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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

Leave a lasting 
legacy.
Planning an estate is a personal process and 
a time to reflect on what matters most. If you 
are considering including Uniting in your Will, 
we would love to hear from you.

Call us  
03 9051 4743

Visit 
unitingvictas.org.au/gift-in-will

Uniting is the community services organisation  
of the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania.
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The fourth chapter of Genesis gives us 
the powerfully important story of Cain 
and Abel. It’s the story in which we first 
hear the word “sin”. Cain is angry, and is 
warned that sin is lurking at the door. He 
may let it in. Sadly he does, and kills his 
brother.

In due course, Cain tells God that he 
is not his brother’s keeper, but God tells 
Cain that the blood of Abel is “crying out 
to me from the ground”. Unfortunately 
this is the first of many stories of crying 
for justice to God following violence and 
exploitation between human beings.

God hears the cries from the blood 
spilt on the land, from the exploited and 
from the bereaved. Perhaps we, too, 
hear the cries from this land now called 
Australia; perhaps we add our own.

To me, there is a deep significance to 
the naming of the proposed Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Voice to 
Parliament. “Voice” is a word used often 
in the Scripture – hundreds of times. 
The proposal for a Voice to Parliament, 
if successful, will help to ensure that 
First Nations voices are heard on 
matters relating to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples, and I strongly 
commend its support.

I am glad that the Uniting Church, 
nationally, having heard from the 
United Aboriginal and Islander Christian 
Congress, is supporting the “yes” 
campaign. 

This is in keeping with our covenant 
with the UAICC, in keeping with our 
recognition of the part of the churches 
in the colonisation of this land, and in 
keeping with our commitment to giving 

voice to matters of justice, dignity and 
opportunity in this nation.

The gospel stories begin with a voice 
crying out in the wilderness, calling for 
our attention and our repentance from 
our violence and exploitation, calling us 
to generosity and grace in the light of the 
nearness of God’s kin(g)dom. 

Jesus came proclaiming a way of 
grace, compassion and justice. He did 
not seek to overthrow the Romans with 
violence. He called all people to respond 
to God and neighbour with love.

On Good Friday, he became a victim of 
the violence of this world. As he offered 
his vision of love and faith, he accepted 
the violence that was meted out to him. 
He did not use his voice to add to the 
violence, though he joined our cry to 
God. Dying on the cross, he was silenced.

I imagine the sound of his blood, 
crying out from the ground.

On the Saturday, there is much shed 
blood to remember, and many silenced 
voices. It is a time to mourn, to reflect, 
to cry.

And then a voice of hope. At dawn 
services in various places around the 
Synod, we hear proclaimed that Christ 
is not abandoned in death, but is risen. 
He goes ahead of us, and calls upon our 
voices to proclaim his new life, that all 
may know the embrace of God’s love.

As this story is proclaimed in churches 
throughout the Synod, may we recognise 
our own place in the story. We are loved 
by God and met with grace, and invited 
into the way of Christ with a vision of 
community, compassion and justice for 
all creation.                                                          

"Jesus came proclaiming a way of grace, 
compassion and justice. He called all  

people to respond to God and  
neighbour with love."

Reverend  
David Fotheringham  

Moderator 
Vic Tas Synod



4

Sometimes in the midst of much chaos, 
drama and uncertainty, it is a simple idea 
that resonates and helps to bring people 
together.

In January 2020, Australia recorded its 
first case of COVID-19 and, by March 18, 
concern around rising infection numbers 
meant Prime Minister Scott Morrison 
plunged Australians into the first of what 
was to become ongoing restrictions on 
their day-to-day movement.

Before the Prime Minister’s 
announcement though, Presbytery of 
Gippsland Minister Rev Jennie Gordon 
was among a number of ministers 
who realised that traditional face-to-
face worship would be impossible as 
restrictions kicked in.

It was then that they came up with 
the simple but groundbreaking idea of 
preparing a weekly worship resource for 
those Presbytery members who wanted 
to continue worshipping from home.

Three years later, the Fig Tree Worship 
Resource that grew from that innovative 
idea has become something quite 
special and continues to be used widely 
by Uniting Church members.

Preparation of the weekly resource is 
now a Presbytery-wide project involving 
a team of seven ministers in placement, 
one retired minister, and Jennie and Rev 
Arnie Wierenga, who edit and contribute 
to it.

There are more than 170 subscribers 
on a weekly resource email list from 
all over the country, while each week’s 
resource is also posted on the Synod 
website. 

Sunday, March 19 this year marked 
the third anniversary of the first Sunday 
in 2020 that the worship resource was 
made available to presbytery members.

“It began as a Shearwater Ministry 
Team initiative on that first Sunday 
in March 2020 that we couldn't meet 

together for worship, which was March 
22,” Jennie recalls.

“The writing team was Rev Deacon 
Wendy Elson, Rev Ian Turrnidge and 
myself. 

“This ran through to the end of 2020, 
when our email subscription list began, 
and we were also physically mailing over 
100 copies each week to people around 
Gippsland.” 

As she reflects on what began on that 
third Sunday in March, 2020, Jennie 
admits to being quite proud of what she 
describes as “one of those quiet little 
achievers”.

“It was something that had to be 
organised at short notice and, as a 
presbytery, we had already decided to 
ask our congregations not to meet for 
worship, even before that became an 
official restriction,” Jennie says.

“We probably had a couple of days of 
thinking, ‘OK, what’s next?’, and then the 

By Andrew Humphries

Word’s out on 

worship      resource
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Shearwater team decided we could get 
our heads together and think about what 
we might be able to share.

“Producing the resource was a way 
of saying to people ‘you can’t meet for 
worship, but you can use this and it’s 
going to be OK and we will get through 
this’.”

Jennie says there was immediate 
feedback that the worship material was 
playing an important part in filling the 
vacuum created by the end of face-to-
face worship.

“I think people were delighted to have 
this new resource, because the only 
other option at that stage in terms of 
worship was to watch Songs of Praise on 
the ABC,” she says.

“There was a way that people felt 
connected through using the weekly 
worship resource and having the tools to 
be able to worship at home.

“It meant that if people were on their 

own, they could still feel connected 
through this resource.

“We were getting some really good 
feedback around it and it just kind of 
grew from there.”

Jennie says the impact probably took 
her by surprise at first.

“We probably didn’t fully anticipate its 
impact initially, and there was probably 
a sense that this was going to be a big 
help for ministers as well,” she says.

“The response from people was that 
they felt they were still connected and 
being cared for and nourished and 
nurtured. 

“I’m not sure we ever felt it would 
last this long and I don’t think we ever 
sensed that there might be a deeper 
need for it, even post-COVID when we all 
got back together.

“I think the great story about it is that 
one thing COVID-19 has taught us is 
that it’s all about working together, and 

it’s also encouraging ministers to share 
resources and not be quite as isolated as 
we used to be.

“It’s a resource that connects 
communities and congregations and 
develops leadership skills.”

Moderator David Fotheringham 
says the weekly worship material 
has proven to be a wonderful 
resource.“Congratulations to the team 
behind the Fig Tree Worship Resource,” 
he says.

“With such well-written liturgy and 
spirit-filled reflections, the value of this 
resource has proved itself as more and 
more gatherings of God’s people have 
made use of it to support and enable 
their worship.

“I’m grateful to God for the creativity 
behind the project, and glad to celebrate 
a whole three-year cycle of service. 

“May God continue to bring inspiration 
for God’s people through it.”                       
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Growing up as a “preacher’s kid” within 
the Uniting Church, Paddy Macrae 
remembers a childhood of fun and 
adventure with his siblings and friends 
and a long line of quirky characters who 
used to drop into the various churches 
where dad Alistair was the Minister.

Fast forward to 2023 and Paddy is 
kicking serious goals as a screenwriter 
and executive producer, with latest 
offering Irreverent, screening on Netflix, 
gaining plenty of plaudits.

When Paddy took time out recently for 
a chat with Crosslight, he was quick to 
recall how some of those characters from 
his childhood have informed his writing 
on Irreverent.

The Netflix series tells the story of 
former Chicago criminal mediator Mack, 
who is forced to flee the US after he 
accidentally kills the heir to the criminal 
underworld.

Mack heads to Clump, a remote 
beachside town in Australia where he 

takes on the position of its new Reverend 
in a bid to stay hidden from those who 
would like to see him dead.

In the process, he meets and connects 
with some of the town’s weird and 
wonderful residents, and discovers a lot 
about himself along the way.

“Oh, my childhood has informed that 
work in a big way,” Paddy says when 
asked about the inspiration behind 
Irreverent.

“I mean, certainly the childhood 

Son of a
preacher 

MAN
Uniting Church member and screenwriter Paddy Macrae’s upbringing as  

a Minister’s child is the inspiration for his hit Netflix show Irreverent.

By Andrew HumphriesBy Andrew Humphries
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parallels with Irreverent are fairly 
obvious, as it’s set around a rural church. 

“But my childhood was sort of chaotic 
in the best possible way. 

“Ours was a very loving household, 
and a very secure household, but it was 
sort of a rotating door of people and 
everyone from the town knew mum and 
dad in some way, so ours was a very 
open house. 

“I always thought I would like to 
make a series about that later in life, 

because I think it informed me massively 
that I grew up with a huge sense of 
community, and church as community, 
and the love of God being, you know, the 
love of people.

“When I went to film school and 
became a writer and went into film 
and television, I really wanted to write 
something around community and 
championing the love that we all get 
when we connect with each other.

“That connection can be messy and 

difficult, but it’s also what makes us 
human.”

Those early years also left a lasting 
impact on Paddy in many other ways, 
thanks to parents Alistair and Clare who 
lived out the very best of the Uniting 
Church ethos.

With four children of their own, Alistair 
and Clare also opened their home, and 
hearts, to a number of foster children 
over the years, something that still 
resonates with Paddy.

Image: 
Carl Rainer
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From P7

“Mum and dad had four young kids 
but also took in foster kids,” he recalls.

“It’s almost crazy when you think 
about it, so we had this rotating roster of 
kids with some pretty difficult challenges 
staying with us, and other people would 
come to the door for vouchers so they 
could get food.

“It certainly gave me a lot of material 
when I was writing Irreverent, but I think 
it also gave me and my siblings a good 
understanding of a cross-section of life in 
a small country town in Australia.

“I think it was important that we were 
always raised to understand that not 
everyone had as much as we did.”

