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Poetry

Prose
“Poetry is a deal of joy and pain and wonder,  
with a dash of the dictionary.” – kahlil gibranthe sign of the cross

Just the little donkey, long eared with gentle eye? 
Most people simply smile, then they pass me by. 
But if you pause a moment and gaze upon my back 
You’ll be amazed to see a cross, etched there, in black.

It is a badge of honour and I carry it with pride 
Awarded long ago, the day the Master died. 
When God sent down His Son, no proud and graceful steed, 
But a humble little donkey was the one to meet His need.

I was there to carry Mary to that stall in Bethlehem; 
Saw the Miracle of Christmas, then hastened off with them 
From the tyranny of Herod into a foreign land. 
I carried them with honour. It was the Lords command,

Then, early on a Sunday two men led me away 
And smiling told my owner “The Lord needs him today.” 
With pride I carried Him along the palm strewn street. 
“Hosanna” cried the crowd, their cloaks thrown at my feet

A day of joy and wonder. Oh, how special did I feel! 
I brayed to all about. I made the heavens pea1. 
Until that fateful Friday, the day the sky turned black; 
Christ struggled to Golgotha – a cross upon his back. 
Into town I hurried. My body shook with fear 
At the angry mob. I heard them scream and jeer. 
Saw your battered body, thorn-crown on your head; 
Saw you fall and stumble; saw the way you bled.

I tried to reach you, Master to help you bear your load 
But there was no way through the crowd along the road 
With heavy heart I waited until the evening came. 
Then crept up to the cross, weeping tears of shame.

I should have borne that cross. I could have eased your pain. 
Then came a Heavenly whisper, a gentle sweet retrain. 
“God will reward the humble. They shall rise up tall. 
And you who seek to serve, God blesses, most of all.”

From behind the cross, as I sadly turned away, 
The setting sun sent forth a final brilliant ray. 
And the shadow of that cross fell upon my back. 
Now I carry it for Jesus, forever, there, in black.

Wa bush poet, Kerry lee

a child’s Joy
Little child, peering round the door 
To the turn in the village lane, 
Hopeful, intent, awaiting 
His abba’s coming home at dusk.

He sees someone at the turning! 
‘B-baa’ shrilly cried propels him, 
With unsteady, heedless steps, 
Into the sweep of lifting arms.

Swung high, wide-eyed, he waits the thrill 
Of falling, lightly-firmly held,  
Into that embracing joy 
His arms lay claim to as his own.

At Christmas, as through the coming year, 
May you find warm, enfolding love, 
Lifting you with Father’s strength 
Sustaining you in gifted peace.
this poem was written by the late fr Kevin cronin sJ  
for his friends for christmas 2007. 
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As a members of the Society, as individuals, and as members of our local com-
munity, we struggle with the challenge of addressing poverty, homelessness 
and social disintegration. In all these challenges mental illness looms large.

In responding to the poor, the term clearly encompasses a wider definition than 
destitution. There are many people who although they don’t see themselves as 
poor are nevertheless anxious, bitter, lonely, tired and sad. This is a different kind 
of poverty, hence a different kind of social justice is required. Social justice is not 
exclusively a matter of economics.
We must focus on doing what we can for the most marginalised but we cannot 
stop at sentiment – we must go on to act. It means we cannot seek the spiritual 
solely, but we must embody our commitment in an actual situation – in people 
and real events.
We are a Society of love but if you take justice away, you destroy love. You do not 
have love if the beloved is not seen as a person whose dignity must be respected.
Our work is unique in that we provide material assistance to people in their 
homes but we must strive to be agents of change in our society, not merely resist-
ing unjust structures and arrangements but actively undertaking to reform them.
Perhaps this Christmas we should also consider buying more simply, to be men 
and women who will resolutely set themselves against the tide of our consumer 
society – a society whose greed has caused the current worldwide financial crisis 
which will affect those who are most vulnerable.

***
In this issue it is a pleasure to publish an edited version of the inaugural  
National Social Justice Lecture “Social invisibility”. This lecture is held in 
honour of the person who founded the St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia 
in 1854, Fr Gerald Ward.
It was presented by the former Chief Justice of the High Court, Murray Gleeson. 
We were also especially privileged that the Archbishop of Canberra/Goulburn 
Mark Coleridge was the respondent.

***
The Society launched its foundation in late October and Dr John Falzon’s article 
gives the rationale for this important initiative.
This innovative project provides an opportunity for State and Territory Councils 
to act cooperatively as Australians in sharing more fully with each other.

***
May all our members, volunteers, donors and readers of The Record find this 
Christmas, warm enfolding love, lifting you in God’s strength, sustaining you in 
gifted peace. 

syd tutton 
national President 
st Vincent de Paul society
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Visitation  
the key

Clém is excited about the new 
‘Family Friends’ program that began 
in the Widford Conference in April 
this year, and connects Vincentians 
with families who could do with 
some friendly support. The program 
is parish based, but supported by 
the Society.

“The method used is simply to 
befriend somebody. It has nothing 
to do with welfare, giving money 
or spending money. It’s just being a 
friend to somebody, making regular 
visits, making phone calls, and get-
ting to know the children.”
While Family Friends is not an 
evangelisation program, the friend-
ship offered through the parish and 
the Society encouraged a mother of 
five to have her children baptised.

“It’s a beautiful story,” said Clém. “By 
befriending somebody, we’ve been 
able to bring somebody back to the 
Church. I think that’s is what Family 
Friends is all about. I think it is a nice 
little program.”
Clément enjoys spending his time 
with his wife Cavell, their daughter 
and looking after their young 
grandson. 

Australian Religious Diary 2009

‘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 2007 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 2009  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 0000

A u s t r a l i a n
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Western Australia’s new State 
Council President, Joseph 
Clément Astruc (known as 

Clém), has a very clear reason why he 
joined the St Vincent de Paul Society 
in Zambia 35 years ago.

“It was in my 20’s while I was living in 
Zambia that I received a very personal 
call to join the St Vincent de Paul 
Society and offer care and support to 
people in need,” Clém said.

“I believe this decision came after 
witnessing the plights of many 
impoverished people while attending 
mass in a shanty township in Zambia, 
seeing and experiencing the hardship 
and struggles these people endured, 
prompted my urge to put my faith 
into action and to serve the sick and 
those in need. This ongoing passion 
still exists in me today.”
He has an even clearer reason as to 
why he has remained Vincentian for 
so many years.

“You would kill me if you told me 
that I cannot do home visitations. 
For me, visitation is why I’m a 
Vincentian,” he said.
 “It is a very humbling experience 
just going into the home of some-
body. It’s something I can’t explain.”
Clém was commissioned as WA’s State 
Council President in August, taking 
over from Genevieve De Souza, who 
led the Society for a three-year term 
from 2005. 

“It has been a very busy time but very 
rewarding. I think meeting so many 

new people enriches your life in so many ways.”
On a recent retreat, Clém met two long-serv-
ing Vincentians – one had been a member for 
60 years, the other 55 years.

“When I look at my 35 service, I realise I 
still have a long way to go! But it gives me 
encouragement to keep going.”
Clém has had a diverse background in his 
professional working life yet has always had 
an interest in contributing to helping those in 
need around him. Between 1985-1994, he was 
the Vice President of a Rotary Club and in 1989, 
Clém was appointed the head of the first com-
mittee of the Cheshire Foundation in Botswana. 
This Committee proceeded to build a 
rehabilitation centre for 60 handicapped 
children whom the Patron of the first home 
was President Masire, President of Botswana.
He moved to Western Australia in 1999, and 
joined the Ocean Reef Conference.
In 2002-2006, Clém held the position as 
Vice President of the Australian Cheshire 
Foundation (WA). To these positions, and 
also his newly appointed position as the State 
Council President Clém brings with him 
broad experience in the fields of corporate 
management, finance, governance, marketing 
and advertising from his professional life.
The ‘boom’ in WA is just one of the challenges 
facing the Society in coming months.

“I think the boom has been good for some, 
but for those left behind I think the gap is 
widening. It puts more pressure on families. 
We are dealing now with a lot of sole parents 
who have no way of finding a job because 
they have kids and responsibilities. They have 
been left behind.”

By rebecca comini

above: Clém astruc
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Watt Cost for  
neW sCheme
the federal government’s 
carbon emissions trading plan will 
have implications for social welfare 
payments, writes gavin dufty.

