
1

february  2023

 Department  

of
youth

P22

GettingGetting  started
Meet the man at the helm of eLM P8 

facts and figuresfigures
A snapshot of our UCA  P27



2

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
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Late last year, I had the privilege of 
representing the Uniting Church at the 
annual conference of Te Hahi Weteriana 
o Aotearoa (the Methodist Church of 
Aotearoa New Zealand) at which they 
celebrated their 200th anniversary. It 
was a joy to join with a partner church to 
celebrate with them.

One of the values of visiting with a 
partner church is the opportunity to 
learn from them, to see the things they 
value and gain some insight into how 
they organise their life together in order 
to reflect their understanding of the call 
of God and the demands of the gospel.

Te Hahi Weteriana o Aotearoa have 
committed to being a bi-cultural church 
that honours the Te Tiriti o Waitangi in all 
they do. This is expressed in two equal 
parts of the whole, the Māori council and 
the non-Māori council. There is equal 
representation on all whole of Church 
committees and each council has the 
agency to determine what is best for the 
life they have sole responsibility for

While Indigenous peoples around 
the globe share much in common they 
also have very real difference that mean 
we cannot simple take something from 
another place and imagine it will work 
here. At the same time, I can see real 
value in thinking about how we could 
adapt the idea of a land story to our 
context and want to invite those in the 
in the Uniting Church who own or have 
beneficial responsibility for property to 
consider doing a country or land story.

Deciding to do a land story needs 
to be discussed with the responsible 
Council and others to ensure people are 
interested in, and willing to consider, 
appropriate responses to the story 
that the country tells. It will require a 
group of people who are committed to 
doing the work of finding out the story 
of country and property and what they 
are saying to each other. And it requires 
a commitment to act with justice in 
response to what is learnt.

It is not work to be rushed and 
sensitivity needs to be given to the 
different stories and perspectives that 

Reverend  
Sharon Hollis  

President  
UCA Assembly

might emerge. How might you begin? 
Learning from what I have gleaned from 
our friends in Aotearoa I think there are 
three processes.

One process is see if you can make 
a connection with the First Peoples 
who have custodianship of the land on 
which your property sits. Over time, if a 
relationship develops you can ask them 
both about the particular property you 
occupy and the stories of their country, 
of its creation and how they have cared 
for over millennia.

Another process is to gather what 
is know from archives, minutes, land 
titles and so on. How was the property 
acquired? What buildings have been 
added? 

A third process is to engage in 
theological reflection. Reflect on 
creation and on the creations stories of 
First Peoples from your area. Reflect on 
stories of land, country, dispossession 
and occupation in Scripture, in Christian 
history and in the history of these lands.

When you have discovered the story of 
country, property and land in your place 
there needs to be discernment in the 
community about what response will be 
made. How will the truth of the story be 
told in ritual, in public display, in lament, 
prayer and proclamation? How will the 
truth of the story be told in return of 
land, compensation, payment of rent, 
or other recompense? To whom will the 
story be told? To whom will recompense 
be made: to the Traditional owners, to 
Congress, to other Indigenous groups? 
How is this process guided by the local 
First Peoples and by Congress?

This is not easy work, and it will 
demand much of whoever chooses to 
undertake such a land or country story. 
You should not remain unchanged 
from this sort of work. But it offers 
the possibility of justice, healing and 
restoration. It offers the possibility of a 
gospel response to property holdings, 
dispossession and land injustice.
Sharon Hollis
President, UCA Assembly                          

"I can see real value in thinking  
about how we could adapt the idea of  

a land story to our context."
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Have you ever wondered where the 
Uniting Church’s voice in the “public 
square” has gone? 

When did you last read an opinion 
piece by a UCA leader in the mainstream 
media? Why do mainstream church 
leaders rarely appear on panel shows 
such as Q&A on the ABC or The Project 
on Channel 10? 

Have you wondered why the 
“Christian” voice in the 
media is increasingly from 
organisations such as the 
Australian Christian Lobby, 
whose views often conflict 
with the positions of our 
church on various social 
issues? 

Have we lost confidence that we have 
an important perspective to offer into 
public debates? Or does it reflect the 
media’s (and the community’s) lack of 
interest in what the church has to say 
unless it is extreme?  

The statue of John Wesley on the 
forecourt of Wesley Church is more 
prominent than ever following the 
redevelopment of Wesley Place. John 
Wesley stands facing away from the 
church and towards the city’s public 

space. He holds a Bible in his left hand 
so there is no doubt about the basis of 
his public utterance. His right hand is 
extended in a way that suggests to me, 
a “consider this, friends” gesture. Those 
who use their Wesley Place guided-tour-
of-the-site App to learn about the statue 
and other site features, will hear words 
penned by Uniting Church Minister and 
Wesley scholar, Glen O’Brien: 

“John Wesley (1703-1791) was a priest 
of the Church of England and the founder 
of Methodism. A man of both reason and 
religion, he preached the gospel to the 
poor, and proclaimed God’s universal 
love toward all through Jesus Christ. 
His work continues today in the Uniting 
Church and wherever personal and social 
holiness are brought together.”

In that spirit, a few years ago, Leonie 
Barber, then Chair of the Wesley Church 
Council, and I were having coffee. We 
were lamenting the marginalisation of 

the Uniting Church’s public voice and 
how so much debate on complex social 
issues these days is characterised by a 
lack of genuine listening. 

We reflected how in recent years 
Wesley Church, trying to recapture the 
spirit of earlier days on the site, had 
hosted various forums on issues relating 
to environmental sustainability, refugee 
and asylum seekers, reconciliation 

between First and Second 
Peoples. Could we provide 
a catalyst for some sort 
of “Centre” that might 
bring together the Uniting 
Church’s rich theological 
and social witness heritage 

on this site with the existing research 
and advocacy resources of the Synod 
- Pilgrim Theological College, Uniting 
Vic.Tas, the Justice cluster within eLM, 
AgeWell, the Synod Ethics Committee? 

Could such a Centre organise public 
events on issues that model respectful 
engagement across diverse viewpoints? 
We were aware too, that duplication is 
the last thing the church needs or can 
afford. 

It was time to test out the idea. 
We visited and shared our thoughts 

"Could such a Centre organise public events 
on issues that model respectful engagement 

across diverse viewpoints ?"

By Alistair Macrae

Finding 

our voice 
again



5

with the Board Chairs and CEOs of 
Uniting, AgeWell and UEthical. We met 
with the leadership of eLM, including 
the Principal of Pilgrim Theological 
College. Each time, we received positive 
feedback, even some expressions of 
financial support to take it to the next 
step. A Board was formed, comprising 
either the Chairs or CEOs of the four 
Synod entities, plus two from Wesley 
Church. A Vision Statement was refined 
over the course of several meetings to 
direct our planning: 

“To bring an inspiring, research-based, 
Christian perspective, focussed on justice 
and the common good, to public debate 
and social policy through education 
and advocacy … The Centre will bring 
a theologically informed and prophetic 
Christian voice into public discourse 
regarding matters that impact the 
common good through educating and 
influencing governments, businesses, not 
for profits and individuals.”

Then the COVID pandemic arrived, that 
scourge of so many plans, and the pause 
button had to be hit. 

Now that life has returned to a “new 
normal”, the Board is meeting again, 
reflecting on the recommendations of a 

review we commissioned in 2021 by Rev 
Dr Elenie Poulos. Elenie was the National 
Director of UnitingJustice Australia for 
15 years, the Uniting Church’s national 
justice policy and advocacy unit. She 
interviewed 20 people across the Synod 
to get their feedback about the Centre 
then prepared an excellent report which 
included analysis of similar Centres 
around Australia. 

The Board is now preparing a 
Constitution, refining its Purpose 
Statement and preparing a Position 
Description for the Director. The Centre 
will report to the Wesley Church Council 
at least in its initial stages to keep the 
governance “light”. 

If it grows to a significant size, that will 
need to be reviewed. We imagine that as 
well as having a Board, there will need 
to be a “reference group” comprising 
people with theological, social policy, 
ethics and media expertise to assist the 
Director, especially when formulating 
public responses to particular issues. 

The next task is to secure funding 
for the Director position and hopefully 
advertise early in 2023. We are already 
well on the way to achieving our 
target, but need extra help. We hope 

the idea will attract financial support 
from individuals who share the vision 
and from congregations who may 
be interested in making a “legacy” 
contribution to restore our Church’s 
heritage in contributing, humbly but 
confidently, a coherent, well-researched 
Christian perspective on the basis of our 
theological convictions. 