In Alistair and Clare, Paddy was 
blessed with parents who were never 

afraid to stand up and tackle any form of 
injustice.

In Alistair’s case, it came at a great 
personal cost.

“Mum and dad were very progressive 
people within the church and that had a 
huge impact on me in the most positive 
of ways,” Paddy says.

“I’m a big fan of their kind of social 
progressiveness and how we should 
treat people and how we should think 
about other people, including those 
less fortunate than ourselves in lots of 
different ways.

“Our family was always engaged 
with the community in so many ways, 
certainly through the church but also 
in lots of other ways, through sport and 
community organisations and protests, 
and all those kinds of things.

“You know, dad's a doer and mum's a 
bit more contemplative, and I think we 
had both sides of those things to draw 
on. 

“Mum and dad's courage and integrity 
to me, as their child, has never wavered. 

“I've seen my father get arrested and 
he went to prison before I was born after 
protesting about the proposal to dam 

the Franklin River in Tasmania. 
“So yeah, certainly the actions 

and beliefs of my parents have been 
massively influential on me.”

For someone now so immersed in 
the world of film and television, Paddy 
laughs when he considers a childhood 
spent without a TV.

“We didn't have a TV when I was 
growing up and I don't remember ever 
going to the movies, so I think the first 
film I ever saw at the cinema was Titanic, 
in 1997,” Paddy recalls.

“But kids at school were watching Star 
Wars and Round The Twist and these 
other great shows, but we had no TV so 
we just played outside. 

“So when I went to the cinema and 

saw Titanic it just blew my mind. I can 
remember walking out of the cinema 
absolutely changed by the sound and 
the scale and beauty of the story. 

“After that, I was so involved in the 
magical world of diving into the big 
screen, and still to this day if there's a TV 
on somewhere I have to go and watch it, 
it’s like magic to me.

“I remember being part of a ballet 
concert when I was four or five years 
old in Portland and I missed my stage 
call because there was a TV in the green 
room showing Bugs Bunny and I just 
didn't go out on stage because I was so 
busy watching it.”

As a teenager Paddy was bitten by 
the acting bug and thought that might 
be a potential career, before fate, and 
recognition for a project involving the 
other side of the camera, intervened.

“I actually wanted to be an actor and I 
did some acting as a teenager, but at the 
age of 19 I won a statewide competition 
to direct a short film on road safety, and 
so I changed my university course from 
drama to film and television because 
I wanted to write and direct and, from 
there, it just grew and grew,” Paddy says.

“I went and completed a Masters 
degree and started working in 
advertising, before working for a 
production company as an assistant to 
an executive producer.”

At the heart of what he loved, though, 
was storytelling.

“I have always told stories, mainly 
because of camping trips involving 
stories by dad around the campfire and 
mum also writing stories, so that’s been 
a huge part of my life,” Paddy says.

"I have always told stories, mainly because of camping 
trips involving stories by dad around the campfire  

and mum also writing stories."

Image coutesy  
Matchbox Pictures
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“Part of that is the ability to lose 
yourself in different worlds but also that 
connection between yourself and parts 
of the world you weren’t necessarily 
connected with before.”

While Paddy can bask in the 
knowledge that Irreverent is now 
available to watch via a major streaming 
network, he admits it was quite a journey 
to get it to the screen.

“I started writing it in 2009 and, in 
2010, I filmed it with my university 

film school peers as a 30-minute pilot 
episode and it was absolutely terrible,” 
he says with a laugh.

“But a company in Melbourne that 
had made a few comedy shows picked it 
up to develop, but just couldn’t sell any 
interest in it, so it sat on the shelf for a 
long time before I pitched it to Channel 
Nine in 2017.

“I developed it with Channel Nine for 
a couple of years and it then went on a 
very complicated and difficult journey 

before I pitched it to a Los Angeles-based 
executive who bought it and then Netflix 
came on board as an Australian partner.

“It was an incredibly long and arduous 
journey and, yes, there were fears that it 
might never see the light of day.

“I can remember a particular 
occasion a few years ago when we had 
reached the day that it was about to be 
commissioned, but on that day it fell 
over,” he recalls.

“I had never had a panic attack 

Continued P13
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irreverent:
What is it about?
Irreverent is a dramatic caper with heart 
and comedy. It’s a morality play with a 
hard edge, a juicy premise and a fresh 
spin on the witness protection sub-
genre.

The threats on our guy Mack are real, 
and the relationships he cultivates 
become authentic, even if they don’t 
start out that way. There’s a sense of 
fun in the stories and the lengths to 
which our hero must go to stay hidden, 
and the characters that go with him 
are people who will experience victory 
and loss. Irreverent doesn’t shy away 
from the messy beauty of contemporary 
Australian life.

The story will come from both weekly 
problems Mack must deal with, and 
his series-long goal of getting enough 
money together to buy a new identity 
with which he can get his life back on 
track. It will make liberal use of action, 
suspense, and episodic cliff-hangers 
as Mack desperately tries to maintain 
his holy façade. Each week will explore 
a new problem, but also progress the 
growing list of problems that Mack has in 
the town.

In order to stay away from the crooks 
that are hunting him, Mack must stay 
hidden. But to do that, this urban 
criminal is going to have to convince an 
entire town that he’s a devoted man of 
God. The stakes couldn’t get any higher; 
one slip up and he’s dead. But as time 
goes on and as Mack is forced to help 
people in order to maintain his cover, he 
discovers that maybe, just a tiny bit, he 
likes it.

Irreverent is a story about a crook 
coming to terms with the transformative 
power of doing good. It’s a story about 
family, identity, and community. 
Ultimately though, Irreverent is a 
redemption tale that shows that 
happiness comes not from taking,  
but from giving.

Mack
Played by Colin Donnell 
Mack (real name Paulo Keegan) is a 
skilled criminal mediator. The best in 
Chicago. His ability to read people and 
discern the most effective solution to 
a problem has built him a reputation 
and a business that has set him up well 
as the neutral peace broker between 
Chicago’s most notorious organised 
crime families. That is, until Mack’s 
forced to kill the heir to the gangster 
throne. Mack is charming, smooth, 
and completely independent, which 
makes him brilliant at what he does in 
Chicago, and terrible at being a Reverend 
in Australia. Unintentionally, through 
sheer effort of survival, he puts down 
roots. But Mack finds a rhythm to life in 
Far North Queensland and a security he 
wasn’t expecting to discover on a sandy, 
crocodile-infested beach. And maybe, 
just a little, he begins to like this place 
and her beautiful, broken people.

Mackenzie 
Played by PJ Byrne 
Mackenzie Boyd has always lived his 
life by the rules. The rules of God, the 
rules of his wife Charmaine, the rules of 
society. He figured it was just a matter 
of time before he got to the good stuff. 
Instead, his wife dumped him at the 
airport and left him for a used car 
salesman. His faith in God thoroughly 
shaken, Mackenzie finds himself on a 
16-hour plane journey with nothing but 
a duty-free bottle of whisky, divorce 
papers, and regret. The thing about 
Mackenzie is that he’s all talk and no 
action, risk adverse, and unlikely to 
do anything to change that. Until the 
opportunity to do something completely 
out of the rules arises, and his life is 
changed forever.

The characters

Lights camera action
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Irreverent

Piper 
Played by Kylie Bracknell 
Piper’s the only cop in a one cop town. 
Piper’s a recently returned Clump local, 
disappearing south to the big city to 
become a police officer for 10 years but 
just come back to staff the tiny station 
that services the area. Piper wants to 
make a difference, she loves this town, 
but her role in the tapestry of things is 
different now, and there’s a distance 
between her and the townsfolk that 
wasn’t there when she was a kid. Even 
with her high school boyfriend, Aidan. 
In a town that never changes, Aidan ... 
hasn’t changed either. Even Piper’s best 
friend Amy hates her, an old wound 
left to fester over years that hasn’t 
healed. Sometimes all Piper wants is a 
friend, someone to listen to her without 
judgment, but it’s hard when everyone 
knows everything about you. Piper 
doesn’t suffer fools – and Reverend Mack 
definitely seems foolish. Even if he is a 
little handsome. 

Daisy 
Played by Tegan Stimson 
Daisy lives at the manse. The last 
preacher got tired of trying to find 
another solution and just let her stay. 
It’s not that she’s parentless, well not 
exactly, but she lives independently 
and people turn a blind eye to the fact 
that she’s a minor without supervision. 
Her dad is in jail, her mum’s dead. Daisy 
hangs out with her best mate Cameron, 
but she has plans to see the world, 
specifically Paris. She’s super smart 
and can read people’s behaviour in an 
instant. People think she’s a kid and she 
lets them underestimate her. Daisy’s 
main concern is a growing pain she 
lives with. Paracetamol and ibuprofen 
don’t do the job anymore and she got so 
desperate she broke into the dentist’s 
office to find something stronger. 
Trouble was, she got caught by Piper 
and now she’s in real trouble. If she had 
proper money or a job, she’d be on the 
first bus out of Clump – not that Clump 
even has a bus stop. For now, she’s stuck, 
dreaming of how she can make her 
escape.

Production notes courtesy of Asha 
Holmes Publicity. Irreverent is 
produced by Matchbox Pictures,  
part of NBCUniversal International 
Studios, a division of the Universal 
Studio Group. It is currently screening 
on Netflix.                                                            

Image coutesy  
Matchbox Pictures
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From P9

before that but that day I had one and 
collapsed in a restaurant and ended up 
in emergency in hospital.

“It’s hard to describe the impact of 
the project falling over when you have 
worked seven days a week around the 
clock for months on end.”

That level of commitment continued 
during the shooting of Irreverent, with 
long days and little sleep part and parcel 
of getting a major production on to our 
screens.

“It's a very stressful job, you know 
it’s 18 hours a day, you’re on set for 12 
hours and then go home and continue 
working on it, so you’re only sleeping 

three or four hours a night and that’s 
seven days a week for seven or eight 
months,” Paddy says.

“I had never been through 

anything like that's before and it took 
a huge toll on my body and my health.”
So how does Paddy feel now, as 

family, friends and the rest of Australia 
can see the finished product on their 
screens at home?

“I do feel incredibly grateful, mainly 
because of the incredible amount of 
talent we had involved with the project,” 
he says.

“I write scripts with a talented bunch 
of writers and it’s a real team effort.

“We had the most extraordinary 
cast, fantastic department heads and 
great practitioners all the way through, 
and I got to put my story out there for 
everyone to work on.

