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“The Christmas story should also 
remind us of the plight of mothers and children 

living in hardship, especially those who are fleeing 
persecution and seeking asylum in our country”

– Syd TuTTon, naTional PreSidenT
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LiTTLe chiLd
Little child, half clad, 
on hands and tiny knees 
exploring inch-by-inch the packed-earth yard 
beside the basket-weaver’s roadside home 
under a warming Indian winter sun;

weaver himself watching, 
delighting in his child, 
pausing at his finger-bending craft 
to wonder at such concentrated wondering!

Little child, eyes stilled, intent, 
fixed on a foot-square patch of earth 
as if discerning there some patterned 
craftsmanship, 
lost in its store of meaning;

till by sudden fall of shadow 
he is made aware 
that I am there, 
then beams on me a little child’s delight  
while holding up a tiny clutch of dust 
to offer me his new-discovered world.

May such a little Child beam out on you 
His offer of a peace-cane-woven world 
His peace, His world 
this coming Christmas-time;

then weave upon your heart 
such patterns of goodwill 
as have you live in Love  
the whole year through. 

Fr Kevin cronin SJ

cuRioSiTY
Lord, I know curiosity is not a sin, 
and because of this I can begin 
to ponder your glory from afar, 
and seek to learn how great you are!

What are you really like, O Lord? 
How can I possibly afford 
even to try to contemplate 
Your infinite and your perfect state?

O Glory so ancient, yet so new 
to what vast extent can I love you? 
With my heart and soul without reserve, 
to acclaim Your praise as You deserve?

You always were, and forever will be 
in the vast mystery of eternity; 
in that perfect realm, which has no time, 
in that everlasting vision all divine!

And how can I try to comprehend 
that perfect state which has no end, 
and in wonderment I ask You how; 
No past! No future! Always now!

And the greatest Prodigy of them all. 
My seeking soul e’er will enthrall 
what exquisite vision will I see 
in the Glory of the Trinity!

Three Perfect Persons, each One divine 
yet as One in majesty they shine 
Almighty Father, Glorious Son 
Spirit of Love, you all are One!

o Lord! To see this wonder I do yearn 
and this vast Prize, down here to earn; 
and as you draw me to eternity, 
You’ll solve my curiosity. 

John Rudd, 
former holy Family conference member

poetry and prose

Poetry  
and prose
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lighting  
a candle

THe CeLebrATION OF CHrIST’S bIrTH IS A WONderFuL TIMe; A 
time of family; a time of festivity; a time of getting away for a well-deserved 
rest. This is the scenario for most of us but let us consider the realities for 
those on the edges.

We, the Society of St Vincent de Paul, along with many other organisations 
do our very best to ensure all people are provided for over Christmas, with 
good meals on the day, toys for children, and in many instances, community 
meals and companionship. This in the main is addressing material needs.

However are we really addressing effectively the spiritual needs of mar-
ginalised people over the holiday period?  Are we addressing the sense of 
acute loneliness and the alienation that is often the catalyst for the high rate 
of suicide and feelings of despair and worthlessness?

I applaud the fact that some plan of emergency assistance is put in place 
over this period but is this enough?

In posing this question we face a dilemma as our Conference and 
volunteer members need and deserve some respite after a hard year to refresh 
themselves, and indeed they have a right to enjoy quality family time. So I 
ask how can we meet this challenge of effective service, both spiritual and 
material, over this holiday time? The needs of those on the edge do not take 
a holiday. I don’t have an answer but I ask everyone to seriously ponder this 
important question – there must be a solution.

***
This issue has many interesting articles but in this season may we focus on 

Fr Pat O’Sullivan’s Christmas reflection. We are called by Jesus in the eucharist 
in Christ’s Mass.

***
The Christmas story should also remind us of the plight of mothers and 

children living in hardship, especially the many women and children who are 
fleeing persecution and seeking asylum in our country.

***
May I wish all our readers a very loving and peaceful Christmas and may 

God bless you for helping those on the edges in 2010. 
Syd Tutton
National council President
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By rebecca comini

NATIONAL VICe PreSIdeNT 
Tony Muir wears many hats within the 
St Vincent de Paul Society.

The Tasmanian native is also Na-
tional Twinning Officer, heads up the 
Vinnies greening project and has this 
year added a further two titles to his 
name. He has been appointed Special 
delegate to Fiji and was named Inter-
national Twinning Officer, taking a 
seat on the Permanent Council.

“I’ve never aspired to go up the 
chain, it’s just happened,” Tony said. “I’m 
more of a doer and a hands-on person. 
I’ve never wanted a high profile.”

Tony’s story on how he came to 
join the Society is a familiar one. He 
was approached by a friend to attend 
a meeting at the local St Joseph’s east 
devonport conference more than 30 
years ago.

“He told me when the meetings 
were held and said ‘turn up if you’re 
interested’. The meeting happened to 
be that night. I went home and said to 
my wife, ‘This could be good. I need 
to do something in the Church’, so I 
turned up and he was quite surprised. 
I’ve been around ever since,” he said.

Like many of his colleagues, Tony 
came up through the ranks of confer-
ence treasure, conference president 
and regional president. In 2001 he 
was elected State President for Tas-
mania. After completing his five-year 
term, he was asked to be a National 
Vice President.

He now works full-time out of the 
St Vincent de Paul regional office in 
devonport, alongside his wife Toni, 
who is regional president.

“We work well together. We’ve got 
a good handle on what’s going on,” he 
said.

Tony continues to be very active in 
his own conference, including making 
home visitations every week.

“I’m very much a grass roots per-
son. The grass roots stuff is, I think, 
the most important part of the Society. 
You need to keep your feet firmly on 
the ground and realise where the work 
happens in the Society.”

For now though, some of Tony’s 
work is happening in Fiji, as the island 
nation’s special delegate.

“The President General  (José 
ramón díaz-Torremocha) has made 
me a special delegate to organise and 
bring Fiji to an election. They have had 
lots of difficulties,” Tony explained.

The Society in Fiji has been 
plagued by problems since their last 
national president died some time 
ago and the national council dis-
banded. The Society was taken over 
by three people who, despite facing 
allegations of corruption and their 
memberships being revoked, who 
refused to leave. 

“I’ve been to Fiji a couple of times 
in the last few months and no doubt 
I’ll have to go back again once we get 
anew interim president to implement 
new structures to stand the Society in 
good stead before the election.”

Tony’s appointment as Interna-
tional Twinning Officer came about 
through his work in Fiji and as Na-
tional Twinning Officer.

International Vice President 
Michael Thio, whom Tony had been 
dealing directly with regarding Fiji, 
suggested that an International Twin-
ning Officer was needed. A week later, 
Tony received a call from National 
President Syd Tutton who was attend-
ing a permanent council meeting in 
Paris, offering him the position.

Tony said Australia and other 
similarly well-off countries had a 
responsibility to help the Society in 
poorer countries.

“Most of the countries that Aus-
tralia looks after are in the Pacific area. 
A lot of them are third world countries 
and they do need support. Our $80 
per Conference per quarter does a lot 
in those countries.”

With so many roles to play, Tony 
takes time away from the Society to 
play golf and take a daily walk.

“I try and walk eight kilometres a 
day. I do it in an hour and five. It keeps 
everything working and it’s definitely 
the best time to think.” 

grass roots  
kind of guy

proFIle
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New electricity ‘smart’ meters 
are being rolled out in some 
Australian states, but at what 
cost? By gavin dufty

THe SOCIeTY OF ST VINCeNT 
de Paul has always taken a keen inter-
est in ensuring that essential energy 
services are affordable for households. 
Conference members in all states and 
territories provide financial and other 
supports to prevent disadvantaged 
households being disconnected from 
essential energy supplies. 

The Society is concerned that with 
emerging government policy objec-
tives such as the introduction of a 
carbon pollution reduction scheme 
and the roll out of new electricity 
‘smart meters’, households are likely 
to face additional financial pressures 
in this area. 

While much is known about the 
carbon pollution reduction scheme 
(also known as emissions trading 
scheme), little is known about the roll 
out of smart meters and the impact 
that these will have on low income 
and disadvantaged households. With 
this in mind, National Council has 
employed May Mauseth to undertake 
a review of the current energy con-
sumer protection frameworks, includ-
ing government concessions, to see if 
they are adequate  to cope with a future 
where many, possibly all,  households 
will have a smart meter installed. 

The smart meters will replace old 
electricity meters in Queensland, 
Victoria and New South Wales. 
They have a number of functions 
and act like mini computers.  For 
example, smart meters can read and 
store your energy use every half hour. 

Instead of one meter read taken once 
every three months, smart meters will 
store your electricity consumption at 
half hour intervals. This will allow 
companies to create new time-of-use 
pricing structures and will result in 
the development of energy tariffs that 
have cheap off-peak rates, averaged 
priced shoulder rates and much more 
expensive peak rate charges. These 
energy rates could be double the rates 
households pay now. 

Analysis undertaken by May 
Mauseth and myself indicates that 
the time-of-use tariffs will signifi-
cantly raise the cost of electricity for 
those households that are unable 
to shift their electricity use from 
peak to off-peak times. This has 
significant financial implications for 
pensioners, households with young 
children, single parents and the sick 
or frail.

In addition to allowing companies 
to price electricity at the time people 
use it, the meters also can be remotely 
communicated with. That is, energy 
companies can ‘talk’ to the meters in 
real time, meaning there will be no 
need for company meter readers to 
visit households to manually read a 
meter. This function also allows the 
companies to remotely disconnect 
and reconnect a household from 
electricity supply. Such a function 
will not only speed up the time that 
a disconnection can occur, but also 
means that there will no longer be 
a special meter reader employed to 
undertake a disconnection. We have 
concerns that this may result in more 
people being disconnected and, in 
extreme cases, issues of health and 
safety may no longer be discovered 
as a person will not be required to 
undertake a site visit.  

Another function that the meters 
have is the ability, via a home area 
network, to talk to appliances within 
the home. This raises the possibil-
ity of smart meters acting to manage 
household energy consumption. This 
could occur through switching appli-
ances on and off to keep energy costs 
down, or linking the meters to an in-
home display that would send infor-
mation to the home occupier about 
energy consumption and greenhouse 
gas emissions.

The meters also have a supply 
capacity control function, which has 
significant social implications. This 
function allows the energy companies 
to effectively place a choke on house-
holds, limiting the amount of energy 
that a particular household can use.