The Board is challenged and inspired 
by the words of the Statement to the 
Nation issued by the inaugural Assembly 
of the Uniting Church (1997): 

“In the Uniting Church our response 
to the Christian gospel will continue to 
involve us in social  affairs ... We affirm 
that the first allegiance of Christians is 
God, under whose judgment the policies 
and actions of all nations must pass ...We 
pledge ourselves to hope and work for 
a nation whose goals are not guided by 
self-interest alone, but by concern for 
the welfare of all persons everywhere-
the family of the One God-the God made 
known in Jesus of Nazareth the One who 
gave His life for others.”
Alistair Macrae is is one of the 
Ministers at Wesley Church and 
unofficial Secretary to the Wesley 
Centre Board.                                                     
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North-east of Melbourne, the village 
of Warrandyte is a well-known tourist 
attraction filled with galleries, art and 
craft shops, restaurants, coffee shops 
and historical places of interest.

It’s also now home to a spectacular 
man-made raingarden, thanks to the 
efforts of the Warrandyte UC.

And towards the end of last year, 
the Riverflow Community Raingarden 
was officially opened, marking the 
completion of a project conceived four 
years earlier.

Church Council secretary and project 
team leader Leeanne Keam says the 
raingarden, designed by her husband 
and water engineer Ken, came about as 
the congregation looked to explore and 
expand on the theme of how to best look 
after the earth in their own backyard.

As such, it was consistent with the 
congregation’s key vision of “peace with 
God, peace with each other and peace 
with the earth”.

“We read a lot about how children feel 
a bit down about their future and the 
fact that climate change is one of the 
biggest things they are worried about,” 
Leeanne says.

“So we thought of this idea of a 
raingarden about four years ago and 
received grants from the Bendigo Bank 
and Manningham City Council, who have 
been amazingly supportive.

“We then went about designing the 
raingarden, and also thinking about how 
we could get the local children involved.”

Leeanne says the response from 
Warrandyte schools was so encouraging 
that the project became much bigger 
than anticipated.

“The community support has been 
amazing,” she says.

“So we ran sessions on water 
treatment and the importance of 

looking after and caring for our local 
river. We also had sessions with the 
local community around looking 
after our backyard, and organisations 
like Melbourne Water and the Yarra 
Riverkeeper Association were involved 
in that.”

Leeanne says community input was 
further strengthened as local kinder 
and school students were invited to 
paint more than 500 stones for the 
raingarden’s islands, using the “peace on 
earth” theme.

“What we have created now is a fully 
functioning raingarden, created with 
earthworks, which runs between two 
properties owned by the church,” she 
says.

Leeanne says the raingarden has 
played a major role in bringing the 
Warrandyte community together.

“Warrandyte is an area where people 
might describe themselves as atheist or 
having no faith at all,” she says.

“What we have found is that people 
like that have fully embraced the 
church’s peace mission and have come 

to understand that we stand for that 
theme of peace with the earth and 
looking after the environment.

“People are very open to that and, 
whereas they might not come to an 
actual church service, they really 
embrace this concept of looking after the 
land and sharing our resources, as well 
as looking after each other.

“It has enabled us to build some 
precious relationships with the 
community, and to establish a pretty 
special level of trust.

“Warrandyte is a highly ‘green’ area 
where people highly value and care for 
the land, and I think our raingarden 
project has touched a real chord with the 
community because it is consistent with 
their own values.”

Leeanne says the raingarden 
has become a space for the whole 
community to enjoy and she encourages 
members to take a walk through it.

Any who do might even meet two if 
its newest residents, as a wombat and 
kangaroo have become frequent visitors 
since the raingarden was established.    

By Donald Moss

Right as

rain
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Ken and Leeanne Keam at 
the Riverflow Community 

Raingarden in Warrandyte. 
Image: Carl Rainer
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Thanks for the opportunity to have 
a chat, Duncan. Let’s start at the 
beginning. You were born and raised 
in New Zealand. Tell me about your 
childhood.
I'm the seventh of eight children and I 
spent my early life in rural Southland, 
on the South Island, on a sheep farm. 
My dad had acquired the property after 
returning from World War II. The area 
had a high proportion of people with 
Scottish roots. There was the choice 
of being in the Presbyterian Church, 
or down at the pub. Our farm was in 
Hokonui, a centre of illicit whisky making 
during New Zealand’s prohibition years.

So I take it your parents went down 
the Church path?
No, not really, my father was at the pub 
and my mum was an active member at 
the church. I grew up among a hunting 
and fishing culture. And from a young 
age I was also a part of the Presbyterian 
Church's youth movement.

That was your mum's influence?
Yeah, Sunday School was part of that, 
as well as the young adult movement 
of the Presbyterian Church. So I grew 
up exercising leadership in that, as 
well as being part of the Scripture 
Union program at high school. My first 
memories of church would be dressing 
up for Christmas pageants, but I also 
recall clearly being baptised at the age 
of four. Even then there was a sense of 
something spiritual going on in me.

So you clearly remember thinking 
at the time there was something 
happening that had really captured 
you? 
Oh yeah, there was a sense of curiosity 
around faith all the way through 
my childhood, and as a teenager a 
deepening of it. 

What was the progression then 
through say high school in terms of 
your faith?
There were some significant moments 
as I came to terms with reading through 
scripture and taking part in youth 
groups. There was a sense of focus and 
direction. In high school, I was involved 
with student leadership, so I was leading 
a group of my peers and engaging with 
organising the development of youth 
work, even as a high school student. At 
the age of 17, I became a candidate for 
formation in ordained ministry.

Really, at 17?
Yes, I had a real sense that this would be 
my vocation. A group of lay preachers 
took me under their wing, and I used to 
get on a little motorbike and head off to 
country churches, with a guitar on my 
back, and lead the services. 

Do you recall telling your mum and 
dad at the time that this was the 
direction in which your life was 
heading?
Yeah, I told my mum and it was 
interesting because she said she had 

always had a sense there might be 
something special for me in terms of the 
Church, but she'd made a commitment 
to herself that she wouldn't tell me that. 
Whereas my dad, when I told him, he 
said, “oh well, that does it, you're out of 
the duck shooting club”. But he'd also 
had a sense that something was going 
on on a spiritual level, even though he 
didn’t see himself as religious.

I wanted to ask you a bit more about 
your father, because living with him 
wasn’t easy, was it?
No it wasn’t. My father was an alcoholic 
and, as I said earlier, while mum was 
down at the church, he was down at 
the pub. I struggled with the impact of 
his addiction all the way through my 
childhood.

This is uncomfortable to talk about, 
isn’t it?
It’s fine, we can talk about it. Through 
it all I developed a deep interest in 
psychology, and what's going on around 
addiction, what's going on around co-
dependency, which is how our family 
learned to cope with or cover up what's 
going on. So there was a sense of all of 
that from an early age as well, which 
probably meant I was having to deal with 
stuff that people often don't deal with. 
There was a sense of knowing you can't 
really invite your friends around, not 
knowing what’s going to be happening 
at home. Dad was unpredictable. If he 
had been drinking whisky, he could get 

Taking the helm at 

eLM
Duncan MacLeod brings a wealth of wisdom and life experience – good and tragically sad  

– to his new role as equipping Leadership for Mission’s executive officer 

Interview by Andrew Humphries
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Duncan Macleod says at the 
heart of what challenges the 

UCA is the connection between 
our approach to community 

service, advocacy, community 
programs, and how we 
understand the gospel. 

Image: Carl Rainer
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violent, if he'd been drinking gin, he 
came home depressed, and if he'd been 
drinking a few rounds of beer at the pub, 
he'd come home very talkative. 

Do you reflect on how all this has 
shaped you?
Yeah, I do. I’m thankful for my dad. What 
shaped me was his interest in honest 
conversation and being able to reflect 
on philosophy and history, and not 
being caught in a religious bubble. Add 
to this my mum’s interest in theology 
mixed with my dad’s curiosity around 
mysticism. 

So in many ways you had a strong 
bond with your father?
Actually, my dad had a couple of goes at 
sobering up and getting into rehab. So in 
those moments we discovered the man 
who could talk honestly with care. Dad 
opened up about his experience of World 
War II. So on reflection, sure, there was 
a local culture around alcohol, but there 
was also the effect of post-traumatic 
stress. There were a lot of people 
experiencing that from World War II.