“Yes, I feel chuffed, but also incredibly 
grateful for the chance to work with the 
amazing professionals involved and I 
feel deep gratitude for the opportunity 
I had.

“You’re only as good as your last piece 
of work, though, so you have to make 
sure the ideas keep flowing.”

As a congregation member at Wesley 
Church in Melbourne’s CBD, Paddy 

says his faith continues to have a major 
impact on how he lives his life.

“I hope my faith informs the way that 
I live and I hope that love is the guiding 
principle of my life,” he says.

“I have lost my WWJD wristband from 
youth club so I have to keep that sort 
of stuff in my head now, but I hope it 
informs the way that I do things.

“I hope my faith reflects the way that I 
was raised, the way that I believe things 
work, the way that I live and the choices 
I make about the kind of work I put out 
into the world.”

So what does Paddy hope viewers will 
glean from watching Irreverent?

“I hope what people take away from 
the show, which I kind of distilled down 
when I was pitching it, is that happiness 
doesn't come from taking or receiving, it 

comes from giving,” he says. “You know, 
I think that was probably one of the 
central pillars of the love of Jesus, that 
the connection, beauty and meaning 
come from giving to other people, and 
I hope that people who come across 
the show discover a central character in 
Mack who is ultimately self-motivated, 
and who is forced to connect by  
virtue of his situation, and is forced to 
try and help people in order to serve 
himself. 

“In doing so, he discovers that he 
actually finds meaning in it and discovers 
a fair bit about himself.”

And as for mum and dad, Paddy says 
they seem pretty impressed with what 
he has achieved.

“Mum and Dad are absolutely thrilled, 
or that’s what they tell me anyway,” he 
jokes.

“I think they're just proud that 
Irreverent got made because they saw 
over a decade of struggle on it, and 
they're really happy to see it on screen 
because they know what I went through 
to get it out there.”                                            

"I feel incredibly grateful for the chance to  
work with the amazing professionals involved  

and I feel deep gratitude for the opportunity I had."
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reflections 
Easter 
reflections

As we look ahead to Easter, five Uniting Church Ministers share what the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ means to them.

Rev Sherrin Jackman
What Easter means to me is captured by 
two images in my mind. 

For a time I was ministering in 
Scottsdale, in north-east Tasmania. 

Around Easter, a large wooden cross 
was placed on the lawn outside the 
church. 

It remained bare until Good Friday, 
when a black cloth and a barbed wire 
crown of thorns was draped over it. 

As I reflect on that image, I wrestle 
with the suffering that it represents and 
its meaning - for Jesus, for me, for all 
humanity. 

I feel the gloom and sadness that the 
disciples must have felt on Friday and 
Saturday, as hope was snuffed out like 
the flame of a candle.

I ponder the depth of commitment 
and love that lead Jesus to suffer on that 
cross.  

I wonder that God in Jesus could truly 
love me that much, as to die in my place 
to bridge the gap between me and God.  

On Easter Sunday, the black cloth was 
replaced by a white or yellow one, and 

instead of the barbed wire there was a 
bunch of flowers and greenery. 

As I reflect on that image, my heart fills 
with joy and wonder. 

Against all expectations, Jesus was 
raised from the dead.

From death and despair, springs life 
and hope.

I am reminded that nothing can 
quench the love of God, and nothing can 
separate me from God’s love in Jesus. 

I am reminded that with God, nothing 
is impossible. 

No matter what situation I may be in, 
the wonder of Easter morning reminds 
me that there is always hope and that 
life, in some form, can still come out of 
seemingly hopeless situations.

What does Easter mean for me? 
It is a time to ponder the events of 

Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection.   
A time to wonder at the depth of its 

meaning, as life comes out of death. 
A time to marvel and be deeply 

thankful for the mysterious, tenacious, 
self-giving, transforming love of God;  
not just for me, but for the whole world. 

The death of Jesus 
They brought Jesus to the place 
called Golgotha (which means “the 
place of the skull”).  Then they offered 
him wine mixed with myrrh, but he did 
not take it. 

And they crucified him. Dividing up 
his clothes, they cast lots to see what 
each would get. It was nine in the 
morning when they crucified him. 

The written notice of the charge 
against him read: THE KING OF  
THE JEWS. 

At noon, darkness came over 
the whole land until three in the 
afternoon. 

And at three in the afternoon Jesus 
cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, 
lema sabachthani?” (which means  
“My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?”). (From Mark 15)
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I grew up in a Pentecostal church, a 
church that viewed suffering as a sign 
that someone had sinned or whose faith 
was lacking.

In their view everything was able to be 
healed as long as you just prayed hard 
enough. 

There was no space for the crucified 
God in their faith discourse. 

Suffering, sickness and trauma 
threatened their faith, so they 
demonised it.  

I was a struggling teenager at this 
time, using alcohol and marijuana to 
try and make sense of the emotional 
and sometimes physical violence 
being perpetrated in our family home 
by my father, a Christian man in this 
community. 

My mother’s suffering was ignored by 
the church and even worse painted as a 
consequence that she must have done 
something to cause it.

I knew that there was something 
not quite right with what was being 
preached, so I read my Bible. 

In it I discovered the crucified Christ. 
One who was beaten, betrayed and 

persecuted not because he had no 
faith but because he chose to incarnate 
God’s presence in ALL of our human 
experiences. 

“I came to bring light into the 
darkness”

 So, I will wait and hold fast to 
promises not yet realised.

I will hold fast onto these fragile 
whispers that this nothingness may 
pass.

I wait in the darkness, but I am now 
no longer alone.

‘Resurrection’
Touch my hands. Believe.  
Believe not that everything can 

be fixed, recovered, made well.
Believe rather what my scarred 

hands show. That in suffering God is 
present.  

My scars tell a story. They bear 
witness to my love, my willingness 
to meet you in your most difficult 
spaces, and be present, and 
that presence breathes life into 
death. 

Resurrection is not leaving your 
suffering behind, covering your 
scars, striving to be whole.  

Resurrection is about giving space 
to allow the seed of a new life to take 
hold in the fertile soil of our broken 
souls. 

There is no resurrection apart from 
brokenness and they should never be 
separated.  

Resurrection must bear the scars of 
suffering for it to be authentic.                   

My faith came alive as I discovered that 
the most powerful story was not that of 
an unblemished resurrected Christ but 
of a crucified Christ who could be found 
sitting beside me in the dark hole I had 
found myself in. 

When I found God there, only then was 
a path to transformative resurrection 
possible.

‘In the tomb’
I can’t see anything.
It’s so dark in here.
 
But yesterday I saw too much.
Too much violence.
Too much betrayal.
Too much suffering.
 
Now I see NOTHING.
I am in nothingness.
Am I dead?  Or alive?
I feel nothing, I see nothing.
Am I nothing?
 
What happens next?  I honestly don’t 

know.
So, I wait ….
Then I remember there is something in 

the nothingness.  It comes backs to me 
now.

 A promise. Yes, a promise.
‘Emmanuel, God with us”

Rev Natalie Dixon-Monu
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I can remember 1950s smoked cod, 
Easter eggs, Easter daisies, the Dawn 
Service on Springmount, and Paul’s 
three missionary journeys in Asia Minor.

I can remember my first Easter camp 
in 1964, and a strong camper carrying 
the cross up the steep hill at Burnside, 
Tolstoy’s Shoemaker, and a camper’s 
sermon Easter Day from Matthew 24 (I 
married him in 1967).

‘Jesus said to them, remember, I am 
with you’: ego meta humon eimi.

Matthew’s Jesus saying to us: you are 
within the very life of God: ego eimi is the 
Greek version of YHWH. 

I can remember leaving camp and the 
camp president saying, ‘remember this 
mountain top experience’. 

I know that crucifixion was a crude, 
degrading, humiliating death, like rape 
or torture, and Jesus was killed because 
he was a radical critic of the way Rome 
and temple authorities ran the known 
world and he was getting a following, 
and they didn’t want a riot.

An important word for me: remember 
what he told you: the four gospels all 
have stories about women remembering 
– Mary Magdalene, Mary mother of 
James, Salome, the wife of Cleopas.  

Hope began with the murmur of 
these women on a Sunday morning 
at very early dawn, women who had 
travelled with Jesus and the disciples to 
Jerusalem, healing and teaching about 
the Kingdom of God.

When all the stories of appearances 
were put together, they listened to each 
other, and became the communities 
of the early church, enfleshing their 
Gospel for their own community as they 
lived into Jesus’ passion, his passion 
for bringing about the Kingdom, the 
Kingdom on earth, for a world turned 

upside down by their passionate 
conviction, intensity and desire. 

Recently I’ve been preaching on the 
Day of Mourning, and the Beatitudes, 
and my remembering took me back to 
Liberation Theology by Gustavo Gutierrez; 
recently honoured by the Pope for his 
preferential option for the poor and 
discarded of society.

Jesus is still recruiting for the Kingdom 
of God now, a Kingdom where everyone 
is welcome to the table and to the bread, 
as we continue to find ways to overthrow 
the humanly created world of injustice 
and violence to remake it into a world of 
justice and non-violence.  

‘I have come that they may have life, 
life in abundance’: John 10: 10.                  

Rev Deacon Jenny Preston

The death of Jesus 
It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the 
afternoon, for the sun stopped shining. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two.

Jesus called out with a loud voice, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” When 
he had said this, he breathed his last.

The centurion, seeing what had happened, praised God and said, “Surely this was a 
righteous man”. 

When all the people who had gathered to witness this sight saw what took place, they 
beat their breasts and went away. But all those who knew him, including the women 
who had followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance, watching these things.  
(From Luke 23)
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As a born scientist, “but that I can’t 
believe!” has been my usual response to 
so many of the beliefs that some would 
claim are required of Christians. 

I can remember arguing with my 
Sunday School teacher at age seven that 
the story of Noah and the Great Flood 
was impossible, and as time went on, I 
added to my growing list of absurdities 
the virgin birth, the Transfiguration, the 
Ascension, numerous so-called miracles, 
e.g. walking on water, and, of course, 
rising from the dead.

‘But in 1st Corinthians 15:12-17, Paul 
proclaims resurrection as the essential 
element of our faith, does he not?’  

Yes, but this is only a problem if one 
equates ‘resurrection’ with rising from 
the dead.

In another letter, Paul wrote, “For 
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 
counts for anything, but a new creation.” 
(Gal. 6:15)  

Perhaps for Paul these ‘essentials’, 
resurrection and new creation, are 
synonymous.  

