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poetry 

The St Vinnies that I know
In verse I now will tell you of the St Vinnies that I know
Which Frederic and his friends in France did found so many years ago
At a uni religious discussion this challenge did receive
Show us your good works they said then perhaps we could believe
Conferences of charity they formed to visit Christ’s poor in their home to be their aim
Today our conferences around the globe are formed to do the very same
A spiritual family a conference is like sister and like brother
Working hard to help Christ’s poor and caring for each other
A hand up not a hand out you’ll find our aim to be
The many lives for better changed, this so good to see
The story of our Logo is what our faith is all about
That Christ’s blessing is with us when we visit to me there is no doubt
When need is there then help is there in great variety
No work of charity is foreign to our St V de P Society

Centres of charity grew from what once we called our store
A manager and volunteers with donated goods work hard to help Christ’s poor
Our special works are many the aim to help those in need
From hostels for homeless to camps for kids the list is great indeed
Our overseas development sponsors programs to improve the life of people in their 

country where they live 
Conferences provide to their ‘’twins’’ encouragement, support and the means with which 

real help to give
The volunteers in Vinnie’s vans bring hope to those they meet
A friendly word, a helping hand and food to their home, which is the street
Our Frederic now is “blessed” and from his heavenly home above
I’m sure he’s pleased with what he sees and supports us with his love.

By Jack Evans 

Good Qualities Of Soul
Patience regains strength
for timely resilience;
when we must move
sometimes even shrewd
action does not suffice.
We need openness
to the beyond
who is akin;
something may filter in
to the quiet soul
making for resolve.

Touched by God`s sense,
we shall recognise malevolence;
if wolves there are
in sheep`s clothing, from afar
 we shall see them
and shepherd them hence.
In cases more dire
we may have to dare;
may courage be ours,
and friends, and power
from beyond, then on
to the kingdom. 

Reg Naulty
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The Society is a lay Catholic organisation that 
aspires to live the Gospel 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.

This logo represents the hand of Christ that 
blesses the cup, the hand of love that offers  
the cup, and the hand of suffering that 
receives the cup.

The Record is published four times a year by  
the St Vincent de Paul Society National 
Council of Australia.
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The St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia 
wishes to acknowledge that we are on Aboriginal 
land. We pay respects to all traditional 
custodians.

This publication may contain images of 
deceased members of the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander community. They are used with 
the greatest respect and appreciation.

Opinions expressed in this publication are not 
necessarily those of the publishers.
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frontlines | A N T h O N y  T h O R N T O N

All who believed were together and had all things in common 

B Y  A n t h O n Y  t h O R n t O n

There is much that we can learn 
from the earliest community of 
believers in Jesus. 
Long before there was any sense of being a 
powerful institution the early church was 
distinguished by its emphasis on sharing 
all things in common. As the Acts of the 
Apostles (2:44-45) describes this early 
community:

“Now all who believed were 
together and had all things in 
common; they would sell their 
possessions and goods and 
distribute the proceeds to all, as 
any had need.”
In one of the most significant about-faces in 
history Paul of Tarsus, a former persecutor 
of this humble community, emerged as 
its most tireless champion, advocating far 
and wide for this vision of sharing and 
compassion that was lived by the followers 
of Jesus.

As the community grew, it was Paul 
who most eloquently articulated how it 
should work if it was to remain faithful 
to its founding vision. In his Letter to the 
Romans (12:4-5) he writes:

“For as in one body we have 
many parts, and all the parts do 
not have the same function, so 
we, though many, are one body 
in Christ and individually part 
of one another.”
Paul was writing to the early Christian 
community in Rome. his words are also 
important, however, for the St Vincent de 
Paul Society in Australia at the beginning 
of the 21st Century.

We will never be able to shape an Australia 
transformed by compassion and built 
on justice unless we are able to think of 
ourselves as one body; part of one another.

Sometimes the idea of subsidiarity, as set 
down in The Rule, is bandied around as an 
excuse for not working together. Nothing 
could be further from its true meaning.

The principle of subsidiarity was first formally 
developed in the encyclical Rerum Novarum 
of 1891 by Pope Leo XIII. It was further 
developed in 1931 in Pope Pius XI’s encyclical 
Quadragesimo Anno. Whilst remaining 
important in Catholic discussions of social 
justice, it didn’t appear in the english Oxford 
Dictionary until 1989.

So what does it mean? 

Simply, it means that decisions 
should be made at the lowest 
level possible and the highest level 
necessary. Subsidiarity does not 
mean smaller is better.
Subsidiarity is often used as an excuse for not 
working together, and that is entirely wrong. 
If anything it means we should work together, 

as one body, performing our work, at our 
respective levels ensuring that those whom 
we assist receive the full rewards of our work.

Its truest meaning is really what Paul 
describes in his image of the body of 
Christ. It means that just as every part of 
the body should do what it does best, every 
part of an organisation should do what it 
does best. Some commentators cite the 
principle of subsidiarity as an argument 
for small government, even arguing, for 
example, that government should do 
virtually nothing in the sphere of social 
service or social protection. Catholic social 
teaching, however, calls on government 
to do all that is necessary to uphold the 
common good and this can never mean 
vacating the field of social justice to let 
others worry about the problems of poverty 
and inequality, for example.

Similarly, I have come across instances 
in the Society when the principle of 
subsidiarity is invoked as code for telling 
a higher council to butt out of a lower 
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All who believed were together and had all things in common 

council’s business. Again, this is not quite 
what the principle means! It all comes back 
to the image of the body of Christ. If our 
National Council, for example, or even a 
State Council, took on the responsibility of 
deciding on how assistance is to be given in 
the case of each individual request instead 
of leaving this to Conference members it 
would be nothing short of madness; a bit 
like trying to walk around on your head 
all the time instead of using your feet! If, 
on the other hand, the Commonwealth 
government had to deal with each 
Conference separately if it wanted to talk 
to the Society, instead of speaking with 
the National Council, this too would be a 
nightmare. So, it’s about finding the right 
balance and ensuring that every level of the 
Society is empowered to do that which is 
most appropriate in the interests of serving 
Christ’s Poor.

Subsidiarity means working together as 
one, at different levels but towards one goal: 
to hear the voiceless in the community. 

The International Rule and Statutes of 
the St Vincent de Paul Society, published 
by the Council General in 2009, has the 
following to say about subsidiarity by way 
of commentary on article 3.9 in Part 1:

“Where are the needs of the 
suffering best known? In the local 
area. Therefore, all Conferences 
have total freedom to serve the 
deprived as they think best, 
within the spirit of the Rule.
“But this does not mean that 
Conferences and Councils 
are autonomous in all ways. 
Conferences and Councils have 
an obligation to comply with civil 
law, to adhere to the Rule and 
Statutes of the Society, and to 
the policies and strategies of the 
National Council.”

We need to always remember that we are 
a member-based organisation. Without 
Vincentians there can be no St Vincent 
de Paul Society. Which is why we need 
to do so much better at inviting new 
members to join us in our mission of 
justice and love. We also need to look at 
our organisational structure honestly and 
ask if we are organised in a way that best 
serves the needs of the marginalised. Are 
there functions that we duplicate across 
Australia at middle levels for example, that 
could be carried out on a more national 
basis? These are questions that national 
councillors are currently grappling with. 
The one thing we have to remember is 
that subsidiarity should never be about 
preserving or gaining power for its own 
sake. It should always be about how best 
we can use our resources in Australia as 
One Society serving our marginalised 
sisters and brothers in hope. ◆

Anthony Thornton is the President of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society National Council of Australia.
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news in brief

Third national Vinnies CEO Sleepout

For the third year running 
the St Vincent de Paul Society 
hosted its biggest initiative to 
alleviate homelessness, the 
Vinnies CEO Sleepout. 
In football stadiums and cultural 
institutions in capital cities and regional 
centres across the country the Society had 
organised it so that on Thursday, June 21 
it had the undivided attention of more 

than 1,040 business and community leaders, 
including the Federal minister for housing 
and homelessness, brendan O’Connor. It 
was the seventh time the sleepout was held 
in Sydney where it was first launched by the 
Society in NSW. National Council Chief 
executive, Dr John Falzon said having a 
captive audience of this magnitude enables 
the Society to help change perceptions 
of what it means to be homeless in the 
community and pre-conceived ideas of 
what a person experiencing homelessness 

CeO Sleepout participants: 1. Victoria 2.Tasmania 3.South Australia 4. Queensland, kevin Rudd 5.NSW, Anne Sherry 6.Western Australia 7. NSW, Ian Narev, Peter mcIntyre, 
and ellie Comford 8.Western Australia 9.Canberra Goulburn, St Vincent de Paul Society CeO, Dr John Falzon and Cassandra Goldie.
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might look like. Thanks to the CeOs 
and the hard work of St Vincent de 
Paul Society members, employees and 
volunteers, over $5.3 million was raised in 
donations. The media coverage the event 
generated could only be described as a 
media blitz with countless television, radio 
and print media interviews conducted in 
the lead up the sleepout, on the night and 
in following days. 

To find out more go to www.ceosleepout.org.au
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profile | m A L  N O L A N

The Society at work in a provincial city

B Y  M A L  n O L A n

The Society of St Vincent de 
Paul commenced operations 
in the central Victorian city 
of Bendigo in 1883 and had 
several Conferences operating 
by the early 1900’s. In recent 
years, a conference has been 
associated with each of the 
seven parishes in the city.
For many years, each conference 
operated in a fairly traditional way and 
in relative isolation from the others. by 
the 1990’s, the demand on the Society for 
assistance had grown substantially and it 
became clear that there was considerable 
inefficiency and ineffectiveness in the way 
that assistance was being provided. As 
a consequence, five of the Conferences 
decided to establish a cooperative system 
for certain aspects of their operations. 
This system took the form of the bendigo 
Assistance Centre. In one way, this was an 
extension of services which had operated 
for some years out of a back room of the 
“shop” or Vinnies Centre as it is now 
called. In an effort to provide a more 
suitable facility that respected the dignity 
of those seeking help, a new building was 
constructed next door to the shop. This 
consisted of several interview rooms, 
an office and a large area for the storage 
and handling of food and this came into 
operation in the year 2000.

The Assistance Centre acts as a central 
point for our clients to contact the Society 
either by phone or in person. At present 
it is open from 10am to 2pm on four days 
per week. It is staffed by both conference 
members and others who volunteer 
specifically for this role. The management 
Committee, which is a special work of the 
bendigo Regional Council of the Society 
administers the Centre. This committee 
comprises a member from each of the 
Conferences involved. Funding is provided 
by the Regional Council and everyone 
involved serves in a voluntary capacity.

In effect, the system provides a means that 
Conferences can use to carry out certain 
aspects of their work. These include the 
following: providing a point of contact 
for clients with the Society and an initial 
meeting place; providing a computerised 
record keeping system of requests for help 
and for general statistics purposes. To this 
end details are taken and either actioned 
at the time or passed on to the conference 
involved for their consideration; providing 
a range of food supplies so that individual 
Conferences do not have to be concerned 
with the purchase, payment or storage 
of it; providing certain other types of 
assistance such as that related to travel and 
pharmaceutical requirements that is often 
urgent in nature; providing assistance 
for itinerants and for those from areas 
outside the normal regions in which the 
Conferences operate. This latter aspect is a 
significant one; providing administrative 
means to operate the Centre including 
handling the requirements of regulatory 
authorities and provision of quarterly and 
financial returns to State office Council. 
Accounts are also paid for services which 
are provided at the Centre.