With the release of the Rudd 
Government’s Carbon 
Pollution Reduction 

Scheme (CPRS) Australia has taken 
the first tentative steps towards a low 
carbon future. Of particular interest 
to the St Vincent de Paul Society is the 
design and extent of the compensa-
tion that will be offered to low income 
and other disadvantaged groups.
On this matter the CPRS green paper 
raises more challenges and issues than 
it resolves. The compensation mea-
sures proposed will possibly require 
a major redesign of the current social 
security and tax systems. 
This situation arises as about 35 per-
cent of carbon emissions are associ-
ated with the production of electricity, 
and with the very different energy 
generation mixes between the states, 
there are significant differences in the 
various states’ carbon footprints and 
hence cost impacts of this scheme.
For example the Australian Green-
house Office estimates that each 
megawatt (MW) that is produced 
in Victoria emits about 1.3 tonnes 
of CO (or 1.3 kg of CO per kWh) 
while each MW of power that is 
produced in NSW emits about 
1 tonne of CO (or 1 Kg of CO2 
per kWh). As such, a scheme that 
captures the carbon costs associated 
with the production of electricity will 
have a disproportional cost impact 
on consumer of electricity in Victoria 
compared to, in this case, NSW. 
These are significant implications 
for both the Victorian economy and 
its residents. It can effectively place 
a 30 per cent pollution premium on 
residents and business in Victoria 
when compared to those in NSW. 
This would naturally result in Victo-
rians experiencing higher financial 
impacts, and as such, the community 

reallocates funds to compensate for 
the impacts of the CPRS. 
Finally, the Federal Government 
could create a system where rebates 
and payments are assessed and 
delivered according to the various 
financial impacts of the CPRS in each 
state. As the current system delivers 
payments and rebates that are calcu-
lated on a national fixed level – that 
is all recipients in similar financial 
situation get the same payment 
– this approach would mean a major 
overhaul of the family tax benefit and 
social security payment system.
The St Vincent de Paul Society 
believes that while the current debate 
has focused on the design of CPRS 
the real challenge is in developing an 
equitable and flexible compensation 
system that adequately compensates 
all low income and disadvantaged 
households appropriately. 
The compensation system should not 
place pressure on the states to cut 
social services or assistance schemes 
to make up perceived or actual 
shortfalls in compensation from the 
Federal Government. Furthermore, 
the compensation arrangements 
should not introduce unnecessary 
changes to the current social sup-
port system that results in complex 
payments that vary significantly from 
state to state.
We strongly encourage the Federal 
Government to develop strategies that 
pass through the costs of electricity 
related carbon emissions in a manner 
that doesn’t disproportionally disad-
vantage low income households. 

gavin dufty is the manager Policy 
and research for the st Vincent de 
Paul society Victoria.

would expect the design of the compensation 
system to recognise this and provide the 
appropriate adjustments. 
This however is where the difficulty arises. 
The current social security system and the 
design of the Family Tax Benefit, both identi-
fied as key planks in the CPRS green paper, 
are currently constructed to deliver the same 
payments level across Australian states and 
territories based on household income and 
assets. The current system is not designed 
to compensate for cost pressure differentials 
that may occur between states. This role has 
been left to the state governments who make 
various state funded concession payments 
based on a number of criteria.
This poses a number of design challenges for 
the Federal Government. 
Firstly, the Government could use the alloca-
tion of the suggested free permits to genera-
tors to standardise the emission intensity 
across all states. This would adjust the costs 
and hence the various impacts across the 
states and make the proposed compensation 
more workable. It will however raise signifi-
cant concern from a number of quarters as 
the heaviest polluters get free permits. 
Secondly, the Federal Government could 
adjust pensions and compensation pay-
ments to reflect the average Australian cost 
increase but this would effectively result 
in more generous compensation payments 
being made to disadvantaged resident in 
states such as Tasmania, who only emit 
approximately 130 kg of CO2 per MW (130 
grams per kWh), while states with signifi-
cantly higher emissions will have a short fall 
in compensation payments. 
This would place state governments in the 
unenviable situation where they are left to 
fund this shortfall though enhancements 
in the current concessions system for low 
income households. This has the potential 
to impact on a state’s ability to provide other 
services, such as hospitals and schools, as it 
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inVesting in  
the future

On 22 October at the Sydney 
offices of Hunt and Hunt, the 
St Vincent de Paul Society 

launched its National Foundation for 
Social Innovation.
Those gathered at the event were 
addressed by Raymond James 
(National Council Treasurer), Brian 
Boyd (Managing Director, Payce), 
Lisa Bright (NSW State Council 
Youth Representative), Barbara Ryan 
(NSW State Council President), Jim 
Grealish (Victorian State Council 
President) and Syd Tutton (National 
Council President).

The Foundation will provide funding for in-
novative social projects to enable the Society 
to continue to challenge unjust structures, 
while seeking to build a more just and 
compassionate nation.
The leadership of the Society believes 
that fresh strategies must be developed in 
response to fresh problems. 
The St Vincent de Paul Society has decided 
to initiate a National Foundation for Social 
Innovation to be well-equipped to provide in-
novative solutions to the problems that arise 
from our socio-economic conditions.
The Society was started by a small group 
of enthusiastic university students in Paris. 
Many of their contemporaries probably 
dismissed them as being unrealistic and 
over-enthusiastic. The truth, however, is that 
they dared to dream the impossible. Their 
hearts were enflamed with a magnificent 
hope against all hope. They dared to not 
only dream the impossible but also to do 
the unthinkable: to take a stand on the side 
of the poorest and most despised classes of 
Paris in the early 19th century.
The launch of the National Foundation for 
Social Innovation is all about this passion 
for social change. The Foundation will offer 
our friends and supporters the opportunity 
to invest in a better future for marginalised 
people in Australia. 
The St Vincent de Paul Society across our 
nation will be able to use the funds from the 
Foundation for innovative projects that help 
build a more just and compassionate Australia.
The Foundation will provide a special focus 
on encouraging young Vincentians to 
propose socially innovative projects and to 
receive funding so that they can make their 
ideas a reality.
As Lisa Bright put it: 
“This will be an excellent opportunity for 
young people across the Society to express 
their creativity at the service of our sisters 
and brothers who are increasingly socially 
and economically excluded.

“It is also, I believe, a significant step 
in the direction of being able to 
reclaim that spirit of youthfulness 
that the Society began with. It is our 
hope that this Foundation will be the 
beneficiary of the wonderful spirit 
of generosity that we have always 
encountered in the broader commu-
nity. This will enable the Foundation 
to distribute the funds necessary to 
really make a difference to society.”
Brian Boyd, Managing Director of 
Payce Consolidated Ltd, introduced 
the National Foundation for Social 
Innovation with some highly perti-
nent observations about the current 
economic climate.

“We are entering a period in which 
we, as a nation in the global context, 
are being given the opportunity to 
re-think what it means to be a society. 
We are being challenged to re-think 
what it means to build a society 
based on the common good. We are 
being challenged to think differently 
about the purpose of prosperity and 
the value of people,” Brian said. 

“Nothing demeans people more than 
being left on the scrap-heap, neither 
included in the present nor empow-
ered to take control of their future. 
Such is the reality of poverty and 
social exclusion.
The launch of this Foundation 
tonight is a timely reminder to all 
of us about the need to invest in the 
things that really matter.”
He concluded his comments with the 
beautiful words of Nelson Mandela:

“Overcoming poverty is not a gesture 
of charity. It is an act of justice.
It is the protection of a fundamental 
right to dignity and a decent life.” 

dr John falzon is the chief executive 
officer of the st Vincent de Paul 
society national council

“it is also, i believe, 

a significant step 

in the direction 

of being able to 

reclaim that spirit 

of youthfulness 

that the society 

began with.” 
– lisa bright

By dr john falzon
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Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 
recognised the complexities of 
the issue of homelessness when 

he officially opened the new state-of-
the-art Ozanam Learning Centre in 
Woolloomooloo, NSW on Thursday 
6 November.

“There’s no one single path to home-
lessness, everyone’s story is different. 
Collectively it is a story of Australian 
disadvantage. Homelessness is a 
window into Australian disadvantage, 
and our response is a window into the 
heart of our community, a window 
into the heart and soul of our nation,” 
Mr Rudd said. 
The largest facility of its kind in Aus-
tralia, the Ozanam Learning Centre 
utilises learning and recreation pro-
grams to empower and equip homeless 
persons to successfully navigate the 
challenging transition back to sustain-
able independent living. 
It is an innovative addition to the 
37 homeless hostels, refuges and 
Outreach services the St Vincent 
de Paul Society currently operates 
throughout NSW and the ACT. This 
includes the Matthew Talbot Hostel, 
which has been a leading provider of 
care to homeless men in the Sydney 
inner-city for 70 years.
Mr Rudd toured the Ozanam Learn-
ing Centre, and met with a client of 
the Matthew Talbot Hostel. Alan, a 
38 year old, formerly homeless man 
demonstrated the practical side of his 
Certificate II TAFE course in hospitality. 

Building ConfidenCe
“Alan’s story is a great story where the rubber 
hits the road in this thing we call social justice,” 
Mr Rudd said. 

“The life of Alan is the life of each and every one 
of us. Potentially. The life of our wider family. 
Potentially. Or it’s the life of our wider circle of 
loved ones. Potentially.”
Mr Rudd used the opportunity of the launch 
to foreground the tenor of the government’s 
upcoming response to homelessness, following 
on from the white paper inquiry launched 
earlier this year. 

“The reason I’m pleased to be here in particular 
to support this new initiative,” said Mr Rudd, 

“is that the centre is consistent entirely with the 
direction we as a government now seek to take 
in dealing with the issue of homelessness.”
Mr Rudd outlined this policy direction, stating, 

“The government’s white paper on homelessness 
is built around three core strategies; turning off 
the tap, we want to stop people from becom-
ing homeless in the first place; breaking the 
cycle, we want to make sure that they do not 
experience repeated homelessness so they get 
out of homelessness permanently the first time; 
and connecting the service system to improve 
existing services and make sure that they work 
better together.” 
The Society’s NSW State President Barbara 
Ryan said Vincentians understood that services 
must grow and renew in order to address the 
ongoing social crisis of homelessness.

“The Society has seen the benefits of learning 
and recreation across our services statewide,” 
Mrs Ryan said. 

“Indeed, in 2005, the Society’s work in this 
area received national recognition when it was 
awarded the National TAFE Award for the 

most innovative course provision. This 
prompted our decision to consolidate 
this approach with a highly resourced, 
adaptive and centralised centre for 
excellence in education and recreation.”
Speaking prior to the launch, Matthew 
Talbot Homeless Services chief execu-
tive Helen Stirling explained the benefits 
of learning and recreation services.

“Our programs are designed to build 
confidence, facilitate self-expression and 
instil hope but importantly they help cli-
ents become aware of their abilities, cope 
with everyday life, and work towards 
independent living. We have had clients 
that have come to us with pronounced 
literacy difficulties but who have now 
rejoined the workforce. That could not 
have happened without education and 
the relevant support,” she said.
The launch of the Ozanam Learning 
Centre also coincided with the release 
of a supporting research paper, ‘Life 
Lessons – education and recreation as 
paths out of homelessness’, prepared by 
the researcher, Dr Andy Marks. The 
paper assesses the viability of learning 
and recreation programs in the broader 
context of homeless service delivery 
both in Australia and internationally.

