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TRiAl oR TReAsuRe?
What is light without darkness? 
What is shade without sun? 
What is joy without sadness? 
What’s plenty unless you’ve had more?

What’s leisure without any toiling? 
What’s sunshine without ever rain? 
What’s perfection without any spoiling? 
What’s love if we never feel pain?

To really appreciate goodness 
We have to endure in this life 
Not only the things that bring pleasure 
But the contracting sadness and strife

Gold has to go through a furnace 
Fine timber means felling a tree 
A diamond has to be faceted 
Before its true beauty we see

Though Christ lived a life of perfection 
He was nailed by His hands to a cross 
He proved by His resurrection 
That suff ’ring is far from a loss

So accept not only the pleasure 
For beneath the hurt and the pain 
There lies a hidden treasure 
The hurting will not be in vain

Our pain is all part of the pattern 
To bring us fulfilment and grace 
So remember next time there’s a void in your life 
It’s the holes that bring beauty to lace

It’s possible you have been chosen 
To fulfil a part in God’s plan 
Be patient, He may just be moulding you 
For a service to your fellow man.

margaret Wiles 
Babinda, Queensland
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A beacon  
for 2009

TO SOCIeTy memBerS, vOluNTeerS ANd All reAderS OF 
The Record in this first issue of 2009, I ask us all to renew our sense of dedi-
cation to those in need – the absolute and relative poor, the marginalised 
the isolated and the alienated.

The impact of the devastation of the financial crisis besetting the world 
will grow in its intensity here in Australia. Companies collapsing, workers be-
ing laid off, job opportunities diminishing. This will result in ever increasing 
calls on the Society for help. We face the prospect that the demands on the 
Society could be on a scale we have not seen for 70 years and could continue 
into the long term future.

At this time, the task is to ensure the Society is not disrupted from with-
out. In the midst of many happenings beyond our control we must pause to 
take stock – to recall our mission and to rediscover what we are and what we 
may be. If we do not we risk the real peril of inaction.

We in the Society will always strive for perfection. We shall not achieve 
it immediately – but we still shall strive. We may make mistakes – but they 
must never be mistakes that result from faintness of heart or abandonment 
of moral principle.

***
It is the most vulnerable, the outcast of whom society disapproves whose 

rights are most in need of protection. The Society has a major responsibility 
in this area. The Society can supply positive advocacy to the great advantage 
of common good. But this will not happen without inspirational leadership 
on our part. The articles in The Record will continue to reflect this approach.

***
We have a powerful story to tell and we must ensure we are united in 

our voice in telling the compelling story of the power of love in the midst 
of despair. All governance in the Society is built first and foremost on the 
need to unite around the Gospel message. In past times, the Society was able 
to be almost totally decentralised but, in these more complicated days, the 
demands of legal requirements, occupational health and safety, greater finan-
cial transparency and accountability etc are such that change must occur. But 
it should occur in a spirit of cooperation, consultation and respect for the 
dignity of our members.

***
This issue includes an edited version of my 2008 address to our State/

Territory Councils. I have included it as I believe it emphasises the mes-
sage of ‘refounding’ for the Society and the need to focus on our mission.  
The mission of the Society is listed on the inside front cover and Sr Bernadette 
Fitzpatrick in her article explores the importance of mission to an organisation. 

***
Jesus stepped out of his cultural mores and defeated stigma and isolation. 

may we be alert to the confines of our own comfort zone, so that we are ready 
to help those around us.

God is the beacon, lighting us to travel beyond our nervousness to encounter 
him in awe and wonder.

***
As The Record went to press, victoria was coming to grips with the tragic 

events of 7 February. dianne Ballestrin’s article details the overwhelming sup-
port the victorian Society has received from all corners of Australia.  

syd Tutton
national council President
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proFiLe

An educational odyssey
Known as Brother Valerian, John Braniff spent some thirty years of his life with the Marist 
Brothers, working largely in their schools in Victoria, Western Australian and New South 
Wales. This frank memoir traces his story from his childhood in Kilmarnock, Scotland, 
to the present. His account is both a personal history and a lively portrayal of Australian 
education and society over fifty years. His most recent book was And Gladly Teach.

CloSe To THe WiNd, John Braniff, rrp $24.95 (incl GST)

Available from your religious bookstore or direct from the publisher.

david lovell Publishing  Po Box 44  east Kew 3102 tel/fax 03 9859 0000

AFTer mANy yeArS OF WATCH-
ing the ‘good works’ of other Society 
members in his local parish, evan Brett 
eventually crossed the line between 
viewer and doer.

“For many years, I’d noticed other 
Society members in my parish go 
about their mission in a quiet and dig-
nified manner that Conference mem-
bers adopt,” explains evan. 

“Their example did serve as a call 
to me. It was a call of God through 
those people to me to do something. 
That just didn’t occur overnight, it was 
over a period time.”

It’s been more than 20 years 
since evan joined the Charnwood 
Conference. In time, he became the 
Conference president, then regional 
president and then took a position on 
the ACT board. It has been one year 
since he was appointed the Canberra 
Goulburn Council president.

“I came up through the conferenc-
es so I know the issues and challenges 
quite well,” says evan. 

“Our client’s needs are changing. It’s 
not just a matter of handing out a food 
parcel anymore. It’s a question of how 
to deal with mental health issues, and 
the emerging poverty of social isola-
tion, frail aged people being isolated.”

The Society in the ACT is already 
working to tackle these issues.

In march, the Society’s St Anthony’s 
Accommodation and Outreach Centre 
for Women is due to open. “This service 
is the first supported accommodation 
for women we’ve had in the Goulburn-
mulwaree area, and it will give some 
priority to frail aged women,” he says.

2009 will also see the com-
mencement of Compeer, a friend-

“What I’m looking at now is how 
to leverage the corporate sector into 
providing set grants for specific works 
of the Society.”

He believes corporations could be 
attracted to sponsor Special Works 
such as the vinnies youth camps for 
children from disadvantaged families. 

evan’s life away from the Society is 
shared with his wife of 40 years, mary, 
and their three adult children. They 
love spoiling their grandchildren and 
are looking forward to the impending 
birth of their second grandchild.

until recently, evan was heavily 
involved in rugby union in the ACT, 
having coached seniors, juniors and 
at representative level. While he has 
given coaching away, he still chairs the 
junior judiciary. 

evan believes that engaging the 
membership and encouraging mem-
bers to seek leadership roles within the 
organisation are important steps in tack-
ling the challenges facing the Society.

“Because founders have not really 
taken to accepting change, we need to 
look at the reasons why and help to 
reinvigorate the mission that was set 
out by our founders,” he says.

“Jesus said ‘Whatever you do to the 
least of my sisters and brothers, you do 
unto me’. That’s the reason we join, to 
spread that message. We need to get 
people to go back to that mission of 
ours. One of the challenges for me is to 
put that right across the Society, across 
the Centres and the Special Works.” 

ship program that matches people 
experiencing loneliness and isola-
tion through suffering from mental 
illness with a volunteer for support 
and friendship.

evan says Canberra’s Clemente 
program, a tertiary education program 
for people who are homeless and mar-
ginalised, is a growing success. “We’re 
expecting to have 30 students enrolled 
in semester one this year. That’s double 
the previous year and we anticipate it 
will double again in semester two.” 
(For more on Clemente, see p18-19).

But the works don’t stop there.
“We’ve also started two new Con-

ferences that are attached to our Spe-
cial Works,” says evan. 

“The St Therese of Jesus Confer-
ence will offer spiritual support and 
companionship to persons who are 
experiencing or who are in transitions 
of personal hardships and trial. many 
of these are subject to the effects of 
drugs, alcohol and other factors.

“The clients for this Conference 
will come from our Special Works, the 
men’s hostel and family service pro-
grams we run here in Canberra.”

The second Conference will oper-
ate from Canberra’s new jail. evan is 
pleased that the Society is able to have 
the new Conference up and running 
from the jail’s outset. 

“The maximilian Kolbe Confer-
ence will be visiting the jail as part of 
the Catholic pastoral care team that 
will operate there.

 “They’ve put a lot of thought into 
rehabilitation programs, so it’s a bit more 
than a punishment centre,” he says.

vinnies is not immune to the glo-
bal financial crisis, and so evan is keen 
to look for corporate sponsorship to 
help fund vital programs.

From viewer to doer
By rebecca comini

evan Brett
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Supporting Victorian 
bushfire survivors
THe vICTOrIAN BuSHFIreS 
have devastated families and com-
munities but out of the ashes the de-
termination of people will re-emerge 
to rebuild lives, livelihoods and their 
communities.

The St vincent de Paul Society will 
be there for the long haul, putting the 
pieces back together, helping people 
to rebuild their lives after having lost 
family members, friends and all their 
possessions.

Following Black Saturday, 7 Febru-
ary 2009, the Society launched the 
St vincent de Paul Society victorian 
disaster Appeal and has been inun-
dated with material aid which was 
transported locally, nationally and 
even internationally to a 10,000 square 
metre warehouse located in rowville 
specifically secured for the purpose of 
managing the receipt and distribution 
of material aid. 

Needless to say goods began pour-
ing into the warehouse the moment its 
doors were opened.

The Society’s victorian State Pres-
ident, Jim Grealish said, “We have 
been overwhelmed by the generos-
ity of Australians, ex-patriot Aussies 
and indeed people all over the world. 
We have received financial donations 
from across Australia and even eu-
rope and North America. likewise 
we have received material aid for 
large and small items from individu-
als and businesses of all types. This 
disaster has united us all in one effort 
and that is to assist the survivors of 
the bushfires in whatever capacity we 
are able.

“We also acknowledge the support 
from Society members, staff and vol-
unteers in all States for financial, mate-
rial aid and moral support during this 
difficult time.”

“People have given what they can 
and we are so grateful for their sup-
port,” continued Jim. “Our role will 
be as one of the lead recovery agents. 
Our members and volunteers are 
and will remain in the areas affected, 
helping to re-establish people in their 
communities. At present, their needs 
are for material items but the Soci-
ety will be offering housing support, 
counselling and, of course, friendship 
into the long term.”