So, let’s return to the age of 17 and 
what’s shaping up to be your future.
Well, I headed off to Otago University 
and did a degree in history and music 
over four years. I was involved with the 
on-campus Christian groups, as well 
as helping with the Youth For Christ 
Campus Life program, and that was part 
of my ongoing commitment to working 
with children and families. I was also 
grappling with a faith that could the 
pass the plausibility test. At this stage I 
realised I needed to take leave and so 
the Presbyterian Church gave me up to 
five years off to explore other things. So 
I spent two years as a youth worker, I got 
married, and joined a band.

Where would your band play?
We played in coffee bars. But every 
couple of months we played in the 
local Youth For Christ rally, a big youth 
gathering, maybe 300 kids. We were 
banned at one point because someone 
thought we’d got too political. I had 
to talk our way back in by explaining 
that social justice and Christian faith go 

hand in hand. My wife, Ennis, and I then 
moved up to the Bay of Plenty and we 
spent three years in Katikati, where I 
worked in the kiwifruit industry, market 
gardening and at the local post office. 
Part of the market gardening involved 
training young adults in small business 
and life skills, funded by the Department 
of Maori Affairs. During this time I 
was helping to run youth groups and 
launching a monthly restaurant church.

So, you’ve come towards the end 
of that five-year break and I guess 
you're now crystal clear about your 
direction?
Yeah, it was “I think I’ll stick with the 
Presbyterians” (laughs). So I did three 
years at Knox Theological College, where 
Presbyterians and Catholics completed 
their theological education together 
through University of Otago. We were 
also bringing up a young family, so by 
the time I finished those three years at 
university we had three children under 
five.

So it was ordination and then your 
first placement?
Yeah, that's right, and we went up to a 
town called Tokoroa, in the middle of the 
largest pine plantation in the Southern 
Hemisphere, which was designed for 
the pulp and paper mill just down the 
road from where we lived. A lot of the 
people working in the pulp and paper 
mill had come from Europe and had 
engineering skills and so on, and a lot of 
people working in the forest were from 
a Pacific Island or Maori background, 
so it was quite a multicultural situation. 
The church I was the Minister of had a 
program working with young Pacific 
Island and Maori people, and we were 
developing those young teenagers and 
young adults as disciples and leaders 
of the church, teaching them how to 
preach, how to lead worship. So that 
meant a much more multicultural 
congregation. We had people from 
China, from the Philippines. It was quite 
a mix. 

During your first year as Minister, 
tragedy struck, didn’t it?
Our youngest daughter Kristen was killed 

on the road in front of the manse. She 
had walked up the driveway and seen a 
dog across the road and she was hit by a 
car driving past. That was 1992, my first 
year as a Minister.

How old was she?
She was 18 months old. Earlier that year, 
my dad had died. Then in September 
Kristen died, so that became quite 
a significant test for me, as you can 
imagine.

Well, I was going to ask that. It was an 
obvious test of your faith? 
Well, I'd already done a lot of work on 
the question of God’s presence with us 
in suffering, and recognising that there's 
no way that we're immune from tragedy 
like this as followers of Jesus. We all go 
through challenges in life. But what is 
faith going to be about in terms of being 
able to walk through that and have a 
sense of hope in the middle of sadness? 
Kristen's funeral was not a typical Anglo 
funeral. We had an open casket in the 
church for two days, an adaptation 
of the Maori tangi tradition. And the 
Pacific Island community brought with 
them their traditions to add to the mix. 
And then a month later the church 
secretary's daughter was killed in a car 
accident as well, so we went through 
this intercultural experience all over 
again. One more month on, a woman I 
met in hospital died. A lot of her family 
were Maori and they were excited to 
find that the church was developing 
this blend of traditions around grieving. 
We discovered that Ennis was actually 
related to many of the local Maori 
people. There was a sense of a genuine 
intercultural partnership between these 
groups that shaped the next two years of 
ministry. 

Your father dies, then Kristen, then 
your church secretary's daughter and 
finally the woman you had met in 
hospital. Those were four blows that 
might have done anyone in.
That's true. I said to the congregation 
when I came back after two weeks of 
having a break, “Look, I'm going to 
be running on three cylinders out of 
four for a while”. The local Presbytery 
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did a lot of work on grief with us as a 
congregation. When the Minister is going 
through a bereavement it's not easy for 
a congregation, especially when it’s the 
death of a child. We learned a lot as a 
community about sharing in the work of 
grief, seeing death and bereavement as 
a part of life together. It's not something 
that is on the outside of faith, but it's a 
part of our faith. 

So you had three years there as 
Minister?
Towards the end of the third year, we 
moved to Wellington where I spent 
six years as National Youth Ministry 
Coordinator with the Presbyterian 
Church of Aotearoa New Zealand. 
Part of that role was about resourcing 
youth workers and youth leaders in 
congregations across New Zealand 
with distance education. Working with 
colleagues in the Methodist, Catholic 
and Anglican churches I published 
magazines, books and websites, and ran 
lots of conferences and training events. 
By the end of that time the kids were 
about to become teenagers and they 
would say, "Dad, you're on the road 
all the time”. So I looked at a couple 
of options that would give me more 
time with them, and a role came up in 
Australia, on the Gold Coast, working 
with what was then known as Robina 
Surfers Paradise Uniting Church. They 
needed someone to come and help 
them with their youth work and so 
we moved to the Gold Coast in 2001. I 
ended up working for the Queensland 
Synod as a mission consultant for nine 
years, focusing on what it means to be a 
church in the post-modern age, looking 
at strategies for church planting, growing 
large regional churches and starting 
micro-churches. 

As well as the mission work, I also had 
a portfolio around encouraging Christian 
education, making sure people had good 
resources. I did some work with Trinity 
Theological College in Brisbane, teaching 
media studies and ministry with families, 
and encouraging continuing education 
for Ministers. When the global financial 
crisis hit in 2008 many of my colleagues 
were made redundant. At that point 
I was responsible for funding new 

“When the Minister 
is going through a 
bereavement it's not  
easy for a congregation,”  
Duncan Macleod says.
Image: Carl Rainer
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“What we're experiencing at 
the moment is the challenge 
of learning to be a church in a 
post-Christian environment,” 
Duncan Macleod says. 
Image: Carl Rainer



13

From P11

missional projects, helping develop 
social entrepreneurial work or new 
initiatives. When the funding finally 
finished, my role ended. 

We moved to Canberra, where I 
worked as Presbytery Minister: Mission 
& Education. During this time, I was in a 
task group looking at how we reimagine 
theological education in the NSW/ACT 
Synod. 

I was then called into the role of 
Uniting Learning Network Director with 
Uniting Mission & Education (UME), 
Synod of NSW/ACT, based in North 
Parramatta. This involved leading a 
resource team of consultants, working 
with staff at United Theological College, 
and leaders across the Synod to develop 
a holistic, across-the-board approach 
to learning and mission. It was about 
uniting mission and education and 
getting a sense of a strategy for the 
ongoing life of the church. In 2018 the 
Synod restructured UME and divided up 
my role, leaving me with the opportunity 
to look at new horizons in Melbourne.

In Melbourne, you were appointed 
Presbytery Minister Team Leader at 
Port Phillip East Presbytery, weren’t 
you?
Yes, my role involved leading a great 
team, but more than that it was focused 
on the culture of the Presbytery, 
resourcing and warmly encouraging 
ministry agents and members, helping 
with property and mission. Before 
I arrived, the Presbytery’s internal 
review had revealed that there was a 
lack of connection and trust between 
colleagues, between congregations 
and the Presbytery. My two colleagues, 
Anneke Oppewal and Craig Mitchell, 
and I set out to find ways of growing 
capacity and confidence. The focus 
has been on resourcing, and growing a 
vision for mission, and getting to know 
one another more. People tell me that 
they now have a much stronger sense 
of being part of a movement, which has 
grown during the COVID years.

Then Jenny Byrnes retired as 
equipping Leadership for Mission 
Executive Officer and you threw your 
hat in the ring for the position?
I saw the EO position come up, and 
after a lot of discernment made myself 
available for a conversation. I’ve worked 
with Jenny in the Money for Mission 
project, the Here for Good project, 
as well as the Synod’s Theological & 
Ministry Education Committee, so I was 
somewhat aware of the heavy load she 
carried.

You start officially later this month.  
Do you find anything daunting about 
it?
Well, I know how much hard work will 
be involved in the EO role. There are 
significant budget concerns that are 
always going to be a challenge. We need 
to be strategic about how we employ 
staff and ensure that they're part of a 
healthy, life-giving environment. People 
can burn out so quickly, particularly 
when they’re experiencing uncertainty 
and isolation. COVID-19 has obviously 
been one of the stresses. 