The Assistance Centre does not impinge 
on the role of Conferences but provides 
assistance to them in carrying out their 
role. One rather unusual type of request 
that initially arose through the Centre, 
and was then handled by the Conferences, 
involved assistance to people with major 
dental problems. This was the subject of 
an article in the Winter 2011 issue of the 
The Record (p17).

Some statistics  
for the calendar 
year 2011 
There were 3885 requests 
for assistance at the 
centre. These came 
from 1505 individual 
households that included 
2202 adults and 1650 
children.

Income category: 
25% New Start; 25% 

Supporting parent; 30% Sickness/
disability; 4% Age pension, 16% all other 
categories. The latest census figures 
suggest that the bendigo Assistance 
Centre has been involved with about 
8% of the individual family units in 
the region of bendigo that it serves in 
2011, a rather sobering figure. A large 
percentage of requests relate to food 
which is either given on the spot or 
delivered later in the day by conference 
members.

Of the separate households seeking 
assistance - 51% made one request 
during the year, 29% made two or three 
requests, 10% four or five requests. 
The remainder included three percent 
who made more than ten requests for 
assistance during the year. This group 
of forty-five families is being studied 
carefully by the various Conferences 
in order to identify common problems 
which can be specifically addressed in 
order to take targeted action to assist in 
overcoming or alleviating the problems 
that exist.

The bendigo Assistance Centre handles 
about eighty percent of the case load in 
the urban area of the city population of 
some 86,000 people. The remainder is 
handled by one conference at kangaroo 
Flat, on the southern side of bendigo 
and this operates separately from the 
system that has been outlined here.

mal Nolan is a member of the Sacred heart 
Cathedral Conference and also of the management 
Committee of the bendigo Assistance Centre. 

bendigo Assistance Centre 
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poverty | L I V I A  C A R u S I

B Y  L I V I A  C A R u S I 

Opening Labor’s election 
campaign on June 23, 1987, 
the then Australian Prime 
Minister Bob Hawke said: 
“We set ourselves this first 
goal: by 1990 no Australian 
child will be living in 
poverty”. 
Throughout our lifetime, all of us  
will witness significant historical 
moments, points in time if you will.  
These moments will resonate with our 
core values which can inspire us to act so 
that the life and circumstances of another 
can be improved. 

From the visionary words spoken by a 
Prime minister, to catastrophic events 
such as floods, war as well as the freedom 
uprising of men and women against 
oppressive regimes, such points in time 
are etched into our hearts and minds, and 
we can often recall the place we were and 
who we were with, when we first heard of 
“that” event. 

Additionally, even with the passage of  
time, we can find ourselves being 
transported back to those moments, 
often as a result of a particular trigger and 
asking if more be done for the people and 
communities affected. 

Anti-Poverty Week in October of each 
year is one of those points in time when 
we are often confronted by the struggles 
and stories of others in this country and 
around the world and we search our own 
conscience and ask how can I and we  
do more? 

The title of this brief article “This is all I 
have” is a part of his story, her story, their 
story, so many stories that I have heard 
over the years and continue to hear, value 
and respect of people doing it tough and 
serves as my point of inspiration in the 
coordination of Victorian efforts in the 
lead up to Anti-Poverty Week in 2012. 

Anti-Poverty Week is an opportunity to 
raise awareness of the plight of millions 
of Australians who everyday forgo 
meals, medical assistance, dental care, 
opportunities for their children, in order 
to ensure that other, not all, essential and 
basic living necessities such as housing, 
utilities, are met. 

Anti-Poverty Week is also an 
opportunity to celebrate and exercise 
our democratic principles and freedoms 
and call upon all levels of Government 
to significantly lift their efforts in 
working with Corporate Australia and 
the Non-Government Sector to progress 
our human rights obligations, which 
Australia is a signatory to, by alleviating, 
and ultimately eradicating poverty in 
this country. 

Whilst this may seem a daunting task, 
we are comforted, encouraged and 
inspired by the words of our founder, 
blessed Frederic Ozanam.

In 1838, blessed Frederic Ozanam 
wrote:

The question which divides 
people in our day is no longer 
a question of political forms, 
it is a social question – that 
of deciding whether the 
spirit of sacrifice is to carry 
the day; whether society is 
to be a great opportunity of 
exploitation for the benefit 
of the strongest, or the 
consecration of each for the 
benefit of all, and above all 
for the protection of the weak. 
There are many, who already 
have too much, and who wish 
to possess still more; there are 
a greater number who have 
not enough, and who want to 
seize if it is not given to them. 
Between these two classes of 
men a struggle is imminent, 
and it threatens to be terrible 

“This is all I have” said he, said she, said they8
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– on one side the power of 
gold, on the other the power of 
despair. It is between these two 
opposing armies that we must 
precipitate ourselves.
In the previous edition of The Record,  
Dr John Falzon shared with us,  
the Society’s continued campaign to 
increase the Newstart Allowance by $50.00 
per week. 

The Newstart campaign is an opportunity 
to raise awareness of the struggles and the 
impacts of people receiving the allowance 
at the current level. 

On Wednesday, October 17, 2012, 
and in partnership with several other 
organisations, the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in Victoria will be hosting the 
human Rights matters Conference. 

A cornerstone of this Conference is the 
call to the Federal Government for:
•	 An immediate increase to Newstart as a 

matter of urgency of $50.00 per week. 

•	 The establishment of a mechanism by 
which all statutory incomes are regularly 
reviewed and are properly indexed to 
wages and

•	 An expansion of existing support 
and advocacy programs, such as case 
management programs, to better assist 
individuals in securing employment. 

I suspect all of us in one form or another 
will be participating in Anti-Poverty 
Week. Perhaps consider adding your 
support to this campaign as another way 
of highlighting the plight of people trying 
to live on Newstart and the call for much 
needed change by Government.

If you would like to add your voice to this 
campaign consider:
•	 Writing to your Local member of 

Parliament to support an immediate 
increase to the allowance and to establish 
a mechanism by which all statutory 
incomes are reviewed and properly 
indexed thus preventing poverty.

•	 Writing to the Prime minister and the 
leaders of all major Political Parties to 

support an immediate increase to the 
allowance and to establish a mechanism 
by which all statutory incomes are 
reviewed and properly indexed thus 
preventing poverty.

•	 Visiting the www.acoss.org.au website to 
read more about the Newstart campaign 
already underway.

•	 Alerting others via tweeting, Facebook 
of the Newstart campaign and

•	 Attending the human Rights matters 
Conference in melbourne on October 
17, 2012

Returning to the visionary statement by 
the then Prime minister bob hawke, 
sadly in 2007, he said the comment was 
one of the biggest regrets of his career, 
perhaps the even bigger regret for us all is 
the realisation that we can solve poverty 
in this country by taking appropriate 
steps and we fail to do so. ◆

Livia Carusi, St Vincent de Paul Society (Victoria) 
mission Integration Officer, Chairperson of 
Women’s housing Limited, board member of 
Social Policy Connections.
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gathering | A L I C I A  W e b S T e R

Vinnies National Youth Congress 2012

B Y  A L I C I A  W e B S t e R

On Friday 3 August 2012, 
140 young adult and young 
at heart Vincentians gathered 
in Melbourne for the Society’s 
inaugural National Youth 
Congress.
With the theme ‘Love your neighbour as 
yourself ’, the National youth Congress was 
established by the Society’s National youth 
Team to inspire, support and form our 
young adult members. 

From our affable mCs, bec bromhead and 
Dave bresnik, to our keynote speakers and 
wonderful workshop facilitators, all drew 
on their extensive experience in the Society 
to offer great depth and insight, which 
enabled participants to reflect, to grow 
and to be challenged. Their authenticity, 
compassion and spirituality was pivotal to 
ensuring participants left the Congress with 
a greater connection to, and understanding 
of, their involvement in the Society and 
how they serve those in need. 

The opening keynote speech by the 
Society’s National CeO, John Falzon, 
really set the tone for the weekend. True 
to his irrepressible zeal for justice, John 
proclaimed:

“It is the gift of the St Vincent de Paul Society 
that we are called to be part of this beautiful 
movement... This is our spiritual calling. This 
is our way of being…on the side of the people 
who are blamed for their own exclusion, 
to be on the side of building a good society 
rather than one that is built on degradation 
and inequality. A good society… is one in 
which the people who are treated as the most 
marginal … teach the rest of us about what 
really matters.”

A key focus of the Congress was to provide 
a forum for our young members and 
volunteers to share and learn from their 
collective wisdom and experience. This 
concept was incorporated into every aspect 
of the event to ensure the program wasn’t 
about talking to young people, but with 

them. This included discussions around 
recruitment, leadership and mentoring, 
program development, spirituality, meeting 
the need in rural and remote communities 
and other issues they named as important to 
them and their role in the Society.

The Congress also covered:
•	 Vinnies in Australia: who are we? (key 

note speech delivered by John Falzon, 
National CeO, SVdP)

•	 how is the command: Love your 
neighbour as yourself relevant to a young 

Vincentian today? (keynote speech 
delivered by Janet buhagiar, Director of 
Social Policy for the Chief minister, NT 
Government and former member and 
CeO of SVdP NT)

•	 Community (workshop facilitated by bec 
bromhead, long term Society member 
and former employee and Dave bresnik, 
Treasurer, National Council)

•	 Good Works (workshop facilitated by 
benita de Vincentiis, youth Coordinator, 
Darwin Archdiocese and Society 
member)

10
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•	 Social Justice: what is it? (workshop 
facilitated by Chantelle Ogilvie, Justice 
and Peace Office, Sydney Archdiocese 
and former Vinnies member)

•	 Where on earth is God in Vinnies? 
(workshop facilitated by Fr Paul Ghanem, 
Spiritual Adviser to NSW State youth Team)

•	 Awakening to life (workshop facilitated 
by Loretta brinkman, youth and young 
Adults Coordinator, Wollongong Diocese 
and former Society employee )

•	 Are we there yet? (workshop facilitated 
by Janet buhagiar)

National youth Team extends its 
sincere thanks to Tony Thornton 
and the National Council as well as 
State and Territory Councils for their 
tremendous support of the Congress and 
commitment to the ongoing engagement 
and formation of our young adult 
members and volunteers in the Society. 
The 2012 Congress could not have 
happened without the strong national 
and interstate collaboration that occurred 
in the creation, coordination and delivery 
of the Congress. Thank you! ◆

Through the eyes, ears, 
hearts and minds of 
participants… 

“Congress was an absolutely fantastic 
experience and I feel honoured and 
privileged to have been a part of it. It 
provided volunteers from different 
backgrounds throughout Australia 
to come together and learn about the 
work that we do together. It helped 
us all to understand why we do the 
work that we do, and provided us with 
copious amounts of renewed passion, 
as well as excitement for the future. 
National youth Congress should 
become a regular occurrence.”

“I came away renewed and inspired.”