Paul, a transformed Saul, experienced 
the New Creation of which he wrote.

He experienced the death of his Old 
Being and was resurrected as a New 
Being.  

Paul wrote in the Second Letter to the 
Corinthians, “If anyone is in union with 
Christ, he is a new being; the old state of 
things has passed away; there is a new 
state of things.” (5:17)  

Paul knew resurrection personally.
Anthony de Mello tells the story of 

the wise Master who explained to his 
frustrated disciples, “You have yet to 
understand … the shortest distance 
between a human being and the truth is 
a story.” 

Like this Master, and like Jesus, the 
Gospel writers used stories to bring us 
closer to the truth. 

We’re missing the point of the Easter 
story if its truth for us hinges on an 
historical dead body becoming alive. 

If so, Easter joins the list of absurdities 
proclaimed by the ‘Old Time Religion’.  

But if Easter is about radical 
transformation akin to new life arising 
from death, now, then not only can I 
believe, I can shout, “Hallelujah!”

At the bottom line, no religion, no 
religious belief, including belief in the 
bodily resurrection of Jesus, matters 
one whit, but with Paul I can proclaim 
the Easter message that there is a New 
Creation, and we are asked to participate 
in it.                                                                          

Rev Bob Thomas

jesus has risen 
Early on the first day of the 
week, while it was still dark, Mary 
Magdalene went to the tomb 
and saw that the stone had been 
removed from the entrance.  

So she came running to Simon Peter 
and the other disciple, the one Jesus 
loved, and said, “They have taken the 
Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t 
know where they have put him!”

So Peter and the other disciple 
started for the tomb. Both were 
running, but the other disciple outran 
Peter and reached the tomb first.  

He bent over and looked in at the 
strips of linen lying there but did not 
go in. 

Then Simon Peter came along 
behind him and went straight into the 
tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying 
there, as well as the cloth that had 
been wrapped around Jesus’ head. 

The cloth was still lying in its place, 
separate from the linen. 

Finally the other disciple, who had 
reached the tomb first, also went 
inside. He saw and believed (they still 
did not understand from Scripture 
that Jesus had to rise from the dead).

Then the disciples went back to 
where they were staying.  
(From John 20)
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When it comes to the experience of Lent 
and Easter, I deeply value the season we 
have been gifted to take us through this 
path of transformation. 

For this annual mini-pilgrimage as 
followers of the way, the deeper we go 
into Lent the more we witness autumn’s 
shedding. 

For me this helps me appreciate 
something I hold dear: that the Easter 
event is not merely an event of 2000 
years ago, but is actually the great and 
continuous movement of the Spirit. 

It is a heartbeat that governs all of life 
and all of faith, that of continual death 
and renewal, an endless dance of dying 
and rising. 

In autumn, as in Easter, we appreciate 
that the death we are surrounded by 
proceeds a greater life to come. 

In the autumnal letting go, a great 
compost is taking place. Old life is 
breaking down to enable a richer more 
fertile life to emerge. 

In the dying, new seeds are being 
scattered that will allow future growth. 

Because the Spirit for me is the source 
and life force of all things, Easter is not 
a one-time show, but the way the Spirit 
eternally works. 

It is therefore the pattern of 
transformation in my own life and 
indeed the very pattern of the cosmos. 
This season therefore, is both a 
celebration of an event, but also an 
invitation into a journey that is always 
taking place and one I am invited to 
more fully participate in. 

As leaves fall around us, and as we 
continue to be surrounded by signs and 
stories of death and decay, I tend to 
journey with questions such as: what do 
I need to die to, that new life might rise 
and spring forth? What is breaking down 
so that fuller and freer life might open 
up? How might God, the Spirit of life and 
ground of all being, be birthing new life 
through this and every apparent death? 

We have walked through this Holy 
week, hearing stories of betrayal, denial, 
conviction and then crucifixion. 

We lamented together on Good Friday 
amid dashed dreams and the crucifixions 
that continue to surround us. 

But today we rejoice because we know 
that love wins, because today reminds 
us that the light can break through the 
deepest darkness. 

Today we rejoice because death is not 
the end.                                                                  

Rev Matt Cutler

jesus has risen 
By God’s great mercy he 
has given us a new birth 
into a living hope through 
the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ from the dead, and 
into an inheritance that is 
imperishable, undefiled, and 
unfading, kept in heaven for 
you, who are being protected 
by the power of God through 
faith for a salvation ready to 
be revealed in the last time.  
1 Peter 1:3-5   

From P17
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WE BELONG
TO THE DAY

 1 Thessalonians 5:8

WHAT IS SYNOD?
These meetings are important in defining who we are as the Uniting Church in Victoria 
and Tasmania. Synod meetings are sometimes faced with challenging matters and 
important decisions, such as discerning who will be our next Moderator-elect, and such 
decisions are best made when we gather together to discern God’s direction for our 
Church, and listen to the varied voices that make up our Synod. 

SPECIAL GUESTS
Brooke Prentis - Aboriginal Christian Leader, international speaker, writer,  
educator, poet-will preach during the Opening Worship. 

Rev Associate Professor Robyn Whitaker - Senior Lecturer in New Testament, 
Pilgrim Theological College-will lead the Bible Studies.

YOU ARE INVITED
If you would like to be a member and attend, speak to your minister and/or contact  
your presbytery office for details on how to nominate. Any confirmed member of the 
UCA can nominate as a Synod member.
 

FURTHER DETAILS 
Contact Synod Logistics Coordinator Sarah Manase on 9116 1963  
or at sarah.manase@victas.uca.org.au

WHERE 
Box Hill Town Hall

1022 Whitehorse Rd, 
Box Hill

WHEN 
18-21 November  
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He lurched across the stage. He strutted 
and spat. He spoke about Christ, 
death, love, loneliness, and suffering. 
He laughed and shared lament. He 
talked about the hand of God, and he 
whispered about hope. He even dared 
to suggest that “peace will come” and 
repeatedly referred to the “kingdom 
in the sky”. The setting wasn’t an 
evangelical rally or Christian rock 
concert. I was at the Australian one-time 
punk rock singer Nick Cave’s gig, with 
musicians including Warren Ellis on 
violin, and Radiohead’s Colin Greenwood 
playing bass. 

The setting for this outdoor gig was 
Hanging Rock, made famous by the 
book and film of the same name, Picnic 
at Hanging Rock. This is sacred ground 
for Dja Dja Warrung people. During 
the support act there was a deluge of 
rain. The whole crowd was saturated. 
Including me. Then, in the intermission 
the rain stopped and a stunning red 
sunset unfolded before us. Very wet and 
very cold, still regaining strength after 
a second bout of COVID, it proved to be 
an astounding concert. In reviews, and 
on social media, people have continued 
to refer to these recent gigs as “religious 
experiences”. It was.

I imagine some in the crowd didn’t 
know who or what Nick was referring 
to when he spoke about Christ and the 
kingdom. I suspect for those who did, 

many assumed that Nick was taking 
the micky out of Christianity. It is a 
fashionable habit. 

However, from all that I have read 
and heard in recent years of Nick Cave, 
from his tender letters written in reply 
to people from all around the world in 
the wake of the tragic death of his son 
(followed in 2022, by the heart-rending 
death of another son), his striking album 
of Psalms composed in lockdown, and 
in his reflections in interview, it is clear 
that Nick Cave is not taking easy shots 
at Christianity. Instead, like the most 
authentic practices of faith, it seems to 
me that Cave is seeking to be honest and 
brave about being alive — the hope, the 
longing, the despair, the wrestling with 
sacred text, the mysterious presence 
of divine other, and the possibility that 
there is more to life and death than what 
we can easily see or categorise.

I adore live music. During COVID 
lockdowns it felt at times like this 
collective experience might be lost 
forever. Now live gigs have a seam of 
preciousness running through them. 
Yet weeks and weeks later, I am still 
moved and unsettled by seeing Nick 
Cave. I am not unsettled by the religious 
nature of this gig. I am unsettled by how 
vastly different worship in the church 
often is. I am disturbed by how often 
Sunday worship in many churches is 
not a religious experience. I say this as a 

minister who loves our beautiful, broken 
church.

To write about religious experience is 
to risk being misunderstood. I am not 
referring to worship that is reliant upon 
the manipulation of emotions. I am 
not talking about worship that insists 
upon people being constantly #happy 
or feeling #blessed. Nor am I talking 
about worship-as-performance. This is 
important to underscore. The thought 
of worship leaders strutting around in 
front of congregations like rock stars is 
diabolical. 

When I talk about religious experience, 
I am speaking about carving out space 
for worship that has dignity, is searingly 
honest, and that is open to encounter 
with the divine in the real time of 
gathering together. For Christians, this 
means being open to the One who dwells 
with us in the brown-skinned person of 
Jesus and who reaches out to us in Great 
Spirit. This means being open to the one 
who enters our very hells, and who is 
not defeated by our violence. In worship, 
this means being open to the divine who 
is attending, burning, brooding, and 
ready to turn over the tables within and 
among us. Is there enough silence and 
solemnity in worship to even begin to be 
open to what is going on within us and to 
be open to this One?

Across mainstream churches we have 
had a tendency to shy away from the 

By Rev Sally Douglas

religious experience 

and the church
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and longing to respond? I know this 
kind of serious worship happens in 
some Uniting Churches. This is what I, 
and others, seek to offer week by week. 
However, this kind of gravitas is only 
possible when worship leaders, lay 
and ordained, take worship leadership 
seriously. That is, when leaders actually 
pray while they are leading prayers, and 
when they are brave enough to allow 
their own excruciatingly vulnerable 
questions to emerge first in their 
prayerful worship preparation and 
wrestling with the biblical text.

This is a risky enterprise. As Anne 
Dillard, the American writer, once 
observed: “On the whole I do not find 
Christians, outside of the catacombs, 
sufficiently sensible of conditions. Does 
anyone have the foggiest idea what 
sort of power we so blithely invoke? It 
is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats 
and velvet hats to church; we should 
be wearing crash helmets”. Worship 
is serious because the divine seeks to 
confront, heal, and haul us into the work 
of her homecoming for all things. Us 
included. 