Across victoria, the Society has 
99 vinnies Centres, 45 of these are 
located in fire-affected regions. All 
centres are stocked and equipped to 
supply bushfire survivors with goods 
to help them begin to recover from 
this disaster.

“The immediate need now is hous-
ing which is being co-ordinated by 
the department of Human Services. 

the losses are growing, the devastation is evident and yet, the human spirit will 
survive, writes dianne ballestrin.

Feature
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The then-chief commissioner christine nixon with Vinnies staff and  
volunteers at the disaster appeal warehouse in Rowville, Vic.

continued on page 6
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“VolunTeeRs hAVe APPeARed ouT oF noWheRe To helP us.  
eAch dAy The WARehouse hAs hAd BeTWeen 200-350 VolunTeeRs, 

All TheRe To helP us do The BesT We cAn And moVe The 
Goods BAcK ouT To WheRe They ARe mosT needed.”

Above: l-R:  Pam Fisher, Jim Grealish (Victorian state 
President, st. Vincent de Paul society), syd Tutton (national 

President, st. Vincent de Paul society), marie Rooney (Re-
gional President,latrobe/Baw Baw), and shirley huelsebus 

at the st. Vincent de Paul society centre in Traralgon. 

Right: The Rowville warehouse.

Far-Right:Wil Waanders with husband John Waanders 
sorting bushfire appeal donations which have overflowed 

from the st.Vinnies centre in Traralgon to this adjacent 
house run by st. michael’s parish.

“It is an emotional time for all of 
us as we continue to see the images 
and read the stories of devastation. 
People’s basic needs are met as we 
receive and distribute goods, but 
also we have barely mentioned two 
other ways people have supported 
us. That is through financial dona-
tions and then, indeed the greatest 
gift, people’s time,” he said.

“volunteers have appeared out 
of nowhere to help us. each day the 
warehouse has had between 200-350 
volunteers, all there to help us do the 
best we can and move the goods back 
out to where they are most needed.” 

Overall, 2800 volunteers helped 
sort and distribute aid in the days fol-
lowing Black Saturday.

The Society’s continuing role 
will be to support, counsel and help 
rebuild. In victoria, the Society 
has provided practical support and 

Once that is organised, the Society 
will provide survivors with household 
furnishings, linen and kitchenware to 
help re-establish their homes. 

“Initially the needs ranged from 
clothing and underwear to personal 
toiletries. Other immediate needs 
down the track will be providing chil-
dren with school uniforms, books and 
stationery as well as assisting people 
with the other myriad items they will 
require,” said Jim.

donations of material aid flooded 
into the rowville warehouse from our 
state counterparts as well. vinnies in 
every state offered us unprecedented 
support with facilitating and organis-
ing shipments of goods that have been 
transported into victoria by semi-
trainers, sea freight and even horse 
floats. The rowville warehouse is 
now closed.

friendship to people throughout its 
155 year history.

“Our mandate is clear and we will 
continue to provide assistance to bush-
fire survivors for as long as it is needed. 
It is, however, now a time for us to ask 
for financial support rather than mate-
rial aid. Through financial donations 
we are able to ensure that the specific 
needs of bushfire survivors can be met.

“On behalf of the St vincent de 
Paul Society in victoria, we extend our 
sincere thanks to all who have given 
financially, donated goods and vol-
unteered their time. We can reassure 
you that people in need are not alone, 
vinnies will be there as we are in it for 
the long haul,” said Jim. 
if you would like to assist the  
st Vincent de Paul society Victorian 
disaster Appeal, donations can be 
made online at www.vinnies.org.au/vic 
or call 13 18 12.
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Australians have generously given their time, their goods and 
their money to the Vinnies Victorian Disaster Appeal.

Your overwhelming response means Vinnies’ volunteers can work side by side 
with the families and communities affected by the bushfires as they start the 
long journey to recovery. 

Vinnies’ Disaster Relief warehouse in Rowville is now closed to the public for 
donations and we thank the 2,800 volunteers who helped sort and distribute 
aid to bushfire survivors.   

Vinnies’ volunteers have been helping Victorians for 155 years.  
We are in it for the long haul. 

Thank you for supporting the Vinnies Victorian Disaster Appeal.

Financial donations to assist bushfire survivors can be made to the 
Victorian Disaster Appeal through www.vinnies.org.au/vic or 13 18 12

Thank you!
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I HAve BeeN ASKed TO WrITe 
something on the identity of the St 
vincent de Paul Society. I have chosen 
to begin with these beautiful words by 
the Jesuit Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. 
Why? Because the Society is all about 
believing in the future. unequivo-
cally. Courageously. How else can we 
describe that first impulse by Frederic 
and his companions to go to the mar-
ginalised of Paris in 1833? How easy 
it must have been for both Church 
and state at the time to be dismiss-
ive of their zeal and idealism. later, 
of course, we have records of both 
Church and state taking their zeal and 
idealism very seriously indeed. even 
to the point of condemning them as 
being radicals and trouble-makers.

They went to the marginalised of 
Paris not because they wanted to make 
waves or because they sought a reputa-
tion as radicals or trouble-makers. No; 
they went to the marginalised because 
they were moved by an imperative that 
was radical (going to the root) in the 
truest sense of the word. They went to 

look for God in the poor. They went 
to take the side of the poor. They went 
to join the most despised and danger-
ous classes on their journey of build-
ing another kind of world, a world in 
which they would no longer be reviled 
as being dangerous and despicable.

They believed, as Teilhard de Char-
din put it, in the future of the universe. 
They were determined to lovingly 
conquer the world with this hope.

The members of the St vincent 
de Paul Society are not usually accus-
tomed to thinking of themselves as 
courageous or unequivocal in the stand 
they have taken. The members of the 
Society are, in my experience, unas-
suming and self-deprecating as far as 
the good they try to do. But make no 
mistake. They are fiercely attached to a 
belief in a better future; a dogged belief 
that they can make a difference. 

When we enter the life of some-
one who has been pushed to the 
margins of society we embrace and 
share the belief that life for this 
person can (and should!) be better. 

We then go about joining them on 
a journey. We walk with them as 
they struggle to make things better. 
This is something we are called to do 
without judgement but rather in a 
spirit of solidarity and compassion. 
We, in effect, give practical, concrete 
testimony to our belief that our sister 
or brother has a future worth fight-
ing for. We refuse the popular notion 
that that there is no alternative.

Similarly, on a larger scale, we 
embrace and share the belief that an-
other kind of society is possible; one in 
which all people are able to fulfil their 
potential as human beings charged 
with the powerful sacredness that in-
fuses humanity.

Throughout the 19th century the 
industrialised world saw the devel-
opment of a ‘charitable’ model for 
dealing with the inevitable growth in 
inequality. many aspects of this model 
were devoted to making a judgement 
on the difference between the ‘de-
serving’ and the ‘undeserving’ poor. 
The distinguishing feature of the St 
vincent de Paul Society’s genesis was 
the strength of relationship with our 
marginalised sisters and brothers. For 
Frederic and his young companions, 
people living in poverty and exclusion 
were not the objects of pity or pater-
nalistic control. rather, their human 
dignity was paramount. They were, for 
him, the presence of God. He and his 
friends sought a spiritual relationship 
with the most despised classes. 

Believing in  
the future

identity

“i WondeR iF humAnKind is noT ReAlly AT The 
PoinT oF BeinG diVided BeTWeen Those Who  

BelieVe And Those Who do noT BelieVe in The FuTuRe 
oF The uniVeRse. And i Feel moRe deTeRmined ThAn 
eVeR To Join The FoRmeR in The conQuesT oF The 

WoRld.”  – teiLHard de CHardin

By dr john falzon
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I wish I could say that we, the 
members of the Society around the 
world, have never acted in a pater-
nalistic or judgmental manner. I can, 
however, say that this practice is alien 
to the founding vision of the Society. 
It is not who we are or what we are 
trying to be.

I use these words carefully 
because our identity both as indi-
viduals and as a collective, is never 
something static. We are all in the 
absolute process of becoming. This is 
why I would like to suggest that we 
see ourselves less as an organisation 
and more as a movement.

Circumstances and social con-
texts can be the undoing of us at 
times. We can also make bad choices 
that are the cause of our undoing. 
This goes for all of us! And it goes for 
the Society as a whole. But the truth 
is that sometimes it is good (albeit 
painful) to be ‘undone’ so that we can 
be created anew. This is the essence 
of the refounding journey we have 
embarked upon in Australia.

Throughout the early Hebrew nar-
ratives of the developing relationship 
between the people and God we read 
the repeated reminder of identity: 

“I am Yahweh your God, who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt.” 
(deut 5:6, exod 20:2)

The God of these former slaves 
was identified by the writer not in 
terms of a static identity but in terms 
of a relationship based on doing. The 
action that was highlighted as an 
identifier of this relationship was the 
act of liberation. Intrinsic to this act 
of liberation was both an urgent love 
and a passion for justice.

It’s not difficult to see ourselves 
reflected in this magnificent relation-
ship; we who both yearn for liberation 
and who desire it for those we assist 
and stand in solidarity with. This is 
why it would be completely meaning-
less to see our identity as anything but 
spiritual in this profound sense. By the 
same token it would be meaningless to 
impose a ‘spirituality’ that was alienated 
from the real movement of becoming 
more completely human together with 
our sisters and brothers who have been 
left out or pushed out to the margins of 
the prosperous world. 
dr John Falzon is the chief executive 
officer of st Vincent de Paul society 
Australia.

NATIONAl COuNCIl HAS 
long benefited from the expert 
advice of its Standing Advisory 
Committees. At its June 2008 
meeting it was decided that as the 
Society takes up greater levels of 
engagement in the public arena 
nationally, it is imperative that ef-
fective internal communication is 
also ‘ramped up’. This is to ensure 
that the Society can communicate 
effectively within the organisation 
and communicate consistently in 
the public arena, in terms of both 
advocacy and service delivery.

To this end, a new hands-on 
way of learning was embraced by 
National Council, incorporating 
the best features of the old Standing 
Advisory Committee system, whilst 
opening the Society up to fresh ap-
proaches to policy development and 
information sharing.