“Congress reminded me we are not 
alone! It was amazing to see so many 
other like minded people, and hear all 
of their ideas. my mind was opened to 
so many other possibilities.”

“Congress was amazing and there 
was so much energy around. I met 
so many new people from across 
Australia and gained much knowledge 
from others’ experiences, and 
made me realise how much I love 
volunteering for Vinnies.”

“Congress was a huge opportunity 
to… get inspired, learn to think 
outside the box and to both challenge 
and grow my own ideas about Vinnies 
and what we do. It made me feel so 
much more part of a community and 
it reminded me that to be a Vincentian 
is not just an extra curricular activity, 
it’s who we are.”

“The [participants] were friendly… 
and a very knowledgeable group of 
Vincentians. It made me feel proud to 
be a part of their family.” 
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B Y  d R  J O h n  F A L z O n

It is good when we are 
challenged to sum things up  
in a single idea. It’s hard,  
but it’s good.
Recently I had the delightful experience of 
speaking at the Society’s National youth 
Congress in melbourne and I decided that 
it would be a good opportunity to try and 
present a very simple message about what 
the St Vincent de Paul Society is and why 
we exist.

I thought about the history of the Society, 
about our founding charism, our ethos, 
our mission, our vision and then about 
the tradition we have come from: the 
Greek Scriptures and then, going back 
even further, the hebrew Scriptures.

I kept coming back, however, to the 
simplicity of the observation, quoted in the 
last edition of The Record by our National 
President, Anthony Thornton, made by the 
late bishop of San Cristobal de las Casas in 
mexico, Samuel Ruiz Garcia:

“The only question we will have 
to answer at the end of time is 
how we treated the poor.”
I love this simple claim. It says everything 
we need to know.

It tells us that, like Frederic and his 
companions, we must allow ourselves 
to be tipped over to the side, and the 
philosophy of those who have no bread.. 
For this is the core story of both the 
hebrew and Greek Scriptures: that God 
is on the side of the poor and that to take 
the side of the poor is to know God:

“He defended the cause of the 
poor and the needy; This is 
good. Is not this what it means 
to know me? It is Yahweh who 
speaks.” 
(Jeremiah 22:16)

It is a confronting message but it is also 
one of enormous comfort for it tells us 
unequivocally that our hope for a different 
kind of world is hope that is born in the 
heart of our social reality.

This message finds its most human 
expression in the Incarnation, when this 
message, the Word, becomes flesh and 
lives amongst us.

Jesus, the Word made flesh, makes no 
bones about the radicalism of the message:

“Blessed are you who are poor, 
for yours is the kingdom of God. 
Blessed are you who are hungry 
now, for you will be filled. 
Blessed are you who weep now, 
for you will laugh. 
Blessed are you when people 
hate you, and when they 

exclude you, revile you, and 
defame you on account of the 
Son of Man. Rejoice in that 
Day and leap for joy, for surely 
your reward is great in heaven; 
for that is what their ancestors 
did to the prophets. 
But woe to you who are rich,  
for you have received your 
consolation.Woe to you who are 
full now, for you will be hungry. 
Woe to you who are laughing 
now, for you will mourn and 
weep.Woe to you when all speak 
well of you, for that is what 
their ancestors did to the false 
prophets.” 
(Luke 6: 17-26)

A new humanity

Dr John Falzon
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The beatitudes, as Oscar Romero was  
fond of pointing out, turn everything 
upside down. 

but the tradition they are born from 
is one that has always sought to turn 
things upside down. The prophet Isaiah, 
for example, writes beautifully of the 
way that this tradition views the world. 
Isaiah 3:15 has God passing judgement 
on the wealthy ruling elite, condemning 
their exploitation and oppression of the 
people and directly linking this injustice 
to the accumulation of their wealth:

“It is you who have devoured 
the vineyard; the spoil of the 
poor is in your houses. What 
do you mean by crushing my 
people, by grinding the face of 
the poor?”

It is absolutely clear that the people that God 
refers to as ‘my people” are neither an ethnic 
group nor a religious group; they are the poor.

It is then no surprise that Jesus should 
teach that our lives are to be measured only 
in relation to those with whom God has 
unconditionally sided:

“I was hungry and you gave me to 
eat. I was thirsty and you gave me 
to drink. I was a stranger and you 
took me in; Sick and you visited 
me; Imprisoned and you came to 
see me.” 
(matthew 25: 35 -36)

It is also no surprise that we should be told in 
the story describing the earliest beginnings of 
the community of believers that 

“they recognised him in the 
breaking of the bread.” 
(Luke 24:35)

This is important. It is no coincidence 
that the act that is presented as the one in 
which Christ is consistently recognised 
is the breaking of the bread, the sharing 
of food. The resonance of this act is rich 
with the biblical tradition of bread being 
the basic stuff of human sustenance, the 
fair distribution of which is the measure 
of justice and therefore the measure of 
knowing God. 

We continue to live in a time when the 
bread of the world is not shared by all the 
people of the world. To be tipped over to the 
side of the poor, to the philosophy of those 
who have no bread, is to truly recognise 
him in the breaking of the bread. The bread 
of basic sustenance and the wine of joy 
and delight in life are both essential in this 
transformative project of creating a new 
society in which no one is denied either the 
basics of life or the joys of life. This is why 
the St Vincent de Paul Society holds that all 
of our sisters and brothers have the right 
to appropriate housing, adequate income, 
employment, education and health along 
with the right to meet their not-so-material 

needs such as: spiritual sustenance, cultural 
activity, sport and recreation, the love 
and support of other people, a sense of 
belonging, and freedom from prejudice. 
This is why we oppose measures such as 
compulsory income management that 
might meet the material needs of people 
but fail to meet their right to dignity and 
respect, “grinding the face of the poor”.

It is also why the late bishop Samuel Ruiz 
Garcia nailed it when he said: “The only 
question we will have to answer at the end 
of time is how we treated the poor.”

Sometimes we can make the fatal mistake 
of thinking that the love that is taught in 
the Scriptures can be practised by looking 
down on someone and feeling pity for them. 
This is what gives birth to both the atrocious 
paternalism and the demeaning attitude of 
seeing people as belonging to the “deserving 
poor” or the “undeserving poor” who can 
expect nothing but punitive treatment and 
moralising judgement. Nothing could be 
more offensive or contrary to the Gospel.

The love that we are called to is both 
compassion and solidarity. It means taking 
sides with the people who are devalued 
and demonised, the “dangerous classes”. It 
also means learning from the people who 
have the most to teach us about what would 
make a just and compassionate society; 
the people who are living in the hope that 
another kind of world is possible; the people 
who cannot afford the luxury of defeatism 
or despair and who cannot live within the 
current status quo which rests on structures 
that destroy humanity and foster inequality.

To paraphrase Lilla Watson, our liberation 
as human beings is fundamentally bound up 
with the liberation of all who are crushed by 
the structures of injustice.

This is why the St Vincent de Paul Society 
was founded. This is why, to use Frederic’s 
powerful phrase, based on the parable of the 
Good Samaritan, we seek to not only tend 
to the wounds but also to stop the blows. ◆

Dr Falzon is the Chief executive of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society National Council. 

“Our liberation 
as human beings 
is fundamentally 

bound up with 
the liberation 
of all who are 

crushed by the 
structures of 

injustice.”
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Causes of homelessness across the globe

B Y  M A R k  M C G R e e V Y

The Society in South 
Australia hosted a special 
forum on homelessness held at 
St Aloysius College, Adelaide 
on April 23 of this year. The 
keynote speaker was Mark 
McGreevy an international 
authority on homelessness, 
who heads up the UK-based 
Depaul International, which 
Mark described as a 23-year-
old charity with a 400 year-
old tradition.
There are as many reasons for 
homelessness as there are people. A lot of 
this is tied to individuals. I guess if we’re 
looking at homelessness from a context of 
say China, for example, well 150 million 
people today are moving around trying 
to find work – so that’s a lot of people that 
you could say technically are homeless. 
If you went to the African sub-continent 
or to India, then you’d find people who 
are homeless because of poverty, because 
of famine, because of war, because of 
migration – so different reasons in 
different parts of the world. 

In terms of the developed world, which 
is what we’re talking about here, there 
are two major causes. The first one is 
structural; the first one is to do with things 
that happen, the things that politicians 
do, changes in legislation and policy - for 
example that might impact on creating 
homelessness. It could be, as is in the uk 
today, recession so we’ve got these big 
cuts, people have got less money, there’s 
poverty. One of the consequences of the 
recession is you employ less people. In the 
uk at the moment we’ve got the highest 
youth unemployment rates we’ve ever had 
in history of the uk - and it’s absolutely 
inevitable that that’s going to put a strain 
on family life, that people are going to leave 
home early and there will be consequences 
along the line in terms of homelessness. 

So you’ve got these factors, these structural 
factors -, and then you’ve got those 
individual drivers. you’ve got things that 
just happen to people.

So things that happen – family breakdown 
would be a very good example of that. 
People, who go through messy divorces 
and leave home for awhile, maybe have a 
little drink problem at the time and end 
up on the streets. young people don’t get 
on with stepdad or step mum and as a 
consequence, do a runner and don’t have 
anywhere to go to. you’ve got people who 
have fragile mental health that can take 
them over and you’ve got people who are 
prone to drink and drugs – all of these 
lead to a life of homelessness. So in terms 
of the causes there is nothing different in 
Australia, from what I’ve heard or seen, 
to what it is in europe. Nothing different 
at all; exactly the same scenario. I was 
out last night with Fred’s van feeding the 
homeless, about 120 people, and I could 
have been easily been in London, I could 
have easily been in Dublin - the faces and 
the stories were pretty much the same.

Rights versus responsibility
So what about the different ways in which 
people then deal with homelessness? Well 
you’ve got two kinds of agenda around the 
world on this, so in england, in Ireland 
and from my stay here at the moment 
what you’ve got is Rights based agenda. 
So in terms of – if somebody becomes 
homeless in england, if somebody 
becomes homeless in Ireland, if someone 

becomes homeless here – they have rights, 
rights to benefits, rights to housing, rights 
to - access to things. So they’re picked up 
and looked after and that’s a very good 
thing, I’m very keen on that. 

however if you went to Slovakia, if you 
went to the ukraine and ironically if you 
went to America, as well, you wouldn’t 
have a Rights agenda - it would be about 
your personal responsibility, you became 
homeless, you get yourself out of it. So a 
good example might be in Ireland if you 
became homeless and you were on the 
streets, an outreach team would find you, 
they would direct you to a shelter, you 
would go in, you would be assessed by the 
shelter, you’d be given your benefits, you’d 
be appointed into a long stay hostel whilst 
you were waiting for accommodation to 
come up. 

If you become homeless in America, in 
Philadelphia where we work - an outreach 
might bring you something to eat - you 
might be lucky and get a place in a shelter, 
if you get a place in a shelter it’ll be in the 
dormitory. If you can live that lifestyle of 
being in the dormitory you will be there for 
approximately two years, in Philadelphia, 
before you’ll get access to transitional 
housing – which is hostels – you’ll move in 
there. We run a transitional hostel. When 
you come in and you’ve given one month to 
find a job, and when you’ve found a job you 
can keep that job and 20% of your wages 
goes into a pot and that goes towards your 
rent deposit for when you move out and 
there is a time limit on that as well. 