We humans crave holy times, big 
enough communal spaces, to name our 
deepest fears, questions, and hopes. 
We ache for transcendence, we crave 
symbols, song, rituals, sacraments, 
and stories that are wide enough to 
cradle the mysteries of life beyond the 
quantifiable. In western culture there are 
few places like this left. At least, there are 
few that have not been commodified.  
I continue to wonder what worship 
would be like across mainstream 
churches if we stopped obsessing over 
our own decline and focused our energy 
on cultivating such spaces. 
Rev Dr Sally Douglas is the Minister  
at Richmond Uniting Church                   

a divine “other” who is present and 
moving, and that peace will come. For 
those of us who claim faith and who 
hunger and strive for justice, surely 
this question matters. Where does our 
help come from, amidst the seemingly 
intractable struggles against systems of 
greed and corruption? 

In churches who work tirelessly for the 
common good there is another critically 
important question. Is there space in 
worship for lament? Is it permissible to 
express the questions on our hearts, 
like “where are you God?”, “how do I go 
on after the death of my beloved child, 
or dreams?”, “how do we respond to 
the problem of evil?” and “what does 
salvation even mean?”. Do we dare to 
voice these questions, as the Psalm 
writers and Cave do, and do we trust 
that she — the Holy One — is attending 

seriousness of what we are doing in 
recent decades. We have often reduced 
worship to trying to be “entertaining”, 
or “relevant”. In many places, worship 
leaders and parishioners appear to 
simply be going through the motions 
of prayer, filling worship with benign 
petitions, amusing stories, boring 
music, or earnest challenges. Indeed, 
the question of religious experience is 
commonly left to one side, a suspect 
remnant of the past. Perhaps people 
thought this approach would draw 
people to church. Clearly this has not 
happened.

The commitment to social justice 
and service across many mainstream 
churches, including our own, is to be 
celebrated. However, I continue to 
wonder whether those in our churches 
have a sense, like Cave, that there is 
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“Yesterday this adorable little toddler 
fished out butterfly wings and a black 
cap from the dress-up box and gave it to 
me to put on,” Heather Easterby says. 

“So I started flapping my wings and 
making butterfly sounds, not that they 
really make any noise.”

The 98-year-old explodes into fits of 
laughter. 

“I told my friends all about it at dinner 
and how funny it will be when the little 
ones pick out a hilarious pink and yellow 
wig I spotted in the box for me to try on.”

It’s conversations like this that reflect 
the magical new energy and joy among 

residents at Uniting AgeWell Andrew 
Kerr Care Community since the opening 
of The Herd Intergenerational Learning 
Centre (ILC) earlier this year. 

It is the first centre of its kind in 
Australia built under the same roof as 
an aged care facility and it caters for 66 
children aged from six weeks to four 
years. 

Already it’s bringing great benefits to 
young and old alike.  

Residents of the aged care facility, or 
“grandfriends” as the children fondly call 
them, regularly come together with the 
children to share scheduled activities, 

including art, music and storytelling.  
The residents can also visit a special 

lounge space whenever they want 
to watch the children play and there 
are opportunities for spontaneous 
interactions, like when the baby buggy 
spins around the home for a visit, 
bringing sunshine and smiles with them.

And the visits go the other way too, 
with opportunities for residents, who 
have undergone Working with Children 
checks, to volunteer at the centre, 
helping with activities such as story-
time.  

There’s a new zest for life in the air 

Seen and

Children and older people are having fun together at an innovative  
intergenerational learning centre at Uniting AgeWell.

By Cathy Withiel

herd
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that is best measured by the width of 
the residents’ smiles, the sparkle in 
their eyes and the increased volume of 
laughter as they swap stories about their 
time with the children.

Like Heather, who says “I’m 
having such fun! I was reading 
to a little boy and then he 
pointed to some bubbles, so 
I started blowing them with 
him, which he loved.” 

Her eyes grow misty, “and 
when he put his plump little 
arms around me and hugged me, well … 
my heart just melted.”

So what is this magic formula that’s 
causing such happiness?

It’s the age-old concept of a village 
raising a child; the intergenerational 

approach where the young and the old 
learn from each other in a continuum of 

love and care that enriches the lives of 
both. Not only in the human but in the 
animal world, as The Herd name pays 
homage to the respect that elephants 

have for elderly herd members.
Research shows 

intergenerational care can 
improve the quality of life of 
aged-care residents,

reduce the risk of developing 
dementia and combat isolation 
and loneliness in older people, 
while children can also benefit, 

developing higher levels of empathy and 
social acceptance.  

"Playing with the children is an almost 
magical joy. They have certainly  

changed the atmosphere."Resident Suzanne Phillips

Care Manager at Uniting AgeWell Andrew Kerr 
Care Community Sunny Nepal and her 20-month-

old son ShivOm enjoy the sandpit at The Herd 
Intergenerational Learning Centre.

Continued P24
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But you don’t need textbook 
knowledge to see this in action at the 
centre.

“I am confident The Herd will be seen 
as an exemplar of how intergenerational 
centres can improve the quality of life for 
older and younger generations,” Uniting 
AgeWell CEO Andrew Kinnersly says.

“Children bring joy 
and when young and 
old get together the 
dynamic changes and 
brings with it renewed 
energy.”

Creating meaning 
and purpose for 
older people can’t be 
underestimated.  

Like the resident with no family of 
their own, who now feels a compelling 
reason to get out of bed each day. 

“Enabling older people living in 
residential care to continue to contribute 
and to engage with their community is 
extremely important,” Andrew says.

“It’s why we are excited by the 

opportunities this innovative centre 
presents.” 

There’s also the healing power of fun. 
Just ask 86-year-old Suzanne Phillips. 
“At our age we mostly all have aches 

and pains, and having fun with the little 
ones makes you forget about this,” she 
says. 

“Playing with the children is an almost 
magical joy. 

“They have certainly changed the 
atmosphere, it’s always such a buzz 
when we talk about what the kids have 
been getting up to.”

But good things take time, and the 
incredible five-year journey from an 

inspirational idea by sisters, early 
childhood teachers and Herd co-
founders, Fiona and Anna Glumac, to the 
opening of the Mornington centre earlier 
this year, was outlined at the official 
opening ceremony on March 3.

Touched by the experience of their 
much adored late grandmother Mary, 

who spent the last years of her 
life in residential aged care, 
and moved by a documentary 
on an intergenerational care 
centre in Seattle in the USA, 
the sisters were determined to 
bring the same model of care 
to Australia.

“When our beautiful 
Grandma made the transition 

to residential aged care, it was 
heartbreaking to see some of her spark 
fade,” Anna says.

“She lit up around young children, so 
a program like this would have been life 
giving.”

Anna and Fiona were determined to 
make their dream a bricks-and-mortar 

"Mason loves playing trucks with the 
residents and enjoys having stories  

read to him. The residents love it when  
he high-fives them."Cleaning supervisor Ash McSweeney

From P23

The Herd childcare educator 
Nettie Stapleton (left) and resident 

Heather Easterby watch ShivOm 
Adhikari and resident Suzanne 

Phillips meet a furry friend.
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reality and embarked on the seemingly 
impossible quest to find an aged care 
organisation as visionary as they are.

They eventually found that 
organisation at Andrew Kerr Care 
Community in Mornington.  

With a commitment to creating 
thriving and inclusive communities 
where innovative, high-quality aged 
care services are delivered with respect 
and kindness, it is no surprise that the 
board of Uniting AgeWell committed 
the operational and financial support to 
develop the centre.   

Together with a generous grant 
from the Victorian Government, 
and philanthropic and community 
donations, what has emerged is a 
transformational intergenerational 
program within a beautiful, purpose-
built centre.

“When you have the privilege of 
observing these intergenerational 
connections, you truly feel what it 

is to be human,” Fiona says. “Inter-
generational learning is humanity 
epitomised. 

“It’s the heart connections and 
the shared joy that also comes with 
the deep awareness of each other’s 
vulnerabilities.”

The intergenerational approach was 
mirrored at the ceremony itself when 
residents Rose and Barry Smith and two 
VIPs (very important little people) Isla 
Tierney and ShivOm Adhikari from The 
Herd ILC, cut the ribbon.

Retired teacher Barry says The Herd 
ILC has brought “a greater sense of 
community into our home, a great 
enjoyment that enriches the lives of 
residents and children”, while Rose says 
“everyone brightens up when young 
ones are around”.

The staff at Uniting AgeWell have also 
noticed the “brighter vibe” in the home.  

Some staff members with young 
children have already enrolled their 

children at the centre and are thrilled 
at the convenience and joy of being so 
close to them. Cleaning supervisor Ash 
McSweeney says it’s wonderful to have 
her three-year-old son, Mason, close by 
while she works. 

“Mason loves playing with trucks with 
the residents and enjoys having stories 
read to him. The residents love it when 
he high-fives them,” Ash says.

Care Manager Sunayana '‘Sunny'’ 
Nepal says little ShivOm loves to climb 
up on wheelchairs to sit on residents’ 
laps. 

“I can already see a huge improvement 
in his speech since he’s been there. He 
says ‘ball’ and ‘cat’ now,” Sunayana says.

The last word belongs to Synod 
Moderator Rev David Fotheringham, who 
says the centre creates joy at all levels. 

“It’s wonderful to see Uniting AgeWell 
getting behind projects like this, and it 
augurs well for the future of community 
care,” he says.                                                      

Joyce Blencowe has great fun with 
the little ones during a petting 
farm visit from Myuna Farm.
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In the village of Ross in Tasmania’s 
midlands sits what may well be one 
of the most distinctive churches in the 
country.

The Ross Uniting Church, formerly 
a Wesleyan Methodist Church, was 
built around 1885 and has long been 
a popular attraction, its beautiful 
stonework inviting spectacular photos.

Presbytery of Tasmania Chairperson 
Rohan Pryor is justifiably proud of the 
beautiful old building, but maintaining it 
comes at a heavy cost.

With a congregation no longer in place 
there, the Presbytery is tasked with 
meeting the annual insurance cost of 
about $11,000, with less than $1000 of 
that covered by donations from those 
who stop by to take photographs.

That financial impost is just one 
of many faced by Rohan and fellow 
Presbytery Minister Rev Deacon Denise 
Savage, as the Presbytery is also 
responsible for the upkeep of many 

small cemeteries and a number of 
heritage-listed buildings linked to the 
Uniting Church across the island.

 “There's no congregation at Ross 
now and we don't have a strategy for 
replanting a congregation there because, 
well, how does that work now?” Rohan 
says.