While the current Standing 
Advisory Committee structure will 
remain for Fundraising and Pub-
licity, Centres, Spiritual directors 
and youth Team committees, it was 
proposed that ‘Working Groups’ be 
constituted by National Council for 
the key areas of Society policy and 
practice. 

each Working Group will 
be given a mandate to perform 
a specific task crucial to policy 
learning and development in 
their field of expertise. This may 
take the form, for example, of a 
national forum, conference or 
seminar to be held in Canberra, 
with opportunities to voice key 
concerns and develop concrete 
recommendations for National 
Council. Other creative vehicles 
for dialogue and policy develop-
ment, however, are encouraged.

State and Territory Presidents 
will nominate Working Group 
members, who will work collabo-
ratively with a convenor appointed 
by the National President. Other 
expert advisors may be invited, 
with the National President’s ap-
proval, including people outside 
the Society who are willing to assist 
the Society in its mission of justice 
and compassion. The National 
President and Chief executive Of-
ficer will also be able to seek expert 
advice from individual members of 
working groups as the need arises 
throughout the year.

The Working Groups will be ap-
pointed for a period of 12 months, 
during which time its members 
will have prepared and executed 
its assigned task and reported key 
findings and concrete recommen-
dations to National Council. A 
key outcome of this process will 
be the updating of communication 
networks within the Society to al-
low for better information-sharing 
between members with common 
areas of interest and practice.

It is important to view this 
process as a work in progress rather 
than the final word on how we best 
serve the needs of our marginalised 
sisters and brothers. 

In many respects we should view 
this new approach as an element in 
our refounding journey.

If you have any suggestions 
for Working Groups please con-
tact the National Secretary or the 
National CeO directly, or forward 
your proposal to National Council 
through your State President. 
Anthony Thornton is the national 
council secretary

By anthony thornton

new ways of learning: 
national Council as a  
learning organisation
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“I have come that they may 
have life, and have it to the full.”
The meaning behind mission integration.

THe True mISSION OF AN  
organisation often gets buried in the 
daily round of important ‘things to 
be done’ but the reality is that mis-
sion is our reason for being. real 
mission statements grow out of the 
lives, passion and commitment of 
the people who are the heart of the 
organisation…those who serve and 
those who are served. In living the 
mission, the men and women of the 
St vincent de Paul Society come to 
understand an amazing reality. Just 
as Christ lives in the poor they are 
called to serve, Christ lives in each 
member of the Society. 
“Christ has no body now but yours… 
Yours are the eyes with which He 
looks compassion on this world… 
Yours are the feet with which He 
walks to do good 
Yours are the hands with which He 
blesses all the world.”

– attributed to St Teresa of Avila.
Frederic Ozanam did not call 

his confreres to a service devoid of 
meaning. rather, he sought to live 
the reality that each and every hu-
man person is of unique worth and 
dignity, created in the image of God. 

This is why he served the poor. In 
that service, he discovered himself, 
more deeply, as beloved of God. 
That sense of Christ in self and in 
the other was the gift Frederic gave 
to his companions and those who 
followed over the years. This is a gift 
that all drawn to the Society, to serve 
or be served, are invited to discover. 
The spirit of the Society is found in 
outreach and inclusion, transform-
ing encounters with others. To do 
it well, it needs to reach out from a 
place of deep rootedness.

every organisation has its own 
spirit, that intangible ‘something’ that 
speaks to others. Those who live the 
mission place themselves at the service 
of its spirit. As it is uncovered, reflected 
on, prayed on and spoken of, the spirit 
of the organisation becomes more real 
– stronger and more attractive. It draws 
others in to live the mission, in its deep-
est sense…to discover, in the poor and 
in themselves, the love of Christ who 
longed for the human person to know 
life to the full. Knowing that love, how-
ever recognised, inspires commitment 
to practical expression.

 mission integration provides the 
opportunity for those in the Society 
to deepen their understanding of the 
meaning behind the practical aspects 
of service and advocacy. And to dis-

cover more deeply the One who is the 
ultimate source of meaning. 

As Anthony Gittins reminds us, 
“In order to branch out a tree must 
have roots…a strong rootedness, a 
sense of identity…To have roots is not 
to be root bound, immobilised.”  

We can talk of strategies for mission 
integration and these are important. 
Telling the story of Ozanam and those 
who followed him can uncover the 
spirit and invite others into its service. 
So can the respectful sharing of the 
story, of those who have been served 
by the Society, in ways that protect 
the dignity of the person and the right 
to confidentiality. Sharing the story 
creates the opportunity for people to 
discover the echoes within their own 
lives. It allows what is within, perhaps 
unrecognised, to grow and develop. 

One way of doing that is to share, 
and ask others to share, what is it about 
Frederic Ozanam, someone else in the 
Society, or someone contacted through 
service, that speaks to the heart. In a 
sense, it creates a space for a sacred 
moment, a moment when the heart is 
more open to feel the touch of the God 
who is always with us or to sense God 
within the other. That touch or sense is 
so gentle that in our ‘busyness’ of being 
on mission it may be missed. Those 
moments of listening to the heart shape 

sr bernadette fitzgerald  addressed the national council in 
december 2008. This is an edited version of her address.

mission

Through word  
and action
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“FRedeRic 
ozAnAm did 
noT cAll his 

conFReRes To A 
seRVice deVoid 

oF meAninG. 
RATheR, he 

souGhT To liVe 
The ReAliTy 

ThAT eAch And 
eVeRy humAn 
PeRson is oF 

uniQue WoRTh 
And diGniTy,  

cReATed in The 
imAGe oF God.”

how we see, hear, speak and do. Some-
times the power of that little exercise 
confronts in ways that are unexpected 
and words fail. However, its influence 
opens ears to hear the message of mis-
sion in new ways. 

A mission statement has only the 
life it is given by those who claim 
it as their own and use their gifts 
and skills in its service. It is the lens 
through which the business of a 
meeting must be conducted. Perhaps 
one person can lead reflection on 
an aspect of it at the beginning and 
another review the meeting in light 
of the mission. The meaning within 
the mission is not always warm and 
comforting. It is also called to chal-
lenge and energise, to guide when 
human frailty gets in the way. 

Celebration can be used to create 
a moment of meaning. Special feast 
days, or dates in the life of Frederic, 
or the story of the local Conference all 
provide an opportunity for reflection 
and celebration that enkindles and 
encourages. 

While sharing the mission is the re-
sponsibility of all, mission integration 
is most effective in organisations that 
invest time and people in the practi-
cal aspects of fostering understanding 
of mission, identity and spirit in the 
wider community and especially in 

new members who are called to share 
in its service. regions or Conferences 
may benefit from having a particular 
person for that task, and practically 
and prayerfully supporting him or her 
in their endeavours. Or perhaps, as 
new members come, a buddy or men-
tor can provide guidance and support 
from within the Conference.

The world needs the mission of 
the Society as much as ever, for surely 
our world needs the compassion and 
justice of God expressed in action. 
If the mission is to continue, those 
of today have the responsibility to 
share the story in ways that can be 
understood by our world. This does 
not mean the reality is emptied of 
meaning and challenge, of heritage 
and identity. It means finding ways 
that reveal the heart and spirit of the 
Society to a world that needs to hear 
its message. 

each one in the Society holds a 
word, a sentence, perhaps even a para-
graph of the story. Jesus used story to 
speak his word of love to the world. He 
shared his story and drew people to the 
Father through word, as well as action. 
The mission of the Society invites its 
members to do the same. 
sr Bernadette Fitzgerald lcm is 
national director of mission, little 
company of mary health care ltd.

mission

Blessed Frederic ozanam st Teresa of Avila
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IT WAS A PHONe CAll THe 
volunteers at the St vincent de Paul 
Society are used to receiving. 

Single father, three children, no 
place to go. Please, can you help?

The difference this time:  a politician 
was making the call. 

Six years ago, a mudgeeraba Con-
ference on Queensland’s Gold Coast 
received a call from a local member of 
Parliament who had a family in crisis 
standing before her with no emergen-
cy accommodation readily available.

The desperation of a family turn-
ing to a politician as a last resort was a 
warning the Society could not ignore. 

At that time, the Gold Coast’s two 
emergency accommodation facilities, 
Blair Athol at Coolangatta and Still 
Waters at Arundel, were turning away 
4000 people in a year. In 2009, it is 
expected the same facilities will turn 
away about 6200 people. Queensland 
has the second highest population of 
people who are homeless, with recent 
figures showing a steady increase to 
approximately 27,000 today.

John millsom, president of the 
mudgeeraba Conference, set out with 
another local vincentian, Steve mur-
ray, in the true spirit of vincentians: 
to visit the homeless in the places they 
slept and where they went to eat to 
find out what should be done.

“After some investigation, we 
found that the situation was far worse 
than anyone could ever have imag-
ined,” millsom said.

“We soon realised that to truly 
make a difference to these people’s 
lives, we needed to give them a home, 
not just a roof over their heads.

“Clearly, there was no point in giv-
ing them a room for a few nights, then 
sending them back out to the street, 
or back to the cycle of couch surfing 
at friends.”

The St vincent de Paul Society 
Queensland’s Families Back on Track 
(FBOT) project aims to construct 27 
units of accommodation to actively 
combat homelessness in the South-
east Queensland area.

The project, based at Arundel on 
the Gold Coast, will house up to 108 
homeless single parents and their 
children, with two units allocated for 
families with disabilities, and a service 
delivery centre. 

The inspiration for this type of 
housing came from millsom’s dis-
coveries on his investigation around 
the Gold Coast. He had seen a non-
descript station wagon had pulled up 
alongside the beach’s toilet block. In 
the car was a father and his two young 
children, a boy of about five, and a 
two year old girl. The next morning, 
the father carefully bundled his kids 
into the showers, and they shortly re-
appeared, washed and ready for their 
day at school. 

The same station wagon reap-
peared at the same time, just after 

sunset. The same small family spent 
the night in their car, before showering 
and leaving to face their life. 