Smart meters have the potential 
to fundamentally change the way 
essential electricity is charged, and 
the nature of the interaction that 
energy companies have with house-
holds. If done in a sensible manner, 
there are many potential benefits. If, 
however, they are introduced with-
out the appropriate guidelines and 
government supports and regula-
tions, there is a very real possibility 
that low income and disadvantaged 
households across Australia will be 
detrimentally impacted. 

The Society will be releasing a 
series of reports that document the 
issues that can arise with the installa-
tion of smart meters and will propose 
amendments to the current energy 
protection frameworks. These reports 
can be viewed on the National Coun-
cil website, www.vinnies.org.au. 
Gavin dufty is manager Policy and 
Research, St Vincent de Paul Society 
Victoria

Measuring smart meters 

Feature
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This is an edited version of a 
speech recently given by  
national president syd tutton 
in hobart to the Tasmanian 
State council.
IN THe FIrST FeW LINeS OF THe 
book of Genesis we come across this 
beautiful piece of poetry:

...the earth was a formless void 
and darkness covered the deep, while 
a mighty wind swept over the face of 
the waters.

I want to reflect with you about the 
powerful story of our own creation as 
a movement, the story of how Fred-
eric and his young companions were 
moved by the Spirit like a mighty wind 
sweeping across the social upheaval 
and economic chaos that character-
ised Paris in the 19th century.

If we want to really embrace the 
refounding journey we need to look 
in two places. In the first instance we 
must look to our origins, the historical 
moment of our founding. Secondly, 
but of equal importance, we must 
look at where we are today. We must 
analyse the way we, as Vincentians, 
live the Gospel here and now. This is 
a task that I encourage all Vincentians 
to engage in on an ongoing basis. 

Let us begin with Frederic’s vision 
to gain the essence of his love of those 
on the edges. He lived the truth in giv-
ing material assistance and through 
social justice.

Our methods of service have 
changed with the times. We must ask 
ourselves, following that first act of 
justice and love that Frederic and his 
young companions performed: Who 
are the poor in our midst today? What 
is it, if not the bundle of fire-wood, 
that we must carry to them? rather 
than running away, how must we stay 

with them and stand in solidarity with 
them? The truth of our vocation, how-
ever, always stays the same – we are 
servants, slaves of the poor we serve; 
the poor are the sacred image of the 
God we cannot see.

On 13 November 1836, Frederic 
received a special inspiration illus-
trated in the letter that he wrote to 
his friend, Louis Janmot. every part 
of it bears witness to how the writer 
was filled with inspiration. He writes 
with an ease of expression, a clearness 
of thought, full of conviction; without 
any doubt the Holy Spirit was present. 
The St Vincent de Paul Society had 
been founded three years previously. 
Frederic was able to place the event in 
perspective. In the outpouring of that 
day he conveyed his vision of meeting 
the poor.

If Frederic was a frequent reader of 
Holy Scripture, his letters contain very 
few biblical quotations. We neverthe-
less discover, in the letter to Janmot, 
the biblical place in which Frederic’s 
spiritual encounter seems firmly em-
bedded.

Let us remember that, at 16 years 
of age, Frederic had been tormented 
by loss of faith. He had passed from 
grave doubt to a capacity for belief, 
to believing peacefully. And here we 
see how he recognises himself in the 
person of St Thomas. On the day of 
the Saviour’s resurrection, Thomas 
was absent. The witness of the other 10 
Apostles was not enough to convince 
him. For a whole week his incredulity 
remained.

Unless I put my hands onto the 
marks of his wounds and unless I can see 
the marks of the nails. I shall not believe.

It was only at the end of that week, 
in the presence of the risen Christ, 
who appeared to him, that he moved 

from disbelief to faith, a faith that was 
to find its fulfilment in the sacramen-
tal presence of his sisters and brothers 
who were forced to live on the margins 
of society.

The same letter to Janmot devel-
ops another aspect of the St Vincent 
de Paul Conference, its usefulness 
to society. For the personal meeting 
with the poor, when it is lived through 
a large number of disciples united 
among themselves, makes an impact 
on the whole generation.

The question dividing people of our 
day is no longer a question of politics 
but it is a social question of knowing 
which will win between the spirit of 
selflessness and the spirit of sacrifice; 
whether society will be no more than 
a great exploitation for the benefit of 
the strong.

There are many people who have 
too much and who want to have more; 
there are many more who do not have 
enough, who have nothing and who 
want to take what is not given to them. 
Between these two classes of people a 
struggle is brewing and their struggle 
threatens to be terrifying: on one side 
the power of gold, on the other power 
of despair. 

Between these two enemy armies, 
we must hurl ourselves if not to pre-
vent, at least to lessen the collision. 
And our youthful age, our unspec-
tacular demeanour, makes easier our 
role as mediators which our title of 
Christians makes compulsory. Therein 
lies the possible usefulness of our St 
Vincent de Paul Society.

Frederic is aware of his privileged 
position in belonging to a fam-
ily which has lived “between hardship 
and comfort” and therefore of being 
able to fulfil a mission of intermediary 
between a hostile division of society.

god’s Spirit hovered 
over the face of the 
waters

reFoundInG



ST ViNceNT de PAuL SocieTY AuSTRALiA 7

Feature

National council chief executive 
officer dr john falzon made 
the following presentation to 
the National human Rights 
consultation Public hearing 
at Parliament house, canberra 
on 1 July 2009. 

We Are dISCuSSING HuMAN 
rights on Aboriginal land. I pay my 
respects to the traditional custodi-
ans of this land.

I come from an organisation 
that stands with the people who 
have been pushed to the margins 
of Australian society and made to 
feel that they deserve to be pushed 
to these margins.

Sole parents and people ex-
periencing unemployment, for 
example, left out of the pension and 
benefit increases announced at the 
last federal budget. The dispropor-
tionate impact of price hikes closes 
the door to many essential goods 
and services for these families.

Others made to feel the power of 
the punitive stick: People who have 
had their income removed, for ex-
ample, even at the risk of homeless-
ness, on the false grounds that this 
will push them into the workforce.

Others still, at the low end of 
the labour market, scratching out a 
living and highly insecure.

Our 40,000 members stand 
with those who are effectively made 
to wait outside.

even during the economic 
crisis an insidious vocabulary has 
emerged, setting apart those who 
‘have lost their jobs through no 
fault of their own’. As if those out-
side the labour market in the times 
of plenty must have brought this 
exclusion upon themselves.

I come from a movement that 
every day sees the Australian face of 
poverty and inequality. We therefore 
long for a society built on justice and 
compassion, rather than division 
and demonisation.

It was the roman poet, Terence, 
a former slave, who wrote:

I am human. Nothing human is 
alien to me.

A society such as ours, however, 
wondrous as it is in its freedoms and 
prosperities for some, is structured 
around the alienation of many. As a 
limited set of exceptions this would 
be bad enough; as a status quo it is 
unconscionable.

The human face of 
those who miss out

What kind of relationship does 
Frederic develop with poor people? 
An anecdote helps us to guess. 

The Ozanams were living in the 
Latin Quarter near the rue de Vau-
girard. For two years Frederic made 
regular visits to an old man who 
reconditioned old clothes in the St 
Germain market. The man, old and 
wretched, according to his wife Ame-
lie was “an old Jacobin instigator of the 
1792 September massacres, a terrorist 
who had never stopped hating and 
blaspheming” an old man who was 
difficult to like. during the final six 
months of his life, Frederic was ill and 
feverish, his limbs swollen and pain-
ful. He nevertheless continued to visit, 
sometime staying three-quarters of an 
hour to an hour, standing in freezing 
temperatures talking with that man. 
Not only did Frederic want to give 
him material help, but he was trying 
to reach to the root of the person for 
whom he cared; he hoped to win his 
soul. After persevering for two years 
of effort and prayer, Amelie tells us 
Frederic convinced him to forgive and 
to make his easter duties, which he 
did very sincerely and after which he 
eventually died peacefully. 

Frederic had come to offer material 
help, but a different concern prompted 
him to save someone else’s soul. He re-
mained patient and persevered. To the 
act of charity and of faith was added 
the act of hope. 

Friendship was something Ozanam 
practised since his childhood without 
realising, just like breathing. but he 
used this gift generously as an act of 
faith, hope and charity. It was then a 
conscious, as well as an intuitive act 
of service. There remains, however, 
the fact that only divine intervention 
brings about miracles. Therein lies 
the permanent miracle in blessed 
Frederic Ozanam’s life. 
God 
Who brings clouds together 
to produce thunder from them 
is also the one 
Who brings souls together when it 
pleases him 
to produce from them love.

This is the story of the vision of our 
founder. 

The refounding journey that has 
commenced in the Society in Australia 
is all about returning to the well-springs 
of this vision. 

ContInued on paGe 12
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Feature

People experiencing homelessness 
are denied the right to appropriate 
housing. but there is more. There is 
the insecurity, the vulnerability to ill-
ness, to violence, to prosecution, the 
feeling of disconnectedness, the feel-
ing of being seen right through as if 
you are not there.

Some see a person experiencing 
homelessness and reflect that our 
system is not working. Others, in my 
opinion more astute, see a person 
experiencing homelessness and con-
clude that the system is working. It is 
working because inequality lies at its 
heart; because inequality is seen as 
both a necessity and a virtue.

Inequality was flaunted as a virtue 
in the bloody wake of colonisation 
and the ongoing dispossession of the 
First Peoples of this country. It con-
tinues to be flaunted even as (thank-
fully, hopefully) this nation struggles 
to move forward, away from the false 
notions of deserving and undeserv-
ing poor, steering a path between 
condemnation and pity.

We embrace this attempt to move 
forward, away from the shackles of 
what I would like to call economic cor-
rectness and towards the kind of soci-
ety that is built on common ground 
for the common good, rather than on 
the backs of the marginalised.

We reject the notion that margin-
alised people should continue to be 
blamed for their own marginalisation. 
The time has come for this form of de-
monisation to be effectively removed 
from the public discourse. 

We also reject the notion that so-

cial problems are best solved by simply 
allowing the market to run its course 
in an unfettered fashion; or that the 
principal corrections can be supplied 
by charity for those who allegedly fall 
through the cracks. 

The founder of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society, Frederic Ozanam, a 19th 
century French activist academic, 
once wrote:

Charity is the Samaritan who 
pours oil on the wounds of the traveller 
who has been attacked. It is justice’s 
role to prevent the attack.