“How do our resources support a 
church like Ross, and if you consider 
selling it the local community has got 
generations of attachment to it, so it 
becomes a real juggling act.”

Rohan uses the example of Ross to 
illustrate one of the many challenges a 
regional Presbytery, which Tasmania is 
considered to be, faces on an ongoing 
basis.

Dwindling congregations and hefty 
maintenance and insurance bills for 
buildings that are rarely used but must 
be maintained tend to hit the Tasmanian 
Presbytery’s hip pocket pretty hard.

It’s a fact of life, then, that this 

sometimes means difficult conversations 
are needed with congregations around 
whether it makes financial sense for them 
to continue.

“Probably 90 per cent of our work 
involves sitting with communities and 
working out how to make those hard 
decisions,” Denise says.

It’s not just Tasmania’s presbytery that 
faces these decisions, though.

Talk to those people who fill important 
administrative positions in the Synod of 
Victoria and Tasmania’s four other regional 
presbyteries and the message comes back 
loud and clear: life is a constant financial 
balancing act.

But that is just one of a number of 
challenges faced by presbyteries in 
Tasmania and regional Victoria, requiring 
from administrators a level of dedication 
and commitment to the Church that, while 
often unsung, is vital.

As 2023 continues a return to normality 
following Covid-19, Crosslight spoke to 

Thanks to strong leadership and innovative thinking, the Synod’s five regional  
presbyteries are well placed to meet future challenges.

By Andrew Humphries

Access 

all areasall areas
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representatives from the presbyteries of 
Tasmania, North Eastern Victoria, Gippsland, 
Loddon Mallee, and Western Victoria to get 
a gauge on how they are travelling and what 
the future might hold for them.

What leaps out is the constant battle 
involved in making decisions, or starting 
conversations, about the future of 
congregations which can no longer maintain 
their buildings, or what happens to a 
building when a congregation no longer 
exists to support it. 

The dilemma facing Rohan and Denise 
of how best to deal with the Ross Uniting 
Church is one regional presbytery 
administrators are all too familiar with.

In mid-December, the Ballarat Courier 
reported that the historic Neil Street Uniting 
Church would close in February, a victim of 
dwindling congregation numbers and the 
heavy financial cost involved in its upkeep.

“There’s grief and there’s sadness and all 
of those things as you would expect, but it’s 
just really beyond the congregation to meet 



28

From P27

Continued P30

the financial commitment and physical 
commitment the church requires,” 
presbytery minister Rev Trevor Bassett 
told the Ballarat Courier.

“The bottom line is that the cost 
of maintaining these buildings is 
just horrendous, and beyond the 
congregation’s capacity.”

Western Victoria Presbytery 
Chairperson Rev David Carter, who 
passed on the baton at February's 
Presbytery-in-council meeting, 
acknowledges that the heavy cost of 
maintaining church infrastructure is an 
issue that the Church there continues to 
grapple with.

“We’re in discussions about 
implementing a property strategy, 
including consultation with ministers 
and lay leaders,” David says.

“There are buildings that are rarely 
used these days as there are no 
congregations there.

“There are bluestone buildings that 
cost a lot to maintain, for heritage 
reasons and realities like the cost 
of insurance and essential safety 
measures.”

David acknowledges that any decision 
to sell such properties carries the risk of 
upsetting those who live nearby, even 
people who aren’t or weren’t members 
of the congregation while it existed.

He cites the sale of the Rokewood 
Uniting Church, and the publicity that 
created, as an example of what lies 
ahead for any presbytery considering 
selling its buildings.

“Rokewood’s church was a grand 19th 
century building, but it was home to 
only about half a dozen congregation 
members, who wanted to sell it,” David 
says.

“So this was an example of a church 
built during the Gold Rush days, with just 
a handful of elderly people worshipping 

who didn’t have the energy to maintain 
the property.

“But the sale was opposed by a few 
local residents, who were outraged that 
they might lose it.”

Gippsland Presbytery Chairperson 
Rev Ian Turnnidge says there is no doubt 
hard conversations are needed about 
the future of some congregations.

“Oh yes, definitely, and I think one of 
the challenges, and maybe this has been 
an indulgence in the past, is to think we 
can retain pocket congregations that 
haven’t really had congregations for a 
long time,” he says.

“Maybe we hold on to them thinking 
the next green shoot might emerge there 
and we can plant it in that space.

“I think it’s still possible in some 
instances. Johnsonville Uniting Church, 

near Lakes Entrance, has just had the 
most marvellous celebration marking 
130 years of worship, and that is a 
congregation that has known challenges 
and has met them with some careful 
pastoral work at presbytery and 
congregation level.

“On the other hand, the Presbytery 
has recently received a letter from a 
congregation about its possible closure, 
which is exactly what needs to happen as 
that congregation hasn’t been formally 
meeting in any way, shape or form for a 
long period of time.

“Being brave in that space, I think, 
helps us to imagine what the next church 
is and helps us to be better stewards 
than if we had hesitated in the past.” 

In Loddon Mallee, decisions around 
property are complicated by the sheer 
size of the presbytery.

“We’ve got a lot of space and not many 
people, and it can feel somewhat of an 
isolated presbytery,” says Chairperson 
Libby Gregory, who has been in the role a 
relatively short period of time. 

"I want to work with a team that wants to foster 
those conversations around future possibilities,  

as well as to care for the legacy that we inherited."Presbytery of Tasmania Chairperson Rohan Pryor

Presbytery of Tasmania  
Chairperson Rohan Pryor
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“People are usually quite 
philosophical about the distances and 
time needed to do ordinary things like 
catching up with friends, or the fact that 
you might drive for an hour or so to do 
the shopping. 

“We have over 50 congregations 
dotted around the region, but some of 
them might consist of just a handful of 
strongly committed people.  

“They are nevertheless determined 
and faithful to maintain their identity as 
people of Christ in their area.

“Making decisions around the future 
of some congregations often presents 
great anxiety to people, because even if 
there is no one actually going to a service 
people still want a church, in that light 
on the hill type of scenario. 

“So our presbytery ministers try 
to get around to people to begin 
these conversations about what the 
future might hold for their particular 
congregation; the chance to begin to 
explore and envision a different way of 
being church.” 

David Carter says strong pastoral skills 
are required when having conversations 
with those who have a strong 
attachment to their church building.

“These are people with a lot of 
memories of events that have been part 
of the building,” he says.

“There is an awful lot of stuff wrapped 
up with buildings, and for some people 
it's like their own home, and if you were 
told you were going to have to move 
out of your own home you wouldn’t be 
happy. 

“So there is a diplomatic line to walk in 
terms of these conversations.

“It’s about taking that first step and 
then you might find some people are 
amenable to opening a discussion.”

Like David Carter, North Eastern 
Victoria Presbytery Chairperson Rev 
Gereldine Leonard is aware of the 
balancing act required between head 
and heart when it comes to the tough 
decision around a congregation and its 
building’s future.

“People are very keen to hold on to 
buildings,” Gereldine says.

“I'm a person who has been itinerant 
in my life, and so buildings don't mean 

Presbytery of Lodden Mallee 
Chairperson Libby Gregory
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as much to me as they do to people 
whose heritage and whose generations 
of family have been engaged in the one 
place. 

“But still, these are very difficult 
pastoral issues that we need to address.

“I think one of the progressions that 
may happen is that people will see that 
it's much easier for tiny groups to have 
their gatherings in a building that isn't 
meant for a larger group, like an existing 
church, and demands a lot from people 
who are older and unable to do the 
maintenance themselves.

“We're not pushing people to do 
things, it's more about them coming to 
those conclusions themselves. 

“So we are trying to work very hard 
with people to begin to talk about 

making these decisions, and to support 
them and to help them think it through 
and make it a good ending, if that's what 
happens.”

Strong support and a real sense of 
empathy, says Denise Savage, are vitally 
important when it comes to having 
difficult conversations around the sale of 
church buildings.

 “There's often a family heritage and 
story attached to the physical property, 
and when a decision is made to sell it 
there's a sense of not just their grief, 
but that they believe they failed or, you 
know, weren’t good enough to keep it 
going,” Denise says. 

“It’s about that grief within a 
family story, and we’re talking about 
generations, so you can't just come in 
lightly and go, ‘look, this is what you 
need to do’.

“It's about recognising what the 
pushes and pulls are and questions like, 
‘how do we work with that particular 
congregation? Is there capacity to 
try something different, or is there a 
different way we can think about this?’.” 

As the regional presbyteries grapple 
with the concept of what the future 
holds for some of their physical places 
of worship, Ian Turnnidge believes an 
opportunity exists to reimagine what 
“church” might mean as we move 
forward from the dark days of Covid-19.

“It has to do with how many small 
communities have shifted and changed 
as people have become more mobile, 
and what the physical presence of a 
building may have meant even 20 years 
ago to what that physical presence 
means now,” Ian says.

“I'm also chaplain at Newhaven 
College in Rhyll, and one of the 
conversations that I came across in 
junior school a few weeks ago was a 
child who asked, ‘what's a church?’

“Now we know the answer to that 
immediately, but these children are the 
second or third generation of people 
who have never been involved in the 
life of the church, and they've probably 
never gone to a wedding in a church or 
attended a funeral in a church.

“These are kids who have got a 
genuine open honesty to say, ‘what is a 
church?’

“So where that church building 
standing empty previously meant 
something to the people in that wider 
rural community, to the generations of 
children who have come afterwards who 
are connected to screens, it's not even 
on their radar when they drive past.”

The emergence of Covid-19, and its 
associated lockdowns making physical 
church services an impossibility, has 
opened up an opportunity, says Ian, to 
focus on what church could mean in an 
online sense. 

It’s an opportunity, he says, 
presbyteries should be grasping with 
both hands.

“So it's as much of us shifting to where 

"We have over 50 congregations dotted around 
the region, but some of them might consist of just a 

handful of strongly committed people."Presbytery of Lodden Mallee Chairperson Libby Gregory



With a population nearing 250,000, 
Hobart is the largest city in Victoria and 
Tasmania serviced by a Uniting Church 
regional presbytery.

And within Hobart are both ends of the 
socio-economic ladder, from suburbs 
containing people leading a reasonably 
affluent lifestyle to areas with residents 
best described as living on struggle 
street.

The challenge, says Presbytery 
Minister Denise Savage, is how to 
faithfully support those people from all 
walks of life.

“The way in which being church 
matters in a community is different from 
place to place,” she says.