“you may be lucky to find one bed 
to spend the night in,” millsom said, 
“but imagine if you had a family you 
needed to give shelter to also.”

The Society’s Queensland State 
President, John Campbell, said the 
significance of the project is not just 
that it will house a significant number 
of families with nowhere else to go. It 
will also offer myriad programs vital 
to those living there to ensure they re-
ceive the necessary skills and support 
to break the cycle of homelessness.

“These services will include drug, 
alcohol and gambling addiction assist-
ance, counselling, childhood education, 
parenting classes, cooking and hygiene 
classes and debt reduction through 
budget counselling,” Campbell said. 

“We will help parents achieve the 
skills necessary to live independently 
and remove themselves from the wel-
fare system, giving their children the 
best chance for a positive future.”

residents will be encouraged to stay 
for a period necessary to complete the 
programs, and to ensure residents only 
leave when they feel ready to do so.

The success of FBOT on the Gold 
Coast will mean the project may be 
replicated throughout the State, and 
throughout Australia. 

millsom sees FBOT as just the 
first step in breaking the cycle of 
homelessness.

The St vincent de Paul Society is 
committed to solving the problem of 
homelessness through providing not just 
a house to those in need, but a home. 

A landmark project aims to help disadvantaged 
families, writes naomi lindenburg

Housing

“…To TRuly mAKe A 
diFFeRence To These 

PeoPle’s liVes, We 
needed To GiVe Them A 
home, noT JusT A RooF 

oVeR TheiR heAds.”

steve murray, Gold coast central council President mervyn Powell, Gold 
coast central council Administrator John Goodwin, Queensland state 
President John campbell, and John millsom at the turning of the sod 
ceremony for Families Back on Track.

Families
back on  
track
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I WAS WOrKING AS A lAWyer 
in a suburban practise in the mid 
1990s when poker machines were in-
troduced in South Australia. I began 
to hear story after story from clients 
about money lost, families torn apart, 
of the pressure on the community and 
on local businesses trying to compete 
with the lure of the pokies’ mesmerising 
lights and noise.

I knew it was time to act when a 
particular client came to me in tears. 
He was intellectually disabled as the 
result of a brain injury, and he couldn’t 
understand why his new ‘friends’ 
didn’t want to have anything to do 
with him anymore.

These ‘friends’ ran the local pub, 
and for months they had plied him 
with free drinks, to the point where 
he was so drunk they had to push the 
buttons on the machine for him. They 
had even picked him up from his tiny 
unit and driven him to their pub, all so 
he could gamble away everything he 
had at their venue.

In the end, as soon as his $30,000 
emergency superannuation payout had 
disappeared, so did his ‘friends’.

So I ran for State Parliament, just 
to make a point. I never expected 
to win but thanks to an improbable 
series of preference deals with major 

and minor parties, I was elected.
Since then, in both State and Fed-

eral Parliament, I have fought against 
poker machines. I know that one 
dodgy pub, like the one mentioned 
above, does not make an unsafe indus-
try, but an unsafe product does.

And poker machines are unsafe. 
In 1999, the South Australian 

Productivity Commission found that 
almost one in 20 poker machine users 
become problem gamblers. Can you 
image a restaurant staying in business 
if one in 200, let alone one in 20, of 
their diners became ill?

each year, the states (excepting 
WA) raise almost $4 billion in taxes 
from the pokies. According to inde-
pendent research, more than half that 
amount comes from problem gam-
blers. And the human toll translates 
into upwards of 250,000 Australians 
having a problem with the pokies, 
each affecting, on average, the lives 
of seven others. That’s almost one in 
10 Australians in some way worse off 
because of the pokies bug.

And these people are so addicted 
they will risk their own financial well-
being, and that of their families, just to 
chase that ‘big win’. They will steal from 
their families, their friends, their em-
ployers and their children, convinced 

that they will win it back and solve their 
problems.

But they don’t, because the one 
thing you can be sure of when it comes 
to poker machines, they are set up so 
ultimately the venue and State Treas-
ury are always the real winners.

The saddest thing is that most of 
the people losing money are the ones 
who can least afford to do so. Often it 
isn’t even their money they are losing.

I decided to run for the Senate in 
2007 after reading the then-Opposi-
tion leader Kevin rudd’s statements 
on poker machines. He said:

“I hate poker machines and I know 
something of their impact on families.”

So I say to the now-Prime min-
ister – let’s work together. let’s break 
this cycle of addiction, a cycle involv-
ing the gambling industry and the 
state governments. Because, make 
no mistake, the State Governments 
are just as addicted as the people sit-
ting in darkened rooms, mesmerised 
by the lights and the sounds and the 
promise of escape. 

But as tough as it will be to break 
the ‘jackpot junkie’ mentality of state 
governments, it’s something that has 
to be done. Too many Australians are 
being damaged by these unsafe ma-
chines, and the time to act is now. 

Pokies: 
against the odds
The ‘pokies bug’ continues to bite across Australia, writes independent 
south Australian senator nick xenophon.
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OzANAm HOuSe IN AdelAIde 
has undergone a makeover. Built in 
the 1950s, the building has been the 
central office for the St vincent de 
Paul Society in South Australia since 
1985. As the communications hub 
for the Society in reaching out to the 
poor, and through connecting those 
in need to the home visitation proc-
ess, the building and its people have 
always been central to fulfillment of 
the Society’s mission.

The story of the re-creation of 
Ozanam House is a journey of hope 
in itself.

A working party included the then-
State Council vice President, doug 
Kneebone, the former dean of Archi-
tecture at the university of Adelaide, 
Stefan Pikusa, senior property valuer, 
John Kenny, and former school princi-
pal and dominican Provincial, Sr enid 
Wood. This group was supported by 
the South Australian Chief executive 
Officer John Haren, Financial Control-
ler Peter Wigg and the then-Corporate 
Systems manager Alan Walker. 

A range of alternatives were initially 
considered including relocation to an 
alternative site and the demolition of 
the existing building to make way for 
a new one. State Council agreed to the 
renovation and extension of the build-
ing based on some critical analysis.

maintaining a central presence 
in Adelaide’s CBd was a priority and 
the 24-year history of ‘good works’ 
of so many staff and volunteers that 
had occurred in this building were 
key factors in deciding to stay in the 
Franklin Street.

ever mindful of the need to invest 
the Society’s funds wisely, this was the 
most cost effective alternative. The 
location in the city’s west is becoming 
increasingly attractive, and future in-
creasing property values will hopefully 
see this investment increase in value. 

The ethos of the Society was a 
driving force in providing a context 
for the building project. The prin-
ciples of simplicity and dignity have 
been consciously pursued. It was 
important that the spaces that were 
created had a simplicity about them, 
and, at the same, ensuring the space 
would enable staff and volunteers to 
complete their jobs effectively. 

The ‘old’ building has been inte-
grated with the ‘new’ in a way that 
significantly improves the function-
ality of the building. There were en-
vironmental advantages in retaining 
the building and not disposing of 
bricks in any demolition process.

In working with the architect, Steve 
duddy and the builder, BuildTec there 

were a number of critical elements to 
be embedded in the project:
•	 Creating	 a	 diversity	 of	 spaces	

where people could work, meet 
and celebrate together;

•	 Having	a	simple	interior	design	that	
was attractive and functional;

•	 Using	 solutions	 that	 were	 environ-
mentally friendly wherever possible;

•	 Creating	 a	 building	 of	 which	 the	
Society could be proud.
The outcome is a striking contrast 

to the original building. A very light, 
energy efficient building with multiple 
meeting spaces of varying kinds and 
open space plan offers greater opportu-
nity for staff interaction. The façade has 
been offset by a light baffle/sculpture 
which enhances the streetscape and 
draws both light and comment from 
the exterior.

On 25 February, the Society cel-
ebrated the rededication of Ozanam 
House with the Governor rear Admi-
ral Kevin Scarce, Premier mike rann 
and Archbishop Philip Wilson taking 
key roles in the ceremony.

The event signified that the St vin-
cent de Paul Society is an important 
organisation in the fabric of the South 
Australian community and will con-
tinue to serve that community through 
the highs and lows of the future. 

soCiety

The redevelopment of ozanam 
house marks a new era in the 
society in south Australia, writes 
jenny papps.

embracing the  
old and the new

“The eThos oF The socieTy WAs A dRiVinG 
FoRce in PRoVidinG A conTexT …  

The PRinciPles oF simPliciTy And diGniTy 
hAVe Been consciously PuRsued.”

national council President syd Tutton, Bishop 
Gregory o’Kelly, heather carey (chancellor, 
Adelaide Archdiocese), John d’souza (state 
council President) , Gov. Rear Admiral Kevin 

scarce, mgr david cappo, Premier mike Rann, 
John haren (ceo), Archbishop Philip Wilson, 

Rob lucas mlc, catherine Whewell (chancel-
lor, Adelaide Archdiocese) and chief Justice 
John doyle at the rededication, 25 February. 
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Simplicity

I HAve AlWAyS BelIeved THAT 
the most profound things in life are 
also the simplest.

The happiest people I have ever 
come across in my life are the ones 
who have been able to nurture a 
genuine simplicity of spirit. They don’t 
overlook the complexities of work 
and life but they do maintain a strong 
sense of balance and a sound sense of 
proportion. In other words they keep 
reminding themselves of the things 
that really matter.

In our work with the poor we can 
learn a lesson or two about this Christ-
like simplicity. In the midst of so many 
tragic stories, who among us has not 
come across people in great need who 
have something very sacred to teach 
us about the things that really matter?

I am often surprised when mem-
bers of the Society start thumping 
the table about the need for greater 
spirituality among the membership. 
We are certainly all in need of nour-
ishment for our spirit. We are human. 
It goes without saying that we hunger 
and thirst for the things of the spirit. 
Indeed, the ravages of european colo-
nisation are most plainly evident in the 
way in which the Aboriginal people of 
this land have been spiritually crushed 
as they were taken away from their 
mothers, their country, their meaning.

What surprises me when I hear 
those cries for greater spirituality is 
that more often than not the spiritual 

treasure that lies under our noses is 
monumentally ignored. I am speak-
ing, of course, of the simple signs 
of joy, the simple signs of peace, the 
simple wisdom we encounter in the 
most unexpected places, the simple 
serenity derived from shared prayer 
and reflection.

