says.

 “(It’s about) what can we learn and 
grow and how does that enrich us and 
how do we flourish within it, both for 
those who are sexually and gender 
diverse, but also the wider body of the 
church and, indeed, the world.

“So it’s shifting the thinking about 
what was traditionally in queer theology 
something apologetic … to something 
more celebratory. 

“Welcoming all to the table is certainly 

where the Uniting Church sits (and so 
we’re now exploring) whether we have 
reached the point of actually conversing 
and listening to sexually and gender 
diverse people and asking what is the 
food that they bring that can enrich that 
meal, so to speak.”

Josephine and Penny explored how 
the Bible spoke to queer people and its 
importance to them in terms of faith.

The course, they say, allowed students 
to cast a “queer eye on the Bible”.

“That was such an important part 
of the course and, from a personal 

Continued P32
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perspective, one of the things that kept 
me alive in the days when I wasn’t myself 
fully, was my faith,” Josephine says.

“It’s a two-edged sword. Certainly 
historical faith has been constricting to 
gay people, and still is to transgender 
people because there is a lot of 
transphobic and homophobic elements 
in religion. 

“The other side of it is that because 
God is beyond sex and gender, it was 
the one space when I was young where I 
could be freer. 

“The heart of faith is sharing in a 
mystery and relationship that is beyond 
any human formulation, for God is more 
than that. 

“For me, God was never a problem 
… I was ashamed because I thought 
I was hiding something from God but 
eventually it dawned on me 
after a long time that God 
loves me just as I am, so I 
should love myself just as 
I am.”

Informing the course 
content was the belief that 
at the heart of the Bible lies 
a message about liberation.

“For me the Bible is 
not (only) about sin and 
judgment, although they are key things, 
it’s about liberation,” Josephine says.

“So if the core event of the Hebrew 
scriptures is about the liberation of the 
slaves and the marginalised, and Jesus 
breaking down boundaries and talking 
about love being the centre of things and 
having the fruits of the spirit, that is what 
queer people embrace. 

“When women started reading the 
Bible with female eyes, the stories were 
read in a different way and when you put 
a ‘queer eye on the Bible’, you start to see 
things that you didn’t before. 

“As an example, when Jesus is setting 
up for the Last Supper and he says to 
one of the disciples, ‘go into the city 
and find a man with a water jar’, most 
of the time we pass over that reference, 
but then when you think about it and 
put transgender eyes on it you go, hang 
on a minute, a man carrying a water 
jar in those days would have been very 
unusual.

“So there were obviously queer people 
in the Bible and Jesus would have mixed 
with them (and) there are lots of stories 
that we are starting to see (through the 
lens of queer theory). 

 “The Gospel is about transformation 
and maybe that is why transgender 
people can be a bit of a challenge to the 
rest of the world, because we change 
from one thing to another and some 
people don’t like the idea of change, but 
it’s a fundamental part of the Gospel 
about becoming something more than 
you are.”

Penny takes up Josephine’s theme 
about liberation and suggests reading 
the Bible with fresh eyes opens up 
endless possibilities.

“It’s about the whole Bible, and the 
balance of the text is about liberation 

and love and it’s not about certain 
specific texts,” she says.

“The church has become obsessed 
with a very small number of individual 
texts and failed to look at the whole, and 
one of the thrilling things is that when 
you begin to bring a queer eye to the 
Bible you discover that queer people 
are everywhere in the Biblical narrative, 
hiding in plain sight.”

Queer theory in theology simply 
represents a different way of looking 
at and engaging with the Bible, says 
Josephine.

“It asks us to look at some of these 
stories and question our assumptions 
and to look at it with a fresh slant and 
then we see new things,” she says.

 “I think some conservative thinkers 
feel that queer people are coming along 
and trying to impose our own idea as 
the orthodoxy, but queer theology isn’t 
trying to replace anything, it’s just saying 
this is another way of reading the Bible. 

“And I think, in that sense, for 
transgender people the time has come 
to become more visible, not only for 
ourselves but for the greater good.”

That increased visibility for queer 
and transgender people will only come 
through much work from religious 
bodies like the Uniting Church and, 
in that regard, Josephine is buoyed 
by its commitment to the cause and 
what something like a course on queer 
theology might achieve.

“I think what Pilgrim is trying to do 
with this course is ask, ‘can we help 
queer people offer their gift to the 
church and can we joyfully receive it and 
celebrate it?’,” she says. 