Can I ask you what you see as the 
issues facing the Uniting Church in 
general?
I think that what we're experiencing at 
the moment is the challenge of learning 
to be a church in a post-Christian 
environment. We’re in a space where 
trust in institutions like the church is 
hard to gain, let alone maintain. In 
many ways we now have to think about 
different models of being congregations, 
agencies and so on. There's a sense of 
triage in that some of our congregations 
have what it takes to enter the next 20 
years and do something creative, but 
some won’t survive that long. I think of 
Dylan Thomas writing, “Do not go gentle 
into that good night … rage, rage against 
the dying of the light”. So let's not just 
fade away, but let's have a good go at the 
next five to 10 years. 

Another challenge is how we engage 
with emerging generations who may 
have values and approaches to life that 
are quite different to the generations 
that formed the Uniting Church. We 
haven’t had it easy being a multi-

generational church since the 1950s and 
1960s. So how do we take note of the 
values and the life habits of people who 
are now in their 20s and 30s, recognising 
that those attitudes and values are 
usually formed in the formative years, 
from 16 to 25? My own children are now 
in their 20s and 30s, and I'm very much 
aware that for the Church to be engaging 
with those generations we have to learn 
new ways of connecting with people, 
including face-to-face as well as online 
spaces. 

At the very heart of what challenges 
the church is the connection between 
our approach to community service, 
advocacy, community programs, and 
how we understand the gospel. We’re 
still learning to develop a range of ways 
of talking about what we mean about 
Jesus, what we mean about God, what 
we mean about the Holy Spirit, and how 
that relates to our own lives, and being 
able to talk about it as much as being 
able to put it into practice. If there is 
a theological belief at the heart of the 
Uniting Church it is probably the call to 
love others as Jesus has loved us. But 
I think we need to have a more robust 
and broad set of conversation starters 
that link loving action with our many and 
varied experiences of God.

 Any final thoughts, Duncan?
For me, the challenges about freedom 
from addiction, freedom from worrying 
about how other people think about you, 
are at the heart of my own development 
of faith, a lifelong development of 
faith. For some people it might be 
reconciliation, being able to relate to 
one another, which takes us beyond the 
usual “God forgives you and that’s the 
good news” to what is the good news 
around how we engage with the world 
in climate crisis? How do we engage 
with the world where we're having to 
grapple with what it means to be who 
we truly are, particularly around the 
issues of sexuality and gender identity? 
I think we've got a lot that the Uniting 
Church can offer and what I'm seeing is 
possible for us as staff at eLM and across 
the Uniting Church is to consider how we 
connect the practice and the talk of what 
we’re about.                                                         



14

22 FEBRUARY – 6 APRIL 2023

4400  ddaayyss  ooff  pprraayyeerr,,  ssiimmpplliicciittyy  aanndd  ggeenneerroossiittyy  ffoorr  oouurr  hhuurrttiinngg  wwoorrlldd..  

You can change lives this Lent
www.lentevent.com.au 

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, and access allied health 
and other therapies

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

unitingagewell.org  

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

1300 783 435
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equipping Leadership 
for Mission

Our voice 
needs your 

support

Supported by

The Wesley Centre for Theology,  
Ethics and Public Policy

Appeal for financial support.
An initiative of Wesley Church 
Melbourne, this Centre will seek to 
strengthen the Uniting Church’s voice 
in public conversations on social 
issues through public forums, social 
and mainstream media, articles and 
research (See article on p4-5 for details).

The proposed Centre has the  
in-principle support of the leadership 
of eLM, U Ethical, Uniting Agewell and 
Uniting Vic.Tas.

To indicate your personal or 
congregational interest contact:
churchoffice@wesleychurch.org.au

23
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More than 20 years ago, actors Kevin 
Spacey, Helen Hunt and Haley Joel 
Osment starred in a well-received movie 
called Pay It Forward.

Its simple premise, based on the novel 
by Catherine Ryan Hyde, was that rather 
than paying someone back for a favour, 
the recipient would do a favour for three 
other people.

Since then, the term paying it forward 
has come to represent the belief 
that empathy and selflessness are 
characteristics worth rewarding and 
encouraging in people, who will then 
pass on those traits.

For Launceston’s Pilgrim UC member 
Stephen Ives, it’s a mantra that 
underpins how he lives his life, as both a 
committed Christian and in projects he is 

involved with 8000km away in Vietnam.
At least twice a year since 2011, apart 

from the two years that COVID shut 
international borders, Stephen has 
travelled to Hanoi as part of a research 
project funded by a side arm of the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
which aims to help small-scale farmers 
in Vietnam.

“The primary objective is to promote 
the health and welfare of women and 
children, and the funding is into research 
for development,” Stephen explains.

“It’s about providing people with 
the skills to do certain things and 
understanding why they might be doing 
things in a particular way.

“It’s also about seeing how these 
farmers can progress and improve 

farming and animal practices and the 
environment in which they are living.”

In the 11 years since he began, the 
University of Tasmania Discipline Leader 
and Research Fellow at the College of 
Business and Economics has come to 
regard Vietnam as his second home.

And in that second home he has 
established a deep and rewarding 
relationship with the people of Vietnam.

Stephen’s Vietnam adventure began 
over a decade ago when the opportunity 
arose while completing a PhD to travel 
to the Southeast Asian country and work 
with local universities and research 
institutions to enable small-holder 
farmers to integrate livestock and 
cropping practices into their farming.

It was, he admits, quite an undertaking 

Something to 

look 
forward to

By Donald MossBy Donald Moss
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at the time, given he and wife had two 
children aged eight and six.

“At the time I was finishing my PhD 
and working in Tasmania for farmers, 
looking after their crops, when I had an 
opportunity to do this 
international research 
project,” Stephen 
recalls.

“We had two little 
kids and I told my 
wife Penni about this 
opportunity, and 
we had always had this idea of doing 
something in the form of mission work.

“And I thought if we did this it would 
work well because we could travel as 
part of the project. This fitted in really 
well to a much earlier conversation I 

had with my wife before I even started 
my PhD, when she said,  ‘yep, I’m really 
happy for you to do a PhD, as long as we 
can travel afterwards’. The ducks were 
lining up.

“So the challenge was there and I 
wrote myself into a research project in 
Vietnam and we moved there for a year.

“We took the kids out of school and 
their teachers said, ‘that’s fine and they 
don’t need to be in school because they 

will learn so much during that year’.
“It was such a great experience for 

everybody.”
At the heart of that first year in 

Vietnam was Stephen’s belief that as 
people of the world there is 
so much more that unites us, 
than divides us. 

“You know, you can 
concentrate on all the things 
that are different about 
people you are with or you 
can focus on the similarities 

that exist and build on that,” he says.
“So a relationship grew based on 

those connections and, when it was time 
to come back to Australia, no one really 
wanted to come back.

“It was all about relationships and how 

"you can concentrate on all the things that  
are different about people or you can focus  

on the similarities and build on that."

pics coming from 
tasmania

Something to 

look 
forward to

Stephen Ives now regards 
Vietnam as his second home. 

Image: Brad Harris
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they can be formed.” For Stephen, it was 
a time that took his thoughts back to the 
1990s and a survey conducted by the 
Uniting Church asking members to give 
their thoughts on what Church should 
look like.

“It was a question around how do 
people first come into that Church 
family, that sense of recognition of who 
they are and that sense of belonging,” 
he says.

That sense of belonging emerged 
as Stephen and his family became 
members of a congregation in Vietnam.

“The first week we were there we 
walked in and we were asked whether 
we had moved to Hanoi or were we just 
passing through,” he says.

“And I explained we had just moved 
there and suddenly I was given a list 
of things that they wanted us to be 
involved in.

“It was explained to me that 
there was such a transient 
population in Hanoi that this 
church survived through the 
work of volunteers, so we had 
arrived and they were going to put us to 
good use.”

For a musically-inclined Stephen, it 
also meant playing guitar in a church 
band that would have made the United 
Nations proud.

“There were members from South 
Africa, Nigeria, The Philippines and 
Germany in the band and that was quite 
an experience,” he recalls.

Stephen’s time in Vietnam and the 
connections he has made with the 
people there have only strengthened his 
faith and what it means to be a person 
of Christ.

“It was really about Penni and I 
wanting to do something that expressed 
our faith through actions in a place 
where it’s harder to do that then in some 
other places,” he says.

“Vietnam is a Communist country 
and you have to recognise that, and it 
was only when we brought some of my 
Vietnamese colleagues back to Australia 
a year later that they asked me why I do 
what I do.

“My answer was that I live my faith 
through what I do and I want to help and 

empower people, and what that means 
in terms of living out my faith.