If you look around the world today 
at organisations and institutions, it’s 
clear that, while change is always in-
evitable, the organisations that move 
the furthest away from the simplicity 
of their founding mission are the ones 
that seem to come undone.

I do not believe that the St vincent 
de Paul Society has strayed from our 
founding story. I believe in fact that 
we exercise a wonderful fidelity to that 
founding story in so many ways. de-
spite all our flaws, as individuals and 
as an organisation, we do seek God 
in the lives of our marginalised sisters 
and brothers. We do assist people in 
need, following the Christ’s injunc-
tion: “Whatever you do to the least of 
my brothers and sisters you do to me.”

But I also believe that there are 
some gaps in our fidelity to the simple 
founding story that was given us by 
Frederic and his young companions.

There are two gaps that I would 
like especially to highlight.

Firstly, I believe that we must re-
turn to the fearless standard of advo-
cacy established by Frederic and his 
young companions. 

Over the last few years we have 
begun to do this. For many in the 
Society this change has been em-
braced with great joy. For others it 
has been shunned and treated with 
the greatest of fear.

We have been subjected to harsh 
criticism from some quarters, accused 
of sticking our noses into politics and 
the public arena. 

I believe sincerely, however, that 
we are simply being faithful to Fred-
eric’s revolutionary love for the poor; 
a love so unconditional that it could 
never be satisfied with tiding them 
over until the next crisis. It was always 
a love that sought to go to the roots of 
poverty and inequality, challenging 
the laws, the structures, the economic 
and social forces that caused people to 
be poor and kept them in the shackles 
of poverty.

As our lord stated in what amount-
ed to his mission statement when he 
read from the scroll in the synagogue 
in Nazareth, citing the prophet Isaiah:

“He has sent me to announce good 
news to the poor; to proclaim libera-
tion for prisoners, sight for the blind; 
to let the oppressed go free…”

In the spirit of this beautiful text 
from the Scriptures, the rule of the St 
vincent de Paul Society says that: “The 
Society is concerned not only with alle-
viating need but also with identifying 
the unjust structures that cause it.” 

The society in Australia needs to move out of its comfort zone, 
but stay true to Frederic ozanam’s original vision, writes national 
council President syd tutton.

reFounding

continued on page 16
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Frederic was aware how con-
servative Catholic opponents might 
react to his own advocacy for jus-
tice, charity and equality. In 1848 
he wrote to priests, asking them 
to work in the city’s poor suburbs, 
warning them “not be dismayed 
even if the hard-hearted rich, of-
fended by your attitude, should ac-
cuse you of communism.”

despite the criticisms we have 
received and will continue to receive, 
our eyes must always be on the needs 
of the poor. This is where we find our 
God. As our lord taught us in the Ser-
mon on the mount:

“Happy are those who hunger 
and thirst for justice. They shall be 
satisfied.”

And, again, as the rule reinforces 
for us:

The distinctive approach of Vincen-
tians to issues of social justice is to see 
them from the perspective of those we 
visit who suffer from injustice.

remember those beautiful words 
in the magnificat?

“He has pulled down the mighty 
from their thrones 
And raised up the lowly. 
He has filled the hungry with good things, 
But the rich he has sent away empty.” 

That is what we attempt when we 
adopt the perspective of the oppressed. 
This is the kind of just and compassion-
ate society we are working to build as we 
express in our new mission Statement:

“The Society is a lay Catholic or-
ganisation that aspires to live the Gos-
pel message by serving Christ in the 
poor with love, respect, justice, hope 
and joy, and by working to shape a 
more just and compassionate society.”

Now I wish to turn to what I see as 
being the second gap we need to ad-
dress. On this one I feel that we have 
made less progress.

We have failed to be a real place of 
welcome. This might come as a shock 
to some of you. We pride ourselves on 
welcoming the poor and the margin-
alised. We pride ourselves on being an 
organisation built on the foundations 
of faith, hope and charity.

The truth, however, is that when it 
comes to creating a space for people 
to join us on our journey we all too 
often resist. We do this in subtle ways. 
Sometimes we do it quite overtly. 

It wasn’t so long ago that our rule 
denied membership to women. We’ve 
remedied that injustice, although we 
still have a distance to go when it comes 
to the proportion of women in posi-
tions of responsibility in the Society.

The glaring problem for us right 
now, of course, is the fact that we 
have failed to truly welcome the 
young. We have clung to the comfort 
of structures and arrangements that 
effectively shut out the young. We 
have lost much of the simplicity of the 
founding story in this respect; a story 
that is essentially a story of a group of 
young people consumed by a desire 
to find God in the marginalised.

let me share with you a snapshot 
of the future of the St vincent de Paul 
Society in Australia if we decide to go 
along as we are now, clinging to our 
comfort zones.

According to the research com-
missioned by the Society in the Project 
X Report, if current trends continue, 
the membership of the St vincent de 
Paul Society in Australia will reduce 
significantly.

In eight years time, if the Society 
does not modify its current practices 
it can be predicted that the following 
will happen:
•	 In a best case scenario more than 

half of those then aged 75 or older 
will cease to volunteer. 

•	 Assuming the Society manages to 
hold Baby Boomer numbers, attract 
20 per cent more Generation X, and 
recruit a high number of Generation 
y, then the Society will face a 30 per 
cent drop in volunteer numbers.

•	 In a worst case scenario, if the Society 
loses 75% of its volunteers then aged 
over 75, holds onto Baby Boomer 
numbers and does not actively re-
cruit Gen X, Gen y or Gen z, then 
the Society will have a 50–55 per 
cent fall in volunteers.
The research on Generation X 

shows us that we have failed to attract 
or to keep those who are aged between 
27 and 45. How on earth can we speak 
to the hearts of Generation y (12-26 
yrs) unless we liberate ourselves from 
the shackles of prejudice and make 
way for the work of the Holy Spirit?

These are hard challenges. They 
demand of us that we ask some impor-
tant questions of ourselves. 

What is worst? Having few mem-

bers or having little cash?
A St vincent de Paul Society that 

is low on vincentians is a 1000 times 
more embattled than a St vincent de 
Paul Society that is low in cash reserves.

We need to reflect on this very 
seriously.

At the present time, how much 
effort do we put into ensuring that 
younger people are attracted to join 
us? Now compare that to the effort we 
put into fundraising.

Is the money important? yes, of 
course it is, if we want to have the 
resources to assist our marginalised 
sisters and brothers?

Are our financial resources as 
important as our human resources? 
No. Because for us, our greatest 
human resource is the vincentian. 
This is not to say that we do not 
value our paid staff. They do an in-
valuable job in enabling the Society 
to operate on a professional foot-
ing. But could we ever imagine a St 
vincent de Paul Society that was so 
denuded of vincentians that it con-
sisted primarily of paid staff?

How can we possibly serve the 
poor in Australia if there are none of 
us around?

How can we stand in solidarity with 
our sisters and brothers experiencing 
new forms of poverty and exclusion 
unless we are truly welcoming of new 
members from younger age groups 
and from diverse backgrounds? These 
are the people who may well challenge 
us and make us feel uncomfortable; 
people who may well bring a newness 
and freshness of vision to the simple 
story of compassion and justice we 
aspire to live. 

vincentians feel a great sense of 
the sacredness of the stories we hear 
from the people we assist. We want 
to do something to honour these sto-
ries. We owe it to the people who are 
rendered voiceless. We have chosen to 
join our voices with the voices of oth-
ers in Australia who share this same 
passion for social justice. We, however, 
have something distinctively Christ-
centred to share as we bear witness to 
the Gospel of love. 

It was not for nothing that the orig-
inal name of the St vincent de Paul 
Society was the ‘conference of charity’ 
or ‘the conference of love’. This was at 
the heart of Blessed Frederic’s vision.

reFounding

continued from page 15
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The refounding journey that 

has commenced in the Society in 
Australia is all about returning to 
the well-springs of this vision at the 
same time as we honestly and intelli-
gently analyse the signs of the times 
we now live in.

When Frederic founded the So-
ciety he was simply being faithful to 
Jesus, the Word made flesh. He and 
his companions became the presence 
of Jesus in the streets of working-
class Paris in the 19th century. more 
to the point, he and his companions 
recognised and worshipped the Word 
become flesh in the poor and despised 
“dangerous classes” of Paris.

For us in Australia at the beginning 
of the 21st century we are challenged 
to discern how Christ can become 
flesh through us. This is the essence of 
our refounding journey.

There are three ways to respond 
to the challenge of how to address the 
gaps I have mentioned above.
1. Nostalgic escapism – where we live 

in the past when everything seemed 
to be just right. 

2. do nothing – pretend that we do not 

have a problem or that we do have 
a problem but if we close our eyes it 
will just go away. A variation on this 
theme is the position that the prob-
lem lies with everybody else.

3. refounding – going back to the core 
reason for our existence as an or-
ganisation whilst discerning how we 
can truly bear witness to this in our 
contemporary context.
The Project X Report has given us 

clear warning signs of our fate if we 
do nothing. It has also presented us 
with a solid case against the destruc-
tive (even when well-meant) effects 
of nostalgic escapism.

The St vincent de Paul Society 
looks forward to an Australia where 
no one is left out or pushed out, an 
Australia where there is not only a 
redistribution of opportunity but a 
redistribution of hope.

It is very hard for many people to 
cope. It is even harder when they are 
made to feel like they are to blame for 
the fact that they are poor. Some suffer 
from oppression on a number of fronts. 
They might be oppressed on the basis 
of race. Witness the marginalisation 

experienced by Indigenous Australians 
or the plight of our sisters and brothers 
who have come to Australia seeking asy-
lum. Women and children experience 
exclusion and often homelessness due 
to domestic violence. Single mothers are 
targeted for special coercive treatment 
by the so-called welfare reforms. Think 
of the people whose lives are torn apart 
by mental health problems. Think of the 
growing ranks of the working poor.