“So when we have something like the 
Trans Day of Visibility, can the church be 
there with us?

“It’s about empowering 
more queer people in our 
churches, not just for them but 
for everybody.

“The space that we have 
in the Uniting Church to be 
creative about all of this is 
fabulous, as long as we seize 
the opportunities.

“Action and art have played 
a role in queer liberation, 

whether something like the Stonewall 
Riot or a piece of queer art, and so the 
course will engage with these sorts of 
things and explore how you look at 
queer theology through art to convey 
meaning.”

As a more progressive church, 
Josephine says the Uniting Church is 
starting from a position of some strength 
when embracing gay and transgender 
rights.

“Yes, that is definitely the case,” she 
says.

“In Sydney, Pitt Street has been a bit of 
a lighthouse on issues around this that 
have been emerging and therefore can 
open up space for the church to be able 
to engage more thoroughly. 

“My predecessors at Pitt Street broke 
open that space and it’s wonderful being 
in a community that is not just 100 per 
cent welcoming and affirmative, but also 
celebrates and empowers people, which 
is where we need to get to on this. 

“And I think, in that sense,  
for transgender people the time has come  

to become more visible, not only for  
ourselves but for the greater good.”Josephine Inkpin
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 Josephine Inkpin conducts a 
service at Sydney’s Pitt Street 

Uniting Church. 
Image: Hazel Hogarth  
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“(It’s about) understanding that the 
Uniting Church is a diverse community 
and there will be people at different 
stages of the journey, but if we are 
serious about being pilgrims on the way 
we have to keep moving, and this is one 
area in which we can do that. 

 “For me, it’s wonderful being in Pitt 
Street. The Uniting Church is being 
invited again to be a leader, in the 
same way it has been with an issue like 
interfaith, which was an issue 10 or 20 
years ago.”

And as the Uniting Church begins to 
lead on the issue, Penny says the journey 
towards acceptance becomes easier to 
navigate.

“That journey isn’t being resisted and 
that is fantastic,” she says.

“The course we did also represents an 
important step in that a gift was being 
offered and a call was being recognised.”

Josephine says Uniting Church leaders 
like President Sharon Hollis continue to 
carry the issue of gay and transgender 
respect and rights forward in a positive 
way.

“We’re seeing that positivity on this 
issue at a leadership level within the 
Church,” she says.

“Yes there is more work to be done, 
but we see, for example, more proactive 
work  by the leadership in terms of 
making (their opposition clear to) 
religious discrimination and through 
providing evidence to parliamentary 
inquiries. 

“I think they are steps on which we 
can build. We are on the first step of the 
journey, but there is still a lot more to do.

“The reality at times, though, is that a 
section of Australian society is less than 
open to having this conversation.

“The last few months have been 
really grueling around this debate over 
transgender rights and sport, often 
fueled by right-wing religion, so this is 
about how do we interact so that we 
are seriously talking and listening to 
one another and working through the 
issues.”

More support from the Uniting Church 
would be welcomed, though, particularly 
for Josephine as its first transgender 
Minister.

Penny Jones likens discrimination 
suffered by many in the 
LGBTQI community to what she 
experienced in the Church of 
England in the UK around the 
issue of ordination for women. 
Image: Orange Kao
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“As a Minister it’s been difficult 
because you have your own job and 
placement and, as the only transgender 
Minister in the Uniting Church, I get a lot 
of pastoral requests, so it’s almost like 
I have this other job that the church is 
yet to see that it needs to resource,” she 
says.

“The Uniting Church has been very 
kind and supportive of me, but there 
is work that it needs to do because it 
currently has a relatively low level of 
understanding around transgender 
issues and how we help people. 

“We’re hoping for ongoing support 
from the church to talk about what we 
need and some of the changes that need 
to happen.”

As Australia’s first transgender Minister, 
Josephine has watched on as the debate 
around religious discrimination has been 
used by some people to attack those in 
the LGBTQI community.

And as the debate has raged, 
Josephine recognises that she and the 
Uniting Church have a real role to play in 
restoring a sense of calm.

“You know, we disagree in the church 
community about all sorts of things and 
one of the saddest things is that sexual 
and gender diversity becomes such a 
hard line, which is difficult,” she says.