So there’s a heavy, heavy focus on your 
personal responsibility to do things – rights 
and personal responsibility. When I was in 
my 20s, and had hair, I would have been 
somebody who was absolutely about rights 
– the older I get - in some parts of the 
world, this rights agenda can lead, I think, 
to some people to become institutional 
in their homelessness. I think there are 
some people because they live in these 
hostels – it’s like being back in care, it’s like 
being back in prison, it’s like being back in 
an institution - and they lose ambition to 
do things. So part of me now thinks you 

mark mcGreevy

14



st vincent de paul so ciet y austr alia

have to strike a balance between rights, 
but having appropriate incentives in the 
system for you to actually want to take 
responsibility for yourself – for you to 
want to have a meaningful purpose for the 
day. So they’re the two different ones that 
are around the world. 

housing first
And then you’ve got two different styles 
of what that means in practice. What 
does that mean in practice in terms of 
implementation of policy? So there’s 
an American model which is called the 
housing First. So what they say is - when 
you meet a homeless person the best thing 
you can do for them is put them straight 
into their own apartment, into their own 
house – even if they’re mentally ill, even 
if they have a drinking problem or a drug 
problem - and then you create a package 
of services that you take to them, that 
you don’t get involved in these shelters, 
these hostels – that you take the services 
to them and you support them. And that 
model is called housing First, and that’s 
a model the Australian government, your 
government, has adopted - that’s what 
they’re like. This is a bit of a simplistic way 
of describing how it’s applied over here.

Continuum of care
The continuum of care model is one that 
you find much more in england and 
Ireland - which is about people coming 
into hostels and you kind of work with 
them gently to acquire skills and they 
almost have to pass an exam – like I can 
cook for myself, I know how to budget 
for myself, I know how to use the benefits 
system, I know how to write a CV for a job 
– and that those things pass and as they 
pass you move up through night shelters 
to hostels into housing. Again there’s no 
simple answer to this, the fact is there is 
very good empirical research that would 
say housing First works very, very well for 
some people, that it’s very good that they 
avoid all of that trauma through shelters 
and night shelters and they survive quite 
well, but it doesn’t work for everybody. 

In my experience often by doing that for 
people who are mentally ill they can feel 
very alienated. even yesterday when I was 
out - I was interested at Fred’s Van – you 
had people who were homeless and using 
the service, but you had people who 
actually were in housing but just came 
back because they were a bit lonely, they 
were seeking company, they wanted to be 
with people. So there’s a balance.No right 
way, no wrong way – but they are the two 
ways in which it’s done. So what I want to 
do now is just talk a little bit about Depaul 
and about our journey and where we’ve 
come from. If you just have it at the back 
of your mind those models, then you’ll 
see how it applies in different contexts, in 
different policy frameworks. 

depaul International a pre-history

The first thing I say to all of our staff - and 
there is about the 550 of them, is you are 
not part of a 23 year old charity, you’re 
part of a 400 year tradition - that’s the first 
thing that we start – all staff on the first 
day they arrive. And the 400 year tradition 
started with Vincent de Paul. Now I know 
some people in here are probably more 
an expert than I am on this, but for those 
of you who aren’t, let me just put this out 
there. I’ve read a lot about Vincent de 
Paul, I’ve studied him academically - and 
I write some papers on him, and I think 
the man was an absolute genius. We’re 
inspired by the exactly same principles 
that Vincent was inspired by; we’re a 
partnership with the Vincentian family, 
the Daughters of Charity, The Vincentian 
Fathers, the Society ...... called us, we have 
Vincentians involved in our governance 
and our management because the values 
that they part are part of our tradition and 
they’ve been the most important thing for 
our growth and development. And if you 
wanted to know what they were then there 
they are. Vincent also used this phrase 
“The poor are our masters” and I think 
what that means for me is that you involve 
them in all of the decisions that you do, 
so for us it’s a very important thing we 
involve our clients around the world in the 
solutions to what we do. 

The story of Depaul  
founded 1989
Who in the history of the Catholic 
Church has done this before our Cardinal 
went back to those members of the 
Vincentian family that were the founders 
of St Vincent de Paul and they each put 
100,000 pounds into the pot and Depaul 
was created. This is the picture from the 
opening, I started work on February the 
5th, and when I started work they said 
you’ve got six weeks to recruit everybody, 
get the hostel ready, get them in, get it 
full and I said why, they said it’s the only 
day in Princess Diana’s diary that she can 
come and do the formal opening. So it 
was all based on the fact that if we got 
Princess Diana there we might have some 
money to actually working in month 
two rather than just month one. So there 
you’ve got basil hume, the Cardinal, Sister 
Sarah king Turner, who started with me, 
you’ve got Di at the back, sorry to all you 
republicans out there, and then you’ve got 
michael Chapick who was the head of the 
SVP within england at that time.

Trial and error
And if I reflect back on it as well but not 
only did I not have business degree I 
wasn’t really a social worker but then again 
nobody else was either but you know there 
wasn’t like a professional homelessness 
sector in england at that time. People 
came from youth work, teaching and 
things like that and that was part of that. 
Anyway we got them into this room and 
then three of the SVP conferences, who 
were very great guys but very eccentric, 
without referring to me went and hired, 
and took a three year lease on three 
houses. And the commitment was for 
three years so we had to move these young 
people out so we moved them out of the 
hostel into these houses. Put them in and 
then three days later my phone started 
ringing. They had sold all the light goods, 
the oven, fridge, the hoover went, and 
the local crime in the area went through 

continued on page 16 
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the roof, next door neighbour’s cat was 
shot. I went back and I said look guys, 
we’re working with very difficult groups 
here, very difficult groups of people and 
what we’re doing here is we’re saying, 
we’re taking a model of the Vincent de 
Paul Society, of conferences of volunteers 
and then expecting them to be fulltime 
professional social workers and that’s not 
what they wanted to be, they want to visit 
these guys they want to care for them, 
they wanted to do things for them but 
they didn’t want to be there 24 hours a 
day being threatened with violence that 
wasn’t the plan. So I remember this very 
well, I wrote a paper, I wrote a paper that 
went to vote and another guy from the 
SVP passionately did this volunteer model 
against the professional model and we 
had a debate and I won by one vote in the 
meeting and that was because a little old 
nun swapped sides in the middle of the 
meeting. And we won the debate and we 
lost a few friends for awhile, you know 
when you build an organisation that 
happens from time to time, its takes time 
to build things back again. 

Four Steps program
What we ended up with a new model 
based on professional staff approach and 
it’s called the Four Steps program and it 
goes back to what I’ve talked about the 
continuum of care. So you’ll basically 
see this in most kind of like homeless 
structures across the world, is there’s 
always a point of entry to it usually an 
outreach feeding to a night shelter and 
Step 1 we bought a pub called the Lord 
Clyde in Vauxhall and we bought the 
pub that was miles away from anywhere 
so there weren’t any neighbours and we 
kept it as a pub because young people 
like going to pubs so we kept the bar 
downstairs, we serve the food from the 
bar and we kept the young people in the 
rooms and at its time it was the largest 
night shelter in england at about 45-50 
bed spaces depending on the night and 
on the weather. We started then to look 

at what were the needs in the Lord Clyde 
night shelter and developed this second 
stage of hostels. And some were hostels 
where we’d bring young people who just 
arrived in London put them in their 
quickly and we tried to return them home, 
because they’ve just run away, had an 
argument there was no need for them to 
be in London. Others were geared around 
mental health; some were geared around 
drug taking, lots of different kinds of 
projects at Step 2. Step 3 was exactly the 
same model that had been described with 
the SVP; Step 3 was about shared housing 
but at the point where we thought people 
were ready and then we’d send people in, 
professional staff on a daily basis to go and 
check that everything was ok, and that the 
white goods hadn’t been stolen and the cat 
was alright next door, those kind of things. 
And then Step 4 was this movement into 
permanent accommodation. by 1995 in 
London we’d become a significant agency, 
that had coinciding with the fact of course 
that mrs Thatcher was out of power. John 
major had come into power or wanted to 
come into power and was conscious that 
homelessness had massive impact so he 
put 130 million pounds, he announced 
it one day and we could draw down the 
money within three months of it being 
done and that fuelled our first five year 
plan up to 1995-1996. It paid for most 
of the things that you see there. That the 
sector became quite big even at that point 
in what we did.

Night stop and other 
programs
During those years we started to go to 
volunteer their projects, we had this thing 
called Night Stop where instead of hostels 
we ask families if your kid has grown 
up and left home have you got a spare 
bedroom, if so we’ll give you a week’s 
worth of training, we will support you and 
we’d like you to take a young homeless 
person at the point at which they’ve 
become homeless into your house for two 
weeks. While we do an assessment, while 
we figure out what’s best for them. And 

that’s become our fastest growing scheme 
now, that’s taken from Scotland and Wales 
to Northern Ireland, beyond. We also 
started employment training projects and 
family mediation projects, again a fast 
growing thing. At the point where young 
people run away from home, getting 
the parents, getting the young person 
together, talking to them and seeing if 
you can build bridges. home care, so that 
bit that I talked about, one size doesn’t fit 
all, for some housing first works and we 
packages around that for them. And  
work with youth offenders I’ve already 
talked about.

Ireland 
So by the end of 2000, our second 
business plan, we’d become the largest 
youth homeless agency in the uk and my 
trustees said why don’t you go to Ireland 
and have a rest for three months and 
my wife and me, and my daughter then 
was only 18 months all moved to Ireland 
and we lived in a house on the coast 
and the Society St Vincent de Paul is the 
largest charity in Ireland, 40 million euro 
turnover, there also the biggest hostel 
provider in Ireland and they asked would 
I do a review of their hostels and their 
shelters. And we at the end of the stay 
were packing our bags close to Christmas, 
about three days before Christmas, and 
the news came on and two young people, 
heroin addicts, died of hyperthermia 
on the banks of the Liffey, active heroin 
users. And because I’d been working with 
some of the politicians and civil servants 
because I was doing this review I had a 
phone call and they said “you know the 
politicians are going mad about how 
we need to make sure it doesn’t happen 
again”, and I don’t know if you have it 
here because it’s not cold enough but in 
the uk sometimes in europe they have 
what’s called a Cold Weather Strategy. If 
the temperature falls below a certain level 
three nights in succession emergency 
bed stations open up in church halls 
or different places to bring people in 
to prevent hyperthermia, but Ireland 
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didn’t have this, so they asked would I 
write a Cold Weather Strategy for them 
which I did. Following which I received 
a call from the civil servant in charge of 
homelessness and he said “we’ve put this 
project out to tender but nobody will 
do it, no agency will bid for it. And our 
two principal reasons, one is they were 
scared of needle stick injuries, what would 
happen if we were changing bed linen and 
one of the members of staff got pricked 
by a needle and they were hIV positive, 
who’s liable and the second was if these 
people with heroin problems were dealing 
on the premises who would be liable, 
would it be the young person or would it 
be the manager of the project. 