All of these people remind us of our 
reason for being here. They remind us 
of the simple call of the Gospel. They 
remind us of our own humanity. They 
share with us the gift of their vision 
of life from the perspective of the op-
pressed. They enable us and empower 
us to engage in a prophetic call for 
justice from below.

We owe them our solidarity. This is 
why we must not run away from the 
changes we need to make. 

This is why we are called to be 
pilgrim people, a people on the move; 
not a people who cling to the past. 
syd Tutton is the national council 
President

reFounding
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my NAme IS JOHN. SINCe JuNe 
2007 I’ve been a student in the Cle-
mente Program, and next week I will 
be commencing my fourth and final  
semester. So, all going well, I will ob-
tain a diploma in liberal Studies in 
four months time.

I can confidently predict I will be 
very happy to complete the course 
and officially graduate. However a 
part of me, I suspect, will also be quite 
sad. I know that I will miss the other 
students who I’ve studied with for 
two years, I know that I will miss the 
lecturers and administrators, but more 
than anything, I know I will miss the 
Clemente program itself. 

I’ve gained much from the pro-
gram. It has truly helped me turn my 
life around. It has given me so much 
more than I ever expected when I 
first enrolled nearly two years ago. 
And it’s because I’m so grateful to the 
program that I’ve agreed to say a few 
words tonight.

It’s not easy for me to stand up 
here. It’s not easy because it means I 
have to tell you all that I’m a recovered 
drug addict. The ‘recovered’ part is 
easy, because that is where I’m at to-
day. It’s the ‘drug addict’ part that is 
hard. It means acknowledging that for 
many years I was a drug addict with a 
daily addiction.

That means I wilfully spent money 
on my drug habit that should have 
been spent supporting my family. And 
that means I let down my wife and 
children – terribly, I also let down my 
parents and siblings, and I let down 
my friends. I caused untold pain and 
suffering to all the people who loved 
and cared for me. 

And I’m not proud of it. But all I 
can do now is acknowledge it and do 
my best to ensure it never happens 
again. Which, thankfully, I can now 
say with confidence that I know I 
won’t go back there again.

I’ve now been clean for several 
years, and I now feel my life is finally 
getting back on track. And this, in no 
small measure, is due to my participa-
tion in the Clemente program and the 
ongoing support of St vincent de Paul. 
That is why I’m willing to stand here 
tonight and support the launch of the 
doorknock appeal.

I know how important it is for the 
Society to raise funds, because I know 
from personal experience how much 
good they do with their funds.

***
I won’t bore you for too long with 

the details of my story. I’d happily not 
mention it at all. But I suppose that to 
appreciate how far I’ve come with the 
Clemente program, you need a rough 
idea of where I was at.

I came from a good family here 
in Canberra, and got a good educa-
tion. And in the mid 1980s I started 
working in the IT industry. I had a 
fairly successful career, both here and 
overseas. I ended up living in New 
zealand. I owned a nice house over-
looking a beach, had a good job with 
a leading law firm, a loving wife, and 
eventually a beautiful baby boy.

But as a teenager, while still at 
school, along with many of my peers 
I experimented with drugs and un-
fortunately kept using them as I got 
older. Although my level of drug use 
fluctuated over time, I never managed 
to give up completely. And by 2003 the 

inevitable happened, my drug use got 
out of hand, and then it got completely 
out of hand. In the space of a few very 
traumatic months: my wife left me, I 
lost my job, I lost my house, and I lost 
access to my son.

It was a terrible time.
I returned to Australia to get my 

act together – but things only got 
worse. I fell in with the wrong people, 
and fell foul of the law. I was arrested 
and convicted on a range of drug-
related offences. 

I’d truly hit rock bottom and it was 
not a pleasant place. I ended up in a 
cell at the Belconnen remand Cen-
tre and, believe me, it is not a place 
anyone wishes to be. It really made 
me take stock of my life. So finally I 
started thinking straight, and making 
some healthy decisions.

I became determined to get myself 
together, and get my life back. But it’s 
been a pretty tough journey.

Fortunately I wasn’t actually sent 
to jail and by the end of 2005 my legal 
problems were behind me. I attended 
a six-month rehabilitation program 
and, with the help of court counsellors 
and government support services, I 
became free of all illegal drugs. 

I felt good and I was ready to go 
back to work. But it proved much 
harder than I expected.

Initially I thought I’d return to the 
IT industry, but my drug past meant 
no-one was prepared to hire me 
(which was probably fair enough).

So I realised I was perhaps being 
overly optimistic, and decided to look 
elsewhere for work. I was willing to do 
just about anything: try any job, work 

Building  
confidence

CLemente

A clemente program student took centre stage at the 
launch of the annual canberra Goulburn doorknock appeal. 
This is john lusty’s story.

John lusty
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for a reduced wage, comply with any 
trial period conditions, accept pay-
ment below the minimum wage. But 
it became increasingly apparent that 
I would not get any work until I had 
several current good quality referenc-
es. But to get references I needed work. 
And to get work I needed references.

So I decided to lower my expec-
tations, and instead of paid work, I 
decided to look for unpaid work. I 
thought that finding some regular 
work as a volunteer would not be 
too hard – and on the surface it isn’t. 
When you approach an organisation 
they are nearly always very keen. But 

anybody who is on a government 
benefit, or is looking to return to the 
workforce:
•	 The program is only one day per 

week (usually a Friday) so it doesn’t 
affect my unemployment benefit;

•	 There are no costs to the students 
whatsoever;

•	 Plus any other obstacles that may 
prevent a student from attending are 
also addressed. This may be as simple 
as providing weekly bus tickets, or as 
complex as helping to provide pro-
fessional counselling.
From the beginning I was im-

feel like you’re more than just a bum. 
4. The actual things we learn are great, 

the subjects we study are all very 
interesting.

5. It increases your chance of employ-
ment. Having a formal record of 
tertiary study can only help you to 
find employment.

6. It’s also more than an educational 
qualification, it also speaks to my 
stability, my determination and my 
commitment.
But for me the most important 

thing proved to be the contacts that 
I’ve made. Through doing the course 

as soon as you tell them you have a 
police record, they politely explain it’s 
not appropriate for you to be taken on 
as a volunteer. This response is un-
derstandable, but it does make things 
very hard for people who are trying to 
rebuild their lives. 

It’s no fun being unemployed. And 
it’s definitely no fun having to tell 
people you’re unemployed. It’s very 
hard bumping into friends and old ac-
quaintances, and having to admit you 
haven’t got a job – that you can’t even 
manage to support yourself. It can be 
quite soul destroying.

***
By the start of 2007 I was starting 

to think that I would never be re-
employed, which has a very negative 
impact on your self esteem. my only 
source of income was the Centrelink 
Newstart benefit. And it’s very hard to 
live on $220 per week. you can’t sup-
port your children and you become 
dependent on welfare and charity.

Then in may 2007 my mum told 
me about the Clemente program in 
Sydney – she saw it on the ABC’s 7.30 
Report, and I decided to investigate. It 
was quite hard to locate the program 
here in Canberra – it’s not widely 
known. But I eventually discovered 
the Catholic university in Watson, 
and I enrolled in the program

I quickly discovered that the pro-
gram suited me very well, as it would 

pressed by the commitment and com-
passion of the various people involved 
– the lecturers from the Australian 
Catholic university, the co-ordinators 
from St vincent de Paul, and the vol-
unteer learning partners (who are like 
individual tutors for each student). 
They’re all committed to the program.

We study legitimate university 
subjects, one per semester, and it’s a 
very supportive and non-judgemental 
environment. We even get a free lunch, 
which means a lot when you’re on a 
government benefit. Sometimes I think 
the free lunch is the main reason some 
of the students keep coming back!
The main benefits I have obtained 
from the course are wide and varied:
1. It provides structure to my life. This 

is important when you’re unem-
ployed. It’s important to have some-
thing to do with your time, or else 
you fall into a hole.

2. you meet some interesting people. 
The students come from a wide 
range of backgrounds, and all of 
them have moving stories of their 
own. It’s important to meet people, 
because being on the dole can be 
very lonely, you become very iso-
lated. 

3. It increases your self-esteem. each 
week you are going to a real univer-
sity, studying a real subject, doing real 
assignments. This definitely starts to 
improve your confidence; you start to 

you start to meet people. you meet 
lecturers, learning partners, admin-
istrators, other students etc. And you 
start to build up a network of people 
who know you and who know your 
abilities. And that’s important!

Because everybody does have some 
skills and abilities. We all have some 
things we are good at. And it’s through a 
program like Clemente that people start 
to gain some confidence in their skills.

And it’s through the network of 
people I’ve meet at Clemente that 
things have started to really turn 
around for me. At the start of last 
year I was given the opportunity to 
co-tutor for one of the units. Then 
a few months later one of the guest 
lecturers invited me to participate in 
a short program she was co-ordinat-
ing helping to teach senior citizens 
to use the internet.

Then in the middle of last year, 
I helped out the St vincent de Paul 
office here in Phillip with some data 
entry for a few days, and that has lead 
to a regular position volunteering in 
their office three days per week. It’s not 
paid work, but it is work!

And more important than money, 
it gives me a current work history, and 
it gives me a quality referee base. After 
all, if I go to work three days per week 
without getting paid, any potential 
employer can have confidence that I 

CLemente

continued on page 20

“…eVeRyBody does hAVe some sKills And ABiliTies…
iT’s ThRouGh A PRoGRAm liKe clemenTe ThAT PeoPle 

sTART To GAin some conFidence in TheiR sKills.”
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will definitely show up at work if 
they actually paid me!

So I feel confident about the future. 
And I can tell you it feels a lot 

better when I run into friends and 
acquaintances and I can tell them 
“I’m actually studying part-time 
at university and helping out at St 
vincent de Paul a few days each 
week.” It not only feels a lot better 
than saying “I’m still on the dole”, it 
actually is a lot better.

***
In many ways my story is differ-

ent to other Clemente students. But 
in even more ways, our stories are 
the same. 