“No longer is it solely a question of 
housing, accommodation and care. 
We are talking about a breakthrough, 
a way ahead for homeless services in 
Australia, in which traumatised people 
are given the resources and support 
they require to take control of their 
own lives,” Dr Marks said. 
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I’d like to share the Pakistan Literacy 
Project with you, to demonstrate 
how it has made a real difference in 
the lives of Pakistani people.

mary’s school
My first story is about a little girl I will 
call Mary. 
I met Mary when she was sitting 
with her friends on the floor of 
a little Church building. She had 
one piece of paper and a pencil, 
as did the other children. She was 
being taught to read and write by a 
dedicated woman.
I spoke to Mary through an in-
terpreter. She told me she loves 
her school, although by western 
standards it could hardly be called 
a school. There were no desks, no 
computers, no library, no science 
block, no art rooms and so on. 

The St Vincent de Paul Society’s 
Assist a Student Program is 
helping to transform the lives 

of young people in poor countries 
through education scholarships.
Aimed at breaking the poverty cycle, 
Assist a Student offers one-year 
scholarships to young people from 
families in need. The students are 
selected by local St Vincent de Paul 
Society members, and are given the 
finances to provide for their educa-
tion needs for one year.
The Pakistan Literacy Project was 
started by the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in Pakistan to go to areas 
within their country where students 
were denied schooling. 
The program has three aims:
•	 To give basic education to students
•	 To give employment to teachers 

who do not have any work

assisted 
learning

•	 To assist students who are away from home 
because of their family situation and need 
special tuition.

There is real shortage of education opportu-
nities for the poor in Pakistan. To ease this 
situation, the Society found people who had 
been educated and had married into these 
communities. The educated people were 
encouraged to teach others. This solved two 
problems – students were given an education 
they otherwise would not have received, and 
the ‘teachers’ were able to earn an income 
to support their families. The annual salary 
given to the teacher was between $12,000 and 
$15,000 Australian a year. 
In 2005 I traveled to Pakistan with James 
Lee, the 2004 Young Australian of the Year  
and director of the Bagong Barrio Education 
Fund, which assists students in the Philip-
pines. As we were checking on Projects 
and the Assist a Student Program we came 
across this wonderful program. 

the australian co-ordinator of the assist a student program, br doug walsh tells The Record about the 
Pakistan literacy Project, a joint special work of the society in the two nations.

above: Pakistan society President george, James 
lee and Br doug Walsh with with assist a student 
beneficiaries in Karachi, Pakistan

above: James lee with assist a student beneficiaries and the teacher (who 
is also supported by aas) in Kushpur, Pakistan

above: James lee with assist a student beneficiaries in lahore, Pakistan
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It was one room, where students sat on 
the dirt floor. Chairs had been brought 
in for this occasion as we were to 
meet parents. But while this room had 
nothing, it allowed Mary the dignity of 
telling me with pride this is her school. 
Mary told me she went to school 
every morning during the week to 
learn to read and write. She hoped 
one day to go to a bigger school. 
Mary told me that after three or four 
hours at school in this one room she 
returns home to assist her family.
She dreamt that one day she will be 
educated so she can marry and be able 
to teach her own children how to read 
and write. This little girl taught me how 
much we take for granted. Here she 
was, so grateful that she had her one 
piece of paper, a pencil and a teacher to 
educate her. She could not imagine the 
world James and I came from.
Her gratitude to the Society was 
evident in the welcome she and 
others gave us. A happy child grateful 
for what she has.
The teacher herself shared with me 
that the hours of teaching were from 
7.30am to 12.30pm. She told me that 
she was fortunate to be educated. 
When she first went to school it was 
difficult for her to learn as many of 
the children had been given basic 
education at home.

The children in Mary’s school will not have 
a chance to succeed in education unless this 
program continues. The teacher understood 
the plight of the 26 children in her group. If 
a child is lucky enough to a gain a place in a 
proper school, they must travel away from 
home and do well to hold their place. 
“I hope some of my students will make it 
but I don’t want them to fail,” the teacher 
told me. “I am grateful for the salary from 
the Society of St Vincent de Paul because 
it allows me to support my family as my 
husband has a very low paid job. The 
poor here are given jobs like sweeping the 
highway.” 

the nursing school 
Before James and I left Pakistan we were taken 
by Society members to a city where there was 
a nursing training school. The St Vincent de 
Paul Society assists this nursing school. 
I met a young lady from the same area Mary 
was from. She gave me hope that Mary one 
day can succeed in school thanks to the start 

that the Pakistan Literacy Project is 
giving her in a rural area of Pakistan.
Currently Australia is supporting 26 
teachers. Maybe by now Mary is at the 
big school and has entered our Assist 
a Student program. If your conference 
or regional Council wish to promote 
this project, or any of our Assist a 
Student programs, I would be most 
grateful. There is a great need for sup-
port between now and March 2009. 

for more information about assist a 
student, contact your state council.

Br doug Walsh is the national Project 
officer for the assist a student 
Program.

“education is the most powerful 
weapon which you can use to 

change the world” – nelson mandela

above: James lee with villagers from the Punjab region of Pakistan
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More substantial funding for the 
MDGs would help save the lives of 
up to 10 million children a year who 
die unnecessarily from the results of 
hunger and poverty. 
The side-lining of the social dimen-
sion at World Youth Day reflects 
a growing tension in the churches, 
between those focused on internal 
church matters and piety, and those 
engaged with wider issues of social 
wellbeing.
There is widespread concern in 
Christian circles that some religious 
leaders are not doing enough to 
promote their churches’ social 
teaching. One has only to consider 
the lacklustre response by church 
leaders to the long debate over the 
invasion of Iraq. Some bishops did 
speak strongly, but others remained 
silent or made token gestures. And in 
some of the largest dioceses, justice 
and peace commissions remain tiny 
or have been down-sized. 
Nevertheless, concern for peace and 
justice remains normative for Chris-
tians. On Social Justice Sunday on 
28 September the National Council 
of Churches distributed a statement, 
Faces of poverty, and the Catholic 
bishops, A rich young nation: the 
challenge of affluence and poverty in 
Australia.
Australians of many beliefs will be in-
terested in Pope Benedict’s forthcom-
ing document on globalisation. He 
will presumably stress that concern 
for social justice is an essential part 
of the Church’s mission, and must 
not be downplayed as if it were a 
secular rival to the Gospel. 

fr Bruce duncan cssr is one of 
the founders of the advocacy group, 
social Policy connections, and 
director of the new yarra institute 
for religion and social Policy, based at 
yarra theological union in melbourne. 

this article first appeared in eureka 
street, www.eurekastreet.com.au.

World Youth Day proved 
a powerful experience 
for many, and the happy 

informality of the tens of thousands 
of young people became infectious 
in Sydney, irrespective of people’s 
religious beliefs.
Rock stars would have envied Pope 
Benedict’s ability to draw such vast 
crowds, but many Church personnel 
were perturbed that a great oppor-
tunity was lost to demonstrate how 
intrinsic to the Gospel was concern 
for peacemaking, social justice and 
ecological sustainability.
The irony is that many younger 
people are passionately concerned 
about such matters, as Bono and the 
U2 rock group can attest with their 
mobilising of younger generations 
about hunger and the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). 
Yet the main World Youth Day events 
failed to highlight Jesus’ message in 
the Last Judgment parable that God 
will judge us on how we have re-
sponded to the needs of the poor, sick, 
hungry and imprisoned. Jesus meant 
to shock his hearers: piety is worthless 
in God’s eyes if it ignores one’s social 
responsibility, since God identifies 
intensely with people in distress. 
World Youth Day offered an un-
precedented chance to demonstrate 
how directly religious beliefs bear 
on urgent social issues: social equity, 
world hunger, the energy crisis and 
global warming, the MDGs and 
peacemaking, all issues critical in 
the eyes of the Pope.
True, Benedict congratulated the 
new Australian government for its 
apologies for injustices against our 
indigenous peoples and commended 
Australia’s role in international 
peacekeeping. Later he added that 

“non-violence, sustainable develop-
ment, justice and peace, and care 
for our environment are of vital 
importance for humanity”. But these 
crucial themes then vanished from 

centre stage, though many smaller events on 
the margins dealt with such issues, especially 
those organised by religious orders or social 
agencies like Caritas or Vinnies.

The neglect of the Church’s own social justice 
teaching was doubly puzzling, since Benedict 
has spoken often on world poverty, climate 
change, the food crisis in many countries, 
along with threats from nuclear weapons, 
cluster bombs and the flourishing arms trade, 
including in small arms. 

soCial justiCe  
sidelined
What happened to urgent social issues at World youth day, asks bruce duncan.