“I think the problem around the 
religious discrimination legislation is that 
it has moved from recognising people’s 
religious identity and our diversity of 
understanding into something where our 
differences can be used to exclude other 
people. My view is, ‘let’s let many flowers 
grow’ and for transgender people it’s 
saying ‘can the Uniting Church not only 
let us be here, but let us flower in a way 
that also allows all parts of the church to 
have space to grow?’.”

For Penny, the discrimination many 
in the LGBTQI community have suffered 
mirrors her own experience within 
the Church of England in the United 
Kingdom many years ago, as the right to 
ordination for women like her became a 
polarising issue. 

“I experienced a vocation towards the 
priesthood over 40 years ago and went 
through all of the ghastly debates in the 
Synods of the Anglican Church, when 
church fathers were quoted as saying 
that ‘women are the mouth of the devil’ 
and all of that sort of stuff,” Penny says.

“Eventually I was made a deaconess, 
then a deacon and then a priest, and 
I see with queer theology much the 
same trajectory we have gone through 

with feminist theology, that it comes in 
from the margin (and is then) gradually 
received.”

While it would take many years before 
she came out, a lightbulb moment 
around what might be possible occurred 
for Josephine just before she and Penny 
emigrated to Australia in 2001.

“Just before we moved here from the 
UK, the first transgender priest came out 
there and I remember being transfixed at 
that, recalling that very moment where I 
thought ‘I am possible’, and I had never 
been able to imagine that previously,” 
Josephine says.

Josephine and Penny both served the 
Anglican Church in Australia for many 
years after their 2001 arrival and, in 2017, 
Josephine felt comfortable enough to 
declare to her community that she was a 
transgender woman.

 “In one sense, coming out was a leap 
of faith but, at the end of the day, you 
can’t live in hiding, and in that sense 
the story of Lazarus comes to mind,” 
Josephine says.

“I see with queer theology much the same trajectory 
we have gone through with feminist theology,  
that it comes in from the margin (and is then)  

gradually received.”Penny Jones
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“That story can be read through a 
queer lens as Jesus asks him to ‘come 
out’ and he says ‘untie them’ and, to me, 
that is the job of the church, to allow gay 
and transgender people to come out and 
to unburden themselves. In other words, 
let them go.”

Josephine knew, though, that coming 
out as a transgender woman within the 
Anglican Church was likely to come at a 
great personal cost.

“When I couldn’t deal with it any more 
I rang a counsellor based in Melbourne 
and they gave me much more time 
than I thought they would and I said to 
them, ‘I can’t do this because I will lose 
everything and Penny will probably be 
sacked (as an Anglican priest) because 
she is married to me’,” Josephine recalls.

“I said to the counsellor, ‘we will 
lose our house, our friendships, and 
other things we couldn’t imagine’, and 
the counsellor 
said to me ‘do you 
think you’re over-
exaggerating, don’t 
you think there will 
be some people in 
your parish who are 
supportive?’

“And then I thought, ‘yes, there are 
some who will be, but it will still cause 
divisions’. 

 “It's quite surprising, though, how 
many people are supportive and willing 
to travel with you even if they don’t know 
anything about what you are dealing 
with (as a trans person), so people don’t 
feel that they have to hide and live with 
that shame.”

Penny recalls vividly the meeting she 
and Josephine had with the Anglican 
Church leadership to discuss Josephine’s 
coming out.

“We went to them to tell them 
about Josephine’s need to transition 
and I can remember her prefacing the 
conversation by saying, ‘I have to share 
with you an inconvenient truth’, and we 
went in knowing that we might be told 
there is no place for us any more,” she 
recalls.

“Before the meeting I can remember 
praying in the cathedral in Brisbane, 
and it was the most beautiful moment 

because I looked up at one of the 
windows and it had an image of a 
phoenix on it and the word ‘courage’ 
below it, and I had that sense that the 
Spirit is in this and we have to take that 
step forward. 

 “But yes, at the time our future was on 
the line.”

While there was a good level of 
understanding from the Brisbane 
Anglican leadership around Josephine’s 
situation, in contrast the Sydney 
Diocese’s 2019 Doctrine Statement on 
Gender Identity made it clear where it 
stood on the issue.

”The Bible never endorses a 
divergence between biological sex and 
gender identity or expression,” the 
doctrine states.

“Blurring the distinctions between 
male and female, or seeking to present 
one's sex as contrary to one's biology is 

an attempt at self-creation that involves 
a denial of the biologically-sexed body 
God has given to us.”

As she considered her future, it was 
the more progressive Uniting Church 
that offered Josephine a real sense of 
place.