Charity, be it warm or cold, is no 
substitute for justice.

We support the call for a human 
rights instrument inasmuch as it 
provides a space in which we can 
raise our nation’s awareness of the 
inequality that lies at the core of our 
structures and our history; inasmuch 
as it might be used to educate and 
agitate for an equitable distribution 
of resources, services, opportunities, 
power and hope.

 In 1996 the ground-breaking 
Australian Catholic bishops Social 
Justice Statement made the following 
radical assertion:

... people are poor not because they 
are lazy or lacking in ability or because 
they are unlucky. They are poor be-
cause of the way society, including its 
economic system, is organised.

The 2004 Senate Poverty Inquiry 
provided a space in which marginal-
ised people could tell their powerful 
stories. I quote for you one of these 
testimonies:

Like millions of other low-income 
Australians, I am one of the hidden 
poor, just keeping afloat. We are flat 
out treading water..., making very little 
headway towards our aspirations, one 
crisis or catastrophe away from the 
poor box. We are living on the edge.

We live in the shadows of the dismal 
statistics. We are not mad, bad, sad or 
totally dysfunctionally overwhelmed by 
our life circumstances. Many of us are 
highly skilled and well educated. We are 
all doing what we can to contribute to 
society with the resources we have. Our 
poverty is a poverty of resources, serv-
ices, opportunities... it is ... too hard to 
make ends meet, let alone work towards 
our dreams.

The greatest power for progressive 
social change lies precisely with the 
people who have been pushed to the 
margins.

This, I believe, is the best chance 
for progressing a strong human rights 
agenda. It is fitting, therefore, to end on 
a collective word to the wise formulated 
by Lilla Watson and a group of Aborigi-
nal activists in brisbane in the 1970s:

If you have come to help me, you 
are wasting your time. But if you 
have come because your liberation is 
bound up with mine, then let us work 
together. 
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By marion frith

NeW SOuTH WALeS GOVerNOr, 
Professor Marie bashir, officially 
opened the St Vincent de Paul Soci-
ety’s Vincentian House, a landmark 
new centre in inner-city Sydney for 
homeless families on 14 October.

Vincentian House is a direct re-
sponse to the increasing rise in fam-
ily homelessness experienced across 
NSW. It will accommodate single 
fathers and mothers and their chil-
dren, two-parent families and single 
women, and will provide access to a 
range of on-site services and agencies, 
including Centrelink.

The centre was blessed by Sydney 
Auxiliary bishop Terrence brady.

“This wonderful new purpose-built 
service will provide stability, dignity, 
support, comfort and the chance to 
address issues for many of the families 
who find themselves with nowhere to 
live,” Wendy rocks, the NSW Society’s 
Client Services executive officer, said. 

“every night in Sydney there are 
countless families who are forced to 
find somewhere to stay, whether that 
be in crisis accommodation, on a 
friend’s couch, or in the back of a car. 
Come nightfall, these people are often 
left wondering where they will put 
their children to bed, and in many in-
stances the only solution they can find 
is far from safe or comfortable.”

Vincentian House has 23 self-con-
tained, fully-equipped family units; 
with the flexibility to accommodate 
families of up to seven, and 10 single 
women’s beds. It is bright and modern, 
with designated and well-equipped 
children’s indoor and outdoor play 
areas and a separate media room for 
teenagers. A rooftop garden offers 
children a place to play outside and for 
their parents to relax. 

As part of the Society’s commit-
ment to breaking intergenerational 
homelessness, Vincentian House will 
run a Kids engaged in education Pro-
gram, (KeeP). The program is under-
pinned by a set of seven strategies that 

aim to encourage children to maintain 
meaningful engagement in school and 
education-based activities, including 
school attendance; homework and tu-
toring assistance; in-house activities; 
assessment and referral; education for 
parents; community connections and 
positive role models; and the promo-
tion of healthy living.

NSW Society State President bar-
bara ryan said at the opening of Vin-
centian House that it provided much 
more than a bed for the night.

 “We have purposely designed the 
fixtures and fittings to reflect the Soci-
ety’s vision of showing respect for the 
dignity of those we help. We want this 
facility to say to our clients, ‘We knew 
you were coming, we have thought 
about you and we have prepared for 
you, welcome’,” Mrs ryan said.

“I’m sure the old saying “home is 
where the heart is” is something we 
have all expressed on numerous occa-
sions, to our parents, our children and 
grandchildren. It has always been a 
favourite of mine as it has such a beau-
tiful sentiment attached to it – that is, 
where we live and come together as 
a family is the place that can be seen 
as an expression of our love for each 
other. The place where our heart re-
sides – our home.

“For many people though, this is 
not the case. For the individuals and 
families who turn to Vinnies and Mat-
thew Talbot every day of the year for 
help, it is their hearts that yearn for a 
home. For them heart is wherever the 
home is and not the other way round.” 

Mrs ryan said through its work 
across the State, the Society saw and 
heard tragic stories from people expe-
riencing homelessness. For some they 

were stories of family violence and 
abuse, for others neglect and loneli-
ness, some saw their lives spiral out 
of control after the loss of a job or the 
passing of a loved one. 

“For the families we have seen this 
year particularly, their stories can be as 
simple as they ran out of options and 
couldn’t manage to keep their heads 
above water in a tougher economic 
climate,” she said.

“These people have become known 
in the media as the ‘new poor’ or the 
‘new face of homelessness’. Many of 
them are hard-working Australian 
families that, with a simple twist of 
fate, find they have nowhere else to 
turn. And believe me when I say – it 
can happen to anyone. 

 “With the support of our generous 
benefactors, volunteers and staff, we 
want Vincentian House to become a 
house of happiness and hope. With ac-
cess to ongoing case management and 
a range of onsite services and programs 
including health services, counselling 
and parenting programs and to agen-
cies such as Centrelink and a Homeless 
Persons Legal Service, this facility will 
provide stability, dignity, support and 
comfort to people who need a little help 
to get back on their feet. 

“With over 70 years experience in 
providing homeless services in NSW, 
we know only too well that to truly ad-
dress homelessness, we need to think 
outside of the box.”

Mrs ryan said Vincentian House 
was a place of hope, and so, for the 
families that passed through it, it 
would be a case of, “home is where the 
hope is.”

The first families moved in last 
month. 

Families welcome at 
vincentian house

The Governor of NSW, marie Bashir, visits one of the centre’s playrooms with State President 
Barbara Ryan and support staff.

HoMelessness
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Mental HealtH

By sr myree harris 
SIxTeeN YeArS AFTer brIAN 
burdekin published his report Human 
Rights and Mental Illness, little has 
changed. despite bursts of funding, 
there has been no transformation of 
mental health systems or of lives affect-
ed by mental illness. even less attention 
has been given to the plight of people 
who have a dual diagnosis of mental 
illness and substance abuse, or that of 
people with a personality disorder.

Perhaps it is important to look at 
the issue from the perspective of basic 
human rights. People with mental 
illness, dual diagnosis or personality 
disorder have a right to: 
• appropriate treatment with the best 

available services, therapies and 
medication

• secure, affordable housing with 
adequate support services to enable 
them to sustain tenancy

• access to education and employ-
ment with adequate support to 
sustain their involvement

• integration into the community, 
the opportunity for social contacts, 
such as leisure activities and access 
to community services – the break-
ing down of isolation and loneliness

• be consulted about policies and 
decisions that may affect their lives.

What do we mean by appropriate 
treatment with the best available 
services and medication?

Young people who develop serious 
mental illness in late adolescence or 
early adulthood need early intervention 
services that may prevent the illness be-
coming full-blown and disrupting the 
person’s life. This is one area in which 
Australia excels, however, services need 

to be made available in all areas includ-
ing rural and remote ones.

Community mental health serv-
ices need to be available and accessi-
ble. They must be adequately funded 
so that case management can be 
provided. At present, case managers 
may have 60+ clients. They are pres-
sured by management to hand clients 
over to GPs who often lack the time, 
skill or inclination to treat them ef-
fectively. In New South Wales, some 
community health centres, which 
used to be in ordinary streets, have 
been moved back into hospitals and 
the other facilities sold. This can be a 
deterrent to some clients in seeking 
help and it lessens accessibility and 
community integration.

Assertive community treatment 
teams, (as in uSA, Canada and eng-
land) can be multi-disciplinary, with 
only one medically trained member. 
These teams, which have a capped 
caseload, can support clients in all 
areas of their lives. They can assist 
clients to live independently and 
sustain tenancies.

What is needed?
• 24-hour crisis teams need to be 

available in all population centres 
and in rural areas.

• Specially designed teams who work 
with homeless people who have 
mental illness, dual diagnosis and 
personality disorders. The team 
model used in Wellington and 
Auckland NZ seems to be effective. 
The City of Sydney Homelessness 
Outreach Team also works well. Ide-
ally, these teams would assist many 
clients to move into supported hous-
ing. The Housing First model has 
been found to be effective overseas.

• Psychiatrists and psychiatric nurses 
need to be attracted to and sup-
ported to stay in the public health 
system.

• Adequate psychiatric beds must be 
made available for long and short-
term hospitalisation.

• Step down beds must be available in 
all areas to ease the transition from 
hospital back into the community.

• There needs to be cross-training of 
mental health and drug and alcohol 
treatment staff in their sister spe-
cialisation. Training in integrated 
treatment processes such as moti-
vational interviewing is necessary.

• Specialist dual diagnosis programs 
for young people such as that at 
ranch ehrlo at Pilot butte near 
regina SK, Canada, could be estab-
lished.

• Culturally specific dual diagnosis 
programs for indigenous youth 
such as those at eagle Moon Lodge 
and Lone Pipe Lodge at Woods 
Homes, Calgary Ab, Canada, could 
be designed. 

•  Mental health staff need to be 
trained in dialectical behaviour 
Therapy so they can assist clients 
who have personality disorders. 
This treatment model has been 
used extensively in uSA and Can-
ada since 1993, but has been taken 
up slowly here.

What are the issues around the 
availability of appropriate medical 
treatment?

Well-designed and adequately re-
sourced mental health and dual diag-
nosis services available everywhere in 
Australia remains a dream. each state 
system is different and there appears 

respecting the  
rights of people  
living with  
mental illness

Sr myree harris RSJ
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Mental HealtH

to be little communication across 
borders. 