Benedict frequently discusses these issues with 
world leaders. To French President Nicholas 
Sarkozy on 12 September he highlighted the 
role of religion in helping address social justice, 
protecting the environment and human rights, 
and peace and reconciliation among peoples. 
He wrote to British Prime Minister Gordon 
Brown in June, urging renewed determination 
to achieve the MDGs. And at his meeting 
with President George W. Bush on 13 June, 
the Pope raised the topics of the food crisis 
and the MDGs, globalisation and the recent 
economic setbacks, along with threats to peace. 
Benedict in April renewed calls to cut mili-
tary spending – currently at $US1.3 trillion 
a year, nearly half by the United States - and 
direct the savings into economic develop-
ment. Even five per cent of this amount could 
help lift hundreds of millions out of hunger 
and grinding poverty. 
Before the UN General Assembly meeting 
of 25 September, Benedict again appealed 
for urgent support for the MDGs. The head 
of Caritas International, Cardinal Oscar 
Rodriguez, welcomed the additional $US16 
billion pledged for the MDGs, but contrasted 
this with the rapid allocation of $US700 
billion to moderate the US financial crisis. 
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In late October this year Jonathan 
Campton, the Society’s National 
Research Officer, and I appeared 

on behalf of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society before the Senate Inquiry into 
Disclosure Regimes for Charities and 
not-for-profit organisations.
We were there to represent the inter-
ests of the Society as the Government 
considers what path it should take as 
far as regulating the charitable and 
not-for-profit sectors. Some people 
would like to see the establishment 
of a Charities Commission, such as 
the one that exists in the UK or New 
Zealand. Others feel that the current 
level of regulation administered by 
the Australian Tax Office is quite 
enough or even too much.
This might sound like fairly abstract 
stuff but it is actually very important 
that we get this right as a nation.
For us the key to getting it right lies 
in understanding the reason we are 
here; in other words, our purpose as 
an organisation. To understand our 
purpose we have to understand both 
the historical context in which we 
were founded and the social context 
in which we find ourselves today. We 
can never look at ourselves without 
looking at these two contexts. To do 
so would be missing the whole point 
of our reason for existing. So let’s go 
through this one step at a time as an 
exercise in clarifying what is most 
important to the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in relation to the question of 
taxation-treatment as well as what 
we should be disclosing about our 
organisation, and how we should 
conduct ourselves in the public arena.

We were founded in Paris in 
the wake of a cholera epidemic 

that swept through the slums of the 
poor in 1833. This was the context 
in which a young university student, 
Frederic Ozanam, and his friends, 
decided to act. This was the birth of 

the St Vincent de Paul Society. There was an 
incredibly strong conviction that the focus 
was not to be on the “hard times” themselves. 
Rather, the focus was to be on the people 
who were most vulnerable to the hard times. 
This was a non-negotiable for Frederic and 
his young companions. For them, as for 
the St Vincent de Paul Society today, the 
people who were pushed to the margins were 
precious. It was in the people that the first 
members of the St Vincent de Paul Society 
looked for God, and it was in the people that 
they found God. They did, however, insist 
that in order to really minister to the people 
there needed to be a rigorous understanding 
of the structural causes of these hard times. 
They were never blinded by the notion that 
charity would suffice. They also set about 
struggling for justice. They studied the social, 
economic, political and legislative causes 
of poverty and inequality and sought to do 
something about them! They were not con-
tent to settle into pre-existing ways of doing 
things. Frederic and his companions were 
not docile in the face of existing structures. 
Rather, they challenged these structures. 
They explored ways of doing things differ-
ently. They innovated.

Space does not permit a detailed study 
of the evolution of the Society as it 

became a global organisation. It found a local 
incarnation here in Australia, however, with 
astonishing speed, considering how isolated 
we were from Europe in the 19th century. 
Only 21 years after the founding of the Soci-
ety in Paris, Australia saw the establishment 
of the Society by Fr Gerald Ward at St Francis 
Church, Lonsdale Street, Melbourne.
Fr Ward suggested that the main reason why 
the first conference was established was for 

“the protection of male and female orphans.” In 
a submission to the government of the day, Fr 
Ward stated that the new conference aimed at 
“the relief of the destitute, in a manner as much 
as possible permanently beneficial and the 
visitation of the poor families.”

There is a common perception of 
charitable organisations that we are 

a comforting presence in a civilised society. 

The truth is a little more nuanced 
than that. We do give comfort to 
the people we assist. An important 
element of this comfort though lies 
in Gerald Ward’s rather telling choice 
of words. He wrote, in the aforemen-
tioned submission to government, of 

“the relief of the destitute, in a man-
ner as much as possible permanently 
beneficial…” This sense of doing 
something that, as much as possible, 
permanently changes the condition 
of poverty and inequality; this is 
the greatest comfort we can give to 
our marginalised sisters and broth-
ers. This is the real sense of hope; 
hope that another kind of society is 
possible; one that does not actively 
create and promote the growth of 
disadvantage and inequality. This 
is why, for the St Vincent de Paul 
Society, advocacy is not something 
we do as a side-show; it is absolutely 
intrinsic to charity as we understand 
it. Social justice, for us, did not come 
from abstract ideas and principles; it 
came from our practice of standing 
shoulder to shoulder on the side of 
the poor. As the scriptures put it un-
equivocally:  “…there should be no 
poor among you” (Deut 15:10). This 
encapsulates the struggle to build a 
society where poverty and inequality 
are effectively replaced by justice and 
compassion. As we struggle to build 
this society, however, we are obliged 
to tend to the needs of those who 
have been marginalised. In this sense 
we are called to be the hands of the 
God who “will surely hear their cry” 
(Exod 22: 23).

To challenge the old and create 
the new is usually a dangerous 

experience. The St Vincent de Paul 
Society in its early days found itself 
being criticized harshly by both State 
and Church for its brave stand on the 
side of the poor and oppressed. We 
continue to attract both criticism 
and support from diverse sectors of 
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Australian society. Our benchmark 
should never be based on either 
the bouquets or brickbats. It must 
continue to be based on whether we 
are being faithful to the poor and 
oppressed.

Poverty and marginalisation 
arise in new forms throughout 

history and according to the cultural 
context. We need to be sensitive to 
the changes in the manifestation of 
poverty as well as the changes in the 
causes of poverty. There are, how-
ever, some aspects of poverty and 
inequality that appear to persist as a 
common thread throughout history 
and across the globe. The biblical 
conception of poverty is a poignant 
portrayal of this common thread.
In There Shall Be No Poor Among 
You: Poverty in the Bible (2004), 
Leslie Hoppe, O.F.M states: 

“In the Bible as a whole the poor are 
not simply those with little or no 
economic resources but those who 
are powerless to control their own 
destinies. People are poor precisely 
because the people of means can take 
advantage of them.”
This biblical conception of poverty 
as powerlessness is coupled with the 
equally important biblical concept 
of social justice. In To Hear the Cry 
of the Poor: A Prophetic Challenge, 
A Gospel Summons (2006), John R. 
Donahue, S.J. notes that: 

“concern for the poor is a matter of 
justice, of right relationship to God 
and neighbour, and not simply of 
charity or love of neighbour. Dr 
Martin Luther King, Jr insisted 
that a true compassion is more 
than flinging a coin to a beggar: it 
understands that a society which 
produces beggars needs restructur-

ing…. In contemporary terms, we would say 
that poverty has been institutionalised by 
an economic structure and legal system that 
favours the wealthy.”

Socio-economic conditions are anything 
but static. We live in a time of great flux, 

with winners and losers. We are entering a 
period in which we, as a nation in the global 
context, are being given the opportunity to 
re-think what it means to be a society. We are 
being challenged to re-think what it means to 
build a society based on the common good. 
We are being challenged to think differently 
about the purpose of prosperity and the value 
of people. Nothing demeans people more than 
being left on the scrap-heap, neither included 
in the present nor empowered to take control 
of their future. Such is the reality of poverty 
and social exclusion.
Given all of the above, what is it that we are 
looking for in regards to the treatment and 
regulation of charities?
Charities are, of course, quite capable of 
being instrumental in the implementation of 
social control by the interests of the power-
ful. This has been demonstrated historically 
with the role of charities in developing and 
implementing the categories of “deserving” 
and “undeserving” poor.
The contradiction lies within charities, how-
ever, that we have also been a thorn in the 
side of those who exercise this social control. 
Everything is pregnant with its contrary!
We are all familiar with the term “faith-
based organisations” as a descriptor of a 
particular subset of civil society. I would 
like to put to you that we need to identify a 
new configuration: the emergence of “hope-
based” organisations and movements. 
Before we can share the common dreams 
of a fair and just Australia we need to share 
the common nightmares of those who have 
been left out or pushed out. Paternalistic 
programmes will not solve the root causes of 
poverty and exclusion in our country. Char-

ity has come to be understood as 
an essential ingredient in a modern 
market economy in order to catch 
the people who fall “through the 
cracks”. But charity is no substitute 
for justice. We must put an end to 
the creation of gaping holes rather 
than merely supplying stretchers for 
the people who fall through them. 
It is justice’s role to build the kind 
of society where everyone is truly 
included and no one is pushed to 
the margins.
By “civil society” I mean that space in 
society which is occupied by volun-
tary associations, churches, clubs, 
charities, social movements, and 
other non-government organisations. 
It is that sphere that is quite distinct 
from both business and government. 
Civil society organisations such as 
ours have a duty, especially inspired 
by scriptural imperatives, to stand 
on the side of the oppressed, that 
stratum of people who are systemati-
cally excluded from civil society.
To this end we support a strong civil 
society with the capacity to engage 
in the national and international 
dialogues on social change.
So when Jonathan Campton and I 
appeared before the Senate Hear-
ing we made the following points, 
which were carefully researched and 
prepared by Jonathan especially in 
the light of his legal expertise:

“The St Vincent de Paul Society is a 
charity in the traditional and modern 
understanding. It fits all legal and 
legislative understandings of a charity; 
in particular it is for the public benefit, 
benevolent, non-profit, altruistic and 
focused on providing direct relief to 
those experiencing disadvantage and 
advocacy on their behalf. 