And, in Pitt Street, she found the 
perfect faith community, one she  
could stand before and declare proudly, 
“my name is Josephine Inkpin and  
I am Australia’s first transgender 
Minister”.

“My induction at Pitt Street was such 
a big thing because we had such a 
large group of transgender people from 
supportive organisations there and 
some of them were in tears, and it was 
such a joyful occasion because it is so 
affirming and celebrating when that gift 
is received,” she says.

“For me it was special, but it was also 
special for everybody else.

“It has changed my faith in a way but 
certainly strengthened it, it has shown 
me that, yes, you need to be gentle and 

understanding of other people, but don’t 
let that hold you back going forward and 
have courage.

“It has been very much a spiritual 
journey involving Pitt Street, and 
our move to the Uniting Church also 
represents transition, of coming into a 
new space.”

Thirty-seven years after they married 
in the UK, Josephine and Penny 
say Josephine’s transition has only 
strengthened their relationship.

“Oh yes, very much so, and I love 
the simple things about it … if you are 
able to love yourself more deeply you 
are better able to love other people,” 
Josephine says.

And that, says Penny, is at the heart of 
their “new” relationship.

Before the course began, Josephine’s 
hope was that it might pose a few 
questions and also challenge those 

taking part. 
And the end result 

was five days of 
deep engagement 
and learning that 
Josephine and 
Penny hope will 

lead to a greater understanding around 
transgender issues.

“The class was a wonderfully engaged 
group, with students from the Uniting 
Church, (as well as) Roman Catholic, 
Anglican, Salvation Army, Baptist and 
Pentecostal churches,” Penny says.

“Students came from Western 
Australia, NSW and Queensland, as well 
as Victoria (and) some had doctorates, 
while others came with just the two 
prerequisite units in theology. 

“Some were members of the LGBTIAQ+ 
community, while others were allies 
and family members, or simply hungry 
to challenge themselves and their faith 
with new knowledge.

“Community formed quickly and the 
class supported each other in subjecting 
scripture and doctrine to scrutiny 
through a queer lens. 

“It was a very rewarding time and we 
look forward to the research projects and 
further learning that will be generated 
from this introductory course.”

And making use of the knowledge 

“In one sense, coming out was a leap of faith but, 
at the end of the day, you can’t live in hiding.”Josephine Inkpin
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gained from the course will be so 
important, Penny says.

“What this course does is bring some 
perspectives together and provide a real 
stimulus and a safe space for people 
who might take this research and ideas 
forward at a high academic level in the 
future,” she says.

“People who are going to exercise a 
pastoral ministry should at least gain 
some basic understanding that will 
inform their practice.

“When Josephine was first exploring 
coming out we attended an event with 
a number of transgender people and 
it was very clear to me that these were 
people deeply engaged with exploring 
their identity, which they are forced to 
do by dint of who they are and for whom 
little or no spiritual care or provision is 
being made by mainstream churches or 
indeed other faiths. 

“I was director of formation for the 
Anglican Church in southern Queensland 

when Josephine transitioned and, as 
a consequence, the students in my 
care at that time came to me and said 
‘we need to know about this, we know 
nothing about this, why is it not on our 
curriculum’ and so, because we were 
there, they obviously learned a great 
deal.

“There is an undoubted need that 
could be met by properly equipped 
ministers.

“I think every minister, lay and 
ordained, needs to have a properly 
informed understanding and this course 
is just the beginning of that. It’s about 
dipping your toe in the water.”

Most of all, says Josephine, it’s 
about people being as passionate 
and optimistic as she is about the 
possibilities that lie ahead. 

“I’m passionate about it because I 
think that it’s one of the gifts of God 
that we are given at the moment to 
enrich and transform the church in 

terms of sexual and gender diversity 
alongside other things that are easily 
problematised,” Josephine says.

“Renewal in the church usually comes 
from the margins and if we see queer 
people as not problems but assets, 
through whom God speaks, I think 
that’s where we find some hope and 
transformation for the church, which 
might otherwise struggle to find its place 
in a world that is struggling with these 
things.”

“Above all, I want people to know 
that they are loved, whatever their 
circumstances and that’s the role of the 
church, to let people know that they are 
loved. 

“God is there in the midst of our worst 
circumstances and, even if we are driven 
to our wit’s end, Jesus Christ is still there 
and resurrection is possible. 