Though the evidence exists to 
support the integration of mental 
health and drug and alcohol treatment 
systems, progress towards this is slug-
gish. Mental health is overshadowed 
by general health. Perhaps it is time to 
look at:
• National integration of mental 

health and drug and alcohol servic-
es. In uSA, this was recommended 
by the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA) in its report to Con-
gress in 2002.  National dual diag-
nosis guidelines (recently available 
here but used in uSA, Canada and 
england for many years) are es-
sential. A national dual diagnosis 
program inventory along the lines 
of the Canadian model would 
promote identification of the most 
appropriate service for a particular 
need, and communication across 
state boundaries. It may also iden-
tify models of excellence.

• National planning and coordina-
tion of mental health and dual 
diagnosis services that allows cross-
fertilisation of ideas across state 
boundaries and ensures that quality 
services are available in all parts of 
Australia. Currently, communica-
tion is abysmal. In a recent year, 
the National Comorbidity (dual 
diagnosis) Initiative under-spent 
its annual budget by millions, while 
a dual diagnosis program at Mac-
quarie Hospital, ryde, withered, 
and clients regressed due to lack of 
supported exit housing. 

• A quarantined mental health 
budget administered outside the 

department of Health and Ageing, 
perhaps by the department of the 
Prime Minister and Cabinet and at 
State level by the Premiers’ depart-
ments.

How can we provide secure, afford-
able housing with adequate support 
that will enable clients to sustain 
tenancies?

back in 1998, a study down and 
Out in Sydney identified 75 per cent 
of homeless people as having mental 
illness. Of these, 23 per cent of home-
less men and 46 per cent of homeless 
women were found to have schizo-
phrenia. Housing First approaches 
such as Pathways to Housing and 
Common Ground in New York take 
people with complex illnesses and 
addictions from the streets, place 
them in apartments and provide the 
support services to enable them to live 
there successfully. In NSW, the Hous-
ing, Accommodation and Support 
Initiative works along similar lines. 
However, it needs to be stressed that 
mental illness is episodic. Support has 
to be intensive and flexible so that its 
level can be adjusted to need.

People with mental illness may 
have difficulty with self-organisation 
and planning. Many need assistance 
with cleaning, cooking, budgeting, 
shopping, laundry, and some with 
personal hygiene. Those who do not 
need intensive support could be as-
sisted by support packages such as 
those available to the elderly. These 
could be called mental health com-
munity care packages and clients 
could be assessed for the areas in 
which they need assistance.

In all states there are private-for-
profit places to which people were 

taken when psychiatric hospitals 
closed. In New South Wales, these 
are called licensed boarding houses 
and there are 850 beds remaining. 
Legislative change to ensure the care 
and safety of residents is long overdue. 
The current legislation, the YACS Act 
1973, is completely inadequate. It may 
be important to examine the situation 
in other states. In New South Wales 
and Western Australia, residents lack 
the tenancy protection legislation 
available in other states.

Advocates are needed to assist peo-
ple with serious mental illness in deal-
ing with Government bureaucracies 
such as Centrelink. Some clients are 
illiterate. Others are itinerant, do not 
receive correspondence and may lose 
benefits. Lacking diaries or calendars, 
many lose track of appointments, may 
miss an interview and have benefits 
cancelled.

How can people with mental illness, 
dual diagnosis and personality dis-
order be assisted to access education 
and employment and supported to 
continue there?

There are programs, both here 
and overseas, which assist people 
with mental illness to enroll in edu-
cation or vocational training, to enter 
employment and stay there. The 
SAMHSA (uSA) Tool Kit on Sup-
ported employment, developed by 
dartmouth-New Hampshire Psychi-
atric rehabilitation Centre, can be a 
resource in assessing current services 
and establishing new ones.

In New South Wales, from 1998 
onwards, the Licensed boarding 
House reform Program funds the 
Active Linking Initiative (ALI). This 
program assists the residents of the 53 
remaining licensed boarding houses 
in the state to integrate into the com-
munity. They are taught personal care 
and living skills, including travel train-
ing. There are many leisure and voca-
tional programs and links are set up to 
enable those interested to access TAFe 
courses. This model could be adapted 
for use in other states.

How can we break down the social 
isolation and loneliness that can 
cause great suffering to people with 
mental illness?

Stigma and prejudice are alive and 
well in the community and the myth 
of the violent mentally ill person is 

compeer volunteers Valerie matthews and christine Nikpalj at the mental health forum, July 2009.

ContInued on paGe 12
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asyluM seekers

Who ARe ASYLum SeeKeRS?
THe TerMS ASYLuM SeeKer 
and refugee are often confused: an 
asylum seeker is someone who has 
fled their home and is seeking protec-
tion stating that he or she is a refugee, 
but whose claim has not yet been 
evaluated.

In Australia, asylum seekers must 
prove they are refugees before they 
are granted a visa. They must prove 
to government agencies that if they 
return home they face persecution, 
imprisonment or harm for reasons of 
race, religion, nationality, their social 
group or political opinion.

mYTh 1 – AuSTRALiA TAKeS 
iN moRe ThAN iTS FAiR 
ShARe oF ASYLum SeeKeRS
CONTrArY TO WHAT THe MedIA 
and many politicians are saying, Aus-
tralia is not being swamped by asylum 
seekers. From January to August this 
year, Australia took in below average 
numbers of asylum seekers compared 
to previous years and global intakes.

The uN High Commission for 
refugees (uNHCr) has calculated 
that the average number of asylum 
seekers accepted by a country in the 
global context is 197 per million of 
population. On that basis Australia’s 
fair share for the first 6 months of 
2009 should be 4,197 rather than the 
3,666 we have taken so far. In com-
parison Canada, which has a popula-
tion of just over 33 million compared 
to Australia’s 22 million, received 6 
times the number of lodged applica-
tions (18,722).

In a global context, the average 
rate of asylum seeker intake accord-
ing to population ranks Australia 
20th out of 44 countries worldwide, 
behind countries such as the united 

Kingdom, Ireland, Canada and Malta 
(which tops the list).

According to another key factor – 
gross domestic product (GdP) – Aus-
tralia falls to 24th place when ranked by 
asylum seeker intake per size of GdP.

mYTh 2 – BoAT PeoPLe ARe 
SWAmPiNG ouR ShoReS
THe VAST MAJOrITY OF ASY-
lum seekers arrive in Australia by air. 
Last year, of the 13,500 people granted 
asylum in Australia only 206 of those 
arriving without visas came by boat; 
2,291 came by plane – well over 90%.

There is also data to suggest that 
people who arrive by boat are more 
likely to be legitimate refugees. Of 
asylum claims made by people who 
arrive by aircraft, 55% are rejected. 
Only 2-15% of claims made by people 
arriving by boat are denied.

This number is also small when 
compared to the number of people 
who over-stay their visa in Australia 
each year, particularly those on trav-
elling visas, the majority of whom are 
english-speaking tourists. Conserva-
tive estimates suggest that, on aver-
age, 50,000 people stay in Australia 
without the proper documentation 
each year.

Some media have been misquot-
ing data that last year 13,500 asylum 
seekers were granted refugee status. 
The department for Immigration & 
Citizenship has responded that the 
vast majority of these in fact came to 
Australia on valid visas as part of Aus-
tralia’s dedicated offshore refugee re-
settlement program or were proposed 
as special humanitarian program en-
trants. Largely, they were not asylum 
seekers, with over 11,000 visas granted 
before entry to Australia through 
proper processes.

australia and  
asylum seekers:  
the myths and the facts

still prevalent. One program that 
addresses social isolation and 
loneliness most effectively is the 
Compeer Program, which origi-
nated in rochester, New York 
in 1973. The St Vincent de Paul 
Society started programs, affili-
ated with Compeer International 
in 1995. There are currently seven 
programs in New South Wales, 
two in Victoria, one in South 
Australia, one in the ACT and two 
in Queensland. Compeer matches 
appropriate volunteers with 
people who are recovering from 
mental illness, for friendship. Vol-
unteers are screened, trained and 
supported. Clients are referred by 
their case worker or doctor who 
must remain available to support 
the volunteer. People with mental 
illness have found their lives to be 
transformed by having a ‘normal’ 
friend with whom they can enjoy 
leisure activities. The initial com-
mitment is for an hour a week 
for a year, but the vast majority 
of matches continue as friends, 
some friendships having already 
lasted 13 years.

How can people with mental 
illness, dual diagnosis and per-
sonality disorder be consulted 
effectively as partners in policies 
and decisions that affect their 
lives?

The mental health consumer 
movement is growing in strength 
in Australia. Many mental health 
services and major hospitals 
have consumer representatives as 
advisers and there are consum-
ers advising at national levels. 
In New Zealand, the movement 
is even stronger and we may be 
able to learn from and follow its 
example. At national and state 
levels, this involvement must be 
encouraged and promoted.

There are few advocates who 
work to support the human rights 
of people with mental illness. 
Maybe we could swell their ranks. 
Sr myree harris RSJ works with 
the Gethsemene community in 
NSW. She founded the compeer 
program in Australia.
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asyluM seekers

mYTh 5 – BoATS ARe BRiNGiNG 
TeRRoRiSTS To ouR ShoReS
SOMe OPPOSITION bACKbeNCH-
erS have recently stated that arrivals 
of boats are likely to be a perfect cover 
for terrorists entering Australia. In re-
ality, the threat of terrorists entering 
the country in this way has been de-
scribed by counter-terrorism experts 
as infinitesimally small. Asylum seek-
ers arriving by boat may face years 
of delay before gaining entry into 
Australia – as opposed to those arriv-
ing by air. All asylum seekers arriving 
in Australia undergo thorough secu-
rity checks from ASIO in conjunction 
with Indonesia. Comparisons with 
the uS found that those involved in 
the terrorist activities of September 
11 arrived on valid uS visas.

mYTh 6 – ASYLum SeeKeRS 
ARe iLLeGAL immiGRANTS

under the refugee Convention, 
which Australia has signed, all peo-
ple have the right to seek asylum in 
Australia. They may be found to be 
genuine refugees, and they may not – 
but seeking asylum is not illegal under 
Australian law or international law. 
The term illegal immigrant, just like 
the term queue jumper, is designed to 
make asylum seekers seem alien and 
unworthy of sympathy. 
Facts reproduced with permission of 
the Get up! organisation.  
For references and more information, 
visit www.getup.org.au.

arrived in Australia by boat compared 
to the 2,504 people this year.

