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reflections

Recollections of Christmas
From a white Christmas
in Washington, to the
darkness of December
in London, to midnight
Mass in the southern
hemisphere—Denis
Fitzgerald reflects on the
importance of family at
Christmas time.
Christmas has such prominence
in our year that the stories of our
Christmas celebrations over the years
are one way of marking our broader
journey.
Family Christmases in Essendon,
year after year with the fixed points
of my own parents, ‘Gran’, brothers
and sisters; with St Therese’s Church
celebrations; with presents, meals
and overwhelming conviviality.
1976 in London, in the cold, where
TS Elliot’s The Journey of the Magi
took on new life—a journey, guided
by hope, and in a cold environment.
Establishing our own Christmas
traditions as a young family, linked
to broader gatherings, but then as
a smaller team as we celebrated a
white Christmas in Washington DC,
to the delight of the children.

A tropical Christmas was different
again—with midnight Mass a
pleasant interlude, and much more
sensible than gathering in the
middle of the day.
And as the wheel of time continued
to turn, our linkages with broader
family were re-knitted; and the
families of our own children,
moving along their own trajectories,
were woven into the fabric of the
season.
And from time to time, the pattern
of the years was disrupted—
sometimes at a personal level,

Untitled
An Angel with wings that cannot be seen
An Angel who washes away the unclean
An Angel who walks with compassion and grace
An Angel whose words stem the flow of tears on your face
An Angel whose halo may not always be bright

sometimes in the community—by
natural disasters in our harsh
Australian summer; by wars. And
sometimes by delightful surprises:
such as when the Dominican
community at our local parish
decided to dedicate the Christmas
collection—a significant part
of their annual income—to the
parish asylum seeker support
program.
A time of peace, and of
disruption; of joy and hope. ♦
Denis Fitzgerald is Executive Director of
Catholic Social Services, Victoria.

I don’t see his mental illness as being
a barrier in any way. He is just a
normal human being who needs love
and kindness.
In fact, every human being needs it.

But an Angel’s an Angel no matter the light ♦
Merija Gilbert-Puttock
Merija is a current student in the Clemente program, an undergraduate
university course offered by the St Vincent de Paul Society, in partnership
with the Australian Catholic University.

For Hansen Menezes’ story on a friendship he
made through the society’s Compeer Friendship
Program, turn to page 20.

S T V I N C E N T D E PA U L S O C I E T Y A U S T R A L I A

3

frontlines | G R A H A M W E S T

PHOTO: BELINDA SOOLE, FAIRFAX REGIONAL MEDIA

From the President

BY GRAHAM WEST

Christmas is a time of
great joy and hope. We
celebrate the birth of
Jesus in the humblest
of beginnings and the
message of liberation
and salvation that he
proclaimed.
Of course, Christmas is not a time of
celebration for all in our community.

end at Christmas, nor the anguish of
those struggling to make ends meet
and find a meaningful job.
For those languishing in detention
while escaping persecution, just as
Jesus and his family were forced to
do, the message of hope can be hard
to see.
But as Jesus called on us to be a
neighbour to each other, we do see
tremendous acts of generosity and
goodwill during this season too.

For many, it is a time of great stress
and worry, compounded by the
burden of expectation of being seen
to be doing all of the Christmas things:
giving presents, holding feasts, being
happy always.

Society members will be sharing
hampers with families; they will be
volunteering in our places of welcome
for those fleeing domestic violence;
sharing a cup of tea while providing
a roof over someone’s head and, no
doubt, sharing a smile and a tear or
two along the way.