Denise uses the contrast between 
Scots Memorial Church in inner Hobart 
and Bridgewater-Gagebrook in the outer 
suburbs as an example of how one size 
doesn’t fit all when it comes to providing 
support to congregations.

“You know, you’ve got Scots Memorial 
which is surrounded by emergency 
services, and the hospital is just a block 
away, meaning the congregation is 
surrounded by first responders and 
healthcare,” she says.

“So it raises questions around what 
does it mean to be in this place and 
space and how do we engage well, 
supporting people with mental health 
and intellectual disabilities and creating 
safe spaces for them to engage in 
worship and faithful living.

“But that looks very different to 
Bridgewater Gagebrook, where you 
are looking at residents with a life 
expectancy 20 years under the national 
average just because of where they live.

“So what does it mean for the Church 
to be in that place and space, where 
you don’t have residents high up on the 
socio-economic ladder?

“These people don’t have a history 
of higher education, and community 
services are what come in, hang around 
for a while, and then leave.

“Government services are the steady 
presence there but everyone else comes 
and goes.

“The Uniting Church’s presence there 
is probably an example of one of the 
longest standing, non-government, not-
for-profit organisations that has had a 
long commitment to the life of that small 
community, and it means something to 

them that we haven’t come and gone, 
that we have a voice and place in that 
community.”

Travel about 200km from Hobart and 
you arrive in the small community of 
Fingal, an example of one of the smaller 
congregations the presbytery represents.

“We have a couple of small 
communities, like Fingal, where there 
are three or four people diligently doing 
their thing,” Denise says.

“That small number of people in Fingal 
really hold the community together 
because they are so embedded in its life.

“They know people and they respond 
to needs happening around them, and 
they know they have an expiration date 
as a congregation but until that time 
comes they will continue to plug away.

“So there is a real mixture across the 
state of what a vibrant community looks 
like.”                                                                         

One size 
doesn’t fit all

HOBART

Presbytery Minister Denise 
Savage says the challenge in 
Tasmania is to support people 
from all walks of life.
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the general public would look if they 
needed a church, and let's not lose what 
we learned in Covid, that the online 
space actually is a future, a future of the 
Church, and it'll be a manifestation of 
how those communities gather,” he says.

Gereldine Leonard, too, says the 
online possibilities which arose during 
Covid-19 have opened up a whole new 
world for congregations in a region like 
North Eastern Victoria.

“We have been able to build networks 
that now meet basically online and have 
established what people are calling the 
Small Church Network,” she says.

The Network is trying to engage 
people, not just in terms of the delivery 
of worship by Zoom, but to begin to 
engage people in areas of interest 
as well across those quite scattered 
combinations of congregations. 

 “The Northern Rivers cluster has 
been very successful in establishing a 
connection using Zoom during Covid-19 
and has continued with that, and that 
was something that stood them in really 
good stead during the recent flooding in 
Rochester as part of that cluster. 

“It has meant the minister and the 

lay leaders there have been able to 
maintain quite a good connection with 
people who are now scattered all over 
the place.”

In a regional presbytery the size of 
hers, Gereldine says online access has 
done much to negate the tyranny of 
distance.

“We try to meet in person with some 
regularity, but we can do a meeting on 
Zoom and it takes two hours,” she says.

“There is no travelling involved when 
previously it might have taken up at least 
two hours each way in travel, and some 
people would've stayed overnight, but 
now it's done in a morning.”

For David Carter in Western Victoria’s 
large Presbytery, an ageing demographic 
means not only a drop in numbers at 
some services but also fewer people able 
to take on important roles within the 
Church.

“You know, there are a lot of big jobs 
that need doing and relatively few 
people to take them on,” he says.

“There really is a need for new blood, 
absolutely, but there's a relatively small 
number of people who are all working 
really hard anyway, and are servicing a 

big area. The really big issue is that of an 
ageing and declining membership, there 
is no doubt about that.”

Like David, Gereldine laments the fact 
that an ageing demographic isn’t being 
replaced by younger generations.

“I would imagine it's a real issue in 
every presbytery, but it certainly is in 
ours and it’s that situation of not enough 
people entering the church below the 
generations that are there now,” she 
says.

“That’s an absolute reality and I think 
that what we are doing is trying to say 
we live in a world that has changed 
dramatically, and we in some sense 
haven't made the change to engage with 
the world as it is now.

“Most people you will find in 
congregations are quite happy to be the 
church they have been forever, and to 
make that change is quite a big ask. 

“But we are engaged in a process at 
the moment to say, well, the Church as 
we have known it will not be here in 10 
years, but there will be a church that is 
different and how do we best serve and 
encourage that Church.  

“So we are looking at exploring the 

Presbytery of  
North Eastern Victoria Chairperson  

Rev Gereldine Leonard 
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idea that the Church that we will be 
moving towards is small, it will be lay led 
and its theology and mode of operation 
will be relational.” 

In Tasmania, the sheer size of the 
island and its isolation presents its own 
issues for Rohan and Denise.

“The best description I can use is that 
Tassie is its own different space,” Rohan 
says.

“So we have inner-city, rural and very 
remote congregations to attend to, 
whereas other presbyteries tend to be 
one or the other.

“There are pockets on the west coast 
where the population is very sparse and 
they are supported by Frontier Services 
in terms of remote area ministry.

“So Tasmania is an interesting mix 
both geographically and socially.”

The island’s sense of isolation from the 
mainland can present its own challenges 
for anyone not from there, says Denise.

“Tasmania is its own world in many 
respects and within it there are pockets 
of very distinctive regional areas,” she 
says.

“There are people who have lived 
in Launceston all their lives and have 
never been to Hobart, and people in the 
northern suburbs of Hobart who have 
never been to the beach, so it's that kind 
of a place.”

While there are many challenges facing 
our presbyteries, there is also much 
happening to feel more than positive 
about, as stories continue to emerge of 
congregations ready to embrace, rather 
than fear, the future.

In the Gippsland Presbytery, Ian 
Turnnidge is very excited about a 
number of initiatives, one of which 
involves First Nations people and is 
particularly important as the country 
considers giving its representatives a 
voice in parliament.

“Rev Deacon Wendy Elson is minister 
at Wonthaggi and her work has formed 
friendships and relationships with some 
of the First Nations people in that area, 
and that has opened up into a regular 
yarning circle,” Ian says.

“It has formed a community 
of indigenous families who have 
established a relationship with the 
congregation now, and they come into 
the normal service.

“This is a really interesting initiative 
that Wendy started just before Covid-19 
hit, and those conversations and 

relationships have come into this 
year of normality and I think it’s an 
extraordinary development.

“Wendy has shown us a really great 
example of opening something up 
that the congregation could not have 
imagined beforehand.

“A yarning circle had never existed 
within the Wonthaggi congregation until 
these relationships were formed, and 
so we now see a textural shift in what 
a Sunday service looks like, as well as 
in some of the other activities that take 
place.”

Ian is also excited about the 
emergence of Messy Church within parts 
of the presbytery.

“A couple of our congregations have 
wandered into the Messy Church area 
and that’s interesting because it’s been a 
quiet discernment around this,” he says.

“Rev Ian Brown at Warragul has shared 
their engagement in this and Moira 
Dodsworth, who looks after Drouin and 
some of the smaller congregations, 
shared with us a huge response to a 
wine and cheese evening when people 
wanted to come together and think 
around funeral planning.”

For Libby Gregory, the sheer size and 
diversity of the people and places in 
the Loddon Mallee Presbytery brings a 

number of opportunities to embrace and 
challenges to tackle.

“In some areas there is a lot of space 
and not many people, and it seems 
like everyone is involved in everything, 
because that is the life and zest of the 
community,” she says. 

“In the larger regional cities, there are 
interactions with lots of people in more 
confined, busy places, and perhaps 
a paradoxical feeling of being more 
dispersed.

“People in the towns and 
congregations are great at supporting 
and encouraging one another; it’s 
second nature to them and at times a 
matter of survival.  

Gippsland Presbytery  
Chairperson Rev Ian Turnnidge 
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"I belong to a small faith community in Nagambie  
and we don't have a building, we meet in a different 

style and format at times, but we've thrived"Presbytery of North Eastern Victoria Chairperson  
Rev Gereldine Leonard
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“We’re thankful for the energetic and 
creative ministers in placement, and 
pastors and chaplains who make up the 
presbytery and are immersed in the rural 
networks and activities. 

“We have a chaplain at the large 
Bendigo hospital, which is a great gift 
and comfort to people from across the 
whole presbytery who are admitted 
there for treatment.  

“Different congregations offer 
hospitality and friendship through 
op-shops, food centres, and other 
activities, while there is a strong network 
of support for refugees with Swan Hill 
as a very busy hub, and advocacy and 
help when needed for Pacific Island farm 

workers, especially around Mildura and 
Robinvale.” 

Denise Savage says it’s always worth 
celebrating some of the Tasmanian 
Presbytery’s success stories, like the 
Glenorchy and Claremont congregations, 
which form the Derwent cluster.

“You know, I think the importance 
of building relationships and being 
connected and valued in the story here 
really matters,” she says.

“It gives greater capacity to work 
through some of the hardest stuff, but 
it has also enabled some really good 
stuff to come through as well, like at 
Glenorchy and Claremont and where 
they're sitting.

“Part of working with them meant 
that they are now in a position where 
they've got a minister in placement 
and they have connections with an 
interdenominational ecumenical space, 
and they’re doing a community food 
bank. 

“That has come out of their hard work 
and feeling valued and supported and 
recognising, ‘here's our missional values’, 
and here’s a proposition that then came 
to them in terms of a way that they had 
some space that could be used, and 
someone was looking for some space 
because of the missional values that they 
held out of the work that they've done, 
supported by the Presbytery. 

“That's become a space where more 
connections are now coming, Messy 
Church is happening in that space, and 
they have connected with a local school 
across the road, so there's a growing 
edge of potential that they wouldn't 
have had five or six years ago.

“They were supported at a time when 
they needed it, and they were heard, 
valued and respected.”

In Western Victoria, David Carter says 
while more hands would be welcome, 
those at the forefront of the Church hold 
it in safe hands. 

“It's about the capacity to adapt, and 
where a particular way of being church 
may die, new expressions of Christian 
community can emerge to replace it,” he 
says.

“Some places grapple with that 
possibility and for other places it's just 
too hard.

“I look at this Presbytery and see great 
ordained ministers and pastors who are 
very engaged, and many very good lay 
leaders.