They have also had very little im-
pact on the number of people being 
granted refugee status. According to 
the department for Immigration and 
Citizenship, nearly 90% of the people 
allocated temporary protection visas 
were granted a visa that gave them 
Australian residency. Only 3% (or 379 
people) of those granted temporary 
protection visas departed Australia.

mYTh 4 – ReFuGeeS ARe A 
BuRdeN oN ouR ecoNomY
reFuGeeS OFFer POTeNTIAL 
for our economy – they are not a 
burden. Claims that refugees cost 
the taxpayer $628 million were made 
by some media sources in the last 
week, but they are baseless, with 
Centrelink, the government depart-
ment in charge of providing welfare, 
stating that there is simply no data 
to support this figure. Centrelink 
also highlights that only about 3% 
of Centrelink customers who were 
in receipt of a Newstart Allowance 
income support payment at 30 June 
2009 held a refugee and humanitarian 
or permanent protection visa.

The department for Immigration 
and Citizenship states that immigra-
tion currently provides 60% of our 
population growth, but within the 
next few years it will be the only 
source of net labour force growth in 
Australia.

mYTh 3 – The GoVeRNmeNT’S 
chANGeS iN PoLicY hAVe 
mAde AuSTRALiA A SoFT 
TARGeT
2,504 PeOPLe LOdGed ASYLuM 
applications in Australia from January 
to June this year, an increase on the 
same time last year. This increase is in 
line with global trends.

However these numbers are far 
below those in 2000 and 2001. In 2000, 
there were over 13,000 claims in the 
first half of the year, with over 12,000 
in 2001. This highlights the continuing 
fluctuations globally in the number 
of people seeking asylum caused by 
changing world events that force peo-
ple from their homes.

From January 2008 to June 2009, 
only 750 people arrived by boat 
compared to 43 boats carrying over 
5,516 asylum seekers in 2001, after 
the outbreak of war in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan. Global events dictate how 
many people are displaced every year. 
While some are claiming that the ab-
olition of detention debt (in August 
2009) and temporary protection visas 
(August 2008) have made Australia 
look like a soft target, this isn’t the 
case. Since temporary protection vi-
sas (TPVs) were introduced in 1999, 
they have had very little impact on 
the number of people seeking asylum 
in Australia.

In the two years following its in-
troduction, over 8,455 asylum seekers 
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By dr john falzon

eArLIer THIS YeAr A STOrY CAMe 
out of Japan about a man who was 
experiencing long-term homelessness 
and who was regularly sending the 
most exquisite poems to a popular 
newspaper. There is nothing extraor-
dinary about a person experiencing 
homelessness producing great poetry. 
Yet the scenario was regarded with 
astonishment.

In a similar vein, I recall, a couple 
of years ago, being interviewed on 
Sunrise on the issue of homelessness. 
There was a sense of shock about a 
story reported the day before, about 
a person experiencing homelessness 
who provided excellent medical assist-
ance to someone, before disappearing 
as the ambos turned up. 

Such surprise can only be explained 
by the strongly ingrained presupposi-
tion that anyone experiencing home-
lessness must be completely lacking in 
any kinds of skills; that their entire be-
ing, history and function is captured by 
the term ‘homeless’. Quite the contrary! 

According to a recent OeCd 
report Australia has among the low-
est unemployment benefits in the 
developed world. Macro-economist, 
Professor bill Mitchell, observes that 
“since the mid-1990s, the unemployed 
have been increasingly disadvantaged 
relative to average weekly earners and 
the aged pension recipients”. 

“This has been a deliberate strategy 
of the successive federal governments,” 
he says, “to make life increasingly 

harder for that group and it reflects 
their conceptualisation of the problem 
as being of an individual nature rather 
than a systemic failure.”

Social, economic and political 
exclusion is a systematic action that is 
done to people. It is not something that 
people happen into by means of bad 
luck, bad choices or bad karma. It is 
manifested in individual lives as an in-
tersection between personal narrative 
and the axes of history and structure. 

The dominant discourse on the 
persistence of exclusion is one that 
fundamentally un-knows people, 
especially in terms of their colli-
sion with unjust structures and 
de-humanising histories. It is this 
un-knowing that leads to the much-
vaunted belief that the term ‘home-
less’ or ‘unemployed’ captures the 
entirety of a person’s story and that, 
therefore, they are denied the multi-
dimensionality that comes as a class-
privilege to others in society. 

Let us return to our unknown Japanese 
poet. His poetry is as beautiful as it is 
incisive in its social analysis: 

Used to living without keys, 
I see through the New Year. 
Of what else must I rid myself?

In these three dense lines he provides 
us with a window into his exclusion, 
teaching us that dispossession is liter-
ally imposed on him as a material and, 
therefore, spiritual reality. He is aware 
of himself as a living ensemble of social 
relations in a specific historical context. 

There is, of course, no solution to 

any social problem except one that 
follows from the very conditions of 
the problem. Approaches to social 
exclusion that are derived from a 
magisterial view of a purported moral 
underclass are destined to deliver the 
possibility of compliance but never the 
reality of social justice. 

Such is the problem, for example, 
with the Federal Government’s pilot-
ing of punitive measures such as sus-
pending the welfare payments of par-
ents whose children are not attending 
school. As Aboriginal education ex-
pert, dr Chris Sarra, points out, this 
approach does nothing to address the 
problems within the school gates. 

In the novel A Sun for the Dying, 
by Jean-Claude Izzo, we find a rich 
narrative of the social relations of 
structural exclusion and demonisa-
tion in Marseilles. In one scene the 
main character describes feelings 
of rage about a St Vincent de Paul 
soup kitchen in which people receive 
favourable treatment at mealtime 
if they first subject themselves to a 
gruelling hour of being preached at 
by the priest. 

This imposition of religiosity is 
no different to the other forms of 
moral imposition by the market and 
by the state. The mistake made by 
all of these apparatuses is that they 
imagine that any form of compliance 
means that the battle has been won; 
that the real story has been erased, 
that the heart, the mind and the body 
have been conformed to the will of 
the powerful. 

The homeless poet
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coNTRiBuTioN oF The  
NoT-FoR-PRoFiT SecToR

The soup kitchen scene is a potent 
example of this myth. It is a relation 
of power that is institutionalised and 
morally embedded. When any of us 
experience it we either flee its haunt-
ing significance or we engage with it. 

I would like to suggest that if we 
engage with this uncomfortable reality 
we leave ourselves open to the most 
powerful potential for social change, 
fought for, like all things worth fight-
ing for, under the guiding stars of 
struggle and hope. 

Izzo puts it this way in describing 
his narrator’s feelings for another 
person on the margins of society: 

He was thinking of another kind of 
fraternity. The kind that unites some-
where between rage and despair, those 
who have been rejected. Excluded.

As I read this book for the first 
time I remember feeling that it was 
bursting at the seams with sadness 
and recognition. Sadness is important 
as a way of engagement with social 
inequality and injustice, especially 
when this sadness translates not into 
condescending pity or constructed 
powerlessness but rather firms up into 
shame, a revolutionary sentiment if 
ever there was one. 

Who can forget the shame we 
felt over the reality of children being 
detained behind razor wire? I recall 
my own sense of shame the first 
time I was taken by a colleague into 
Villawood detention Centre some 
years ago. Who can deny the sense of 
deep shame we feel over the Stolen 
Generations, a shame that gave birth 
to an apology; a shame that needs 
to give birth to a repeal of the racist 
aspects of the Northern Territory 
Intervention?

We are all invited to think carefully 
about the entrenched inequality in 
our midst and whether we, as a na-
tion, possess the political will to do 
better. As Italian theorist, domenico 
Losurdo, put it: Democracy cannot be 
defined by abstracting the fate of the 
excluded.  
dr John Falzon is chief executive  
officer of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society National council.
This article first appeared on eureka 
Street (www.eurekastreet.com.au) on 
12 october 2009.

Feature

By jonathan campton

HOW DO YOU MEASURE, MEASURE A 
year? In daylights, in sunsets, in mid-
nights. In cups of coffee. In inches, in 
miles, in laughter, in strife.

Some things are hard to measure. The 
above lyrics from hit broadway musical 
Rent attempt to find ways to measure a 
year of life. More recently the Productiv-
ity Commission has been trying to find 
ways to measure the contribution of 
the not-for-profit sector: a task which is 
equally difficult. 

In October, Commissioner robert 
Fitzgerald AM and Associate Com-
missioner dennis Trewin AO of 
the Productivity Commission re-
leased the draft Contribution of the 
Not-for-Profit Sector Research Report. 
The final report is due by the end of 2009, 
around the same time as the Henry Taxa-
tion review. 

The draft research report contains 
many classic, well-considered ideas and 
recommendations. It is a credit to the 
Commissioners. They have created a 
model for measuring the contribution 
of the sector beyond simple financial 
measures. In doing so, they find that the 
current regulatory framework does not 
serve the not for profit sector well and 
explore reforms to improve the sector, 
such as:
• a single legal entity;
• the creation of a national regulator for 

not-for-profit organisations;
• the introduction of national fundrais-

ing legislation;
• a definition of charity; and
• full cost funding for government con-

tracting.  
The draft research report builds on 

the work of the Senate Standing Com-
mittee on Economics December 2008 
report on disclosure regimes for charities 
and improvements for not-for-profit 
organisations.

While the Society had some concerns 
about the Senate report, which it raised 
with the Government and the Produc-
tivity Commission, the Productivity 
Commission has resolved many of these 
issues in its draft report. 

For example, the Productivity Com-
mission do not recommend one single 
mandatory legal form, but instead a 
Commonwealth incorporated associa-
tion that would be in addition to other 
forms of incorporation. Also, the Com-
mission moves away from compulsory 
re-registration before a charities com-
mission, to recommending voluntary 
registration or endorsement before a 
registrar for Community and Charitable 
Purpose Organisations to obtain speci-
fied benefits.

However, there are parts of the draft 
research report that will require further 
critique and comment by the Society 
before the final report is released. The 
draft research report offers a lot for ‘so-
cial enterprises’ and other organisations 
that operate outside or on the edges of 
the present definition of charities, but 
does not offer much to help established 
charities.