“We are entering a period in which we, as a nation in the 
global context, are being given the opportunity to re-think 
what it means to be a society. ” – dr john falzon
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The Society in Australia is a member-
ship governed, democratic organisa-
tion that always strives for transpar-
ency and openness in all its dealings. 
We are, of course, already regulated. 
The ATO is considered to be a ca-
pable regulator that seeks to support 
the charitable sector.
We all agree that disclosure is a good 
thing. Therefore we must move to a 
wider discussion on what charities 
are here to achieve and how best to 
ensure that with disclosure regimes 
and regulatory frameworks. 
We believe this discussion should 
occur in the context of the Australian 
Government’s proposed National 
Compact.
The Society supports the simplifica-
tion of present disclosure regimes 
with a single national disclosure 
regime that is public.
The Society has experienced in 
other countries the introduction of 
increased administrative burden relat-
ing to disclosure that impacts on the 
Society’s ability to alleviate poverty. 
Disclosure must be sensible, mean-
ingful and purposive. Charities 
should provide enough information 
to allow a full and frank analysis of 
their affairs to be carried out. 
The Society understands that its funds 
are owned by the poor and that the 
Society is a steward of this resource.
Disclosure is about reconciling with 
the government, the community and 
more particularly the disadvantaged 
and excluded how the charity has 
expended funds.
At a state level a standardised 
national disclosure system would not 
greatly assist the Society as it would 
simply change existing requirements 

and create further compliance work. It is for 
this very reason that a national regime must 
be simple. Any national scheme that requires 
lawyers and accountants to operate beyond 
present levels will add significantly to the 
costs of a charity in delivering its service.
A national disclosure regime for charities 
must articulate the expenditure of funds to 
the public in a meaningful and comparable 
way between organizations avoiding a ‘one 
size fits all approach’.
A national disclosure regime must focus on: 
financial accounts; voluntary labour; donated 
goods; and service delivery standards (suc-
cess of the charitable purpose)
The cooperation of State Governments is cru-
cial to the success of any proposed national 
disclosure scheme. 
The Society leaves it to the Committee to 
decide whether different regimes should ap-
ply to charities and not-for-profits. We note 
the many differences between charities and 
not-for-profits. 
The Society supports measured sensible 
regulatory reform of existing regulators. We 
would likely support the establishment of a 
charities commission, but only after consid-
erably more consultation with the sector. 
The experience of the Society in England is 
worth noting in this respect. The extension 
of powers given to the Charities Commis-
sion meant that its volunteer members faced 
the real possibility of being summonsed 
before courts for failing to meet bureau-
cratic demands and were left unprotected 
from litigation as the Charity Commission 
prevented charities paying for directors’ 
liability insurance for volunteer directors.
Charities in Australia can be investigated, 
such as the recent example of Interpal.
The impetus for reform must come from the 
charitable sector. We agree with Professor 
Mark Lyons that it will require the lengthy 
involvement of a well resourced task-force. 
This task-force should include members of 

the sector. We have valuable knowl-
edge of the practical shortcomings of 
other systems, rather than simply an 
academic love for reform.
Charities must take a leadership 
role in any reform. The proposed 
National Compact would be an obvi-
ous context in which this could take 
place effectively.
The Society wants what is good 
for those we serve. This includes a 
healthy charitable sector and support 
of the community. 
National regulation in place of the 
current mixture of regulatory control 
does pose some difficulties for the 
Society. In particular, the Society’s 
separately incorporated state opera-
tions would all have the separate cost 
of compliance. 
The national regulator should have 
an educative advisory role before any 
enforcement role. 
We support a specialised legal 
structure that new charities can use 
and existing charities can choose to 
migrate to. Such structure must assist 
charities, not hinder their activities. 
Any new disclosure regime must 
have at its heart the twin objectives of 
enabling charities and empowering 
the people we serve.” 

dr John falzon is the chief executive 
officer of the st Vincent de Paul 
society national council
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social  
inVisiBility

retired chief justice murray gleeson delivered 
the inaugural gerald Ward lecture in Canberra  
on friday 7 november. 

“[A] worse regulated, worse governed, 
worse drained, worse lighted, worse 
watered town of note is not on the 
face of the globe; … a population more 
thoroughly disposed … to cheating 
and robbery … does not exist; … 
in no other place does immorality 
stalk abroad so unblushingly and 
so unchecked; … in no other place 
are the administrative functions of 
government so inefficiently managed; 
… in a word, nowhere in the south-
ern hemisphere does chaos reign so 
triumphant as in Melbourne.”
This appreciation of the capital of Vic-
toria was made, in November 1852, 
by a writer in the Sydney Morning 
Herald. It was quoted by Kevin Slat-
tery in his work on Fr Gerald Ward, 
the founder of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in Australia. It sets part of the 
context of Fr Ward’s great work. I am 
honoured to have been asked, by the 
St Vincent de Paul Society, to deliver 
this inaugural lecture in a series to 
commemorate the founder.

What can a recently retired Chief Jus-
tice contribute to an understanding of 
the problems of poverty, social distress 
and homelessness? These issues are the 
concern of a host of dedicated people, 
some acting professionally and others 
on a voluntary basis, in religious and 
charitable organisations, and govern-
ment and private welfare agencies, 
many with a high level of expertise and 
experience. Lawyers may bring some 
technical skills to marginal aspects of 
such work, but their professional skills 
are usually devoted to other purposes. 
The best I can hope to offer is a point 
of view from an outsider who greatly 
admires the work of the Society. That 
point of view may be of some use if it 
encourages reflection upon the nature 
and value of the Society’s mission.
Gerald Ward, an English priest, was a 
child of Irish parents. He arrived in Aus-
tralia in 1850. His task was to minister to 
Catholics in the new colony of Victoria, 
many of them Irish immigrants. Their 
numbers were increased by the gold rush 

of the 1850s. For present purposes, 
his principal work was in his capacity 
as a priest attached to the Church 
of St Francis in Melbourne. In the 
context of poverty and homeless-
ness, it is interesting to reflect on 
the conditions in Ireland from 
which many of those immigrants to 
Victoria came. I mention the subject, 
not only because it is part of the 
background to Fr Ward’s ministry, 
but also because it is a good example 
of the way a community sees, or fails 
to see, those at its margins.
Between 1840 and 1880, the popula-
tion of Ireland halved. The Great 
Famine, which commenced in the 
1840s, was followed by mass emigra-
tion, but about one million people 
in Ireland died of starvation and 
disease. The political and economic 
circumstances of the famine, and 
the resulting diaspora, are not 
relevant to my theme. The point I 
wish to make is simple. Nowhere 
– least of all in a small country 
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such as Ireland – is it possible for 
a million people to starve to death 
unobtrusively. It can be permitted 
to happen only if the human dignity 
of the victims has been lost from 
sight; if they have become in some 
way invisible. This concept of social 
invisibility seems to me to go to 
the heart of the problems which 
the St Vincent de Paul Society, and 
many other religious and similar 
organisations, attempt to relieve. We 
all have a way of looking through, 
or past, people whose condition or 
behaviour, or whose very existence, 
we find disconcerting. In social situ-
ations this may be very useful. Often 
it is better to ignore some forms of 
behaviour than to confront them. 
Some problems will go away if we 
leave them alone. There are indi-
viduals, and groups, who are skilful 
in demanding attention, whether 
from their neighbours or from gov-
ernment. They will not be ignored. 
Some of them have developed this 
skill to a level where they command 
disproportionate notice. Yet, like 
most skills, this one is not evenly 
shared, and those who have it in the 
highest degree are often the least 
deserving. All judges are familiar 
with certain kinds of litigant that 
occupy a disproportionate amount 
of court time. Yet they also know 
that some people with just causes 
lack the means even to approach 

the courts. People who are so poor as to be 
homeless are, typically, people who lack the 
human resources and skills to command the 
attention of others. Even when we are aware 
of their existence, we may not accept them 
as part of the scenery. Like the priest and the 
Levite in the parable of the Good Samaritan, 
many of us are adept at crossing the street so 
as to be able to ignore a disagreeable sight or 
a messy situation.
To return to Fr Ward, during his early years 
in Melbourne, and later on the goldfields, 
there were bodies that were set up to relieve 
poverty and distress within the Catholic 
population. He was aware of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society, which had been established 
in France in 1833, and in England in 1844. 
When he returned from the goldfields to 
Melbourne, and to the church of St Francis, 
he took the initiative in bringing the Society’s 
work to Melbourne. His particular concern 
was the need to protect and shelter orphans. 
In March 1854, he presided over the first 
meeting of an Australian conference of the 
Society. The first major work of the confer-
ence was the establishment of a substantial 
orphanage in 1855.
In a submission made in support of gov-
ernment assistance, Fr Ward described 
the principal object of the new Society 
as “the relief of the destitute, in a man-
ner, as much as possible, permanently 
beneficial”. This emphasis on the need for 
the relief to be “permanently beneficial” 
has a modern resonance. The aim of those 
concerned with homelessness is to identify 
and combat its causes, and effects, not to 

sustain homelessness and make it 
more entrenched. The challenge of 
providing assistance which relieves 
a social problem without becoming 
part of the problem itself was well 
understood by Fr Ward. Supporting 
homeless people is different from 
supporting homelessness.
The dimensions, and complexities, 
of the issue in Australia are well 
documented. In August 2007, Sr 
Myree Harris RSJ, of the Gethse-
mane Community at Petersham, 
provided a comprehensive response 
to a survey conducted in prepara-
tion for a meeting, held in the 
Vatican, on pastoral care of the 
homeless. She has been kind enough 
to discuss her response with me. 
She drew attention to the impor-
tance of the information, routinely 
collected by the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in the course of its activities, 
and stressed that the value of that 
information should be kept in mind. 
Sr Myree also referred me to the 
Report of the 2007 Churchill Fellow, 
Felicity Reynolds, on the topic of 
programs that assist vulnerable and 
chronically homeless people.
Chronic homelessness, as we see 
it in modern Australia, defies 
categorisation. For example, to 
seek to identify it solely as an issue 
of welfare, rather than an issue of 
health, may be misleading. From 
the material prepared by Sr Myree a 

“the challenge of providing 

assistance which relieves a social 

problem without becoming 

part of the problem itself was 

well understood by fr Ward.” 
– murray gleeson
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number of striking points emerge, 
which include the following:
1. Twenty years ago, the stereotype 

of a homeless person was a middle 
aged, alcoholic, male. Now, the 
homeless include women and 
children, and the males are as 
likely to be relatively young. Sr 
Myree said: “At Ozanam House in 
Melbourne, more than 70 per cent 
of the residents, single men, are 
aged between 20-40.”