We know that homelessness does not

The Society’s great strength is in the
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many men and women who work,
volunteer and give generously of their
time and talents, recognising that they
are brother and sister to those they
meet.
They recognise the dignity of all
and seek to celebrate it by walking
together, sometimes along difficult and
winding paths.
Their efforts are what moves
community from a word or slogan, to
a place of great hope and joy, even in
difficult times. They give expression to
the blessing ‘go in peace to love and
serve the Lord’.
Thank you to all of those who serve,
both in giving and in receiving, may
you have a hope-filled Christmas. ♦
Graham West is the National President of the
St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of
Australia.

rural communities | S U E C A T T E R M O L E

Home + Heart

The resilience and solidarity of
regional and remote communities in
Australia should be an inspiration to
us all. As CEO of the St Vincent de
Paul Society Victoria, one of the great
pleasures of my role is that I have an
opportunity to see how charities like
ours work within their communities
to identify an issue and then come
together to offer hope.
The daily work of those who
volunteer their time is varied, hands
on, and a cherished part of these
communities. It is a circle of friends
volunteering in one of our Vinnies
Shops; it is conference members
running a fruit drive for the local
school; it is a face-to-face conversation
with someone in need to ensure they
can access the basics, with dignity. It
is flexible, responsive and localised
support.
In a world obsessed with taking a
macro view on things, Vinnies is at the
coalface dealing with all the essential
moving parts; building up people, one
by one, and the communities within
which they live. In the current climate
of international political unrest, these
‘little things’ are more important than
ever; and at Vinnies these good deeds
come in all shapes and sizes. The
work of the Society is made up of
daily stories of good works, many of
which are in country towns.
Let me illustrate with a story of
conference work in a little town in
regional Victoria …
In April this year, Australia’s largest
dairy processor announced it would
cut its milk prices for suppliers by 10
percent. Coupled with dry seasonal

PHOTO: BY HALEY PRICE.

Making a difference
in someone else’s life
rarely requires a huge
fuss. More often, it is the
small gestures that can
transform someone’s day,
writes Sue Cattermole.

Children at a special lunch for dairy farmers in Rochester, Victoria.

conditions, high water costs, reduced
pasture availability, higher feed costs,
and lower milk prices, it’s made
things increasingly tough for dairy
farmers across the state of Victoria. In
fact, their earnings have dropped by
around 70 percent in the past financial
year.
In Rochester, a town with just over
3,000 people, the St Vincent de Paul
Society’s local conference decided
it was time to do something to
help—financially, but also as a sign of
solidarity and support from the whole
community.
On Sunday 9 October 2016, they
hosted a special lunch event for
dairy farmers. Teaming up with other
community groups and sponsors, they
provided a BBQ lunch, entertainment,
prize packs, and special guests
including former AFL star Kevin
Sheedy and local politicians.
Even though it was difficult to entice
dairy farmers to put their farm duties
on hold for the afternoon, more than
175 families attended to pause for a
few laughs, participate in activities and
enjoy lunch together. Event organiser
and Rochester Conference President,
Gavin Houlihan, said this gesture has
made an enormous impact on their
community.
‘It was wonderful to see our local
dairy farmers and their families come

together, have a chat and forget their
troubles for a few hours’, Gavin said.
‘The joy on the kids’ faces as they
embraced the activities made the day
very worthwhile. The feedback we’ve
heard is that everyone had a fantastic
time and all enjoyed the day.’
This is an example of one of the ‘little
things’ our Vincentians do, all year
round, that make such an enormous
difference to the lives of people in
regional and remote communities.
To them, home and heart are never
mutually exclusive—they are bound.
Our communications team in Victoria
took a trip up to the Dairy Farmers
Day Out in Rochester, 180km north of
Melbourne, to capture all the action
and I encourage readers of The Record
to take a moment to watch this video,
which is available online at
https://youtu.be/dvqFgX8NQ4w.
You will see, quite clearly, that the
conference in Rochester is doing their
community proud.
May I take the final words of this
article to thank all our volunteers
Australia-wide, for putting love at the
heart of their work as Vincentians;
it is an enduring and immeasurable
legacy of which we are all enormously
proud. ♦
Sue Cattermole is CEO of the St Vincent de Paul
Society in Victoria.
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Our collective ache for home
B Y D R J O H N FA L Z O N