One recommendation is to extend 
the scope of gift deductibility to all chari-
table institutions, not just public benefit 
institutions. This is balanced with a dis-
cussion occurring around the potential 
loss of the current Fringe benefit Taxa-
tion exemption. While the loss of the 
FbT exemption will be very much the 
domain of the Henry Tax review, dis-
cussion within the draft research report 
does explore life without this benefit. 
The Society relies heavily on the FbT 
exemption to provide proper wages to 
its employees and ensure service delivery 
standards. The Society would be deeply 
saddened if a review aimed at helping 
the sector actually removed benefits 
from the Society without providing an 
equivalent benefit. 

The Society will provide a response to 
the draft research report. While we may 
have a couple of concerns, the Society 
agrees with other commentators that the 
draft research report provides a more 
practical and palatable approach to ad-
dressing the many regulatory issues be-
ing faced by the not-for-profit sector. 
You can obtain a copy of the draft report 
from http://www.pc.gov.au/projects/
study/not-for-profit/draft. Jonathan 
campton is Research officer, St Vincent 
de Paul Society National council.



16 The RecoRd – SummeR 2009/2010

soCIal JustICe

This is an edited version of the 
speech made by bec bromhead 
at the launch of the Social Justice 
Sunday Statement at the  
Australian catholic university in 
Strathfield, NSW on 17 Septem-
ber. The speech was given in the 
presence of cardinal George Pell. 
IN THe bOOK OF JAMeS We 
hear that “faith without works is dead”. 
We have each been given this miracle 
of life and blessed with great gifts from 
the Holy Spirit. but if we don’t immerse 
ourselves in this life, if we don’t open 
ourselves to the reality of the world 
around us and engage with it, we miss 
the point and our faith, indeed our life, 
cannot reach the depth, richness and 
fullness that God intended. 

The Holy Father’s challenge, and 
that of this Social Justice Sunday 
Statement from our Australian bish-
ops, pushes us to connect with the 
world around us on a deeper level, 
to engage with the issues that bring 
pain, suffering and injustice into our 
world and to share the love, joy and 
hope that our Catholic faith provides, 
with those in need.

However, the statement also 
acknowledges and affirms the work 
that young people are already doing 
to share God’s love through active 
and purposeful engagement with the 
world around us. 

It gives thanks for the students 
who give their time to volunteer on 
Vinnies night patrol soup vans. It 
acknowledges the Young Christian 
Workers who advocate for the rights 
of their colleagues in the workplace. 

At the heart of this statement is a 
notion of justice that challenges us to 
look out for each other and act in soli-
darity with one another. I can think of 
no better way to explain the meaning 
of solidarity than to repeat the words of 
Lilla Watson and a group of Aboriginal 
activists from Queensland in the 1970s:

If you have come to help me, you 
are wasting your time. But if you have 
come because your liberation is bound 
up with mine, then let us join hands 
and work together.

This Social Justice Statement is an 
affirmation of the passion that young 
people in the Church have to put their 
faith into action. That is, to find God 
not only in prayer, but also in the ways 
in which we engage with the world 
that God has entrusted into our care. 

We need to do this in concrete 
ways that don’t just soothe the pain of 
present hurt, but also prevent future 
injustice. The 20-year-old founder of 
Vinnies, blessed Frederic Ozanam, 
explained this using the parable of the 
Good Samaritan: 

Charity is the Samaritan who 
pours oil on the wounds of the traveller 
who has been attacked. It is the role of 
justice to prevent the attack.

I have been blessed to witness 
young people from around the world 
responding to the theme of this state-
ment; being God’s witnesses and 
living in a way that builds peace and 
promotes justice. 

I’ve visited homes that hang under 
the bridges of Manila with young 
seminarians who regularly spend 
their nights here in solidarity with 
these families. It is not the food that 
the seminarians bring, but rather the 
friendship and companionship that 
offer the most comfort. 

I’ve been humbled by the warm 
welcome of a community in the in-
vasion settlement of San Francisco 
in Guayaquil, ecuador. A friend of 
mine who is a priest from Canberra, 
Fr Frank Jones, is running a mission 
there and I stayed for a few weeks to 
‘volunteer’. I had the best of intentions, 
and I suppose that counts for some-
thing, but the young parishioners of 
that little parish taught me more about 
embracing the gifts that God has given 
us and standing together as equals 

fighting for the cause of justice, than 
I could ever have hoped to bring them 
through my volunteering. 

I’ve met young lawyers in Madrid, 
Spain, who volunteer their time and 
skills to advocate for South American 
immigrants who arrive with nothing 
and need assistance and above all, 
compassion. 

I recently spent six months working 
for the St Vincent de Paul Society in 
South Africa, helping to establish Vin-
nies Youth programs in Johannesburg. 
The inspiration of young people who 
often had as little as those they were 
assisting has had a huge impact on me. 

There is a group of young people 
who support a Vinnies Conference in 
the township of Soweto. Some of you 
may be familiar with Soweto, which is 
one of the largest townships in South 
Africa. It was the base from which 
students lit the fire of advocacy that 
saw the downfall of the Apartheid 
government in 1994 and the rise of 
Nelson Mandela as the country’s 
President. 

One of my favourite quotes from 
Mandela is this: Overcoming poverty 
is not a gesture of charity. It is an act 
of justice. It is a protection of a fun-
damental human right, the right to 
dignity and a decent life.

This group is only able to afford to 
deliver food parcels to the families they 
assist approximately once every six to 
eight weeks. And yet each week they 
visit. They give their time, their love, 
their hope and their friendship and yet 
if you were to ask them, they would 
concentrate on explaining the hope, 
love and friendship that they receive 
from those they visit. For me, these 
young people and those they assist are 
definitely the agents of hope and peace 
that the bishops Statement and their 
own leader, Nelson Mandela, call for. 

It’s not just in exotic places overseas 
that we find young people contribut-
ing to the cause of justice. 

and you will be my witnesses: 
young people and justice
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soCIal JustICe

every week in Australia young 
people run sports teams for children 
from families experiencing hardship, 
offer food and friendship on soup 
vans, provide tutoring for children 
whose first language is not english, 
fundraise through schools for kids 
growing up in developing countries, 
visit people experiencing the pov-
erty of loneliness in nursing homes, 
hospitals and detention centres and 
much, much more.

In St Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus tells 
us: I was hungry and you gave me 
food, thirsty and you gave me drink, 
a stranger and you made me welcome, 
naked and you clothed me, sick and in 
prison and you came to see me. As long 
as you did this to one of the least of my 
brothers, you did this to me.

What are the injustices in our 
country? In our local communities? 

As young, and young at heart, 
Australians, what response does this 
require of us? How do we meet the 
responsibilities of working for justice 
and embodying the message of the 
Gospel in everything we do? Let us 
work in solidarity together as wit-
nesses of God’s love and creators of a 
just world. 

In the words of the Franciscan 
benediction:

May God bless you with discomfort 
at easy answers, half truths and super-
ficial relationships, so that you may 
live deep within your heart. 

May God bless you with anger at 
injustice, oppression and exploitation 
of people, 

so that you may work for justice, 
freedom and peace. 

May God bless you with tears to 
shed for those who suffer from pain, 
rejection, starvation and war, so that 
you may reach out your hand to com-
fort them and turn their pain to joy. 

And may God bless you with 
enough foolishness to believe that you 
can make a difference in this world, 
so that you can do what others claim 
cannot be done. 
Bec Bromhead is NSW Youth and 
Young Adults coordinator.

THe INAuGurAL SOuTH  
Australian Vinnies’ Social Justice 
Awards were held at Nazareth 
Catholic College’s senior campus on 
1 September 2009.

The awards seek to encourage 
young people, their schools and 
other groups to which they belong. 
They were devised to celebrate the 
Good Works already being under-
taken by young people across the 
state in all sectors of schooling.

200 young people received awards 
in four categories.

The range of Good Works lived 
out our belief, “No work of charity is 
foreign to the Society” (The rule 1.3). 

Some of the winners included:
• Grace, aged 7, from Crystal brook 

Primary School, organised class 
meetings, contacted local business-
es and enthused the whole school 
into providing ‘Christmas boxes’ for 
those in need.

• James, 14, from renmark High 
School, won financial assistance 
from his local council to take nurs-
ing home residents on an outing

• Jordan, 11, from St Paul’s College, 
collected 25 pairs of shoes for stu-
dents in another school who had 
none;

• James, a final year student from 
Cornerstone College, provided a 
great example of servant leadership 
to his classmates. James has been 
a volunteer for St Luke’s Mission, 
Salvation Army, Camp Quality, 
was part of the Australian Youth 
development Program, and volun-
teered in a school and orphanage in 
Tanzania.

• Hannah, in her final year of Loreto 
College, was an active leader of the 
Social Justice Group, red Cross 
Youth Ambassador, head of Am-
nesty and benenson Society. She 
also found time to advocate and 
lead fundraising campaigns.

The awards event culminated 

with a service expo where organisa-
tions offered opportunities for these 
young people to continue their 
Good Works. In 2009, expo stall 
participants included edmund rice 
Camps, Youth Affairs Council of SA, 
Cara Camp for Kids’, Magis and, of 
course, Vinnies Youth.

The awards emphasised that 
young people are not just about be-
ing our future. They are present and 
active today, helping to invigorate 
and reshape our communities and 
to create a better world.

In 2010, the Awards will again be 
in four categories:
• Emmanuel Bailly Award: For group 

nominations. Typically, these groups 
are involved in service and taking 
action to achieve social justice out-
comes. 

• Rosalie Rendu Award: For out-
standing service. This person has 
participated in a range of activities 
and is an integral part of the action. 
It does not necessarily mean that 
the person is the most ‘up front.’ 

• Blessed Frederic Ozanam Award: 
For outstanding leadership and 
service. This person ‘makes 
things happen’ over a period of 
time. There are many models of 
leadership. 

• St Louise de Marillac Award: For 
post-secondary young people who 
are involved in service and active 
leadership.

In 2010 we will shortlist nomi-
nations and all shortlisted young 
adults will receive an award. One of 
them will be chosen as the ‘Vinnies 
Young Ambassador’ for the awards 
and will present an inspiration talk 
to all present.
For details contact Tim Taylor, Schools 
Resource coordinator, St Vincent de 
Paul South Australia on ttaylor@svdpsa.
org.au or visit www.vinnies.org.au/
vinnies-social-justice-awards-sa/

SA’S SociAL JuSTice AWARdS
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neWs In BrIeF

news in brief miNi ViNNieS iN WA
FoRmeR STATe couNciLLoR 
oRdAiNed
ON 10 OCTOber, ArCHbISHOP 
denis Hart ordained Nicholas Pearce to 
the diaconate at St Patrick’s Cathedral, 
Melbourne. Prior to the commence-
ment of his studies for the priesthood 
Nick was the Young Adult representa-
tive on the Victorian State Council. 