“You know, the government in 
Vietnam is quite cautious about 
seeing any outward show of religious 
transformation, so it was about living out 
what we do and, when people ask about 
that, being honest and open with them.

“One of my Vietnamese colleagues, 
when we were back in Australia, 
explained it by saying, ‘well, Stephen just 
wants to help people’.”

And that brings us back, or forward, 
quite neatly to that concept of paying it 
forward.

During his time within the Uniting 
Church, Stephen has been heavily 
involved in youth work, something he 
was able to bring with him to Vietnam.

“One of the school teachers who was 
also a farmer there said to me, ‘can 

you come and do something with the 
school?’,” Stephen explains.

“So I devised a two-hour program 
for the students, with activities and 
singing, and the children went home to 
their parents, told them what they had 
been doing and then we had the parents 
coming to the program, so the children 
were really change agents in that sense.

“I've now got a student doing a PhD 
on the impact of that program, which we 
have modified and will run again.

“So if you actually care for the children 
and work with them to build their 
knowledge and capacity, particularly in 
that type of culture, the parents look at 
you and say, ‘well if you do that for our 
kids you obviously care about us, so we’ll 
listen to you and we'll work with you’.

“We all get so much out of it, and 
I have learnt so much about myself 
and how we can work with people and 
communities. If you can’t understand 
and empathise with people you can’t 
walk the journey with them.”

Ask Australians what Vietnam means 
to them and most will mention the 
war that blighted the country for two 

decades. While it can’t be glossed over, 
Stephen says it’s a dark chapter in the 
country’s history that its people want to 
put behind them.

“I have had some deep discussions 
with Vietnamese people when I’m there 
about everything that the country has 
gone through and it seems to me that 
the people just want to get their country 
back together,” he says.

“These people are so forgiving, and 
while they have lost a little bit of trust, if 
you show them you are fair dinkum they 
will respond.

“So now when I take new people over 
to Vietnam, Vietnamese people will say, 
‘oh, they are with you Stephen, so they 
must be okay and everything is fine’.”

As he reflects on that concept of 
paying it forward and how it is such an 
intrinsic part of his faith, Stephen reflects 

on the opportunities provided to 
one young Vietnamese woman as 
an example.

“We had this young lady 
working three days a week for us 
when we lived there,” Stephen 

says.
“She was 22, had a young child, and 

she didn't know any English but loved to 
cook. 

“And so one night a week my wife and 
her would cook in the kitchen and share 
the Vietnamese names of things and she 
was such a witty girl, and later on we 
found out her grandfather was a school 
teacher and knew eight languages 
fluently. 

“So we helped her a lot in learning 
English and then we brought her back to 
Australia for three months.

“When she went back to Vietnam she 
actually doubled her income because 
she got a different job because she could 
now speak English.

“She was then able to help a friend 
of hers because, as she said, ‘I have 
something and they have nothing and I 
can help and support them’.

“You never know where the dominoes 
might fall, but my faith compels me to 
want to be in a situation where I can 
provide some sort of assistance and 
improve the health and wellbeing of 
people.”                                                                 

"I live my faith through what I do and  
I want to help and empower people."
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Stephen Ives says his faith 
“compels me to want to be 

in a situation where I can 
provide some sort of assistance 

and improve the health and 
wellbeing of people”. 

Image: Brad Harris



20

Making a Will provides a rare opportunity 
to review your life and to look at your most 
cherished relationships. Deciding who will 
benefit from your Will is deeply personal and 
can be enormously satisfying.

Bequests are critical to the work of the Church: 
educating, transforming unjust social structures, 
safeguarding our vital community support, looking 
after the next generation, and helping to continue 
our faith and mission. Bequests are a practical way 
in which people can have a lasting impact.

Types of bequests
		Specific bequest: This relates to the specific 

type of gift. For example, a set amount of money, 
property, or shares. These can be left to family, 
relatives and others, or to your chosen charities.

		Residual bequest: Once specific bequests have 
been distributed, everything that is left in your 
estate is called the ‘residue.’ A residual bequest 
will ensure the remainder of your estate  
(‘the residue’) is distributed to family, relatives  
or your chosen charity.

How your bequest can help
The work of the Church takes many forms and 
constantly evolves. A bequest for the Church’s 
general purposes can be put to the most pressing 
need at a particular time. Some bequests support 
one local congregation helping with maintenance 
of church buildings and other ongoing costs.  Other 
bequests assist the Church’s mission work in social 

justice, aged care, children’s services, crisis support, 
counselling, refugee work, social housing and 
disability services. 

Your bequest might be a much-needed building 
project, sponsorship for a minister of the word, 
funds for distribution by our rural chaplains in times 
of need or disaster, hospital and prison chaplaincy, 
training and education to equip people of faith.

How to make a bequest
We recommend you contact a solicitor when 
preparing a Will. They will help ensure the 
appropriate wording is included in your Will. Synod 
Trusts would be pleased to talk with you or your 
solicitor regarding suggestions, correct names of 
Church groups, or specific wording.

		If your bequest is up to $200,000, we 
recommend a bequest for the general  
purposes of the Church.

		If your bequest is more than $200,000, or 
involves property, then a trust in your name or for 
a specific purpose is a great idea. You can tailor 
the purposes to where your trust is allocated.

  
Contact our Trust Office for further advice or to 
discuss options on (03) 9116 1400.

A gift in your Will can make more
Mission Possible

WillWillThy Will  
be done
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If you happen to bump into Kelly Skilton 
at a Uniting Church service or function 
somewhere, she is bound to make an 
instant impression on you.

Her bright green hair is an immediate 
attention grabber, but there is much 
more of substance happening beneath 
all of that.

The Murrumbeena UC member has 
a deep commitment to her faith and to 
ensuring young voices continue to be 
heard within the Synod of Victoria and 
Tasmania, and within the UC in general.

And, as part of the generation that has 
grown up with ease in the digital world, 
Kelly has all of the skills to bring those 
young voices to the fore.

That’s why equipping Leadership for 
Mission Director of Priorities, Focus and 
Advocacy, Rev Nigel Hanscamp, believes 
she is perfect for the role she began at 
eLM last month.

As part of the younger generations 
team, Kelly’s role will involve developing 
discipleship, networks and leadership, 
with a particular focus on growing 
younger generations’ digital and new 
communities.

“Kelly brings a delightful mix of 
experience and energy to the younger 

generations team and the Synod,” Nigel 
says.

“Working with many other people, 
Kelly will be nurturing new forms of 
being church that may look and feel 
different to our traditional ways, with 
different places, faces, and times, as 
well as some challenges to our current 
structures. 

“Vibrant churches need all generations 
to work, worship and serve together, 
and Kelly brings practical understanding 
and passion for engaging the life of the 
Church across generations. 

“Her energy comes out of her deep 
faith in Christ, and a commitment to 
mentor and disciple young people into 
deeper faith.  

“The best response of the Church 
to this would be a resounding ‘yes’, to 
welcome people and groups exploring 
faith in ways we may not recognise.”

Kelly’s role, says Nigel, will focus on 
four key themes:

*Encouraging digital and new 
communities of people who will grow in 
faith, following Christ and service in their 
communities; 

*Developing networks of younger 
people (children and their families, 

Gen
By Andrew Humphries

nextnext

Kelly Skilton with the stained 
glass window mural which 
was painted by more than  
70 community members. 
Image: Carl Rainer



23



24

From P22

youth and young adults) who are 
exploring digital and new ways of being 
church; 

*Growing leadership in younger 
people who are serving in these and 
other communities; and

*Working alongside other eLM staff to 
help discipleship, service and leadership 
to flourish in communities of younger 
people.

Kelly is excited about what she can 
bring to the new role, which she began 
last month.

“It’s something new, but not 
unfamiliar, and I’m really excited to jump 
into the space and serve the Church in a 
different way,” she says.

“It’s going to be good, and it will look 
at things like discipleship and leadership, 
and what does it mean for our Church to 
start viewing or seeing different forms 
of ministry as part of that, and what that 
might actually look like.

“There is a recruiting and equipping 
element to it, and I suppose also 
recognising there is so much that we do, 
particularly with younger generations, 
from Monday through to Saturday that 
is still an expression of Sunday morning 
worship.”

As a child of the digital and social 
media generation, Kelly says there is a 
growing opportunity to make use of this 
technology within the Uniting Church.

“It’s not a brand new space, but we’re 
asking the question of what does it 
mean to do discipleship and community 
this way, and to have friends and 
connections made through digital media 
or spaces,” she says.

“I’m excited to see the different ways 
in which people can engage with it, 
because it’s laying the foundations for 
how our Church pivots and moves over 
the next so many years.