Inequality is not an
accident. Nor is it an
economic inevitability. It is
a political choice.
The failure to fight inequality is a
failure to govern. Government should
be the chief means by which we
achieve collectively what we cannot
achieve individually.
In Australia, we have historically
understood this reasonably well in
areas such as health and education.
We understand that government
has the responsibility to guarantee
that everyone has the right to these
goods.
It should not matter if you are
struggling to survive because you
are one of the 1.1 million who are
underemployed; or whether you are
unemployed or a student; or if you
are living with a disability or have a
caring responsibility, or are living on
an aged pension.
We hold as a common value that
none of these conditions should bar
your access to the highest quality
health care and education.
This right, however, has been
significantly denuded over time.
The trend towards commodification
has a growing and ever more
toxic presence in these domains.
What should be fiercely protected
as a good for all, is increasingly
being threatened with becoming a
commodity affordable only for some.
The neoliberal trajectory leads to
the miserable idea that you pay for
what you get and that there should
only be low-quality, residual versions
of the health or education ‘product’
for those who cannot ‘pay their own
way’.
This is not only unjust; it is a lie.
The whole idea of good government
and a fair society is that we should
6
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all contribute what we are able, in
order to collectively ensure that no
one misses out on essentials such as
health and education.

As the poet Maya Angelou writes:
‘The ache for home lives in all of us.
The safe place where we can go as
we are and not be questioned.’

We know from the Gonski Review
that class and educational outcomes
are correlated.

With housing, however, we tend not
to imagine that it is the government’s
responsibility to ensure that no one
misses out on it.

Which is why we need to reallocate
our education resources on the basis
of student need, rather than the
preservation of privilege. And we
know from the social determinants
of health framework that health
outcomes are closely correlated with
class as well.
Housing is just as much a human right
as education and health. If you do not
have a place to call home, it is very
hard to look after your health. It is hard
to go to school or TAFE or university. If
you do not have a safe and appropriate
place to call your home it is hard to
connect with other people, to feel as if
you are part of society.

We rather view the market as the
‘normal’ mechanism by which
housing is allocated.
Further to this, some see housing,
particularly with the aid of unfair and
inefficient settings such as negative
gearing, as a speculative sport rather
than a fundamental human right.
We need to change the way we
think about housing. With more
than 100,000 people experiencing
homelessness, around 200,000
families on the waiting list for
social housing and 850,000 plus
households experiencing housing
stress (where a household’s income

condemned for being excluded, as
if it were a perverse and immoral
choice.
Marginalisation is actually a historical
intersection between the personal
and the structural. The choice to
deepen and entrench inequality is a
political choice made by government,
not a personal choice made by those
who experience it.
In addition to the structural deficits
of the labour market, the inability
of the housing market to provide a
place to call home for so many is
itself an obstacle to employment. It’s
notoriously hard to get a job or keep
one if you haven’t got a home, or if
you are at risk of homelessness.

If (the government) continues to walk away from the problem,
we can only arrive at the scandalous conclusion that
homelessness is not just caused by government policy, but
rather that homelessness is government policy.
is in the bottom 40 per cent of
incomes and it is paying more
than 30 per cent of this income on
housing), it is becoming one of the
clearest indictors of inequality in
prosperous Australia.

If it continues to walk away from
the problem, we can only arrive
at the scandalous conclusion that
homelessness is not just caused by
government policy, but rather that
homelessness is government policy.

And when inequality is the problem,
the market is not the answer. We
need to compel governments,
starting with the Commonwealth, to
take responsibility for the housing
crisis. The federal government must
realise that a failure to address
housing inequality is a failure to
govern. It must strengthen rather
than cut its current commitments to
homelessness and social housing.
It also needs to initiate a further,
significant and visionary investment
in social housing (around $10
billion over three years according
to The Ache for Home: a plan to
address chronic homelessness
and housing unaffordability in
Australia).