2. A high percentage of homeless 
people have a dual diagnosis 
of mental illness and substance 
abuse. Sr Myree reported: “The 
closure of many large psychiatric 
hospitals has impacted on the 
homeless population in Australia, 
as elsewhere. In 1998, a major 
research study Down and Out 
in Sydney found that 75 per cent 
of the homeless population had 
mental illness, 23 per cent of 
homeless men and 46 per cent of 
homeless women had schizophre-
nia, 49 per cent had an alcohol use 
disorder [and] 36 per cent had a 
drug use disorder.”

3. It follows from 1. and 2. that the 
causes, and the consequences, of 
homelessness involve compound 
medical and social issues. This 
is not simply an accommodation 
problem which can be solved by 
a building program. The char-
acteristics of many of the people 
without housing make them 
vulnerable, and their situation in-
trinsically unstable. Such people 
are open to exploitation. Many 
of them lack the skills necessary 
to take advantage of housing 
opportunities. The kind of shelter 
they need is not merely shelter 
from the physical elements. The 
French have an expression, “sans 
abri”, but, except in its applica-
tion to relatively fit people living 
in rough conditions, the concept 
of shelter needs to be understood 
in its widest sense. The ancient 
term “asylum” now has unfortu-
nate connotations in respect of 
mental health, although it is still 
widely used in connection with 
refugees. In its original mean-
ing it signified protection, not 
custody. Sometimes when such a 
word loses its original meaning, 
society loses a value.

4. While affordability of housing is an impor-
tant part of the problem, and the National 
Affordable Housing Agreement will involve 
participation of the Commonwealth and 
State Governments, people with mental 
illness and a history of substance abuse 
have needs that extend far beyond rental 
opportunities, and they are unlikely to be 
stable tenants. Programs directed towards 
mental health and drug and alcohol abuse 
play a major part in government responses 
to the problem. Sr Myree pointed out the 
importance of:
•	 social housing
•	 emergency, short term and medium 

accommodation
•	 income support
•	 employment and training assistance
•	 health and mental health services
•	 services for people with a substance or 

gambling dependency
•	 services for people with a disability
•	 children’s youth and other community 

services.
Felicity Reynolds, in her Winston Churchill 
Fellowship Report of February 2008 said:
“Chronic homelessness is not just about a 
lack of shelter or housing. It is about discon-
nectedness from others in the community 
and about social exclusion.”
The role of the charitable bodies is not to 
duplicate government services, much less to 
compete with them. The Church, of course, 
has been providing care for much longer 
than any government, and it has resources, 
including skill and experience, that can be 
used in co-operation with those of govern-
ment agencies. Furthermore, much govern-
ment aid for the needy is channeled through 
religious and other charitable organisations. 
Even so, the religious mission of the Church 
has a direct and immediate connection 
with the point made by Felicity Reynolds. 
It is concerned with human dignity, and its 
opposite, social invisibility.
The Final Document which issued from the 
Vatican in November 2007, following the First 

continued from Page 15

International Meeting for the Pastoral 
Care of the Homeless, said:
“[The] needs of the homeless clearly 
[demand] both a human and ecclesial 
response. This [is] to be found not 
only in providing for basic necessities, 
but also in upholding their dignity as 
persons. Likewise the Church must 
develop a specific pastoral care which 
sees beyond the needs of a person to 
the person himself, for who he truly 
is, made in the likeness and image 
of God … Because of his condition, 
the person without a fixed dwelling 
remains unrepeatably singular and 
unique. In a society that interprets 
social relations as a function of 
obtaining economic gain, the Church 
takes upon itself the task of giving it 
back the value of a gratuitous relation-
ship and its most profound meaning.”
Sr Myree Harris, in her report, listed 
many Australian “ecclesial initia-
tives” although she said she was 
not aware of any national initiative 
set in motion by the Church. She 
described the work of Centacare 
Catholic Social Services Australia, 
its National Office in Canberra, and 
its member agencies, which operate 
over 500 programs in Australia, but 
said that it was individuals and reli-
gious congregations who tended to 
respond. One well-known example 
is Youth Off the Streets, started in 
1991 by Fr Chris Riley. Another is 
Marist Youth Care NSW. The list of 
such committed people and groups 
is impressive. It is important to 
identify what they have in common. 
They are impelled, not by a vague 
sense of unease and sympathy, but 
by a much more specific sense of 
vocation which is founded upon an 
idea of human dignity and worth 
communicated to them as religious 
teaching and inspiration.
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We live in a rights-conscious 
community that takes individual 
liberty and self-expression as its 
highest value. Unfortunately, there 
are members of the community who, 
permanently or temporarily, lack the 
resources and abilities necessary to 
survive and prosper in a competitive 
environment. Cardinal Clancy, in an 
address in December 2000, pointed 
out that “there are winners and 
losers in the struggle for self-deter-
mination”. He said: “Those who, for 
whatever reason, cannot meet the 
prevailing social norms and make 
their own way in the world are left ei-
ther devoid of the goods of society or 
dependent on the prevailing fashion 
of government welfare policy.”
This is not to diminish the importance 
of government welfare or medical 
policy, or the value of political action. 
Political action is itself an expression 
of public concern. Often political 
energy is necessary to mobilise 
effective resources. Furthermore, it 
should not be overlooked that, histori-
cally, charitable organisations have 
welcomed fiscal and other assistance 
which ultimately is based on political 
decisions. For example, the taxation 
benefits made available to donors, 
while not normally a matter of party 
political contest, reflect a public policy 
translated into political action and 
legislation. The other side of the coin 
is that religious and other charities 
relieve governments of burdens that 
would otherwise be very costly.
Even so, there is a limit beyond which 
political action, and government 
welfare and medical policy, cannot 
move beyond the prevailing ethos, 
which is one of individualism and 
mercantilism. Whether we like it or 
not, there is a strong inclination, in 
public discourse, to see the commu-

nity as a market place, and to see individuals 
as consumers. If a homeless person is seen 
primarily as a potential consumer of housing 
services, then from the viewpoint of a supplier 
of such services, the characteristics of many 
homeless people make them difficult to regard 
as satisfactory or desirable customers.
The market perceives individuals by reference 
to their capacity to produce or to consume. In 
such a perception, human rights are atomised. 
In every market, there are the strong and the 
weak; the winners and the losers. On the other 
hand, human dignity is bound up with social 
values that stress the importance of family and 
community. A society is not merely a collectiv-
ity of egoisms, each striving to assert its rights 
in competition with the other. It is a function 
of the Church, and organisations it fosters, 
to insist that the market’s limited perception 
of humanity must not prevail; to stress the 
value of human life and the dignity of human 
beings; and to maintain the importance of 
responsibilities as well as rights.
For a body such as the St Vincent de Paul 
Society, the market place is not the paradigm. 
When Fr Gerald Ward set out to protect 
orphans, his interest in them was as humans 
created in the image and likeness of God, not 
as consumers. Moreover, he was not respond-
ing to their assertion of individual rights; he 
was discharging what he saw as a responsibil-
ity, springing from the mission of the Church. 
It is the separate and individual dignity of the 
person which makes a claim on this responsi-
bility, not the capacity of the person to assert a 
right. People who are needy and in distress are 
often incapable of claiming or asserting rights, 
or of rewarding providers of services.
The most insidious aspect of a society that 
responds only to assertions of individual rights 
is that it looks past, or through, people who 
have no ability to make claims, or to back up a 
demand for goods or services with economic 
consequences. Such people tend to become 
invisible. They do not have the qualities that 
command attention and response. They carry 
no weight as consumers, or voters, or protesters. 

They can be ignored at little cost. Even 
when their welfare is acknowledged 
as a worthy subject of concern, it is 
likely to have a low priority. It may be 
regarded as a matter for discretionary 
spending, one of the first to be cut back 
in difficult economic circumstances.
It is the need to see these people with 
an unblinking gaze, and to recognise 
in them the dignity and value that 
comes from their human nature, that 
impelled Fr Ward and those who 
follow in his example.
I should mention, in conclusion, a 
topic of particular relevance to Church 
organisations, and that is the subject of 
inter-denominational co-operation. In 
past times, there may have been some 
element of sectarian rivalry at work 
even in charitable activity. Churches 
that rescued orphans might have set 
out, among other things, to rescue 
them from rival Churches. The time 
for that is long gone. This is now a pre-
dominantly secular society, and people 
whose religious conviction moves 
them to protect the disadvantaged are 
in a minority. There is every reason for 
them to make the most effective use of 
their resources by co-operation. Not 
only do they have, in combination, a 
wealth of experience, and commit-
ment from loyal supporters; above 
all, what they have in common is a 
conviction that it is a religious duty 
to see, and to respond to, the innate 
dignity and value life.
These brief reflections on the inspira-
tion of Fr Ward, and the work of the 
Australian Society that he founded, 
cannot do justice to the large and 
complex problem of providing for 
the homeless. They may, however, 
help to explain, and sustain, the ad-
miration for the work of the Society 
which is general in, and beyond, the 
Catholic community. 

“…the religious mission of the Church… is concerned 
with human dignity, and its opposite, social invisibility.” 

– murray gleeson
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Christmas aPPeal 2008
It’s hard to escape the fact that 

Christmas is quickly approaching. 
Shopping centres are full of ‘es-

sential’ Christmas gift ideas designed 
to pressure customers to spend, 
spend, spend in the name of giving.
But the holiday season can be 
anything but happy for thousands 
of Australians who struggle to make 
ends meet. Across the country, the 
St Vincent de Paul Society receives 
increased pleas for help from strug-
gling families at Christmas – which 
is why the Society’s annual Christmas 
appeal is vital.
Each State and Territory has its own 
approach to promoting the Christ-
mas Appeal to the general public, as 
shown below.