“Even before COVID arrived, a few of us 
had already started thinking about the 

" the Uniting Church has  
the pivotal things that 
reflect how my day-to-day 
faith is lived out."
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theology behind digital ministry and so 
rather than jumping into digital ministry 
as a necessity, it was more about 
thinking as a person who is a digital 
native about what is my lived experience 
and how do I live out my calling in this 
space?

 “I think it’s about promoting the 
view that this is ministry outside of the 
building, but still very much inside as 
well.”

As a member since the age of four, 
Kelly says it’s the Uniting Church’s strong 
commitment towards many social justice 
issues, and solid theological foundation, 
that have inspired her own faith journey.

“For me, it’s about considering who I 
am to God and who is God to me,” Kelly 
says.

“That’s something I have spent a lot 
of my life exploring, and really it comes 
down to exploring what that means in 
my day-to-day life.

“I’m part of the Uniting Church 
because of its theology, and the fact that 
it’s active in the social justice sphere, 
and those foundations are what keep me 
connected to it.

“Other churches have elements of this, 
but the Uniting Church has the pivotal 
things that reflect how my day-to-day 
faith is lived out.

“I find the Uniting Church allows us 
to hold what’s sacred as sacred, while 
including our lived reality around issues 
concerning First Nations and LGBTQ 
people, social justice and climate 
action.”

Kelly comes to the eLM position with 
a wealth of experience, as youth and 
young adults pastor at Murrumbeena UC 
and chaplain at Monash University.

While she won’t be able to continue in 
those roles, she will remain as director 
of The Sonder Collective, an ecumenical 
youth and young adults community 
which Kelly started in 2015 to connect 
individuals from smaller congregations 
across Victoria.

As for her trademark bright green hair, 
Kelly has no plans to change that any 
time soon.

“I think if I wandered into a meeting 
without the green hair people would 
wonder what’s happened to me,”  
she says.                                                                 

The Murrumbeena Community  
Garden is home to the Anthony Breslin 

Community Garden Art project.
Image: Carl Rainer



26

You can make 
an ongoing 
difference.
By giving a monthly gift of just $20  
a month, you can make a big difference  
to a family in crisis.
When becoming a regular supporter, you  
can support a program of your choice, helping 
individuals, families and communities across 
Victoria and Tasmania. Register today to 
become a regular supporter.
Call us  
1800 668 426
Visit 
unitingvictas.org.au/regular-giving

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

The Uniting Church in Australia
Synod of South Australia

General Secretary
Uniting Church in Australia

Synod of South Australia
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Crosslight is a bi-monthly magazine 
produced by the Communications 
and Media Services unit of the Uniting 
Church in Australia Synod of Victoria 
and Tasmania.

Opinions expressed in Crosslight do 
not necessarily reflect those  of the 
editor or the policies of  the Uniting 
Church.
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Each year, more than 600 congregations 
receive an email, asking them to 
gather numbers, ideas and information 
about all that their faith community 
did the previous year, and report that 
information back to Synod via the 
community life return and financial 
return.

Trying to understand how and why 
our congregations gather, celebrate and 
support one another and the community 
is a vast task, which makes this gathered 
information all the more important.

Your answers equip the presbyteries 
and mission team to direct resources 
to the places that need it most, and 
help the synod understand where 
congregations are growing, need 
resourcing, and how teams can be best 
resourced.

The data shows us that in the past 
five years, the single largest reason 
congregation members have stop 
attending their regular church is because 
of ill health – even before COVID. We also 
know that online attendance more than 
doubled between 2020-2021. 

Over the next few years, we’re hoping 
that the number of people no longer 
attending church will go down, and the 
number attending online will go up, as 
COVID has shown ministry teams ways to 
“do church” using alternative methods 
they may not have previously been 
equipped to do. 

Volunteers continue to be crucial to 
running our churches, and in 2021 we 
saw just over 80 per cent of roles being 
completed by volunteers within our 
congregations and faith communities. 
This suggests that resourcing our 
volunteers with training is a crucial area 
for the missions teams to be considering 
when arranging events.

The answers can also tell us where our 
questions may not be reflecting lived 

experience. When the survey questions 
have changed from the year before, it 
may be because we’ve looked at the data 
and realised from the results that the 
question has been worded in a way that 

isn’t intuitive, and has needed editing 
for recipients to understand the true 
question being asked.

The 2023 returns will be sent out next 
month.                                                                    

Worship format 2022 

	Traditional 56%

Contemporary 8%

Reflective 7%

Informa 5%

Multi-age 5%

Wider community 4%

Messy Church 3%

Meal-based 2%

Youth focused 1%

Other 9%

A year
  IN THE LIFE OF OUR CHURCHIN THE LIFE OF OUR CHURCH
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Congregation: 
cultural diversity

Congregation:   
age profile

2022

2019

2019

2022

70+ 
49%

50-70 

22%

30-50 

10%

0-20 
15%

20-30  4%

70+ 
47%

50-70 
23%

30-50 

15%

0-20 

11%
20-30  4

%

YES 
47%NO 

38%

N/A 
14%

YES 
46%NO 

35%

N/A 
19%
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20
22

20
19

2022  Offerings 42% Property 35%  Investment 14%  Synod grants 2%  Govt grants 5%
2019  Offerings 47%  Property 36%  Investment 13%  Synod grants 3%  Govt Grants 1%

Congregation: non-attendance split

Ministry 
roles

2022 2019

VOLUNTEER 
81%

PAID
19%

PAID  
20%

VOLUNTEER 
80%

Congregation: main income sources

Congregation: operating status

20192022

Break even 

0%

Deficit

42%

 
Surplus  

58% 

Break even  

1%

Deficit

45%

 
Surplus  

54% 

2022
		No longer active in church of any description 20%

		Transfer to another congregation 9%

	COVID-19 9%

	Ill health 35%

	Death 25%

2019
No longer active in church of any description 15%

Transfer to another congregation 17%

Ill health 34%

Death 32%
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American statesman Benjamin Franklin 
is often credited with the line that there 
is nothing certain in life, except death 
and taxes.

As time marches on, perhaps there 
is one more certainty in life we can 
add to Franklin’s list, and it’s one that 
has serious implications for religious 
organisations such as the Uniting 
Church.

An ageing demographic and shrinking 
numbers mean that, at times, sad and 
sometimes painful decisions need to 
be made around whether particular 
congregations should continue or, in 
some cases, whether amalgamation is an 
option worth considering as some form 
of ongoing existence.

For long-time congregations, such 
decisions must be taken with care, as 

many years of history and wonderful 
relationships are thrown into the melting 
pot for consideration.

Port Phillip West Presbytery Mission 
Development Strategist and equipping 
Leadership for Mission Minister, Linley 
Liersch, knows exactly the delicate 
path that must be negotiated as any 
amalgamation of congregations is 
considered.

Last December, the congregations 
of Corio-Norlane and Lara signed an 
historic memorandum of understanding 
which saw them enter this year as one 
congregation.

Linley says the December 4 
amalgamation, which also marked the 
final Corio-Norlane congregation service, 
represents an exciting opportunity for 
its members to continue worshipping as 

part of a strong Lara congregation, and 
brought to an end more than two years 
of discussion between Presbytery and 
the two congregations.

She says Corio-Norlane members 
were facing the same issues that any 
congregation faces when numbers begin 
to dwindle.

“When I first met with the 
congregation they were down to 16 
members and their leaders were quite 
tired and worn out, and were struggling 
to hang in there,” Linley says.

“This was a congregation that had 
done due diligence on their buildings 
and maintenance up to that point, but 
from then on they would be eating into 
their finances and would struggle to 
maintain their buildings.

“We began to talk to them about 

By Andrew Humphries

New

h     rizon



31

their future and they weren’t easy 
conversations to have, particularly 
having them in and around COVID-19 
lockdowns.

“In the end, they recognised they 
couldn’t just stay as they were and 
needed to make a change.” 

With Corio-
Norlane already 
having established a 
relationship with Lara in 
a number of areas, Linley 
says an amalgamation 
represented the best-
case scenario.

“The members did have a sense that 
they had a lot in common with the Lara 
congregation, and they felt it would be a 
good match,” she says.

Linley says it was important to 

tread a respectful path as discussions 
progressed, mindful of the emotions at 
play in such a big decision.

“Corio-Norlane is already an 
amalgamated congregation, so they had 
already surrendered one property and 
there was a sense of members saying, 

‘we have already done this, so how much 
more can we bear?,” she says.

“There was a real sense of sadness 
there, but as a congregation that had 
faced so much change in their lives, also 
a sense of inevitability around it.