In the meantime, the federal
government appears to be intent
on continuing on the path towards
deeper inequality enunciated in the
2014 Budget.
Witness the attacks on the people
who are forced into poverty. In a
massive act of collective character
assassination, good people are being
described as a burden on society. The
truth is that it is they who are forced
to bear the burden of inequality,
carrying the can and cursed for it!
The fight against inequality is also
a fight against lies. The truth is that
people are structurally locked out
of jobs and income adequacy (even
when they have jobs) and then

We are tired of being told that the
housing crisis is too complex to
address, or that the market is the best
means of allocating resources, or that
the answer lies with not-for-profits.
Both the market and the not-for-profit
sector can and should contribute to
the solution, but governments must
do what markets cannot. Markets
might be able to meet some human
needs, but they cannot guarantee
access to human rights. Housing, like
health and education, is a human
right and should be recognised by
government as such.
The great social objective of housing
for all, as a matter of justice rather
than luck, must be set by government
and achieved by government as a
means of addressing our collective
ache for home. Now is not the
time for government to abrogate
its responsibility to the people. It
is government that must invest and
government that must lead. Is that too
much to ask? ♦
Dr John Falzon is CEO of the St Vincent de Paul
Society’s National Council.
This article first appeared on The Guardian
Australia website.
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Vinnies profile

Before there was
Samaritan House, in
Canberra’s north, a
group of dedicated people
were involved with the
running of a men’s hostel
in Turner. Decades later,
Andrew Herscovitch shares
recollections of its work,
among other memories of
being a Vinnies volunteer
between the 1960s and
80s.
Bookmakers are a generous lot. That’s
the conclusion Andrew reached after
a door-to-door appeal in Sydney for
Vinnies some 50 years ago.
At one house the bell was answered
by a man still in his pyjamas and
dressing gown, who gave Andrew
a wad of ten-pound notes. To put
the donation into perspective, by
today’s standards, it was worth several
thousand dollars.
‘Almost apologetically, he said he had
had a good day at the races’, Andrew
recalls.
‘No surprise in that—it turned out that
he was a bookmaker.
‘And he said a receipt wasn’t
necessary, but he would take one if I
insisted.’
A few years later the mild-mannered,
former public servant started
volunteering regularly with Vinnies.
While working in Sydney’s CBD,
he gave up one or two of his lunch
hours each week to provide personal
or material support for struggling
individuals and families.
The conference undertaking this work
was based at the Marist Chapel in
Sydney.
Andrew also belonged for a short time
8
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BY BELINDA CRANSTON

Long serving Vinnies volunteer Andrew Herscovitch (left) with the Society’s national archivist
Michael Moran (right).

to a parish conference at Summer Hill,
in Sydney’s west.
Much of his motivation came from
several people challenging his views
on poverty.
‘I was always ranting about social
justice issues. But was I doing
anything practical about it?
‘It was a fair question.’
Andrew moved to Canberra in 1969.
He renewed his ties with Vinnies in
1973, joining the St Martin of Tours
Conference.
Named after a French saint, the
conference was responsible for
running a men’s shelter in the innernorthern suburb of Turner. A group
of dedicated volunteers took turns
staying overnight at the hostel, which
opened from 5pm daily.
‘The shelter could provide beds for
up to 24 men—30 at a pinch’, Andrew
says.
A meal was also served, not only to
the men staying overnight, but also to
others who needed it.
Volunteers from various parish
conferences were rostered to assist
with the work.

The shelter was able to expand its
services and become more than
a temporary abode, when new
legislation known as the Homeless
Persons Assistance Act provided
Commonwealth funding for a full-time
social welfare officer from the mid1970s.
‘The person who was appointed to
this position actively supported the
guests in any number of ways, not
least in their quest for housing. He
actively intervened on their behalf
with housing authorities in the ACT,’
Andrew recalls.
The social welfare officer also
assisted guests with looking for
work, through liaising with the (then)
Commonwealth Employment Service
(CES) and private employers.
‘In addition to that, he helped some
guests manage their income by
occasionally acting as a trustee until
their circumstances stabilised.’
While the St Martin of Tours
Conference was harmonious most of
the time, there were differences of
opinion over whether some guests
needed to be excluded, Andrew says.
In any case, they were only shut out
for a short period.