 “Our faith gives us another day and 
when we wake up the sun is breaking  
through.”                                                               

Josephine’s transition has only 
strengthened their relationship, 

the couple say. Image: Carl Rainer



Where is that text in Matthew’s Gospel 
about not calling anyone Master or 
Rabbi? It is there in chapter 23, Jesus 
being really fierce in his denunciation of 
the behaviour of the religious leaders, 
urging that we do what they say but not 
what they do. 

He says we are all brothers and 
sisters and we have one master, the 
Christ. He can be called a Master and, 
with Mary Magdalene in the garden at 
the resurrection, she calls him Rabbi. 

This is a way of introducing a screen 
Master, and a worldwide acceptance, 
now for decades, that in a galaxy 
far, far away, there was a place for a 
master and mentor, an archetypal sage, 
admired by everyone. He is that Jedi 
Master, Obi-Wan Kenobi. 

George Lucas said the role required 
a certain stability and gravitas and 
needed a very strong actor to play the 
part. The choice was Alec Guinness, but 
Harrison Ford, as Han Solo, said, “It 
was, for me, fascinating to watch Alec 
Guinness. He was always prepared, 
always professional, always very kind 
to the other actors. He had a very clear 
head about how to serve the story”. So, 
the older Alec Guinness, bearded and 
veiled, with his resonant, familiar voice, 
became the exemplar of the Master.

And what is the role of a Master? The 
Master instructs, guides, accompanies, 

inspires and serves as a mentor to his 
followers, disciples. Obi-Wan Kenobi 
was a mentor to the older generation 
of Jedi Knights, including Annakin, and 
it was to his distress that, even though 
Annakin was trained in the light, in 
the power of the Force, evil was more 
attractive and he chose the Dark Side. 
(Not every Master had 100% success 
when one thinks of Judas.) 

So, Obi-Wan Kenobi had to emerge 
from his hidden life, from his seclusion 
as a hermit, in old age, to instruct 
Annakin’s son (and perform the 
dreaded task of revealing to the son his 
father’s dark side), Luke Skywalker. 

With “Wars: in the title, and 
continued battles in space, it was 
inevitable there would be weapons. 
(Even Jesus said we had to find 
weapons to confront and challenge 
people.) And every boy from 1977 knew 
what a laser sword was. 

Obi-Wan Kenobi was also a rescuer, a 
saviour against the attack of the Black 
Star, giving his life for his disciples, 
bequeathing a heritage, but living on in 
spirit, his voice ever-present, inspiring.

But, of course, we should be 
considering The Force. In many ways, 
religious educators were rather pleased 
that during the 1970s, the possibility 
of a transcendent power, something of 
the divine, even of God, could emerge 

in Star Wars. It did lead to a kind of Deism, 
a general sense of a transcendent presence. 
It even led to a number of enthusiasts 
proclaiming Jedi Knights as a religion, even 
for census purposes. 

And it had that parallel to the liturgy 
greeting, “The Lord be with you”. But, it 
is not a bad thing to hope that The Force, 
whatever it be, whatever powers it had, 
would be with us. 

And of course, we might say that in world 
conversations, “going over to the Dark 
Side” means the choice of evil.

But The Force also introduced a wider 
consideration of the Christian tradition of 
the Trinity, especially a focus on the Spirit, 
the Holy Spirit. Obi-Wan Kenobi himself, 
after his death and continued risen life, was 
in the spirit, communicating that spirit to 
Luke. 

And we remember the language of Jesus, 
filled with the spirit, promising the spirit, 
breathing forth on the disciples his spirit. 
Jesus and inspiration, inspiration having its 
basic meaning with breath and breathing 
life. At the beginning of the Jewish 
Scriptures, the spirit hovers over the void, 
but then creates every aspect of the world.

Of course, this is all symbolic. It is 
all allegory. There are indications and 
suggestions, religious elements, evocative 
elements – and it would be interesting to 
read a very serious study on the meaning 
of The Force and how it influenced cultural 

The Force

be with
 you

LordLord
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thinking and religious thinking 
over the past few decades. 

Alec Guinness, a devout 
Catholic convert himself, 
impressed younger audiences 
as a Jedi Master of integrity – 
and perhaps to more serious 
audiences, a touch of credibility 
that Obi-Wan Kenobi could be 
seen as something of a Christ-
figure.
Extract from Christ Figures 
– Gospel Values In Film 
(Coventry), by Peter Malone, 
RRP $24.95
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