“In the memorandum of 
understanding, we said if someone is 
in old age sometimes they have to sell 
the family home and move somewhere 
where they can have more care, so this 
idea of the congregation as being part 
of the human life cycle gave them some 

language to use when 
we were bringing them 
together.”

Corio-Norlane Church 
Council Chairperson 
Grahme Parkes says, 
while sad, the decision to 

amalgamate made sense on a practical 
basis.

“Certainly our congregation was 
ageing, and maintaining the buildings 
was becoming onerous,” he says.

“Filling office positions was starting 

"This amalgamation gives us an opportunity  
to reimagine what the congregation can be."Grahme Parkes

Left to right,  
Grahme Parkes,  

Grant Trewin and  
Linley Liersch.  

Image: Carl Rainer
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to become more complicated, so the 
congregation was, in a sense, becoming 
a bit tired.

“This amalgamation gives us an 
opportunity to reimagine what the 
congregation can be, removes some of 
the burdens, and allows us to bring some 
of our communal life into Lara.

“It also opens up missional 
opportunities for the congregation in 
the sense that we can be 
among the people in our 
community, more than 
people just coming into 
the building.”

The decision to 
amalgamate means the 
Corio-Norlane church 
and church hall will be 
sold, with part of the proceeds used to 
continue funding the congregation’s 
main missional project, a community 
meeting hub called the Listening Lounge.

Turning 25 this year, the Listening 
Lounge has become an important part 

of the social fabric of the area and a 
wonderful example of missional work 
that serves the whole community.

“The Synod will benefit from the sale 
in that it will have a regular income 
coming in which will fund our portion of 
what is needed to cover the partnership 
with Lara, and part of the money 
allows us to continue with the Listening 
Lounge,” Grahme says.

“It provides a safe space for people, 
where they can come and talk and seek 
advice. We provide tea and coffee and a 
sandwich and it’s a real gathering place 
for people from all walks of life.

“It’s a very important space to have 

available for people and I hope it can 
continue for another 25 years because 
it’s been such an important part of our 
missional life and outreach into the 
community.”

Linley says she is excited to see the 
Listening Lounge continue and celebrate 
its 25th year.

“We asked them what their legacy was 
and they chose the Listening Lounge as 

their mission,” she says.
“They have really taken 

it on and maintained it in 
and around COVID-19, and 
they are thrilled to be able to 
continue funding it.”

Linley says the Corio-
Norlane congregation should 
be congratulated on their 

decision to amalgamate.
“It’s a selfless decision where they 

have put mission ahead of pride in trying 
to maintain their own identity,” she says.

“They have a real heart for the people 
that the Listening Lounge reaches out to, 

"That’s why we are very excited about what 
the amalgamation might bring in terms of 

growing the congregation."Grant Trewin

Grant Trewin believes the 
amalgamation provides a 

wonderful injection of vitality 
into the Lara congregation. 

Image: Carl Rainer
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and they are a community that is open to 
the needs of others.

“Sometimes congregations fear 
that Presbytery might be only about 
closing them down, but this is a story 
where Presbytery has worked with a 
congregation to think outside the box, 
and it takes a brave community to 
reimagine themselves, which they have 
done.

“It also requires an 
honest conversation 
between the 
congregations, and I think 
a point has been reached 
where it is a lovely 
blessing for the Lara 
congregation as well.”

Grahme and his Lara counterpart 
Grant Trewin are both excited about 
what their amalgamation holds for the 
future.

In fact, Grant believes it provides a 
wonderful injection of vitality into a Lara 
congregation which, while still thriving, 
faces its own challenge with numbers.

“Ten to 15 years ago we would have 

had about 80 to 100 people attending 
a service, but now it’s about 40 to 50 
people,” he says.

“We’re thriving in many ways and are 
very passionate and keen about what we 
are doing, but I couldn’t say that we are 
growing in numbers.

“That’s why we are very excited about 
what the amalgamation might bring in 

terms of growing the congregation.”
Grant is also mindful of the fact that 

Corio-Norlane members should feel they 
are entering the amalgamation on an 
equal footing with the Lara congregation.

“We would like to think it’s going to be 
more of a partnership, rather than us just 
taking over, and that partnership is what 
we are encouraging,” he says.

“Hopefully they will continue to attend 

our services and we would only be too 
happy to organise a mini bus to make 
that easier.

“We would also encourage the Corio-
Norlane congregation to choose a couple 
of representatives to come to our Church 
Council.

“That gives them a voice and they 
can see what we are doing, and it also 

gives us an opportunity from 
our end to become more 
involved in some of the 
things that they are doing.

“I’m really excited about 
what the amalgamation 
brings.”

Grahme, too, is looking 
forward to seeing what 2023 has in store 
for the former Corio-Norlane members in 
their new home.

“Yes, there was some sadness around 
the decision to amalgamate, but most of 
the congregation was in favour of it and 
could see what the future looked like if 
we didn’t consider it,” he says.

“Some things need to be tweaked but 
we’re excited about what lies ahead.”    

"10-15 years ago we would have had about  
80-100 people attending a service,  

but now it’s about 40-50."Grant Trewin

Port Phillip West Presbytery 
Mission Development 
Strategist Linley Liersch 
understands the delicate 
path that must be negotiated 
as any amalgamation of 
congregations is considered.
Image: Carl Rainer
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Imagine entering Australia as a refugee 
from Afghanistan more than a decade 
ago, leaving behind your wife and seven 
children.

Where would you turn for help? Who 
would be there to assist you in your 
darkest moments in this strange and 
bewildering new country?

In Victoria’s northwest, the answer is 
the Swan Hill Uniting Church.

The church’s Community Issues Group 
has been a strong advocate for refugees 
for more than 20 years and, late last year, 
its efforts were honoured with a Victorian 
Government award.

Group member David Hackett 
travelled to Melbourne to be presented 
with a Victorian Multicultural Award for 
Excellence for its refugee advocacy.

“I believe we were the only rural 
winner and it has given the community 
here a real lift,” says group chair Joy 
Jones.

The group began in 2001 when 
Swan Hill schoolteacher Jill Pattenden 
recognised that a large number of men 
were arriving in the town as refugees, 
with little support to help them settle in.

“We would have had several hundred 
men arrive here at that time, mainly to 
pick fruit,” Joy recalls.

“Jill gathered a group of Uniting 
Church members together and she was 
the host of the Community Issues Group 
the church had identified as one of our 
missions at the time.

“That group then took on the role 
of looking after refugees, and Jill did 
an enormous amount of work in that 
regard.

“Jill died in 2021 and we have 
continued that work, with David Hackett 
a real driving force in the group.”

Joy says there are about 50 refugee 
men in the area hoping to secure 
permanent residency and citizenship, 
and to also bring their families out from 
Afghanistan to join them.

“Most of them have been waiting for 
about 10 years and, as a result, their 
mental health is extremely tenuous,” she 
says.

Joy says the group offers a wide range 
of services to the refugees to make their 
life in Australia a little bit easier.

“On Wednesdays, they will come in 
and a small team of volunteers will help 
them to fill in any paperwork that needs 
to be done, and afterwards they stay on 
for a social gathering,” she says.

“On Thursdays, we run a women’s 
group, where English is taught, and they 
also take part in community events.

“Generally once a month we also hold 
a ‘welcome to refugees’ night and one of 
the refugee men or women in town cook 
Afghani food.

“We often have someone come 
and speak who will give them any 
information the refugees need, while we 
have also run mental health programs to 
assist them.

“The most important part of these 
regular gatherings is the opportunity for 
the refugees to get together and talk.” 

When Crosslight spoke to Joy, she had 
just welcomed an Afghani family who 
had been waiting in Pakistan to come to 
Australia.

“Seven children and their mother have 
come to join Dad, and it had been 14 
years since they applied to come here,” 
Joy says.

“The youngest child is 15 and he was 
obviously a toddler when his father had 
to flee Afghanistan.

“This big family is living in a one-
bedroom flat because we can’t get them 
a house at the moment.”

Joy believes the Community Issues 
Group’s efforts have been a huge support 
to refugees struggling to find their feet in 
a whole new world.

“I think it has meant that Swan Hill has 
become a very friendly town to refugees 
and they are supported here,” she says.

Joy says she is proud to be part of a 
group whose values are so aligned to the 
Uniting Church itself, which is supportive 
of their work.

She hopes one day the group may 
no longer need to exist, with the town’s 
refugees receiving residency visas from 
the Federal Government and being able 
to welcome their families here from 
Afghanistan.