conferences | H E R B E R T P O R T A N I E R

More than 730,000
children live in poverty
in Australia
‘It was not to penalise people in the
hope that they would mend their
ways.
‘More important was the welfare of
other guests, whose security and
ability to get a decent night’s sleep
could be compromised if people
were heavily affected by alcohol, or
behaving aggressively.’
Andrew was saddened by the shelter’s
closure in the mid-1980s – a sense of
camaraderie among its volunteers and
guests, some of whom became firm
friends, was a rewarding aspect of the
work.
The decision to shut down the shelter
was largely because of a fall in the
number of people who relied on it.
‘There were differences of opinion at
times between the St Martins of Tours
Conference and the wider Society in
the archdiocese’, Andrew says.
‘The conference was naturally
focussed on the needs of the shelter
and the men it served.
‘And archdiocesan views were
understandably influenced by the
perspective of the wider Vinnies’
family.
‘It is fair to say that some members of
parish conferences felt that the shelter
relied heavily on them, and that they
were already overstretched by their
own work in their local areas.’
A new shelter known as Samaritan
House was established many years
later at Hackett. It provides crisis
accommodation for single men in the
ACT, and experiences a huge demand
for its 12 bedrooms.
Andrew has recently resumed
volunteer work with the Society. He
can now be found assisting his cousin
Mike Moran, the Society’s National
Council archivist, in Canberra a couple
of days a week. ♦
Belinda Cranston is Media Adviser at the St
Vincent de Paul Society National Council office

Herbert Portanier reflects
on a recent home visit in
Melbourne’s south-east,
where he encountered
a harrowing scene of a
baby living in poverty.
One cannot describe a more
beautiful Christmas card than a
baby being born in a stable; but
in reality it would have been quite
traumatic to give birth in a stable
where animals are kept, lacking the
comfort and safety of a home.
At the St Vincent de Paul Society,
we are trained to cope with most
situations; people just released from
prison, people affected by illicit
drugs, people under the influence
of alcohol, victims of domestic
violence and so forth. When we
knock on people’s doors we are
prepared to face confronting
circumstances.
But on one particular day, we were
not at all prepared. It was a cold
winter’s day and we were asked to
deliver food assistance to a single
mother. We thought it was a routine
call, until we arrived. To our shock,
we saw a two-week-old baby
sleeping on a blanket on the floor.
Seeing a baby on the floor, I could
not help but feel pain. I felt an
immediate comparison with baby
Jesus, who was born in a stable and
soon became a refugee to avoid
Herod’s decree to slaughter all
males under two years old.
The apartment was sparsely
furnished, with no beds. We asked
how we could assist and she
explained that she was living in
Australia on an expired visa with no
financial entitlements. She had no
money for herself or her baby. The
baby’s father was helping with rent
payments, but not living with them
and remained unemployed. Our
response was to give food vouchers

Poverty in Australia 2016
The fifth edition of ‘Poverty in Australia’, part of the ‘Poverty and Inequality
in Australia’ series from the Australian Council of Social Service and the Social Policy
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Centre.
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and Vinnies vouchers, so they could
obtain clothes from our shops.
On leaving the apartment, we did
not feel right. That night, I was
comfortable in my own home, but
I could not stop thinking about the
baby sleeping on the floor. It was a
sleepless night for my colleague too.
The next day we discussed the
situation again and agreed to contact
the mother to tell her that we were
getting her a new bed and a new cot
and mattress for her baby. When the
furniture was delivered that afternoon,
the mother cried with joy. I remember
it so vividly.
We tried to contact the mother two
weeks later, but could not make
contact and don’t know what
happened to her and her baby. Were
they deported? Had the father taken
them in? I don’t think that we will
ever find out, but at least through the
generosity of our donors, we helped
at that particular moment. ♦
Herbert Portanier is President of the Bentleigh/
Moorabbin conference in Victoria.
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Farewell to a great Vincentian
Maureen Catherine Dunham 13 November 1933 – 10 October 2016