I’ve gone through the Clemente 
program with a core group of seven 
or eight students. We are of differ-
ent ages, different backgrounds, 
and are all addressing different 
issues. Whether it be drug and 
alcohol addiction, sexual abuse, 
or mental health issues, we are all 
doing our best to overcome these 
difficulties and rebuild our lives. 
We all desperately wish to rejoin 
mainstream society.

And for me, that has now 
largely been accomplished. Just two 
weeks ago I finally recommenced 
paid employment. It’s only casual 
and it’s only 15 hours per week, but 
it’s a job. And it’s a big step in the 
right direction.

Actually I’m quite glad it’s only 
casual, because it means I can keep 
doing the Clemente course for the 
next four months and formally fin-
ish the program. In fact, I’m fairly 
sure I’ll be the first person to of-
ficially graduate here in Canberra. 
Which is quite special for me.

Another special thing for me is 
that last week I actually got my first 
payslip in five years. It was pretty 
special. It’s not much more than the 
dole, but at least it’s money that I’ve 
earned myself.

And it feels pretty good to be able 
to tell anyone I meet that I have a job.

But more important than that, 
the most special thing of all, is that 
my six year old son can now got to 
school and tell his classmates about 
his dad’s job. 

And for this I am most grateful to 
Clemente and St vincent de Paul. 

newS In BrIeF:  
QueensLand anti-disCrimination  
triBunaL deCision

Kingston woman linda Walsh was awarded compensation of $27,500 
for “offence, hurt, embarrassment and intimidation” following the St vin-
cent de Paul Society Queensland State Council’s request that she stand 
down as president of the migrant and refugees Conference in logan. 

ms Walsh had been told several years earlier that she must step down 
from the role in accordance with the Society’s rules as she was not a 
Catholic. State president John Campbell told The Catholic leader “that the 
Society is only too happy to accept any volunteers no matter what their 
religious beliefs. The Society certainly never intended malice towards ms 
Walsh. ever since its inception in 1833, the Society has insisted that the 
senior office holders - the president, vice president and the spiritual direc-
tor of conferences - be Catholic.”

ms Walsh, a Presbyterian who had at that stage been an active volunteer 
for five years, had been asked to step aside from her position as conference 
president. eventually, ms Walsh took her case to the Anti-discrimination 
Tribunal Queensland. Queensland State Council will not be appealing the 
Tribunal’s decision. 
(extracted from The catholic leader, 18 January 2009)

Letters to tHe editor

concReTe oPTions needed
‘A CrISIS IN AFFOrdABle HOuSING’ 
(The record, Spring 2008) that its 
author, david Imber, says is decades 
old and of concern to “housing ad-
vocates”, which is not illustrated with 
numbers or comparisons or plights, 
and the solution to which is not more 
flats, houses, rent control or rent as-
sistance but a “broad-based state 
housing framework” (of unknown 
content), is not a crisis.

members of the Society visit the 
poor, talk to them and, through the 
good organisation of the Society, are 
able to assist them, often financially, 
but sometimes just by meeting and 
talking. The Society doesn’t say some-
one else should be doing something 
about expensive or unavailable rental 
housing. mr Imber, Policy and Public 
Affairs manager for vCOSS, favours 
government action, although unspeci-
fied, to improve rental housing for the 
poor. He is entitled to that view. How-
ever he should also consider, given 
that he is very critical of the victorian 
Government’s handling of the problem, 
outlining the problem and its solution 
in concrete terms. Then there might 
be something the Society can pick up 

from him. Of course he is welcome to 
draw on the Society’s experience. 
Adam Bisits, 
Richmond conference, Vic

socieTy hAs AdVocAcy 
ResPonsiBiliTies
I Feel THe Need TO reSPONd 
to the recent letter from T. King (The 
Record, Summer 08/09). unlike T. 
King, I wholeheartedly agree with the 
position taken by dr Falzon.

The Oxford dictionary defines an ad-
vocate as “a person who publicly supports 
or recommends a particular cause or 
policy; and as a person who pleads a case 
on someone else’s behalf.” Why should 
the St vincent de Paul Society not do this?  
representing the interests of those in 
need, and advocating certain courses of 
action (particularly to those in Govern-
ment framing social welfare policy and 
programs) is central to the Society’s role. 
We should be thankful that the charitable 
societies now have the ear of government. 
Therefore, our Society cannot, and should 
not, abdicate its advocacy responsibilities. 
It must not embrace conservatism at the 
expense of a broadly-based social welfare 
interest, however expressed.

letters to the editor
continued from page 19
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The state of the homeless, and the 
conditions endured by far too many 
indigenous Australians, are ‘social sins’, 
if not ‘social crimes’. But without the 
advocacy of our Society, and of people 
and organisations of a like mind and 
spirit, there could be no expectation 
that the social condition of the poor 
and needy would improve. We live in a 
wealthy society; to allow abject poverty 
to continue does ultimately become a 
question of personal morality.

We must pray, and in Christ we 
have the ultimate advocate. We must 
also be mindful of matthew 25:41-46, 
and of the need to avoid faith without 
works. 
John enders, 
Tura Beach, nsW

A Voice FoR The Voiceless
yOur COrreSPONdeNT T. KING 
believes that the “poor need charity 
– they do not benefit one iota from 
advocacy.”

The Society’s rule (7.5) exhorts 
members to be “a voice for the voiceless.”

In 1936, the Society’s victorian 
State Council President gave evidence 
to a Select Committee that led to the 
introduction of widows’ pension and 
child endowment, later called family 
allowance.

The shameful practice of housing 
asylum seeking mothers and children 
in immigration detention centres was 
withdrawn only because of concerted 
advocacy from SvdP and other similar 
bodies. The current crisis where afford-
able accommodation is not accessible 
to thousands of Australian families 
invites a like-minded response.

The SvdP Society ought to be 
commended for its stance on lack of 
housing and other social justice issues 
which complement words spoken by 
Our lord and recorded in matthew’s 
Gospel, Chapter 25. 
John mclean, 
st ita’s conference, drouin, Vic

chARiTy And AdVocAcy 
linKed

It is inexplicable that T. King can 
so clearly separate individual acts of 
charity from social justice advocacy. 
The founder of our Society, Frederic 
Ozanam, did not exclude the need 
for lobbying even in an era when 

governments were barely involved in 
social issues.

To assist individuals in need is 
a Christian act of love, but unhap-
pily it is really only tinkering at the 
edges. In order to substantially assist 
the needy, improved governmental 
policies are necessary. For example, 
those policies relating to effective 
school education (so that school 
leavers are prepared for employment 
especially in disadvantaged areas); 
drugs, including cigarettes and al-
cohol; gambling (especially the pro-
portionately high concentration of 
pokies in low-income suburbs); and 
health care issues, including mental 
health and diet. 

Not only vincentians but also all 
Christians should lobby parliamentar-
ians with the aim of narrowing the gap 
between the have-lots and the have-nots.

The Second vatican Council em-
phasised that moral theology is not 
only concerned with personal sin, but 
also with the social dimensions of sin 
such as injustice.

“Challenge us, lord, to recognise 
you in people who are poor and call-
ing for justice, for respect and for dig-
nity. Give us the courage to advocate 
and undertake social reform.” 
John Anderson, 
Kenthurst conference, Glenhaven nsW

PeRsonAl moRAliTy needed
I’m Sure dr FAlzON CAN deFeNd 
himself, but I can’t resist a comment 
on the correspondent T. King of 
Sydney. I read his letter three times, 
such was the vigour of his comment. 
It made me get out the Spring 08 edi-
tion to re-read what dr Falzon had 
actually said. Thus doing it reasserted 
my strong support for what dr Fal-
zon (and Andy Hamilton) had said 
on advocacy.

It appears, that King was more 
incensed by Fr Ted Kennedy’s words, 
in ‘locked up’ than dr Falzon’s in ‘The 
excluded’ or Andy Hamilton’s in ‘The 
Heart of relating’, on advocacy. No-
where in the two pages titled ‘locked 
up’ does the word advocacy appear. 

Need any more comment be made 
on the rest of Kings letter? yes indeed - 
personal morality is also important, as 
is charity! 
Vince carroll msc, 
nightcliff, nT

misGuided ReFlecTions
my CONGrATulATIONS TO T. 
King. He has quite rightly held dr Fal-
zon to account. 

Falzon’s article ‘locked up’ 
presents a view of the world that 
focuses almost exclusively on the so-
called ‘social’ sins against the poor. 
What about the sins of the poor? He 
criticises the so-called “silencing” of 
“theologians who have taken the side 
of the oppressed”. Perhaps he should 
be included amongst their number! 
I note with deep concern that dr 
Falzon’s misguided reflections were, 
on an even more dangerous level, 
echoed by the Superior General of 
the Jesuits late last November when 
he referred to liberation theology as 
“courageous” and calling for it to be 
supported. real courage comes not 
from dabbling in the ways of the 
world but from standing firm in the 
faith of our fathers. 
Gerard o’mara, sydney

leARninG TRAnsFoRms liVes
 “EduCATIon IS THE moST 
powerful weapon which you can use 
to change the world.” 

What a joy to open the Summer 
08/09 edition of The Record to see 
these magnificent words of Nelson 
mandela smack-bang in the middle 
of Br doug’s story on the Assist-a-
Student program. 

I am a full-time student and I be-
lieve with all my heart in the power 
of education to transform society. I 
long for the day when all young peo-
ple are given the opportunity to enjoy 
the benefits of education, especially 
at tertiary level. Sadly, this is not the 
case, even in a wealthy country like 
our own. 
stephanie Jagdeo, sydney

The Record welcomes letters but we reserve 
the right to edit them for legal reasons, space 
or clarity. Articles will be published only if full 
name and address and telephone numbers 
are provided, although the address will be 
withheld from publication if so requested. 

Post to: The Record, Po Box 243, 
deakin West AcT 2600 or email to 
admin@svdpnatcl.org.au. 

everyone whose letter is published will receive 
a free book courtesy of david lovell Publishing.

Letters to tHe editor
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AuSTrAlIA HAS SuFFered TWO 
major depressions, the first in the 1890s 
and the second in the 1930s. each 
challenged the Society. Both revealed 
changing popular attitudes to poverty 
and charity, welfare and justice.