As for the award, Joy says it’s well-
deserved recognition for wonderful 
work done by a small group of refugee 
supporters.

“Yes, we were delighted to be 
recognised, and a little bit surprised, but 
it’s an award that fits in with what we are 
doing,” she says.

David Hackett with Minister for Multicultural Affairs Ros Spence and Victorian Governor 
The Hon Linda Dessau at the Victorian Multicultural Awards for Excellence.

You’re welc    me
By Donald Moss
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equipping Leadership for Mission

For further information visit victas.uca.org.au/resources/fi nance-and-archive/grants

2023
GRANTS
AVAILABLE
There are a number of special grants available this year, including:

Small Grants for Small Rural Congregations
  Grants of up to $5000 for congregations which 

are located within communities of less than 5000 
people to help promote community building 
activities.

Congregational Debt Relief Grants
  Aimed at congregations with existing loans 

through U-Ethical, to assist paying down the loan 
to enable the congregation to focus on mission 
and ministry rather than repaying debt.

Capital Works Grants
  Capital improvements to churches to assist with 

mission and ministry work. These grants are not 
intended to pay for deferred maintenance works 
or manses.

Early Childhood Building Maintenance 
Relief Fund Grants
  To assist congregations to maintain early learning 

centres on church property to continue to meet 
all regulatory requirements.

Mission Fund Grants 
  Specifi cally for multiple congregations working 

together, to fund opportunities to regenerate 
the church as we recover from COVID (eg seed 
funding of mission and ministry)
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In November last year, Horsham UC 
member Jonathan Sehoolderman’s 
artistic talent went on show with an 
exhibition of his work.

The exhibition proved to be one of 
the high points of what had otherwise 
been a forgettable 18 months for the 
Dimboola resident.

In fact, if it wasn’t for the outlet 
provided by his art, Jonathan isn’t sure 
how he might have coped with what he 
has been through. Jonathan has Prader-
Willi Syndrome, a rare genetic disorder 
that results in a number of physical, 
mental and behavioural problems.

One of those is that he always feels 
hungry and eats continually.

It has led to type 2 diabetes and other 
health issues which have resulted in 
almost permanent stays in a number of 
hospitals in western Victoria.

Jonathan’s health problems mean 
he requires accommodation involving 
24-hour supervision, yet the sad reality 
is that such a place has been difficult 
to find, and he is one of many people 
forced to wait for National Disability 
Insurance Scheme funding for housing 
and support.

It’s a situation, says Synod Justice 

and International Mission cluster social 
justice officer Tim Molineux, that simply 
shouldn’t be the case in a country like 
Australia, and is the sole fault of the 
National Disability Insurance Agency, 
which has the job of administering the 
NDIS.

“It’s almost becoming a running joke, 
in terms of how easily this is fixable, and 
the resources that are available to fix it, 
versus the apparent inability of the NDIA 
to actually do that,” Tim says.

“At the moment there are about 3000 
vacancies in disability housing and it’s 
the NDIA’s responsibility to manage 

and
By Andrew Humphries

countingcounting
1010  

DAYSDAYS

Jonathan Sehoolderman 
has a rare genetic disorder 
that results in a number 
of physical, mental and 
behavioural problems. 
Image: Peter Butler
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getting people into these vacancies.
“At the same time, they are only 

spending 27 per cent of the $700 million 
budget they have for specialist disability 
accommodation, so there is massive 
inefficiency within the NDIA preventing 
it from administering its funds and 
responsibilities correctly.”

With all of this in mind, JIM, with 
help from the Summer Foundation, 
has started a campaign called Down 
to 10 days, which aims to get NDIS 
participants the housing and support 
they need as soon as possible.

The campaign calls on the NDIA to 

make housing and support decisions 
within 10 days from the application by 
the person with a disability.

“The delays in access to specialist 
disability accommodation and 
supported decision-making pose severe 
risks to the health and wellbeing of NDIS 
participants,” Tim says.

According to Tim, of more than 2000 
people on the NDIS in hospital, over half 
are medically ready to be discharged 
but do not have an appropriate support 
system and accommodation in place.

“Around 30 per cent of those in 
hospital are waiting for the NDIA to 

process their application for support,” 
he says. 

Tim says bureaucratic red tape is the 
main issue.

“The NDIA reported there were 3000 
vacancies in disability housing across 
Australia (but) the processing time of the 
NDIA for accommodation applications 
appears to be the main barrier to getting 
people with a disability into housing,” he 
says.

Recent reports suggest that some 
disability patients in Victoria spend as 
long as 20 months waiting for discharge 
and that on any day, between 100 

countingcounting
Continued P38
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and 300 people with a disability are 
occupying a Victorian hospital bed 
despite being ready to be discharged. 

“People who have been waiting for 
more than two years are starting to 
see fair decisions about housing and 
support, yet there is still much to do,” 
Tim says.

For Jonathan, who 
Crosslight spoke to late 
last year, much of 2021 and 
2022 have been a nightmare 
involving shifting from 
hospital to hospital, with 
short stays in accommodation that has 
been unsuitable, meaning Horsham 
hospital has been his “home” for an 
extended period of time.

His troubles began in August 2021 
when he was found unconscious at 
home and taken to Horsham hospital, 
before being transferred to Ballarat 

hospital’s intensive care unit, his life 
hanging in the balance. Tests showed 
Jonathan had developed type 2 diabetes 
and his treatment continued as he was 
transferred back to Horsham hospital.

In October, he was transferred to his 
home town hospital, which proved a 

stressful experience as he was in a ward 
with a number of dementia patients.

“I was almost suicidal at one point 
because it was causing me so much 
grief,” Jonathan says.

In February he returned to Horsham 
hospital, the beginning of his lengthy 
stay there.

During that time, a number of planned 
accommodation options fell through, 
adding to a growing sense of despair for 
Jonathan.

It was, understandably, a frustrating 
experience for someone who just wanted 
to leave hospital and move into suitable 

accommodation where he could 
be looked after properly.

“It’s been a very upsetting 
experience,” Jonathan says.

“Sometimes my mood is 
good, other times it definitely 
isn’t, and it’s been incredibly 

frustrating.”
One of the only bright lights, he 

admits, is his love of art.
“I enjoy painting and drawing and 

that’s what keeps me going,” he says.
Also important is his faith and the 

joy he derives from being part of the 
Horsham UC congregation.

"My faith is very important in helping 
me to deal with everything that 

is happening to me."

From P37
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Despite his health issues, Jonathan 
is able to attend the Sunday service, 
describing it as an important part of his 
week.

“I attend every Sunday, I’m in the 
choir, and I also attend Messy Church,” 
he says.

“My faith is very important in helping 
me to deal with everything that is 
happening to me.”

So what exactly can Uniting Church 
members do to improve the situation for 
people like Jonathan?

Tim says the issue is one that should 
resonate with UC members everywhere, 
given it is one based on the concept of a 
fair go for all.

“As UC members we need to look at 
this as an issue around how we care for 
others in society, and how we are called 
to be Christians,” he says.

“What we can do is as important 

as the reason as to why we do it, and 
the Church can also use its voice as 
an organisation that is invested in this 
space.

“There is a legitimacy for us as a 
Church to be meeting in this space 
and hearing what our own experts are 
saying.”

Pressure brought to bear on Minister 
Bill Shorten, who is responsible for the 
NDIS, through a letter-writing campaign 
is an important part of publicising the 
issue, Tim says.

“As a member of the Down to 10 days 
alliance, we need your support,” he says.

“There are close to 150 organisations 
backing the campaign, and together we 
can drive reform. 

“We ask that you write to Mr Shorten 
reiterating that the alliance seeks a 
commitment from the Commonwealth 
Government for faster, more accurate 

decisions on housing and supports for 
people with a disability.

“Here we have a situation where 
people are being completely ignored 
within a system that is supposed 
to be caring for them, and they are 
powerless and have to wait and wait for 
accommodation.

“We have people here who are 
disempowered and powerless because 
the system doesn’t allow them to 
participate by addressing their needs.

“They’re not being allowed to speak 
up and that’s why we as a Church can be 
advocates within that space.”
Letters should be addressed to The 
Hon Bill Shorten MP, Minister for 
the National Disability Insurance 
Scheme, PO Box 6022, House of 
Representatives, Parliament House, 
Canberra ACT 2600.                                       

Jonathan Sehoolderman 
with some of his artwork 

that was recently exhibited. 
Image: Peter Butler
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Flip for a good cause.

Pancake 
Day 2023

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

Register today.
Learn more 
1800 668 426  
pancakeday.com.au/vic-tas
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