Maureen became the
first female president of
the Northern Territory
council in 1987. At her
funeral on 17 October
at Holy Spirit Church,
Casuarina, family
members recalled
her long and happy
marriage to husband
Peter.
The story of Maureen’s life is
essentially a love story.
The critical elements revolve around
her unshakable love for her husband
of 63 years, Peter, her family and
friends and her faith.
Maureen Catherine Kearnan was
born in Katherine, 320 km southeast of Darwin, to Jack and Johanna
Kearnan, after a prolonged and
difficult birth.
At one stage during labour the
doctor asked Jack which of the
mother or child he wished to
save. Jack gave the doctor clear
instructions to give his best
endeavours for the survival of both
and Maureen was delivered safe and
well, albeit with a broken leg.
She and her sister Lynette were
schooled in Mataranka, Alice Springs
and Darwin before the family
eventually returned to Katherine,
where Maureen worked at what
was then known as the PostmasterGeneral’s Department (the corporate
forefather of Telstra and Australia
Post). It was there that the 19-yearold telephonist worked alongside a
postal officer named Peter Dunham.
Love blossomed between the two
and, despite initial misgivings from
Maureen’s extensive and very
matriarchal family, Maureen and
Peter married at St Joseph’s Church,
a requisitioned Sydney Williams
hut left over from the war. Father
10
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Maureen Dunham

Frank Flynn came down from
Darwin to perform the ceremony,
as Katherine did not yet have a
resident parish priest. Maureen’s
uncle, Pat Kirby, hosted the
reception at the family hotel and
the entire population of Katherine
attended.
Following the wedding in 1953,
they had five children in six
years: Mark, Elizabeth, Stephen,
Catherine and John.
The river was their playground
and there was always time for
camping, fishing, horse riding
or shooting. The children later
helped out with several businesses
the family were involved with: a
dress shop, the family hotels and a
caravan park, to name a few.
Maureen and Peter lost two sons,
Mark in 1962 and John in 1993.
Although both boys were
haemophiliacs, both deaths were
preventable and had a profound
impact on Maureen. Mark died
following a tooth extraction at
Darwin Hospital. The impact
of Mark’s death created a

Maureen at a Victorian State Congress in the 1990s.

powerful sense of advocacy and
protectiveness in Maureen. Along
with adopting her mother’s
dismissive attitude to stupidity
in government actions, Maureen
challenged the status quo and
became an agent for change.
She instilled confidence,
tolerance and assertiveness in all
her children. John in particular
exemplified these traits. When
he died as a 33-year-old father of
four in 1993, Maureen again felt
let down by those charged with
the responsibility of overseeing
his care.
Maureen and Peter worked in
several hotels (in the Northern
Territory) including the family
hotels at Larrimah and Katherine
and later at Cooinda in Kakadu.
Maureen first held a liquor
licence when she was the
licensee at Larrimah in 1957,
after her Uncle Johnny Mahony
was injured and badly burnt.
At this time she had three small
children, one of whom she was
still breastfeeding.

Maureen was associated with the
St Vincent de Paul Society and
as President, saw the Northern
Territory become an independent
state entity.

back. Seemed like a good idea at
the time!

PHOTOS: SUPPLIED

She was the first ever female
State President of the Society in
Australia.

Hotels at that time could be violent
places and Peter was assaulted
on at least two occasions. Luckily,
both happened while Maureen
was nearby. The family still enjoys
the story of Maureen rendering
unconscious one particularly large
drunken man who had Peter in a
choke-hold. A well-placed blow to
the back of the head with a Coke
bottle was effective in releasing the
choke-hold. In those days Coke was
supplied to hotels in large heavy
glass bottles which were pretty
much indestructible and similar in
shape to clubs.
The police were called to the
unconscious man who awoke
with the same fury as he had
when he first attacked Peter,
now accompanied by a splitting
headache. It took several police
to subdue him and he was locked
away, unable to harm others for a
period.
That said, there were very few
people Maureen didn’t like and she
was blind to distinctive features such
as a criminal record, financial status,
race or religion.