Western australia
The 2008 Christmas Appeal will be 
officially launched and blessed on 
Thursday 27 November at Burswood 
Park in Perth. 
The ‘Christmas in the Park’ event 
aims to highlight the growing need 
for assistance during Christmas and 
the New Year period while encourag-
ing the community to ‘help change 
someone’s story this Christmas’.
The launch enables the Society 
to thank and acknowledge local 
schools and donors for the generous 
support received each year with 
toys, vouchers, hampers of food and 
financial donations.

desks at major shopping centres. 
The donation desks have replaced 
‘giving Christmas trees’, which had 
previously caused security concerns 
for the shopping complexes.

neW south Wales 
The rising costs at Christmas in 2008 
compared with five years ago were 
highlighted at the launch of the New 
South Wales Christmas Appeal. The 
social justice snapshot compared 
figures for electricity, Christmas tree, 
petrol, food and the cost of visiting 
family for 2002 and 2008. 
Radio and press promotions for 
Secret Santa have also been arranged. 
In December, the Government’s 
white paper on homelessness is 
expected to be released, which will 
present a further opportunity to 
promote the Christmas Appeal.

Victoria
A family who was helped by the 
Society to have a happier Christmas 
this year launched the Victorian 
campaign. The appeal will be pro-
moted up until Christmas eve, with 
substantial commitments having 
been made to run our Christmas 
Appeal advertisements for free in 
the local press, on TV, cinema, radio 
and online. 
The Christmas Appeal will include a 
collection at the Wiggles concerts to 
be held at the Rod Laver Arena on 
Saturday 13 December. 
This year we have increased our Cor-
porate Toy Appeal, with more than 130 
companies approached to donate toys 
for families in need this Christmas.
Several conferences and Catholic 
schools will be collecting non-perish-
able food donations for use in our 
Christmas Hampers, which we will 
distribute to Victorian families in 
need over the Christmas period. 
A number of strategic stunts activi-
ties and promotional teams will be 
positioned around Melbourne 
encouraging involvement in the 
Secret Santa campaign, which will 
also be promoted by email, online 
and on radio. 

Formal proceedings will be followed by a 
sausage sizzle lunch and festivities including 
frisbee throwing, cricket and football and 
Santa arriving on a fire truck. 

south australia
The Christmas Appeal and Secret Santa 
Launch took place on 11 November at Whit-
more Square with Fred’s Van as the backdrop 
Businesses are being encouraged to take part 
in Secret Santa.
The roar of motorbike engines will be heard 
from Glenelg to Hahndorf as the Motorcycle 
Riders make a toy run on 14 December.
Christmas hampers and gifts will be collated, 
collected and distributed up to Christmas.
A ‘Big Box’ collection proposed for Central 
Market, supported by radio advertising.

Queensland
The Secret Santa appeal is going to take off 
in Queensland, with a quirky media stunt 
planned to launch it, together with the 
annual Christmas appeal. Businesses will be 
approached through direct mail and email 
campaigns promoting Secret Santa. 
Christmas hamper and gift collection drives, 
plus a campaign for the Tiwi Islands Education 
Appeal will also keep the Society busy in the 
lead up to Christmas.

 act 
In the Canberra/Goulburn Archdiocese, 
Secret Santa tickets will distributed to local 
laundromats for insertion in dry cleaned suits 
and jackets. The campaign will be further 
promoted with Secret Santa banners at local 
car park boom gates, as well as via a weekly 
email.
Additionally, the Christmas Appeal 2008 
will be supported by local volunteers 
through the staffing of donation collection 
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Pride of the south
John D’Souza, the State Council President of 
South Australia, has been awarded a ‘Pride of 
Australia’ award for community service. This 
distinction is awarded to 10 people in different 
categories in South Australia. 
John won the ‘Community Spirit’ category. This 
award is presented to a person or group ‘whose 
selfless, tireless and largely unacknowledged 
actions have enriched or improved the quality of 
life for a local community’.
The award is sponsored by the Adelaide Adver-
tiser and the Sunday Mail.

Vincentian family
In July the Vincentian family – that is, the 
Vincentian Fathers, Daughters of Charity and the  
St Vincent de Paul Society – gathered in Bathurst 
prior to World Youth week for a seven-day FamVin 
event. It was a positive enthusiastic spiritual 
occasion with participants from many countries.
At the conclusion there was a wish to keep this 
spirit of Vincentian spirituality ablaze in special 
practical work. A small group is considering 
projects to achieve this goal.

Vinnies President Pays a Visit
Collinsville in remote Northern Queensland 
hosted a festival meeting in September. Busloads 
of conference members and volunteers arrived 
from Proserpine, Canondale, Airlie Beach, 
Bowen, Ayr and Townsville traveling long 
distances. The special visitor was Syd Tutton the 
National President who presented certificates 
for years of service to members and volunteers. 
(Source: The Bowen Independent)

aWard for excellence
The Record received a highly commended from 
the Australasian Religious Press Association 
for 2008.
It was awarded for the article ‘Ethics and Climate 
Change’ by Fr Sean McDonagh (Summer 07/08). 
The judges noted ‘The Record’s presentation 
added impact and drama to the depth and 
perspective’ to Fr McDonagh’s article.

Community.
What an insurance company should be about.

 If you’re looking for a genuinely different kind of insurance company, 
one that cares for you and shares its profi ts with the community, 
you’ve found it. 
Call us today for an obligation free Building and Contents Insurance 
quote and affordable Personal Accident Insurance.

 This insurance product is issued by Catholic Church Insurances Limited ABN 76 000 005 210 
AFSL 235415. The Product Disclosure Statement is available from our website or by phoning 
us. You should read and consider the Product Disclosure Statement before deciding to buy 

or renew this insurance product.

1300 655 003    
www.ccinsurances.com.au
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northern territory
Christmas in the Northern Territory is filled with activities that raise 
awareness, support our appeal and ultimately serve those in need.
This year the Northern Territory Christmas Appeal will be sup-
ported by the usual resources including parish posters, envelopes, 
donor and acquisition mail outs and radio/TV ads. ‘Giving Trees’ 
will be established in the key parishes and schools across the 
Territory where the Society has a presence. These trees are tagged 
with donation options with the aim to collect food items and gifts 
for distribution to families in the days before Christmas by our 
conferences. The Giving Trees will also offer the opportunity for 
financial donations through the Parish Envelopes.
The Variety Club also holds a Christmas Party annually which we 
invite all children from the families we assist to attend.
Ozanam House will host its annual Christmas roast lunch on 
Christmas Day, which is always a wonderful gathering with many 
volunteers and patrons.  
The Secret Santa program will add a new dimension to our appeal 
and will allow us to distribute more widely across our younger 
audience and the corporate/social networks.

tasmania
The annual Tasmanian toy run is set to be held late November, 
ending at Campbell Town with the Shannon’s Classic Car Charity 
Run. Conferences and Catholic schools will be collecting food 
donations for use in our Christmas hampers, which we will 
distribute to families in need over the Christmas period. 
The Society also receives large donations each year from the 
statewide ABC Giving Tree program, and we are able to link our 
own Christmas Appeal promotion with this program. 

neWs in Brief
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When the Royal Mail 
Steamer Australia was 
shipwrecked at the 

entrance to Port Phillip Bay in 1904, 
her sailors found themselves facing a 
problem which resonates today – the 
exclusion of ‘foreigners’ by conten-
tious legislation. Then, as now, the St 
Vincent de Paul Society found itself 
helping those excluded.
At the turn of the century sea ports 
were mission zones, and Society 
members in Victoria were pioneer 
missionaries.
Their philosophy was simple. “If the 
fundamental work of the Society is to 
visit the poor in their homes, surely 
the home of the sailors is their ships,” 
wrote the Particular Council of 
Melbourne in 1902, “and in visiting 
them there and rendering that higher 
aid in ministering to their spiritual 
needs, we are fulfilling in the highest 
degree the noblest aims of the 
Society of St Vincent de Paul.”
The first Victorian conference to 
undertake a special work of minis-
tering to sailors was St Mary’s, Wil-
liamstown, founded in 1900. Two 
years later a conference was founded 
with the sole purpose of ministering 
at Melbourne Port.
St Augustine’s Sailors Conference 
was not attached to a particular 
church or premises. Its parish was 
the docks. Each Sunday a dozen 
conference members would divide 
the four miles of wharves into 
sections, allot each section to a pair 
of members and visit every vessel 
in port.

for sixty years, ministering to sailors at melbourne’s docks was a special 
work of the society, writes michael moran.