SuNSeT iN The WeST
ALAN JeNNINGS, CHIeF exeCuTIVe 
Officer of the Society in Western 
Australia retired after 16 years of 
dedicated service on 30 October. State 
President Clement Astruc thanked 
him for his contribution in progressing 
the mission of the Society throughout 
the State. 

SudANeSe ViSiToR
IN NOVeMber deACON KAMAL 
Tadros, National Secretary of the 
Society in Sudan, paid a visit to the 
National Office in Canberra and also 
visited some Special Works in the 
Canberra/Goulburn area. 

PANASco 7
THe PACIFIC AreA COOPerA-
tion Conference of the Society is to be 
held in Goa, India, 13-17 September 
2010. The outgoing President-General, 
Jose ramon Torremocha, will attend. 

Australia is supplying three of the 
keynote speakers and it is expected 
that over 100 Australians will attend 
this important event. registration 
brochures will be circulated early in 
2010. 

GeRALd WARd LecTuRe 2010
CArdINAL WILFrId NAPIer, 
Archbishop of durban, South Africa, 
has accepted the invitation to be the 
2010 Gerald Ward Lecturer.

iNTeRNATioNAL AcTiViTieS
1. General Assembly 

The International President-
General Jose ramon Torremocha 
finishes his term on 27 September 
2010 and a new President-General 
will be elected at the General As-
sembly meeting in Salamanca, 
Spain, 31 May – 4 June 2010.
National Presidents from the 141 
Countries where the Society has 
a presence will attend. besides the 

election, the week will focus on for-
mation, training, social justice and 
advocacy and young adults. The so-
cial justice and advocacy workshops 
will be coordinated by Australia. 

2. Twinning
Australia will take responsibil-
ity for the International Twinning 
register. Tony Muir, Vice President 
(Australia) has been appointed as 
the Co-ordinator until March 2011. 
In this role, he will also be a mem-
ber of the International Permanent 
Section of the Society under the 
deputy General Vice President dr 
brian O’reilly of Ireland. 

3. Fiji
due to problems in Fiji, the Presi-
dent-General has appointed Tony 
Muir as his special envoy to resolve 

the matter. In this regard he is re-
ceiving support from Archbishop 
Mataca and Fr Alan Finn CM.

4. Feast of Blessed Frederic Ozanam
On the feast day of blessed Frederic 
Ozanam, 9 September, the National 
President Syd Tutton, attended 
Mass celebrated by the Auxiliary 
bishop of Paris at the Chapelle de 
Cerves where the tomb of blessed 
Frederic is located. 

5. Special Mass
during September, a special Mass 
was celebrated in the chapel of 
blessed Mary MacKillop at the Inter-
national Office in Paris to celebrate 
the centenary of her death. Mass was 
said by the Vicentian chaplain of the 
shrine of St Louise de Marillac and St 
Catherine Laboure at rue de bac. 

ST MATTHeW’S SCHOOL IN 
Narrogin, Western Australia, is 
striving to live out Christ’s mission 
through its ‘Mini Vinnies’ program.  
This initiative was started by princi-
pal Kevin duffy through his prayer-
ful reflection and his enthusiasm to 
bring Christ to others.

There are 15 students from our 
school involved in Mini Vinnies.  
They give up 15 minutes of their 
recess time every week to pray and 
plan activities for the term. They’ve 
been to aged homes, the senior 
citizens centre, and in term four 
they were due to visit a nursing 
home to provide entertainment for 
the residents.  Members read sto-

ries, show off their singing talents, 
recite poems and even dance for 
the elderly.

Mini Vinnies has planned a 
variety of fundraising programs, 
including a bushfire appeal, crazy 
hair day, free dress day and a pan-
cake day. They even hosted a school 
disco to end term three. They were 
also involved in Vinnies’ winter and 
Christmas appeals, and sponsoring 
students.

These enthusiastic children are 
our future and the foundation of 
society. Please pray that they learn 
to live like Jesus by practising the 
charism of compassion in their 
daily lives. 

Principal Kevin duffy, caleb Pascoe, George Baxter, Jared Williams, Robert Kain,  
Tiffany  mcLeish, evan Beckwith, caleb murray, Sr. Sahaya, Shelley Quatermine, Ruby Wiese, 
Kaitee evan, Aislinn hall, Yinka Adeleye, Ashley maiolo.
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FroM tHe arCHIves

HAVe YOu eVer TrIed TO FINd 
out about your ancestors? Family 
history or genealogy is almost a sub-
culture in Australia. Go into your State 
Library and you will find dozens of 
people poring over microfiche records 
of births, deaths and marriages, convict 
transportation registers, passenger ar-
rivals, electoral rolls and newspapers, 
searching for information about their 
forebears.

The history of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society is also a ‘family history’. People 
made the Society. Since we follow in 
their footsteps, we should know some-
thing about our Vincentian ancestors.

However, it isn’t always easy 
finding out about them. When our 
descendants do family history in the 
future, none of them will have any dif-
ficulty finding out about us. We live in 
an age overflowing with information. 
If anything, our descendants will find 
more about us than they need (or we 
would want them) to know. but our 
ancestors, family and Vincentian, 
lived in an age before the Internet.

We may be lucky and find that 
someone has already collected infor-
mation about them. Some earlier Vin-
centians are in the Australian diction-
ary of biography (Adb), the standard 
biographical reference in Australia, 
which has reached 16 volumes so far. 
St Vincent de Paul Society members in 
the Adb comprise people as diverse as:
•  The architect, Jack Hennessy (1853-

1924), who designed many promi-
nent NSW buildings including St 
Patrick’s College, Manly, St Joseph’s 
College, Hunters Hill, and the Ca-
thedral of St Mary and St Joseph in 
Armidale. Hennessy was a mem-
ber of the Superior Council (now 
known as the National Council) in 
its early years;

• The ‘boot King’, Paddy Minahan 
(1866-1933), boot manufacturer, 
NSW Labor politician and founder 
of the Knights of the Southern 
Cross, who features in Cliff bax-
ter’s new book about the Knights, 

Reach for the Stars (Connor Court 
Publishing  2009). Minahan was a 
member of the St Francis Confer-
ence, Haymarket, and a generous 
donor to the Society;

• The long-serving Premier of Tas-
mania, Sir robert Cosgrove (1884-
1969), a trade union organiser, 
grocer and moderate Labor leader 
who served nearly 19 years in office;

• Townsville doctor and rugby league 
identity, Les Halberstater (1901-
1988);

• Supreme Court judge and Queens-
land State President of the Society, 
‘big Jim’ douglas (1917-1984);
Our first National President, Louis 

Heydon (1848-1918), is there, as is his 
colleague Francis Healy (1834-1925), 
principal founder of the Society in 
Melbourne. However, two major 
contemporaries of Heydon and Healy 
escaped the attention of the Adb: 
bill Coogan (1863-1945), who held 
continuous office in the Society for 61 
years, and John L Mullen (1876-1955) 
who was our longest-serving National 
President (1918-1948). 

Of bill Coogan we now know lit-
tle. Of John Mullen we know a little 
from the Society’s archives: he was 
born in White Cliffs, NSW, married 
in Wilcannia in 1899, came to the ‘big 
smoke’ of Sydney as a young man in 
1900 and worked in the Post Office. He 
had a ‘mellifluous voice’ and travelled 
widely for the Society. but we should 
know more about such important So-
ciety leaders as these two. 

All these people were also distin-
guished in the eyes of the world, but 
two other Vincentians in the Adb 
seem to have spent their whole lives in 
the completely selfless service of those 
whom the world overlooks:
• denis Haugh (1872-1933), a tea-

merchant and member of the same 
conference as Paddy Minahan, 
devoted himself to the care of or-
phans, children and single mothers 
in inner Sydney. He also served as 

president of the Metropolitan Cen-
tral Council of Sydney (1915-1930), 
‘ancestor’ of today’s State Council;

• Frank McGarry (1897-1955), also 
known as ‘Francis of Central Aus-
tralia’, lay missionary to Aboriginal 
people in the Northern Terri-
tory and a member of the Society 
at Manly, NSW, whose cause for 
beatification has been referred to 
the Vatican.
but most of our Society pioneers 

are not in the Adb, and we know little 
about them other than their names and 
dates.

For example, what do we know 
about John Gorman, who founded the 
Society in Perth in 1865, other than 
that he was a soldier? Or e.F. Troy, first 
President of the Particular Council of 
Adelaide (1903)? 

And what about the women of the 
Society? What do we know about Mrs 
breheny, President of the Ladies Soci-
ety of St Vincent de Paul in Adelaide 
in 1909, or Jane Henerie and rubena 
Graves, leaders of the Ladies Associa-
tion of St Martha, visiting the poor in 
Surry Hills, Sydney in 1889-1890?

We should remember these people. 
We can find out more about them, us-
ing the Society’s own archives and other 
research resources. Have another look 
when you’re next in the State Library! 
You might spot a Society archives of-
ficer poring over those genealogical 
records, trying to fill in the gaps in our 
Vincentian family history. 
michael moran is the National 
council’s archivist.

discovering our  
Society ancestors 
By michael moran

Sir Robert cosgrove (1884-1969), long-serving 
Premier of Tasmania and St Vincent de Paul 
Society member.
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letters to tHe edItor

letters to the editor
LeAd The WAY oN 
FAiR TRAde
AS A WOrLdWIde OrGANISATION, 
the St Vincent de Paul Society is stra-
tegically well-placed to make a differ-
ence to the poor, especially children, 
in cocoa and coffee growing regions 
of developing countries by adopting a 
preference for Fair Trade products.

Fair Trade guarantees a fair mini-
mum price for produce grown with-
out slave labour.

Children provide much of the 
labour used in the cultivation of the 
crops, working in harsh conditions, 
and not receiving the benefit of an 
education.

Fair payment for cocoa and coffee 
can help to redress this situation. Fair 
Trade is an opportunity for everyone 
to assist. The Society could support 
the Fair Trade initiative initially by 
promoting it within the Society. This 
would be at zero cost to the Society 
but would raise awareness among our 
members who may then choose not 
only to use it themselves, but to tell 
others about it as well.