Anyway we decided given our Vincentian 
roots again that it’s about taking risks, so I 
talked to my board and they said ‘yep off 
you go, go and open it’ and we did. That 
winter nobody died from hyperthermia, 
good result. The number of people 
accessing detox, within that high group 
of young also increased. And probably 
more important for the politicians the 
begging in the city centre of Dublin 
declined remarkably, so that was a good 
result. So they said can you do this all 
year round, we said yes if you want but we 
don’t want to just do that one project, its 
along way to come to manage one project. 
We run this quite controversial service for 
some people not me particularly, called 
Wet Shelters. So a lot of people won’t let 
you in unless you drink, you can only 
get into a wet shelter if you drink and 
you’re allowed to drink within the shelter. 
And the staff room is the bar and you 
go up to the bar and say can I have my 
brandy please and the staff member will 
measure it out to keep a record of what 
your drinking and they’ll give it to the 
person. It’s a very slow process of harm 
minimisation but gradually people move 
towards detox. 

eastern europe
From there we moved to establish Depaul 
in other countries. Central eastern 
europe was a strange choice and yet 

there’s a reason behind it. everybody 
was moving to the left in europe that 
was basically what was happening. One 
million Poles moved to england and 
Ireland, four million ukrainians moved 
from ukraine to Poland to fill that gap, 
one million Russians moved from Russia 
to ukraine to fill the gaps that were in 
there everybody was moving to the left 
and the biggest population for homeless 
people in London even today is Polish 
and Slovakian people. And the breakup 
of the Soviet union caused enormous 
upheaval across there. you might have 
heard of this phrase ‘oligarch’, I never get 
any money from them and the reason for 
that is wealth tends to be two generations 
before people want to give a legacy. The 
first generation is about them, the second 
generation is about their children and 
grandchildren and the third generation 
was when there was enough money for 
everybody that you think about legacy. So 
those people who have got money in the 
country don’t give that money away. 

And the communist safety net has 
disappeared. If you imagine our director 
in Slovakia, when he went to university 
and left, he went to his office came out 
of the office and the guy said ‘ you’re flat 
number 7 in tower number 8 where you 
live with your wife. you’ll go to factory 
number 12, you’ll work on conveyer 
belt number 7 and until you join the 
party that’s where you’re going to stay 
the rest of your life. It sounds awful but 
the thing you had guaranteed was you 
had a house, you had your heating, you 
had your job, you had health insurance, 
and you had education. Once that safety 
net disappeared a lot of people lost that 
within these countries. 

bureaucracy is everything over there; the 
State is the major employer. Corruption 
is absolutely rife in these countries. 
Slovakia is there, surrounded by hungary, 
and Poland and the Czech Republic. 
And when we first went there, there was 
2000-3000 people sleeping in the centre, 
there was one hostel for homeless people 
that had twenty people in it and that was 

six miles from the city centre run by 
an 84 year old priest and that was that. 
Twenty-six people died the winter we 
arrived of hyperthermia, that was the 
count by the police but we think a lot 
more died than that. So what did we 
do? We opened up the largest day centre 
in Slovakia, it was only meant to be a 
shelter for 70 people. but we opened it 
up and unfortunately within three days 
250 people had turned up so we now 
run this shelter for 250 people. because 
there’s no insurances ambulances would 
turn up with people from the casualties 
department or emergency that had heart 
attacks, or had cancer or Parkinson’s 
disease, would wheel them down off the 
ambulance, leave them there and drive 
away. So we had to open a hospice in 
Slovakia and an infirmary and a Day 
Centre for homeless people. 

Conclusion
So there’s the organisation Depaul 
International, Depaul uk, De Paulo 
Slovansko, Depaul ukraine, De Paul 
uSA, there’s a few more signs I’m sure 
but I’m not going to push it I think. I’ll 
say a few closing remarks which is our 
next move, we’re going into France, after 
France we’ll move into moldova, and do 
a bit of work in Transnistria, were just 
about to explore doing some work for 
the first time in the developing world 
so probably kenya is going to be our 
first step there. And in order to make 
sense of all this research and for some 
of those of you who are interested in 
that watch this space we are developing 
with Depaul university in Chicago a 
global observatory of homelessness. It 
will be an academic department based 
there and it will be a hub of research best 
practice around the world and it will also 
be offering a masters in international 
homelessness studies and that will be 
coming in the next two years. There’s 
lots more stories to tell you but maybe 
next time but thanks very much indeed. 
Thank you. ◆
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reflection | A L I C I A  W e b S T e R

B Y  A L I C I A  W e B S t e R

A few weeks ago my friend 
died. Jane* was the tender age 
of 30 and her death was very 
much unexpected.
I hadn’t known Jane since childhood. In 
fact, I had come to know her, share in her 
life and her loves over just six weeks late 
last year, and yet her death really knocked 
me for six.

In the short time that I knew her, Jane 
radiated a ‘go get ‘em’ attitude. It wasn’t 
until I came to know her a little better that 
I understood the driving force behind her 
personality and outlook on life.

Jane had had an extremely difficult 
upbringing that, whilst moving her to 
experience all that the world had to offer, 
also led her to some risk taking behaviour. 
Rather than be swallowed by her pain, Jane 
was seen as one of the lucky few that would 
not be ruled by her past. Jane had an inner 
strength that was something to behold, yet 
little glimpses, little clues, suggested that 
some things were very hard to overcome.

The motivation to reclaim her own 
justice was played out in her dogged 
determination to care for abandoned and 
injured animals as if her own healing was 
tied up with theirs. It was in this very 
role that I met Jane while volunteering at 
a wildlife rehabilitation centre in South 
Africa, half a world away from her home.

Jane did not suffer the pain of illness or 
disease, but rather a different kind of life 
long suffering that ultimately led to her 
own misadventure. how is it that someone 
who had come so far still succumbed to 
the pain and pressure of her past? Instead, 
it was her strength that allowed her to 
mask well the full impact of her life to 
those who knew and loved her.

To most who met Jane, she was living 
proof that a poor childhood did not 
automatically equate to a poor adulthood. 
She had travelled the world, was married 
and had returned to university studies.

In Jane I see so many of the people we 
serve through the Society. It reinforced 
in me just how vulnerable they may be, 
not just in that moment of crisis, but into 
the future as well. Their recovery may 
indeed be a long series of steps forward 
and back. Forward. back. Forward. 
back. back. Forward. back. It is this very 
instability that leaves them in such a 
precarious position.

Jane’s death sparked wave upon wave 
of questioning and reflection. I thought 
about recidivism rates in the old and 
young, the disproportionate suicide rate 
amongst Aboriginal Australians, the 
common lack of education, employment 
and housing opportunities amongst 
the isolated and marginalised. I saw 
the beautiful faces of the countless kids 
I’ve met through kids Camps, buddies 
days and juvenile justice centres. I was 
overwhelmed with all the hurdles that 
were not my own. 

In a society that thrives on ‘survival of 
the fittest’, how do we, as Vincentians, 
continue to uphold the notion and very 
essence of hope when even the strong 
fall? What chance do we have?

I have been in the Society for 13 years. 
In that time I have come into contact 
with thousands of vulnerable and 
marginalised individuals and families. 

What inspired me to action was an 
irrepressible hope and belief in a 
brighter future for them.

I guess sometimes even the strong can 
have moments of doubt and weakness, 
and perhaps that insight applies to me, 
as much as it does Jane.

In the midst of my own despair it 
occurred to me that the strength these 
families and individuals need from 
time to time, is not just theirs, but 
mine. I must maintain belief in them, 
and for them. I must continue to hope 
for the love, peace and justice they so 
rightly deserve.

Looking at the stream of condolence 
messages on Jane’s Facebook page 
– from her husband, her family and 
friends – it is clear that Jane touched 
so many lives, just as she did mine. I 
can only continue to hope that Jane is 
blessed in the next life with the peace 
she so greatly desired in this one.

Whatever happens here, or after, I 
hope all those we encounter through 
the Society know they are loved and 
that this gives them the strength to 
carry on. ◆ 

Alicia Webster is the Deputy National youth 
Representative

* name has been changed for privacy reasons

On hope and a prayer
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youth

Youth step up in Western Australia

B Y  WA  S t A t e  C O u n C I L

The St Vincent de Paul Society 
in Western Australia has 
recently appointed two new 
Youth Representatives to State 
Council. Keenan Klassen and 
Jake Thresher take over from 
Patricia Green who is stepping 
aside to pursue work in other 
areas of the Society and we 
thank Patricia for her hard 
work and dedication while on 
State Council.
keenan first became involved with the 
Society in 2005 when he joined the mazenod 
College Vinnies youth Conference as a 
14 year old. Over the last seven years he 
has been heavily involved in the Society, 
predominantly working with Vinnies youth 
organising and attending Camps and buddy 
Days, but also willingly volunteering himself 
for almost all Society events and with many 
of the Special Works including Christmas 
Appeals, Street Appeals, home Visitations, 
Vinnies CeO Sleepout and School Sleepouts.

Jake attended his first kids Camp as a leader 
in 2009 and, as a result, discovered he had 
a huge passion for social justice. Since then 
he has been involving himself in as many 
areas of the St Vincent de Paul Society as he 
can. Working mainly in the Vinnies youth 
department, Jake has been a member of the 
youth Leadership Team for the last year 
and a half, representing the members and 

making decisions about Vinnies youth 
and its programs.

Volunteering with Vinnies youth is 
often a springboard for young people 
to become involved more deeply in 
the Society. Vinnies youth provides 
wonderful opportunities for young 
people like keenan and Jake to develop 
their leadership and mentoring skills and 
become involved in the planning and 
preparation of activities such as camps. 
It provides a chance to work in a team 
to manage all aspects of the organisation 
of the camp from itinerary, campsite 
selection, risk assessments and games. 
Organisation and time management 
skills are paramount for Vinnies youth 

volunteers. The skills they acquire are able 
to be directly transferred to other areas of 
their personal and professional lives, but 
most volunteers measure their success by 
the smiles on the faces of the children and 
teens who attend their events.

For keenan and Jake, the move to State 
Council was an opportunity to contribute 
to the Society on another level, learn as 
much as they can from other members, 
develop their understanding of the Society 
and their skills as leaders, and contribute 
to both Vinnies youth and the Society 
more broadly.

We wish keenan and Jake all the best for 
their time as State youth Representatives. ◆

AustrAliAn religious DiAry 2012

‘From a church worker’s point of view, I find this to be a most useful diary’ (Insights).
Beautifully illustrated with religious art from the 2010 Blake Prize entries.  
Liturgical readings for every day of the year – the perfect companion for your daily prayer. 
Saints days, public holidays, UN days and more – a valuable resource for every day.

AUStrALIAN rELIgIoUS DIAry 2013  rrp $32.00 (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 0000A
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t h e  M A I L

Thoughts on how to reclaim 
home visitation
The article by Robert Fitzgerald, 
“Reimagining home visitation” (The Record, 
Winter 2012) provides a timely opportunity 
to acknowledge and recommit ourselves to 
our founder’s vision; celebrate the works 
of the Society and our members as well as 
revisit our model of service and to consider 
what the future possibilities may be.

As a conversation starting point, Fitzgerald 
provides a list of possibilities and whilst this 
response is not designed to consider the 
merits of the list provided, it does reiterate 
his position that we can look to our own 
organisational history which demonstrates 
the generations of Vincentian men and 
women who have served the Society since 
1833 have within them the light, the ability, 
the willingness, the resilience and the 
experience to challenge and look at other 
ways that we can serve and advocate for 
people within our community. 