The 1890s depression happened 
early in the Society’s history. We were 
not long established in NSW (1881) 
and South Australia (1884), and were 
starting up again in victoria (1885) 
after an inactive period. In Queens-
land, the Society was founded in the 
midst of the depression (1893-1894), 
in a Brisbane also suffering from 
flood and drought. 

The depression was at its worst in 
1892-1893. Banks collapsed and un-
employment rose. victoria was worst 
hit, unemployment reaching 28% 
in melbourne. In Sydney, the Soci-
ety reported, “a very great number of 
destitute unemployed men (mostly 
fathers of families) were to be found” 
(1892). The following year was worse, 
“one of exceptional distress.” “Owing 
to the financial troubles of the colony, 
poverty and lack of employment have 
prevailed to a remarkable extent, and 
the resources of our Conferences have 
been taxed to the utmost” (1893).

There was no welfare state at the 
end of the 19th century. Charity was a 
gift, not a right. In Sydney, the Society 
distributed funds for the ‘Citizens and 
Parliamentary executive Committee 
for the relief of the deserving unem-
ployed’, known as the Town Hall Fund 
because its head was the mayor, and 

in Brisbane in 1896. Byrnes, a notable 
‘might-have-been’ of Australian history 
(he died two years later at only 38), told 
the guests that “he would regret to see 
the day when the Society would stoop 
to accept government aid; then its soul 
and life would be gone. State charity 
could not have the same beneficial ef-
fect as that which came from the heart.” 

But both sorts of charity would be 
needed. until the Great depression, 
which began in 1929, unemployment 
was often viewed as a moral failure of 
the unemployed rather than a failure of 
the economy and society. This attitude 
can still be found today when politi-
cians accuse unemployed people of 
lacking ‘character’. The Great depres-
sion, featuring 30% unemployment and 
tens of thousands of homeless, showed 

staged a ‘grand concert’ to raise money 
for conferences to distribute. The co-
lonial government may not have pro-
vided much assistance to the poor but 
its ministers attended the concert.

The term ‘deserving unemployed’, 
like ‘deserving poor’, reveals the atti-
tudes of the day to those in need. At-
titudes to the roles of charities and gov-
ernment too were different to those of 
today. For example, consider the words 
of Queensland Attorney-General T.J. 
Byrnes, a friend to the Society and a 
future Premier, when he addressed a 
St vincent de Paul fundraising concert 

clearly that the attitude was unworthy. 
For the St vincent de Paul Soci-

ety, said a Society spiritual director, 
Fr T. O’Connor, preaching in Brisbane 
during the depression, “the poor are 
God’s aristocracy.”

members of the Society were af-
fected too. Some had to resign from the 
Society so that they and their families 
could themselves receive its assistance.

The State Governments provided 
funds to the Society and other chari-
ties to distribute. T.J. Byrnes may have 
turned in his grave. The arrangement 
was not without tension. In 1930 the 
NSW State Government required 
charities to provide personal particu-
lars of the people they were assisting, 
as a prerequisite for funding, but the 
Society declined to cooperate.

Attitudes were changing. Charity 
was being joined by justice, in Catho-
lic thought. In Brisbane, Archbishop 
duhig called on the Society to address 
injustice in youth employment. em-
ployers were dismissing young em-
ployees ‘who had worked faithfully for 
years’ so as to not to have to pay them 
increased wages ‘when they reached 
their majority’ (1934).

And in Sydney, in an address to the 
Society’s fifth Triennial Congress in the 
middle of the depression, Father eris 
O’Brien, a gentle, much-loved historian 
and assistant spiritual director of the 
Superior Council (and later Archbish-
op of Canberra-Goulburn), spoke 
even stronger words to ‘the Brothers’ 
about government policy toward the 
unemployed: 

“The sweet name of charity is 
outraged in the world of today. What 
should be given to the masses as a 
matter of justice is withheld, and ap-
portioned in meagre quantities under 
the guise and obligations of charity.”

let us hope that our current eco-
nomic troubles do not call for such 
strong words. 

The recessions and depressions 
which punctuate Australian 
history are also significant 
chapters in the st Vincent de 
Paul society’s history. 
When the economy is weak, 
the society must become 
stronger, writes michael moran.

recessions  
revisited

From tHe arCHiVes

“FoR The sT VincenT 
de PAul socieTy, sAid 
A socieTy sPiRiTuAl  

diRecToR, FR T. 
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in BRisBAne duRinG 
The dePRession, ‘The 

PooR ARe God’s 
ARisTocRAcy.’”

Right: Fr eris o’Brien 
Far-right: T.J. Byrnes
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IT IS CleAr FrOm THe STOry OF 
St vincent de Paul that authentic faith 
is faith that is put into action. If faith is 
reduced to the intellectual assent that 
God exists, what good is that? While it 
is true that authentic faith begins with 
the humble acknowledgement that we 
are God’s creatures, created in God’s im-
age, it is similarly clear it cannot remain 
there. A Christian is not defined solely 
by what one believes, but ultimately by 
whom one is. Who we are engages our 
beliefs, our relationships and our activi-
ties. Our Christianity, our faith, to be 
authentic, must embrace our heads, 
our hearts and our hands.

I would suggest that authentic faith 
is the result of a journey, a pilgrimage 
that every one of us makes in our lives. 
So many of us began our faith lives 
with a catechism. While the catechism 
is a great tool for initiating people to 
the faith, it can be extremely limiting. 
Christians can learn to identify their 
faith with what they “know” rather than 
“who” they know. Sadly, it’s possible to 
know every answer to every catechism 
question without ever really knowing 
God. In the end, Christian education 
is not about the catechism, which is a 
means, not an end. Christian education 
is about ‘catechesis’ or enabling others 
to meet Christ. It is precisely the result 
of this encounter that challenges us to 
make our faith something more than a 
‘Sunday experience’. This is essentially 
the heart of the truth that both vincent 
and Frederic encountered on their 
pilgrimages of faith.

vincent understood the intrinsic con-
nection between belief and action when 

he read of Jesus proclaiming his mission 
in luke 4:18-19: “The spirit of the Lord is 
upon me; therefore he has anointed me. 
He has sent me to bring glad tidings to 
the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives, 
recovery of sight to the blind and release 
to prisoners, to announce a year of fa-
vour from the Lord.”

every Christian, but especially 
every vincentian, has participated in 
a spiritual pilgrimage that has brought 
them to the understanding that their 
faith is expressed in their head, in the 
hearts, and in their hands. In other 
words, that their faith is the integration 
of accepting the truth of Jesus Christ 
as their Saviour, their loving relation-
ship with Jesus mediated through the 
Church, and their expression of that 
love by their care for Jesus in their sis-
ters and brothers, especially the most 
abandoned and marginalised.

This pilgrimage of faith is easily 
exemplified in the story of Frederic 
Ozanam. His journey begins when he 
is a teenager and a university student 
defending the Church’s teachings in 
writing and debate. (He even formed 
a group of Catholic students into the 

Conference of History to uphold the 
Church against agnostic and antago-
nistic professors.)  At this point, his 
faith is almost exclusively confined 
to his ‘head’. Before he was 20, he was 
challenged by a professor to “show us 
the works of your faith”. Frederic was 
stung by this remark and took it to 
heart and thus in 1833 (still 20 years 
old) he conceived of the Conference 
of Charity, which in 1835 was for-
mally organised as the St vincent de 
Paul Society. Here he moves his faith 
to his heart and his hands.

Why did he choose vincent as the 
patron of the Society? He understood 
that vincent’s vision of authentic faith 
was his own. It was vincent who taught 
his vincentians: “let us love God, yes, 
let us love God but by the strength of 
our arms and the sweat of our brow.” 
Both vincent and Frederic are exam-
ples of faith that is real in the head, the 
heart and the hands. 

Before Frederic died at the age of 40 in 
1853 the St vincent de Paul Society had 
1500 conferences with 15, 000 members. 
Today, vincentians in contemporary 
society continue to live that same vi-
sion, in other words, the understanding 
that authentic faith is marked with both 
affective love for God and effective love 
for our sisters and brothers. 
Vincentian Father Richard Benson 
is academic dean and professor of 
moral theology at st. John’s seminary, 
camarillo in california, usA.

reFLeCtion
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Aid to the Church in Need …. a Catholic charity dependent on the Holy See, providing pastoral relief to needy and oppressed Churches

DEEPLY saddened by the crisis engulfing Christianity 
in the Middle East, Pope Benedict XVI has asked the 
Catholic charity Aid to the Church in Need (ACN) to 
provide urgent help.

In many parts of the land Our Lord Jesus Christ knew 
so well, the faithful now live in fear as increasing 
poverty and growing extremism threaten the 
survival of these ancient communities. 

A mass exodus of Christians from the Middle East 
is now taking place. For some it is a question of 
escaping bloody persecution. In the Holy Land 
for example, the proportion of Christians has 
plummeted from 20% to as little as 1.4% in the last 
40 years.

ACN is helping to keep faith and hope alive 
throughout the region by providing urgent aid to 
priests, religious and lay people, offering subsistence 
help to refugees and building and repairing 
Churches and convents. Please help us strengthen 
and rebuild the Church in the land of Christ’s birth.

A beautiful, olive wood crucifix, handcrafted in 
Bethlehem, will be sent to all those who give a 
donation of $20.00 or more to help this campaign.

Please tick the box below if you like to receive the 
little olive wood crucifix*.  

“ … Churches in 
the Middle East are 
threatened in their 
very existence… 
May God grant 
ACN strength to 
help wherever the 
need is greatest.” 
    Pope Benedict XVI

I/We enclose $.................. to help keep Christianity 
alive in the Middle East.

 Yes please send me the little olive wood crucifix*

Made of olive wood from the 
Holy Land, this small crucifix is 
powerfully evocative of Christ’s 
passion and death. The crucifixes 
are lovingly handcrafted by 
poverty stricken families in 
Bethlehem and your donation 
helps them survive. Comes in a 
display box with accompanying 
religious image.  
(Size 12cm x 7cm)

Donation Form: SOS! – Christianity in the Middle East