Interestingly, while her fellow
state presidents commuted from
the outer suburbs of whichever
capital city they lived in, Maureen
attended meetings from Cooinda,
where she and Peter were
working. This involved an early
morning road trip to Jabiru, a light
aircraft flight to Darwin, a jet to
Sydney or Melbourne and a taxi
trip to the accommodation, usually
arriving late at night: The travel
time totalled 20 or so hours each
way.
Even though Maureen’s
involvement with the St Vincent
de Paul Society dates from about
the time of the 1974 cyclone, she
and Peter were always involved in
charitable work. Numerous people
were helped with ‘loans’ in hard
times. Often the girls would see a
favourite dress that they had just
grown out of being worn by one
of the kids from a large family
up the road. The parish priest
always ate at the family pub and
church cleaning, gardening and
fetes were normal family activities.
Maureen and Peter sponsored
football and cricket teams and
were the inaugural sponsors of the
Katherine Golf Club.
When the family moved to
Darwin just before Cyclone Tracy,
Maureen went to night school and
became a welfare worker.
About a year ago Peter began to
think that the government might
get a bit nervous about his driver’s
licence, so he and Maureen took
off for one last driving holiday.
They went to Mount Gambier and

Peter did an extraordinary job of
nursing Maureen throughout her
final months. While in hospital,
getting out of bed was a grand
production. Sometimes up to four
staff were on hand. The hoist
usually had a flat battery and the
back-up one was usually flat as
well. Peter is a highly organised
person and this level of ineptitude
was a source of aggravation.
When it became apparent
that Maureen’s condition was
worsening the longer she stayed
in hospital, they decided to go
home. Technically, this is called
‘a voluntary discharge against
medical advice’. In reality it means
that you are on your own and all
care, equipment and consumables
have to be provided by yourself.
Community nurses came weekly
to change dressings on her feet,
but everything else they paid
for. In Maureen and Peter’s view,
picking up the entire cost of home
nursing was a small price to pay
for their improved quality of life.
Peter bought a badly damaged
lifter from the dump, cleaned it
up, bought the parts and had it
repaired. This cost about $1600
compared to $6500 for a new
one. Interestingly, Peter, aged 86,
achieved all of Maureen’s transfers
out of bed and to the shower,
toilet and wheelchair by himself
… and the battery never went flat!
They lived a long life together full
of adventure, laughter, some tears
and abundant love.
Rest in peace, Maureen. ♦
This is an edited extract of a eulogy
delivered by Mick Fox on behalf of
Maureen’s family at her funeral on 17
October 2016.
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Human frailty and human dignity
I was in prison and you
came to visit me. Whatever
you did for one of the
least of these brothers and
sisters of mine, you did for
me. (Matthew, 25, 36-40)
On Sunday 6 November, Pope Francis
held a special mass for 1000 prisoners
in St Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican.
His message was one of hope and
mercy for the prisoners, who came
from 12 different countries.
During his homily, Pope Francis
urged authorities to strive for better
prison conditions, and called for the
abolishment of the death penalty.
PHOTO: PEXELS.COM

He also spoke about his own personal
reflections during his many prison
visits around the world.
‘I ask myself, “Why them and not me?”
Everyone has the possibility to make
mistakes, everyone.’
It was the first time so many prisoners
were received at the Vatican.

The St Vincent de Paul
Society and Prison ministry
The St Vincent de Paul Society has
long been involved with assisting
prisoners—from those on remand
to those re-entering society once
they have served their time. Families
of those behind bars are also given
support.
Ahead of the Alexander Maconochie
Centre (AMC) opening in the ACT
in 2008, it was the then CanberraGoulburn Catholic Bishop Pat Power
who recommended the Society have
a presence inside the Territory’s first
prison.

Roger* was studying to
become a deacon when he
got the call.
‘It was just a gentle suggestion. A
12
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couple of us acted on it. And so,
for between 15 and 18 months, we
prepared for the opening of the jail.
‘It was really successful because on the
day the prison doors opened, we had
an established group of people who
wanted to work in the prison.’

prisoners re-entering society.
To become involved with prison
work, a police background check is
mandatory.
Training includes being made aware
of situational incidents that might
arise.

They included lawyers, people with
backgrounds in meditation and
spirituality, and a Catholic chaplain.

A need to establish boundaries,
to avoid friendships becoming
problematic, is also essential.