If this were not the case, it is unlikely that 
the St Vincent de Paul Society would be 
still here and relevant in 2012 serving 
and responding to life’s complexities, in 
a variety of ways, in over 140 countries 
around the world. 

Another point worth highlighting in this 
conversation is the “lens” we wear when 
considering other service responses. 

every organisation sees the world, their 
place in the world through their own lens; 
the profit lens, the environmental lens, the 
gender lens, etc.

Our lens is the vision created by Frederic 
and his companions, as articulated in The 
Rule, captured by our mission Statement 
and carried out by our evolving visitation 
model. This model continues to remain 
authentic to the founder’s vision which he 
established by making person to person 
contact wherever home is defined by 
necessity or by the person in need.

We must continue to ensure that home 
visitation remains core to who we are and 
in our service to others.

Our history tells us that the Society 
will continue to develop appropriate 
responses to need through our home 
visitation model, always guided by 
the assessments made by our visiting 
members.

however those responses and our 
visitation model must be shaped through 
the Ozanam lens and external influences, 
whilst relevant, including government 
contracts and expectations, must remain 
secondary to the mission of the Society 
as defined by Fitzgerald….to bring to life 
Christ’s presence and love in our lives and 
in the lives of those we encounter ... ◆

Patricia mcCourt of the Sunbury Conference and 
Livia Carusi of the Croydon Conference,Victoria

Reflection raises  
reader’s concern 
I am troubled by, and feel I must respond 
to, the article by Peter Lyall in the autumn 
issue of the Record: ‘Saints, who are they?’

I hasten to say, at the very beginning, that 
I do not, indeed cannot and must not, 
question in any way the holiness of any 
person mentioned by Peter. We all have 
our ‘private saints’. 

my concerns are the implications of his 
assertions. 

I have no problem with his eulogy of the 
late Pat mcCormack, whose great works 
for the Society and other organisations, 
are rightly lauded. 

I can accept his ‘praise’ for the (quote) 
“mother who sacrificed her whole life 
for her children in spite of an abusive 
husband”- although I am not sure whether 
it is necessary that such a mother needs to 
be abused to attain eternal salvation. 

my concerns deepened with the reasons 
that Peter expounds for the inclusion of 
the next two examples in his list of saints:

The late Fr. Ted kennedy is praised for “his 
sense of the spiritual…moulded by his 
parents… (who) saw Catholicism in much 
more liberal and less regimented terms.”

Fr. kennedy, as a parish priest at 
Redfern for about thirty years, did an 
extraordinary amount of work among the 
Indigenous people who were and  
still are a large minority in that suburb. 
Safe to say, his memory is revered among 
the Indigenous community, as well as 
other poor and marginalised groups in 
that area. 

however that is not mentioned at all by 
Peter – rather putting forward a vague 
reference to a “spiritual sense moulded by 
liberal Catholic parents”.

What is he referring to? Is it the 
differences that Fr kennedy had with 
the hierarchy over his interpretation 
of Vatican II and the question of the 
“primacy of conscience” in terms of such 
things as reception of sacraments?

After all, I note that Peter in another 
article on the same page, refers to the 
“cultural changes” in the Church, and 
makes the amazing statement that “its 
teaching have been reinterpreted in the 
light of modern understanding of history”.

Finally to his last example: “the priest who 
suffered so much loneliness in a great 
barn of a presbytery finally left to be with 
the woman he loves”. 

No one (myself included) can totally 
understand the loneliness felt by many 
priests whether they live in a “great barn 
of a presbytery” or a small unit. That 
this priest left the priesthood to marry, 
may or may not have been caused by his 
loneliness—but it is neither cause for 
judgement nor celebration. 

The further statement by Peter that “he 
brought many to a greater understanding 
of what it means to be a Christian and 
compassionate human being” seems 
therefore to beg the question: what is 
Peter implying? 

That is my concern. 

Is Peter Lyall implying that, with the 
supposed “reinterpretation of Catholic 
teachings” maybe the Church should be 
more compassionate towards the mother 

letters
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in an abusive relationship and change its 
teachings on divorce and remarriage?

Or in the case of Fr. kennedy that the 
Church revisit its teaching on “informed 
conscience” in relation to such matters as 
the reception of sacraments?

Or, perhaps that the question of married 
priests should be raised again?

I hope that my concerns are unfounded- 
the focus of our Society is, quite rightly, 
the assistance given to the poor and 
marginalised, and through that and 
prayer, to raise the spirituality of the 
member. It should not be to engage in 
theological debate which could divide the 
membership.

I look forward to a reassuring response. 

bruno D’elia 
St Thomas more Conference,  
hadfield, Victoria 

Author’s response
I wish to respond and thank bruno D’elia 
for his interest in my personal reflection 
(The Record, autumn edition) it is with 
pleasure that I note bruno agrees with my 
idea of our own saints and I will try to 
briefly answer his queries. From the outset 
however the reason behind the reflection 
was to encourage people to insert their 
own, in other words people within  
living memory.

There is no doubt in my mind that the 
mother is a saint in heaven. much has 
been published about the work of Fr 
kennedy so any effort by me would 
be stating the obvious and that would 
end up being a reflection of its own. Fr 
Ted’s parents (like all parents) by their 
example, moulded their child for a 
future life, hopefully one without fear 
and condemnation. I am unaware of his 
differences of opinion with the hierarchy 
and “primacy of conscience” but if he did 
maybe a look at the Catholic Catechism 
(Vatican archives) starting at (1776) etc. 
may perhaps help understand his stance.

Cultural changes in the church and I 
could refer to simple things such as liturgy 
reforms since Vatican 2 (the bane of some 
traditionalist Catholic groups!) ..... “Its 
teachings have been reinterpreted etc.” was 
not really an “amazing” statement in my 
view but a natural evolvement in making 
the historical teachings of the church clear 
to the modern world. 

I am afraid that bruno has read far too 
much into my simple reflection and I am 
sure that my words would not be in any 
shape or form divisive to the membership 
of the Society. I mean, why would they? 
Go to any group of Christians /non-
believers and what do they talk about? 

Anything from optional celibacy, clerical 
scandals, overzealous interference by 
a minority who yearn for “the good 
old days”. Oh and football. Now that is 
divisive! 

Peter h Lyall 
St Peters Conference 
Launceston, Tasmania

Real men don’t…
At the now annual event Vinnies CeO 
Sleepout here in Tasmania the state 
manager of Family Violence Counselling 
and Support Services at the Department of 
health and human Services, Jane Fleming 
gave an address to the participants on 
the issue of family violence and its effect 
on families and in particular children. 
This had quite an impact on her (mainly 
male) audience who listened to some quite 
frightening stories and statistics 

Due to the St Vincent de Paul Society’s 
involvement in this area I sought further 
information from Jane. During our 
discussion she introduced me to the 
work of the White Ribbon Foundation 
here in Australia and in the course of 
our conversation, suggested I become 
an “Ambassador” and speak up against 
domestic violence. Since that meeting I 
have done this and through the pages of 
The Record I would ask my fellow (male) 
Vincentians to visit the website www.

whiteribbon.org.au and swear the White 
Ribbon Oath. 

how do people become ambassadors? 
men can self-nominate or be nominated 
by others simply by submitting the 
nomination form available on the 
website. All the ambassadors lead  
full and busy lives and so commit their 
time to the White Ribbon campaign as 
they can.

The White Ribbon campaign was started 
by a handful of Canadian men in 1991 
on the second anniversary of one man’s 
massacre of 14 female engineering 
students in montreal. They felt they had 
a responsibility to urge other men speak 
out about violence against women and 
they chose to wear the White Ribbon 
as a symbol of men’s opposition to this 
violence. Since those days, the White 
Ribbon campaign has spread around the 
globe and now operates in 60 different 
countries. In 1999 the uN General 
Assembly declared 25th November the 
International Day for the elimination of 
Violence against Women and the white 
ribbon was adopted as the symbol for 
that day.

Closer to home, one in three Australian 
women over the age of 15 have reported 
experiencing at least one incident of 
either physical or sexual violence! I 
am sure all you blokes out there would 
find that most unacceptable and 
would welcome the opportunity to do 
something about it.

The White Ribbon website is a very 
comprehensive one, easy to follow but I 
would be happy to speak with any men 
who may be interested.

Finally, I would urge you St Vincent de 
Paul Society men out there to seriously 
consider joining me in this campaign 
which is so closely aligned to our own 
Vincentian ethos and ideals. What about 
a focal point for your next conference 
meeting?

Peter h Lyall 
St Peters Conference 
Launceston, Tasmania
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human rights | e M I L I J A  B e L J I C

Who’s afraid of human rights?

B Y  e M I L I J A  B e L J I C

Human rights form part of the 
democratic process and serve 
to strengthen a democracy, 
demanding transparency in 
the legislative process and 
calling into account elected 
representatives when their 
political judgement falls short 
of expectations demanded by 
their citizens.
The juxtaposition of modern democratic 
theory on one hand insists that it is for 
Parliament and Parliament alone to establish 
the law and thereby the fundamental norms 
upon which it rests; on the other, it recognises 
that legal systems must adhere to certain  
basic norms.

It is within framework of the latter concept 
that human rights have evolved. human rights 
recognise that not only must states not kill, 
torture or discriminate against their citizens 
directly; they ought not to kill their citizens  
via indirect means by, for example, allowing 
them to starve. They also articulate positive 
rights such as the right to a standard of 
adequate living, including the right to food, 
housing and shelter.

These rights serve to protect people on the 
fringes when the democratic process neglects 
them.

There is an expectation that human rights will 
be progressively realised with societal progress, 
yet in comparably the strongest economy in 
the world, we still do not have a federal human 
rights charter.

As form of recompense, the Attorney-General 
introduced the human Rights (Parliamentary 
Scrutiny) Act 2011 in late 2010. This act 
requires all new bills to be accompanied by 
a “Statement of Compatibility with human 
Rights”, prepared by the member introducing 
the bill. The purpose of the statement is to 
inform parliamentary debate by providing 
a succinct assessment about the impact of 
proposed legislation on human rights.

The other element of the human 
(Parliamentary Scrutiny) Rights Act is 
that it establishes the Joint Parliamentary 
Committee on human Rights whose 
function, among other things, is to examine 
bills and acts for compatibility with human 
rights. In performing their role, they have 
the power to call for submissions, examine 
witnesses, and hold public hearings.

Two groups have called on the committee to 
establish an inquiry so far. On June 15, the 
Australian Council of Social Services including 
the National Council of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society called for an inquiry into the cuts 
to parenting payments for sole parents, the 
majority of whom are women, when their 
youngest child turns eight years old.

Seventy per cent of single parents are in the 
poorest 20 per cent of the population and 
are approximately three times more likely 
than any other type of family to have both 
low income and low assets.

These cuts would effectively punish the 
poorest members of our society already 
struggling to afford the basics of living on 
existing social security payments. Among 
other things, it would breach the principle 
of non-retrogression – the obligation to 
progressively realise the right to social 
security under the International Covenant 
on economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

Some days later a second group, the 
National Congress of Australia’s First 
People, called on the committee to establish 
an inquiry into Stronger Futures legislation 
currently before the Senate.