This was a substantial undertaking. For example, 
in 1904, the year of RMS Australia’s wreck, the 
conference made 442 visits to 170 ships.
The pastoral approach was simple: ask the 
cook. They would board a ship and go directly 
to the cook’s galley: “The cook is invariably 
a very agreeable fellow,” wrote the Particular 
Council. “He knows intimately each member 
of the crew, and the question is duly put to 
him: ‘Are there any Roman Catholics on 
board?’ He tells the name of at least one and 
the rest of the work is easy.”
Members would speak to every Catholic 
sailor, distribute reading matter (both sacred 
and profane), encourage Mass attendance 
and provide meals and entertainment on-
shore. Each Christmas St Augustine’s staged a 
big dinner for sailors. Its members noted the 
‘remarkable fact’ that crews of foreign ships 
were more likely to accept the invitation to 
attend Church than those of British ships.
RMS Australia, a P&O steamer, was a large 
and luxurious ship, at 3590-ton gross and 142 
metres in length the biggest of many to be 
wrecked off Port Phillip Bay. She was sailing 
from London to Sydney with 48 passengers 
and 224 crew. Her cargo comprised not only 
mail but also various other goods, includ-
ing “Boosey’s brass band instruments”, Irish 
whiskey and Indian tea. Most of the crew were 
‘Lascars’ (Indian) or Goanese.
She ran aground off Point Nepean in the 
middle of the night on 20 June 1904. Her 
sailors were isolated and detained under the 
Immigration Restriction Act, which imple-
mented the White Australia policy.
A similar incident had happened six months 
before when a bulk oil carrier, Petriana, ran 
aground off Point Nepean. Only her ‘white’ 
officers were allowed ashore. Petriana’s Chinese 
and Malay sailors were prevented from landing, 

put on another ship and deported 
immediately.
It was an unhappy time and place to 
be shipwrecked. The Commonwealth 
Parliament had passed an Act requir-
ing mail steamships to employ only 
‘white’ labour, putting pressure on 
P&O to stop employing Indian sailors.
The government’s treatment of the 
crews was controversial. However, 
they were “hospitably treated” by the 
members of St Augustine’s Confer-
ence during their detention. The 
conference also arranged for them 
to attend Mass. 44 Goanese sailors 
marched to St Francis’ Church under 
police escort, “and gave great edifica-
tion to the congregation”.
What happened to RMS Australia? 
After the wreck she was gutted by 
fire and raided by souvenir hunters 
and looters. The cargo was salvaged 
and auctioned in a sale which lasted 
three days. Perhaps the ‘Boosey’s 
brass band instruments’ are still in 
use somewhere but the Irish whiskey 
would not have lasted long. Some 
60 years later the remaining wreck 
was blasted by the Melbourne Port 
Authority to clear the channel. There 
is little of her left now. 
The Society’s intense focus on the mis-
sion to seamen in the first half of the 
20th Century has also faded into his-
tory. In the 1960s, as the Apostleship 
of the Sea, it came under the authority 
of the bishops. However, the Society’s 
responsibility to minister to the victims 
of injustice has not faded. 

michael moran is the national 
council archivist.

seafarers’  
solaCe Ph

o
to

 s
u

PP
li

ed
 B

y
 n

at
io

n
a

l 
C

o
u

n
C

il
 a

rC
h

iV
es

20    the record – sPring 2008

from the archives



Assist a Student is an 
education scholarship 
program aimed at breaking 
the cycle of poverty…

Throughout partner countries, local 
St Vincent de Paul Society members 
select students from families in need 
to be supported by the program. 
They receive a scholarship for 
one year and the money donated 
contributes to their education needs.

For more information visit  
www.vinnies.org.au

Assist a Student

Just 20 cents a day can assist them toward a better tomorrow.  
100% of your donation goes to the students’ education needs for one year.

Painful truths 
Thank you so much for the excellent feature by Vicki 
Clark on the apology to the Stolen Generations (The 
Record, Spring 2008). Vicki’s article was heartfelt and 
thought-provoking. It was also very challenging for 
me and, I’m sure, for many older members of the 
Society like myself. It is hard, but absolutely neces-
sary, to be confronted with so many painful truths. 
How sad that, as a nation, the Intervention was the 
best we could do in response to the conditions in 
the Northern Territory. Once again we are riding 
rough-shod over the rights of our Aboriginal brothers 
and sisters.
n. o’riordan, Brisbane.

youth insPired
I loved The Record’s focus on World Youth Day in 
the last issue (Spring 2008). As a young adult trying 
to work my way through uni I was inspired by the 
passion for a better world that characterised so 
much of your reporting. I found this to be much 
more helpful in understanding the real meaning 
of WYD than most of the news I heard elsewhere. 
I am not a member of Vinnies but I really admire 
your commitment to the cause of the poor in 
Australia and around the world. 
s. Paspaley, melbourne.

letters to  
the editor

not adVocating adVocacy
I do not agree with Dr Falzon’s opinions on the 
so-called responsibility of the Church to address 
homelessness (‘Locked Up’, The Record, Spring 2008). 
The Church exists to give glory to God, not to pander 
to the whims of advocates and activists. When are 
people like Dr Falzon going to realise that the Faith is 
not primarily about ‘social justice’?
I admire the charitable works of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society but I cannot condone its ‘advocacy’ 
activities. The poor need charity. They do not benefit 
one iota from advocacy. He dares to call homeless-
ness a ‘social sin’ and a ‘social crime’. He would 
be better off concentrating on issues of personal 
morality. These are the real sins and real crimes that 
seriously offend our Blessed Lord.
t. King, sydney. 

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

Post to: the record, Po Box 243, deakin West act 2600 or 
email to admin@svdpnatcl.org.au. 
everyone whose letter is published will receive a free book 
courtesy of david lovell Publishing.
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By fr greg cooney 

We are all familiar with the 
people who seem to seek 
the limelight constantly, 

who endlessly promote themselves 
and their successes, and who 
defend their opinions as if life itself 
depended on it. Such people would 
profit from a little humility.
But humility is more than avoiding 
such boorishness. It is also the ability 
to hear the subtle, veiled messages 
that come to us, even when they bear 
unwelcome and unpleasant truths, 
and to do so without rejecting them 
and becoming defensive.
When Blessed Frederic Ozanam and 
his companions began their service 
of the poor in the slums of Paris, 
they were confronted by some very 
unwelcome truths. The poor were 
suspicious of them and of their mo-
tives. Not only did they show little, if 
any, gratitude, they even threatened 
violence against those who sought 
to help them. Frederic explained 
the experience to his friend, Léonce 
Curnier, in these words:

“Our poor are cold and despairingly 
indifferent. ... They hold out their 
hands to receive bread, but their ears 
remain forever closed to the word we 
proclaim to them. O how often we 
speak kindly to people who drive us 
off with sticks, even though we could 
go to others who would listen and 
understand! But no; these are beaten 
souls, who always receive us in the 
same way, always with the same re-
serve at the end of the year as on the 
first day. People who are very careful 
not to contradict a single thing we 
say, but who, for all that, change 
none of their ways. The good done is 
among ourselves, who support and 

encourage one another. We are still only in 
our apprenticeship in the art of charity. Let 
us hope that one day we will become able and 
assiduous workers.”
People of lesser mettle and humility would 
probably have been offended, and left the 
poor to their own devices, but not Frederic. 
For him, as for St Vincent, humility was the 
linchpin of his spirituality. It enabled him to 
recognise that something divine was hidden 
under the cry of the poor.
Humility involves adopting the attitude 
of servant, seeing the poor as our ‘Lords 
and Masters’ and listening carefully to the 
sub-text frequently concealed under an 
unappealing exterior. It means letting go of 
the power that our position as a giver grants 
us, and of the structures that we employ to 
protect and comfort ourselves. Humility 
urges us to find our security, not in the 
structures of the Society, but in God whom 
we serve in the person of the poor.
That is not easily done, since no one relishes 
the prospect of being powerless, of being 
open to manipulation, of being used and then 
ignored and discarded. The idea that we could 
be a failure in our efforts to be generous and 
helpful to others is very unappealing.
Thomas Merton offered some wise advice 
about humility.

“Humble people can do great things with 
uncommon perfection because they are no 
longer concerned about incidentals, like their 
own interests or their own reputation, and 
therefore they no longer need to waste their 
efforts in defending them. Humble people 
are not afraid of failure. In fact, they are not 
afraid of anything, even of themselves, since 
perfect humility implies perfect confidence 
in the power of God before Whom no other 
power has any meaning and for Whom there 
is no such thing as an obstacle. Humility is 
the surest sign of strength.”

endlessly, foolishly  
and inCrediBly merCiful

There are at least two lessons that can 
be drawn from Frederic’s reaction. 
Firstly, he did not resort to blaming 
to the poor for their attitudes and 
actions. On the contrary, he recog-
nised that they were “beaten souls” 
who deserved mercy rather than 
condemnation.
Secondly, and more importantly, he 
recognised that he and his compan-
ions were the ones who had to do 
the learning and make the change, 
not the poor, and he had sufficient 
humility to admit and to say: “we 
are still only in our apprenticeship 
in the art of charity; let us hope that 
one day we will become able and 
assiduous workers.” 
Hearing the faint call of God in his 
unwelcome experience of serving 
the poor, Frederic, like the Prophet 
Samuel could say: “Speak O Lord, 
your servant is listening!”
The words of John Ruskin on humility 
deserve pondering:

“The first test of truly great people is 
humility. I do not mean by humil-
ity doubt of one’s own powers, but 
really great people have a curious 
feeling that the greatness is not in 
them, but through them; they see 
something divine in every person, 
and are endlessly, foolishly and 
incredibly merciful.”
It does sound very Vincentian.

fr greg cooney is the spiritual 
director of the national council, 
and Provincial of the Vincentians 
in australia (congregation of the 
missions).
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Moved by the desperate plight of Christians in the Holy Land and throughout the Middle 
East, the Catholic charity Aid to the Church in Need (ACN) has been supporting the country’s 
beleaguered Christian population.

Sadly, due to ongoing violence and 
oppression, the proportion of Christians 
in the Holy Land has plummeted from 
20 percent to as little as 1.4 percent in 
the last 40 years.

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

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

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

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

0Yes please send me the little olive wood crib*

Made of olive wood from 
the Holy Land, this delightful 
little crib scene is powerfully 
evocative of Christ’s birthplace.

The cribs are lovingly, 
handcrafted by poverty stricken 
families in Bethlehem and your 
donation helps them survive.

(Size:10.5 cm x 10.5 cm x 5.5 cm)

AID TO THE CHURCH IN NEED ... A Catholic charity  
dependent on the Holy See, providing pastoral 
relief to needy and oppressed Churches.

Help Keep Christianity Alive in the Holy Land and Middle East
Send To: Aid to the Church in Need, PO Box 6245 Blacktown DC NSW 2148
Phone/Fax No: (02) 9679-1929   E-mail: info@aidtochurch.org   Web: www.aidtochurch.org
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