“I feel positive about the collegial 
relationships – ordained and lay across 
the Presbytery, but we can’t go on in a 
church-as-normal sense.”

For Ian Turnnidge, the answer to 
how the future might best work lies in 
innovation.

“I think so, although the danger is that 
we think ‘oh, we have to be innovative 
now and come up with another new 
idea, or do something that is different’,” 
he says.



36

“I think all of those questions are valid 
but it doesn’t have to be that we need to 
reinvent the wheel.

“I think the joy of the last 12 months of 
being braver about living with Covid-19 
has enabled us to focus on the simple 
pleasures that are probably right at our 
fingertips and are manageable because 
we aren’t talking about large numbers of 
people coming together.

“We’re talking about that home 
church model where you can actually 
do beautiful things that are pastoral and 
lovely and delightful and reinvigorate us 
and reconnect us to one another.”

Libby Gregory says strong leadership 
has Loddon Mallee well placed for the 
future.

“We have three presbytery ministry 
roles that are so well staffed and those in 
them are really competent, pastoral and 
thoughtful people, so we’re very lucky to 
have them,” she says. 

“I think we have probably started to 
free ourselves from property being seen 
as a burden, and several congregations 
have found a way for release and 
blessing in relinquishing places no 
longer in use, or useful.  

“It seems like a time of understanding 
how we can work best as people of God 
looking at different ways of worshipping 
and just being together, and I feel like we 
are entering a settling period after some 
change. 

Denise Savage admits she isn’t sure 
exactly what the future looks like for the 
Tasmanian Presbytery, as its members 
discern in which direction God is calling 
them.

“I think there will still be congregations 
of strength and vibrancy,” Denise says. 

“I suspect it might be more a sense 
of recognising missional hubs rather 
than worship congregational life, and 
recognising key places where community 
might come together and that missional 
connection might happen, but it's not 
about for the sake of its own life, but 
actually for the life of the communities in 
which people inhabit. 

“Across greater Hobart there's a 
recognition that we could be working 
collaboratively in some spaces. 

“What might that look like and what 

might that mean for each of us to start 
paying attention to that? 

“Is this something that God is calling 
us to, and what does it mean not for 
ourselves or the longevity of the Uniting 
Church even, but what does that mean 
for our community? 

“Because that sense of community 
connection in Tassie, and that 
community relationship, is actually really 
strong and valid and important, and 
if you ignore that you ignore it at your 
peril.

“I think it’s in a very fluid and liminal 
space at the moment.”

Rohan draws a deep breath when he 
is asked about how he sees the future 
for Tasmania’s congregations and its 
Church.

“Put it this way, I don’t want to just be 
managing decline,” he says.

“I want to work with a team that wants 
to foster those conversations around 
future possibilities, as well as to care for 
the legacy that we inherited. That’s the 
team I joined, and the evolving team 
continues to grapple with that challenge. 

Gereldine Leonard envisages a future 
where there is a greater sense of co-
operation between presbyteries, made 
easier by what technology can bring to 
the table.

“I don't want to make too much of 
the rural-urban divide, but I think there 
is one and there is a different language 
that people speak in each, and there is a 
different culture and context,” she says. 

“We are in the process of saying 
we should be engaging with other 
presbyteries to see, now that we have 
this great technological advantage, what 
we can share.

“It’s also about how we can reduce the 
effort that a lot of people put in, and to 
make their lives a bit easier, particularly 
in the areas of leadership.

“One of the things that we are also 
exploring is the potential for establishing 
people to lead small groups and to be at 
mission in their community and culture, 
people who are possibly part of existing 
congregations or even outside them. 
We are also asking how we could make 
those people self-sustaining.

 “I belong to a small faith community 
in Nagambie and we don't have a 
building, we meet in a different style and 
format at times, but we've thrived.

“We only meet two times a month 
for worship and we meet once in one of 
the other weeks with quite a significant 
social gathering, where we invite other 
people from outside of the congregation 
to come. It’s a very sustainable model for 
a small group of people.”

Whatever the future holds for the 
Synod’s regional presbyteries, though, 
one thing is certain. In people like Rohan 
Pryor and Denise Savage in Tasmania, 
David Carter in Western Victoria, Ian 
Turnnidge in Gippsland, Libby Gregory  
in Loddon Mallee and Gereldine Leonard 
in North Eastern Victoria, the regions  
are in safe hands.                                              

Western Victoria Presbytery 
Chairperson Rev David Carter

From P35
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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.

Learn more about how 
God is working through our 
overseas church partners 
and how your church can 
be a part of it. 

Sunday, 7 May 2023

www.unitingworld.org.au/CelebrationSunday
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Eschatology is quite a big word. It has 11 
letters, after all. 

Divinity students routinely ask me to 
spell it out on a board. 

But eschatology is big in a more 
fundamental sense: it is the theological 
word that spells out our dearest hopes: 
what, if anything, lies beyond death; 
where history is ultimately headed; and 
what is ultimately real.

Modern people may have some 
reservations about a word like 
eschatology. 

By definition, no one can truly know 
what lies beyond this life, how the story 
of the cosmos will turn out, or even what 
lies beyond the world of our perceptions 
and our telescopes. 

This objection holds a fundamental 
truth.

Someone else might point out that 
“hope is not a strategy", as they say in 
the business world. 

That objection is true as well-if we 
limit hope to empty optimism. 

But Christian hope cannot be reduced 
to empty optimism, the kind of wishful 
thinking that projects our longings onto 
the stars. 

We encounter this kind of wishful 
thinking when a loved one dies: is she 

smiling down on us right now, has she 
been reunited with her parents, do her 
deceased pets await her? 

Those are the fantasies that comfort 
us.

Christian hope is grounded in the 
faithfulness of God. 

God has revealed God’s own character 
in creating a world like this one that 
features love and courage, frailty and 
even wickedness. 

God formed a people from Abraham 
and Sarah, delivered them from slavery 
through Moses, Miriam, and Aaron, 
established them as a people, and 
proved faithful to them through conflict 
and exile. 

It is that same God who lived among us 
in the ministry, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus and who has granted us the gift 
of the Holy Spirit through the power of 
Jesus’s resurrection. 

As Paul indicated, hope, along with 
faith and love, is one of our primary 
strategies.

For now, let us consider the question 
of an afterlife. 

Despite what so many Christians say, 
the Bible does not offer a clear picture 
of what awaits us. This is true for several 
reasons.

First, when biblical authors address 
ultimate things, they tend to use the 
language of symbol and metaphor. 

What is it like to be like angels in 
heaven (Mark 12:25) or to shine like the 
stars in the sky (Daniel 12:3)? 

Let’s not even start on pearly gates and 
golden streets.

A second consideration leads us to 
account for the diversity within the Bible 
itself. 

Many of the Jewish Scriptures 
describe death as joining the ancestors, 
a diminished kind of social afterlife with 
some continuity with our present selves. 

The New Testament primarily, but not 
only, uses the language of resurrection. 

We encounter diversity there too. Paul 
expects the dead to rise and experience 
a glorious transformation of their bodies 
(1 Corinthians 15:35-57), while Matthew 
presents us with a bizarre scene: at the 
moment of Jesus’s death, the dead 
saints rise from their tombs and wander 
through the holy city (27:52-53). 

What happens to them after that? Yet 
Luke describes the rich man and Lazarus 
going to their appointed destinations 
immediately upon their deaths (16:19-
31), a promise Jesus gives to one of 
those crucified alongside him (23:43). 

Let’s talk         
By Professor Greg CareyBy Professor Greg Carey
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Ancient Judaism included numerous 
views concerning the afterlife, and it 
appears that Paul and Luke followed 
different options. 

Indeed, the funeral liturgies of most 
denominations make room both for the 
idea of a resurrection at some point in 
the future and for the notion that the 
deceased reside with God right now.

So what is a Christian to do? If we 
desire to be informed by Scripture’s 
witness, these complications confront 
us with the necessity of interpretation-
interpretation shaped by profound 
humility.

I believe Scripture gifts us with ways 
for articulating our hope that also guide 
us in living in the here and now. 

Our task involves applying a 
disciplined imagination to these texts to 
discern the values that may shape us. 

Here I will offer just a few thoughts.
First, I tend to emphasise the New 

Testament’s primary image, resurrection. 
Resurrection has many benefits. First, 

unlike the notion of an immortal soul, 
resurrection allows us to name that 
death is real, and it is devastating. 

It is the final enemy, as Paul puts it (1 
Corinthians 15:26). If we wish to grieve 
well, it is all but necessary that we not 

minimise death. Resurrection also 
reminds us that we are mortal: our lives 
now and in the future depend upon a 
life-giving God. 

This news causes us to live in humility 
and gratitude. Even when we receive 
a serious diagnosis, as I have, it is 
surprisingly comforting to remember 
simply that we are mortal and live only 
by the goodness of God. 

I know this, having received such 
news myself. We will not live in the 
fantasy world of endless youth, even of 
immortality. 

We will find no attraction in 
memorialising ourselves, much less in 
seeking some technological solution that 
will prolong our lives forever. 

Finally, the notion of resurrection is 
embodied, and it is social. 

Many expressions of Christianity 
focus on the spiritual rather than the 
embodied dimensions of life. 

Unfortunately, those Christianities 
often fall short in living out an embodied 
love of neighbor. 

An embodied resurrection means that 
God reclaims and redeems our whole 
lives, lending holy significance to the 
right now.

It also leads us to imagine a joyful 

afterlife, the great banquet that includes 
all the saints (Matthew 8:11), or the New 
Jerusalem with its diverse fruit, fresh 
water, and open gates. 

It may seem ironic, but resurrection 
grounds us in this present world. 

To be honest, I find myself surprised to 
have devoted so much scholarly work to 
the question. 

I very much tend to live in the here and 
now without consideration for what may 
await me. 

But I take great hope in believing that 
what God begins in us and in the world, 
God is faithful to complete (Romans 8; 
Philippians 1:6). 

For me at least, that conviction makes 
a difference.
Dr Greg Carey is Professor of  
New Testament at 
Lancaster Theological 
Seminary in the  
United States and last 
month presented the 
first Northey Lecture 
of the year at the 
Centre for Theology 
and Ministry.
His latest book is 
‘Death, the end of 
history, and beyond’.
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Uniting is the community services organisation  
of the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania.

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

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

Call us  
1800 668 426

Visit 
foodforfamilies.org.au