The notion recently propounded in media 
that groups seeking to highlight to the 
committee human rights violations in 

domestic law are in some way subverting 
the democratic process is absurd. It is 
absurd because neither the statement nor 
the committee’s work is binding on the 
Parliament or courts (and even if it were, 
it would form part of a human rights 
framework established by democratically 
elected representatives), but more 
importantly because human rights act as a 
check and balance in the democratic process.

equally disingenuous is the idea that some 
human rights are noble while others are 
“grubby”. Whether it is the struggles of the 
burmese people against the military or 
Australia’s First People against hundreds 
of years of historical, structural and social 
inequality, the human rights struggles are 
unified by a common thread; to mitigate the 
harshness of actions taken by the state.

We now have some semblance of a human 
rights framework at the federal level. Despite 
its limitations, it allows the Australian people 
to voice its concerns about violations of 
human rights in domestic law and to foster 
informed debate about human rights in 
Australia between democratically elected 
representatives and the people.

It allows us to engage with democracy: to 
hold it to account and to strengthen it. It’s a 
sign of a robust democracy when civil society 
is given the opportunity to question draft 
legislation and to constructively engage with 
the legislative process. This is something 
we should value and celebrate, rather than 
disparage and shrink away from. ◆

emilija beljic is the National Research Officer at  
St Vincent de Paul Society National Council office. 

This article first appeared on the AbC website:  
www.abc.net.au/unleashed4093582.html 
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obituary

B Y  VA u G h n  k e L L Y

Richard (Dick)  
Charles mcDermott

7th November 1930  
 – 3rd July 2012 

born in Leichhardt NSW of 
Irish parents. 

Richard was a “one eyed” balmain 
supporter all his life and hardly ever 
missed a game. In the “Prayers of 
the Faithful” at his requiem mass his 
granddaughter, Darcie, read: “We pray that 
heaven has Foxtel for Grandpa so he can 
watch the West Tigers any time he wants”.

he was a second generation plumber; he 
spent some time in the merchant Navy as 
a plumber and the supply ship “Duntroon”. 
he enjoyed people. he was generous to the 
extreme – he would give you “the shirt off 
his back”.

his involvement with the St Vincent de Paul 
Society was exemplary – he was the epitome 
of the true Vincentian, a man of great 
compassion.

he was a tower of strength and support  
to miss ethel Camby (store manager) when 
the St Vincent de Paul Centre at Rozelle  
was opened.

he was at one time the President of the 
holy Spirit Parish Conference of the 
Society of North Ryde. 

he was heavily involved with St edmunds 
School for the blind at Wahroonga.

his work in the setting up and 
administration of, St Dominics which was 
a Special Work of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society, a home established for individuals 
experiencing homelessness and various 
struggles within their lives, was to occupy 
a great deal of his time and energies. St 
Dominics was located at Catherine Street 
Leichhardt NSW.

Richard was like a father to the people 
living at St Dominics. he did their 
shopping, took them to visit the doctor 
when required, bought their medical 
requirements, took them to watch 
balmain play; spent many evenings 
and weekends attending to whatever 
was required- their personal needs; the 
needs of the building; repairs and the 
grounds; dealing with Government  
and Council requirements; and 
attending meetings.

Richard guided the committee through 
countless and varied difficult times 
throughout the many years of his 
involvement with St Dominics.

I am told one day he saw a street person 
sheltering under a sheet of tin during 
heavy rain. Richard rescued him and 
took him to St Dominics.

Richard saw many changes at  
St Dominics but he accepted it all and 
saw to it that St Dominics remained a 
viable establishment and loved all of  
the people.

This great man will be truly missed by 
his family and all who knew him.

I am also certain and there are many 
who have much to be grateful for and 
who are re-established due to Richard’s 
wonderful work. ◆

A man of great compassion

Richard Charles mcDermott

Delivered by Fr Robert McCulloch 
Recipient of the Sitara-e-Quaid-e-Azam Award

and Dr Helen Watchirs, OAM 
ACT Human Rights and Discrimination Commissioner

GeR A lD WA RD leC t uRe
5 t h  A n n u A l

F R i D A y  1 6  N O v e M b e R  2 0 1 2
n A t i o n A l  l i b r A r y  o f  A u s t r A l i A ,  C A n b e r r A

for more information visit our website: 
 www.vinnies.org.au
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obituary

B Y  P e t e R  h O WA R d ,  J u d Y 
B R O P h Y,  PA u L  WA I t e  & 
J u d e  B u t C h e R

Australian Catholic University Institute for 
Advancing Community Engagement

On May 27, 2012, Earl Shorris 
died in New York City, so why 
are we reflecting upon this 
American here in Australia?

knowing earl
earl Shorris was born in Chicago on June 
25, 1936. At 13, mr. Shorris was admitted 
on a full scholarship to the university of 
Chicago, where he was deeply influenced 
by the so-called Great books model of 
higher education introduced in the 1940s 
by the university’s longtime president, 
Robert maynard hutchins. he left before 
graduating, however, and worked as a 
newspaper reporter and freelance writer - 
with a stint of bullfighting in Juarez, across 
the border from el Paso, during his early 
20s - before settling in San Francisco. 

earl Shorris was a social critic, teacher, 
educator and author whose interviews 
with prison inmates for Riches for the 
Poor inspired a vision for an international 
educational program, the Clemente 
Course in the humanities that introduces 
the poor and those experiencing multiple 
disadvantage to the arts, literature, history, 
ethics and the philosophy of Plato, kant 
and Tolstoy. he wanted people to be 
reflective rather than reactive and to 
engage purposefully with learning and  
the community.

Learning from the Other  
- Author
As an author, Shorris produced a diverse 
body of work, including sociological 
examinations of the American way of 
employment and commerce, magazine 
journalism on the demise of the hippie 
counterculture of the 1960s, learned 
volumes on Latino history and identity, 
and social commentaries that appeared 

regularly in harper’s magazine and were 
broadcast on National Public Radio. In 
one of his earliest novels, “The boots of the 
Virgin” (1968), mr. Shorris mined his brief 
career during the late 1950s as a bullfighter 
in mexico. In two books of nonfiction, 
“The Oppressed middle: Politics of middle 
management” (1981) and “A Nation of 
Salesmen: The Tyranny of the market 
and the Subversion of Culture” (1994), he 
drew on his work during the 1970s as an 
executive for the national advertising firm 
N. W. Ayer and Sons, where he handled the 
General motors and American Telephone 
& Telegraph accounts. 

While researching “New American blues: 
A Journey Through Poverty to Democracy,” 
(1997) Shorris was interviewing inmates 
at the bedford hills Correctional Facility 
for Women in Westchester County, N.y., 
asking for their opinions on why poor 
people were poor. One inmate, Viniece 
Walker, told him it was because they lacked 
“the moral life of downtown” — meaning, 
she said, exposure to “plays, museums, 
concerts, lectures, you know.” It was at this 
time that both came to realise they were 
talking about the humanities.

 Shortly after Shorris wrote in a 1997 
harper’s essay: Poverty was an absence of 
reflection and beauty, not an absence of 
money. It was comparable to the experience 
of people chained to the wall of the cave 
in Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, he said: 
They see shadows on the walls, and assume 

that is all there is in the world. At the first 
Clemente Course meeting, “I passed out 
their reading assignment. Of course, it was 
the Allegory of the Cave,” he wrote. his 
seminal work that has had impact beyond 
the shores of America was Riches for the 
Poor (2000) where he discusses who the 
poor and dislocated within society are and 
what they see as their needs. This book 
reinforces the purpose for establishing 
Clemente Course in the humanities.

Visioning education: Clemente 
Course in the humanities
In 1995, Shorris established Clemente with 
25 students at the Roberto Clemente Family 
Guidance Center in the east Village of 
manhattan-New york. The impact of the 
program was soon recognised with earl 
being awarded the uSA National humanities 
medal in 2000 presented by President bill 
Clinton. Since 1995, the program has been 
introduced in more than 20 cities around 
the country, as well as in Canada, Australia, 
Sudan, South American countries and korea. 
In small student groups of up to 20, several 
thousand have tackled the program’s rigorous 
readings and explications of Aristotle on logic, 
Plato on justice and kant’s theory of morality. 
The program is at no cost to the students with 
the learning sessions provided within the 
community and the social supports required 
by the students are made available to them  
as needed. 

For every location, the student base is the 
same: the poor and unemployed, low-wage 
workers, those suffering from mental health, 
ex-convicts, addicts and the homeless. 
Shorris acknowledged that Clemente scored 
many wins and many losses. Some students 
were inspired, others continued their 
commitment to learning and re-engaging, 
some did not, some died, and some went 
on to earn bachelor’s and graduate degrees. 
his idea was to teach the ultimate skills: 
reflection and critical thinking, as taught by 
the humanities. “If the multigenerational 
poor are to make the leap out of poverty, 
it will require a new kind of thinking — 
reflection,” he wrote in 1997. “And that is 
a beginning.” The study of the humanities, 
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he said, is “in itself a redistribution of 
wealth.” This is very different to the 
policy directions of government which 
emphasises living skills, work skills, and 
vocational education.

New horizons  
- Shorris in Australia
In 2003, earl was invited by members of 
the Sydney St Vincent de Paul Society to 
speak about the possibilities of such an 
educational philosophy and approach to 
bring new learning, joy and vision to the 
poor within Australia. Through his talk at 
Sydney Grammar earl Shorris generated 
comment and thought regarding new 
ways in which higher education could be 
delivered to the poor, to the streets and into 
the lives of many Australians who so often 
did not feel that they had their natural right 
to access education. At the same time, there 
were those Australians who have graduated 
from university study but have fallen 
through the cracks due to addiction, drug 
and alcohol abuse, personal trauma. Across 
such a diverse range of people Shorris 
made everybody aware of the need for each 
person to lead a purposeful life where each 
can take a rightful role in the community. 
earl’s vision and his legacy is for this to 
occur with access education that brings 
about opportunity and choice, engendering 
hope and future dreams. 

A new beginning  
- Clemente Australia
In August 2003, Australian Catholic 
university (ACu) with the St Vincent 
de Paul Society took up the challenge of 
earl Shorris commencing an adaptation 
of Clemente in east Sydney at Vincentian 
Village. In the years since - through the 
collaboration with other not for profit 
agencies, other universities and the broader 
community - Clemente has become a 
community embedded socially supported 
university program across nine Australian 
locations. Clemente uses existing and 
available resources in innovative and cost 
effective ways. It shares a commitment 
to enabling and empowering people 

experiencing disadvantage through 
university education in small classes with 
a focus on the humanities subjects. These 
classes focus on discussion, interaction  
and rigorous conversations - a Socratic 
approach to teaching and learning that 
provides opportunity for students to give 
voice to their experiences in the context of 
their learning. 

Clemente Australia, continues to give new 
expression to the spirit of Shorris’s vision, 
expressing it in a distinctive way within 
Australian contexts. by 2012 Clemente 
Australia has involved more than 500 
students aged 18-70 across all sites. Of 
these, 86 have graduated and continued 
with further educational choices.