Now is also an excellent time to 
act because Cadbury have just decid-
ed to use Fair Trade cocoa. There may 
well be some positive publicity for the 
Society if we are seen to be acting in 
support of Fair Trade as well. 

Christ stood with the poor and the 
marginalised. Should we do any less?
Kate dunn,  
Wagga Wagga, New South Wales 

FiNd QuoTeS WiThiN 
cAThoLiciSm oNe
ONCe AGAIN, I WrITe TO Ob-
ject to the mentioning of Nelson 
Mandela’s name and quote in the 
Spring 2009 issue of The Record. The 
offending quote appears on page 5.

Surely if a quote is needed about 
charity injustice why go outside our 
own Church? Your own ‘introduc-

tion’ (From the National President, 
Spring 09, page 3) mentions Caritas 
in Veritate, which is replete with 
quotes about charity, truth and jus-
tice, and human dignity.
most Reverend Luc matthys,  
Bishop of Armidale

QuoTe BeARS meRiT
AS A SOuTH AFrICAN LIVING IN 
Australia, it is heart-warming and 
encouraging to see the warmth and 
generosity of the Australian people 
and societies such as the St Vincent de 
Paul Society.

I am, however, disappointed at the 
stance taken by bishop Luc Matthys 
regarding a quote by Nelson Mandela.

In the first instance, Nelson Man-
dela is recognised and celebrated 
by the world and global leaders as 
instrumental in bringing about peace 
and leading South Africa from apart-
heid laws to a free and equal society.

I am also surprised that the 
bishop’s view is that he is prepared to 
withdraw future funding from such a 
worth cause.

It is shocking that a former South 
African citizen is determined to per-
petuate this kind of polarised think-
ing in this day and age.

While I understand that he would 
prefer quotes from Catholic stalwarts 
of the faith, do we dare disregard 
quotes which are powerful and bear 
merit?

do we, as Christians, reject the 
quote by Ghandi “be the change you 
want to see in the world” merely be-
cause he was not a Christian? Or do 
we seek the merit, truth and wisdom 
in it and apply it to our lives? This is 
clearly a case of “throwing the baby 
out with the dirty water”.

This leads me to believe that the 
bishop’s motive for strongly objecting 
to the quote is not because Man-
dela is not a devout Catholic, rather 
it is motivated by misperception and 

prejudices that are skin deep.
In concluding, I want to applaud 

the good work being done by the 
Society for the disadvantaged and 
marginalised.

I also thank you for the work being 
carried out in South Africa in com-
munities that are still, almost 15 years 
after the demise thereof, feeling the 
devastating and far-reaching conse-
quences and effects of apartheid laws.

I do believe that the view of the 
bishop is not representative, nor does 
it reflect the views of the Society, the 
Catholic Church, the Australian or 
South African people in general.
Sandy,  
moreland, Victoria.

FiNd QuoTeS WiThiN 
cAThoLiciSm TWo
IT IS A PITY THAT dr JOHN FALZON, 
the CeO of the Society of St Vincent 
de Paul in Australia, could not find 
any quotation from the teachings of 
the Catholic Church or from the writ-
ings of the founders of the Society to 
drive his point instead of the quota-
tion from the leftist, pro-communist 
thinker dr Pablo Neruda.

The editor of The Record must 
have taken too much pain to dis-
cover a commemorative stamp of dr 
Neruda released by the non-existent 
Gdr to publish along with the arti-
cle of dr Falzon. If this trend con-
tinues, the CeO may include some 
quotation from the writings of Karl 
Marx, which will be published in The 
Record with a picture of Karl Marx!

The Society of St Vincent de Paul 
is an organisation of God fearing, 
pious, Catholic lay people who join 
their hands to share what they have 
with the have-nots and The Record 
is the mouth piece of this Society. 
It is not a platform to propagate the 
views and utterances of thinkers who 
are/were always anti-religious and 
anti-Catholic. The CeO finds injustice 
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doN’T NeGLecT  
ViNceNTiAN SPiRiTuALiTY
AS A MeMber OF THe SOCIeTY 
for 50 years, filling various roles from 
conference member to regional and 
diocesan President, plus many years 
as a founding member of the blessed 
Frederic Institute of Spirituality, it 
was with great interest that read your 
article ‘Ministry on the Margins’ 
(The Record, Spring 09) and your 
emphasis on the refounding process 
which will encourage fresh thinking 
for the Society.

The refounding process has been 
needed for many years, not due so 
much to the lack of Vincentian vi-
sion at Conference level, but by the 
rapid promotion of people who have 
no background in the Society and its 
history.

In New South Wales it appears 
that reference to St Vincent de Paul 
and blessed Frederic Ozanam is 
disappearing and/or being left out of 
the Society communications, perhaps 
not deliberately.

In the last year there has been 
mention of their names only rarely 
in any spiritual writings from State 
Office, written in my opinion, by 
good people well qualified in the area 
of Spirituality, but who also have no 
Vincentian background. I sometimes 
wonder whether, for example, the 
Sisters of St Joseph and the Christian 
brothers would leave blessed Mary 
MacKillop and edmund rice out of 
their everyday life experience and 
Spirituality? After all isn’t that what 
identifies them as an organisation?

Sadly, it is becoming apparent that 
‘Vinnies’ is an organisation where the 
spirit and vision of St Vincent and of 
blessed Frederic and his friends is 
rapidly being neglected.

A number of my long term Vin-
centian sisters and brothers and with 
whom I am in touch have almost 
given up hope, as Ozanam and Vin-
cent disappear from our Spiritual 

everywhere and writes pages about it 
without giving any practical solutions.

Where is he taking the Society?
V.K.ignatius, St Thomas conference, 
Palai Kerala, india

Editor’s note: The article by Dr 
Falzon that VK Ignatius objected to on 
the basis that it lacked Catholic con-
tent included four quotations from the 
Scriptures and two from the Society’s 
Rule. The quote by 1971 Nobel Prize-
winner, Pablo Neruda that VK Ignatius 
objected to was: “Who loved the lost? 
Who protected the last?”

No eASY ANSWeRS
I WISH TO COMMeNT ON THe 
excellent article by dr John Falzon 
entitled (‘Your liberation is bound up 
with mine’, The Record, Spring 2009) 
in which he rightly states that unless 
the current social system and its struc-
tures can be changed for the better, 
nothing much will improve the lot of 
the homeless and poor in Australia. Of 
course the same can be said of other 
countries as well.

The point is, this will not happen 
soon, perhaps in the distant future. 
In the mean time, we must help the 
marginalised in the true Vincentian 
spirit, keep fighting for justice, and 
hope society will listen to the voice of 
the poor!

There is no easy answer to this 
problem of poverty, which, unfortu-
nately, will endure to the end of time. 
Jesus said, “the poor will always be 
with you”, which means we have to 
be identified with them, irrespective 
of our status in life. To those who are 
given much, much will be expected!

Is there a proper plan by the 
government and/or the St Vincent 
de Paul Society to tackle what dr 
John Falzon is talking about? If 
there is, then maybe some progress 
will be made.
Les Fern,  
Nightcliff, Northern Territory 

discussions and life. So I am very 
grateful to you and thank you for the 
excellent article and the emphasis on 
Vincentiality!

I pray that the vision of Ozanam 
will return. We, as members of the 
Society, and especially the people we 
serve, deserve no less.

Many believe that the commer-
cialisation of the Society was neces-
sary and is good, but we must take 
our Vincentian spirit with us if we are 
to be what we say we are!
John Smellie,  
dee Why, New South Wales

SPiRiTuAL ReAdiNG
SOMe MONTHS AGO PreSIdeNT 
Obama received an honourable and 
lead mention in the official Spiritual 
reading for the Conference night.

This night at my Glenbrook Con-
ference, in the set Spiritual reading, 
the united Nations was given the 
same treatment.

A Catholic organisation such as 
ours has Popes and Saints and others 
who should be used at models, cata-
lysts etc, not to mention our wealth 
of literature. by all means use the 
others as back up, but not the prime 
example.

The use of President Obama or 
the uN is to secularise our religious 
motivation.
Joe Lopez,  
Warrimoo, New South Wales 

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

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

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

letters to tHe edItor
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chRiSTmAS iS chRiST’S mASS
AT THe LAST SuPPer, JeSuS 
said, “do this in memory of Me”. So 
when we celebrate the eucharist, we 
do what Christ did, in memory of 
Him. Yet that is not all that happens; 
not only do we remember Jesus, but, 
through the power of His Spirit, the 
memory comes true. Jesus becomes 
really present.

That is one of the reasons why the 
eucharist is regarded as a foretaste 
of Heaven. Just as in the eucharist, 
the memory of Jesus comes true, so, 
in Heaven, all our dearest memories 
come true: no moment of love, and 
truth, and beauty and goodness is ever 
lost; in the end, all is harvest. That is 
what the eucharist guarantees.

It is also important to remember 
that when Jesus gave us the eucharist 
at the Last Supper, it was also a mo-
ment of crisis. He was about to be 
betrayed, the community was about to 
fragment, all were about to desert Him 
– but that was the moment He chose 
to give us Himself in the eucharist. He 
transformed this moment of betrayal 
and infidelity into a moment of Grace.

So, the eucharist is also the sign of 
the triumph of life over death, of hope 
over despair – the enduring sign that 
God’s unconditional love for us is far, 
far greater than our human frailties. As 
St. John tells us, “God is greater than 
our hearts”. And as Christmas reminds 
us, Jesus is emmanuel – “God-always-
with-us”. 

God iS LoVe
recently a friend of mine sent me 

an email which was the result of a 
survey conducted among a group of 
four-to-six-year-olds on the question 
– “What is love?”

Some of the answers were rather 
cute, like a six year-old girl who said: 
“Love is when you tell a guy you like 
his shirt, and he wears it every day.”

And some were quite profound, 
like a five year-old boy who said:  
“Love is what is with you in the room 
at Christmas, if you stop opening your 
presents and just listen.”

but one answer from a six year-old 
boy was especially profound: “When 
someone loves you, the way they say 
your name is different. You know your 
name is safe in their mouth.”

So, maybe when we go to  
Communion this Christmas, we can 
imagine Jesus calling us by name 
(which is the truth), for He says our 
name like no one else can. 
Fr Pat Sullivan is a former provincial 
of the Jesuit order in Australia. he is 
currently spiritual director at corpus 
christi Seminary, melbourne.

Some christmas reflections
By fr pat o’sullivan sj
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Seminarians at prayer in Peru
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