People who enquire about Clemente 
express a hope for a further degree of 
stability in their lives and are conscious 
of the personal educational risk they 
are taking in considering the program. 
The students are typically people who 
have experienced disadvantage or 
marginalisation from society. They must 
be at least 18 years of age. Students come 
from a variety of academic backgrounds; 
some will have limited formal education 
while others have postgraduate education. 
many students encounter medical, 
financial, or material adversities.

The basic requisites for students enrolling 
in Clemente Australia are:
•	 A desire to learn;
•	 A willingness to commit to learning 

[initially to a 12 week program];
•	 A literacy level sufficient to reading a 

newspaper; and
•	 A degree of ongoing stability in their lives.

Students study one subject at a time 
across 12 weeks. upon completion of four 
subjects, students receive a non-award 
university Certificate, approved by the 
institution’s Academic board, that can 
provide a pathway for entry into further 
undergraduate study. 

Clemente Australia differs from the 
original offering of Clemente in important 
ways. First students are formally assessed. 

Grading and assessment is considered to 
be an important feature of promoting and 
maintaining the credibility of Clemente 
as an academically approved course 
rather than a welfare intervention, for 
example. Second, the humanities units 
on offer are not as prescriptive as those 
originally proposed by Shorris. Rather, they 
have varied from site to site depending 
upon student interest and teaching staff 
availability. Third, there are no maximum 
age restrictions on who can participate 
with the minimum commencement age 
being 18 years. Fourth, Clemente Australia 
has benefited from the introduction of 
Learning Partners who assist students in 
their re-engagement with others as well 
as with their academic learning. These 
learning partners are volunteers from 
different parts of the community, .

A living legacy - Where does 
the future lie for Clemente 
Australia?
earl Shorris’ vision continues to inspire us 
in Australia. The challenge which he laid 
at our feet in 2003 has been taken up and 
people’s lives, including our own, have been 
changed. The ways in which the St Vincent 
de Paul Society, Australian Catholic 
university and others have brought 
about initiatives and provided ongoing 
support in education for the homeless and 
marginalised have provided a foundation 
upon which to build further. Clemente 
Australia must be organic not static…it 
has to grow and change to meet the needs 
of people. It is not a program that is just 
delivered to people - it evolves as each 
person comes to know the other in new 
ways and appreciates new possibilities for ‘a 
fair go’ for all Australians. Questions have 
been raised as to the educational rights 
of prisoners, refugees, single parents and 
the Indigenous peoples. The question and 
choice for us, as an Australian community, 
is how we take further the challenges of the 
poor as new expressions of the vision of 
earl Shorris. ◆

more details through: www.clementeaustralia.com.au
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There are several firsts 
attached to the pleasant 
Sydney suburb of Daceyville. 
It was built as the first public 
housing scheme in Australia 
(1912). It was our first garden 
suburb, designed to provide 
green and healthy surrounds 
in place of the crowded, 
unsanitary accommodation of 
the city. It contained Australia’s 
first suburban cul-de-sac. And 
it was the first suburb to be 
named after a member of the  
St Vincent de Paul Society.
J. R. Dacey (1854–1912), who belonged to 
Our Lady of mount Carmel Conference at 
Waterloo in inner Sydney, has another first 
attached to his name. he was leader of the 
first St Vincent de Paul youth conference in 
Australia, established in 1886.

The mount Carmel youth conference was 
known as an ‘Aspirant Conference’ and 
Dacey’s role, as a man in his early 30s, was 
one of ‘superintendence’. We don’t have 
records of those first youth members, 
other than their numbers, six to start with, 
increasing to twenty-six in the first year, 
aged 12 to 17, and all boys. but we do 
know something about the two men who 
organised them.

The President of Dacey’s Waterloo 
conference and founder of the Aspirant 
Conference was T.m. (Thomas michael) 
Williamson (1853-1921), a noted figure in 
our early history. A keen Redfern cricketer 
in his youth, he became a prominent 
lawyer and Vice-President of the Particular 
Council of Sydney, precursor of today’s 
NSW State Council. Like several early 
leaders of the Society, he had his troubles 
with the law, but he seems to have been a 
man of ideas and initiative who did a great 
deal of good.

J.R. (John Rowland) Dacey (1854–1912) 
was born in Ireland and grew up at 
kyneton in Victoria. A newspaper 
obituary remarked of him: ‘he was born 
in Cork 57 years ago, but as he came 
out to the colonies at the age of 3 he was 
practically an Australian’. he became a 
blacksmith in Victoria and later, in Sydney, 
a coachmaker. 

Williamson and Dacey reflected 
something of the world in which the 
Society’s early leaders moved. many 
were active in politics. both Dacey and 
Williamson were members of an emerging 
class of Catholics active in the Labor 
movement. In those days the Labor 
movement stood for the poor and the 
workers, and Catholics were plentiful in 
such quarters.

both Williamson and Dacey served on 
their local councils, both became mayors 
at various times - Williamson of Redfern, 
Dacey of the neighbouring Alexandria 
council - and both became members of 
Parliament. Dacey continued in politics, 
eventually rising to become Treasurer in 
the NSW State Government (1911-1912) 
before his early death.

These early political activities did 
not prevent their involvement 
with the St Vincent de Paul 
Society. Dacey was running a 
small business and serving on the 
local council at the same  
time that he was running the 
youth conference.

According to the historian, 
bede Nairn, Dacey’s politics 
were influenced by the famous 
social justice encyclical, Rerum 
Novarum, issued by Pope Leo 
XIII in 1894, which defended the 
rights of workers. ‘In the cause 
of Catholicity and justice to all’, 
wrote the obituarist, ‘his opinions 
were never hidden behind a mask 
of hypocrisy’.

housing was long an issue for 
Dacey. he campaigned for 
twenty years for government to 

provide low-cost housing for workers, and as 
Treasurer he set about establishing a model 
suburb for that purpose. For his pains he was 
accused of socialism. 

Daceyville, as the suburb became known, 
unofficially before Dacey’s death and officially 
after, was the first government attempt 
in Australia to provide decent, affordable 
housing for workers and their families in the 
face of the free market, private landlords  
and high rents.

Dacey did not live to see it through. 
A popular man, liked by both sides of 
Parliament and members of the public, 
‘a man of rugged honesty and personal 
worth’, he died unexpectedly young. he 
left very little money. his funeral was huge, 
the procession a mile long and taking 
nearly three hours to pass from St brigid’s, 
marrickville, to the botany Cemetery, 13 
km away. Thousands lined the street. St 
Vincent de Paul luminaries were there, like 
‘the boot king’ Paddy minahan, the architect 
Jack hennessy, the judge Charles heydon, 
and spiritual director Father Ginisty Sm. So 
were the Governor and most of the NSW 
Government. One likes to think members of 
that early youth conference were also there. ◆

J. R. Dacey

Daceyville, NSW
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reflection

A reflection and expression of 
gratitude from some Lismore 
Central Council Vincentians.
As members of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society we know only too well what it is like 
to have little or no spare time.

This is why it is important to remember that 
time spent alone with our God should never 
be seen as spare time but rather should have 
pride of place in our busy lives.

It is helpful for us to put aside time as a 
community to eat and drink at the Table 
of the Lord and to nourish our hearts with 
Sacred Scripture and reflection.

Sometimes it really helps us not only to put 
aside a special time to do this but also to 
have a special place where we can do this.

For the past sixteen years (spanning four 
Councils) the Society’s Lismore Central 
Council has been richly blessed by the 
ministry of Fr. bill mills and Presentation 
Sister Joan Reynolds.

At a gathering to say farewell for a job well 
done 75 Vincentians gathered at Alstonville 
to celebrate the unique way in which this 
dynamic duo have shared the precious gift 
of spirituality in the lives of many Lismore 
Diocese Vincentians over many years. 

Current Spiritual Advisor, margaret Loker 
and her team were able to organise this 
wonderful event to share and reflect on 
the many stories of how these two special 
people were able to change lives and assist 
many of us in the everyday challenges of our 
beautiful Vincentian vocation.

It was pleasing that current Central Council 
President, brian Goodall, along with past 
Presidents, kevin Walsh, and Norm moore 
were present (with an apology from John 
Denehy), to share just how much of a 
spiritual influence and guidance bill and 
Joan had on their respective Councils. 
Norm moore recalls fondly the many 
Retreats which were always well attended in 
a spirit of friendship and goodwill ending 
with a very special mass celebrated by Fr. 
bill – even the ones with Fr. bill with his 

arm in a sling and also the neck brace which 
he had to wear for many months following 
his argument with a flight of stairs. All 
Vincentians, without exception, left these 
retreats feeling spiritually refreshed and 
ready to tackle the ongoing challenges in 
their day-to-day lives. Also each Diocesan 
Council meeting concluded with a special 
mass celebrated by Fr. bill and the special 
songs were very much Sr. Joan’s work and 
were always a fitting conclusion to our 
meetings. These special times were always 
geared towards helping us “live the Gospel 
message by serving Christ in the poor”.

Somehow all this involvement with the 
St. Vincent de Paul Society was achieved 
whilst running a Retreat house, Mamre, at 
mullumbimby. many of those attending the 
gathering have been to individual Retreats 
held there. bill and Joan were always 
accessible to all to help out on a personal basis 
whenever family or personal issues arose. 

between them, Fr. bill and Sr. Joan have 
notched up more than 100 years of 
commitment to their ministries in the 
community of Christ’s followers. Along the 
journey they have gathered a great deal of 
wisdom and knowledge and this is what they 
share in their simple, unassuming way.

The spirituality they have shared is very 
much something that is caught rather 
than taught. They are humble examples of 
attentive listening to the sound of the “still, 
small breeze” (1 kings 19:12) through which 

the Sprit of God is present in our lives. This 
has been so nourishing to so many of us as 
we go about our busy activities. Through 
their gentle leadership we have developed 
the habit of being attentive to the presence 
of God in the sacred ordinariness of life in 
the world.

As one Vincentian put it:

‘Father bill and Sr Joan took us to new 
spiritual places, gently encouraged us 
towards spiritual maturity, challenged our 
thinking, introduced us to the universe 
Story, asked us “how big is Our God?” and 
always energised us for the work ahead. They 
affirmed us as lay people “working to shape 
a more just and compassionate society,” and 
empowered us to take on leadership roles.’

And as another Vincentian concluded: 

“bill and Joan go together like a leaf on a 
tree, there is a partnership of togetherness 
that has made these two wonderful people a 
legacy, over many years, for Vincentians of 
all ages, yes! creeds and cultures.

“We who have experienced their friendship, 
their outstretched hands and, when all 
seemed lost and broken, their unconditional 
love, will forever be blessed. Whenever or 
wherever you find yourself wanting, the 
hearts and healing of these two of God’s 
Ambassadors will always be there for you. 

“For your Love, understanding, Friendship 
We ThANk yOu.” ◆

Be Still and Know that I am God (Ps 46:10)

Front Row: (L to R) bill Johnston, bill, Joan, brian Goodall.  
Back Row: (L to R) Tom Fitzgerald, Norm moore, kevin Walsh
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The Eucharistic rosary designed by the 
Vatican rosary makers will be sent out 
to all those who give a donation of 
$15 or more and tick this box.

SVDP Record

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

Seminarians studying in Nigeria