Preparations involved networking
with others from the Society - in
particular those who were familiar
with Correctional Centres in Junee
and Goulburn, and at the former
Belconnen Remand Centre.

In one instance, a mother of a
prisoner who was brought to the
AMC was allegedly caught smuggling
prohibited material into the jail.

A Canberra woman began liaising with
Vinnies stores across the Archdiocese,
so that those on remand could appear
before magistrates wearing suitable
clothing.
Eight years later, she is still sourcing
the clothing, which is also needed by

‘It is in situations like these, where
you feel compromised,’ says Roger.

Noel*
Noel is one of two Catholic members
of the prison chaplaincy team at AMC.
He was approached by the then
Administrator of the Archdiocese,

“You can’t go into
a prison with a
preconception about
what you can do for
people.
“You are in there as a
chaplain, doing God’s
work. So you need to be
selfless.
“You can’t afford to think
you are going to be in
charge, and that you are
going to change people.
“Or that you are some
sort of hero going in.
That doesn’t work.”
Monsignor John Woods, during the
prison’s implementation phase.
His ministry includes representing
the St Vincent de Paul Society at the
prison.
As well as a Bachelor of Religious
Studies (Theology) and a Masters
in Theology (Spiritual and Pastoral
Care), Noel has completed courses
in mental health and addictions case
management.
As a volunteer, he may spend between
a day and a day-and-a-half each week
at the prison, and says active listening
skills, patience, and an ecumenical
approach help build rapport with
inmates.
‘Many have experienced a
dysfunctional upbringing,’ he says.
‘Some of them are well educated. One
thing they can all do is pick insincerity
very quickly.
‘So you have to talk to them from the

heart. You also need to use reason. But
you can’t talk to them from the top of
your head.’
An awareness of criminogenic needs—
traits of an individual that relate to
their likelihood of reoffending—is also
important.
Noel says his studies in mental health
and addictions case management have
been particularly useful.
‘Knowing a little about how the brain
works and what triggers behaviour
has been a big help for me, in terms
of understanding why people become
addicted to something.
‘You can get some insight into the
problems of addiction, whether that be
gambling, drugs, or pornography.’
Above all else, Noel says it is essential
to be non-judgemental, open minded
and passionate about the work.
‘You can’t go into a prison with a
preconception about what you can do
for people.
‘You are in there as a chaplain, doing
God’s work. So you need to be
selfless.
‘You can’t afford to think you are going
to be in charge, and that you are going
to change people.
‘Or that you are some sort of hero
going in. That doesn’t work.’
Through conducting Christian
meditation at the jail, Noel says it is
possible for prisoners to experience
peace, joy and healing.
‘Many are distressed. Some have a very
short attention span. The reason why
they are so unfocused is often because
of their anxiety and other mental
health problems, along with feelings of
guilt.’
Celebrating Mass is not a straight
forward event. For security reasons,
some groups of prisoners are not
permitted to mix, making it necessary
to hold services in alternating locations.

Conflicting groups include rival gang
members and hardened criminals
who might harm someone, if given
the opportunity.
‘One of the challenges is organising
things to allow for everyone who
wants to go to a Mass, to get to a
Mass,’ Noel adds.
‘We do rely on prison officers to help
with this.’

The Society and prison
advocacy
The saint behind the Society, St
Vincent de Paul, pledged his life
to people who were sick, insane,
orphaned, elderly, starving or
abandoned, as well as to beggars,
prisoners and slaves.
In keeping with the Vincentian spirit,
prison visitations have formed part of
the Society’s work for decades.
A 1988 Commission of Review into
Corrective Services in Queensland
called for better ways of putting
prisoners in touch with the Society’s
members.
One of the concerns read: ‘Someone
would walk around the yards
shouting: ‘Does anyone want to see
the St Vincent de Paul?’ That was
how they would make new contacts.
It wasn’t very effective. A lot of people
don’t hear the call or understand
what it means and in Brisbane Prison
at least, there is no way of knowing if
a call around all the yards was ever
made.’
In 2015, more people were behind
bars in Australia than ever before,
the Australian Bureau of Statistics
found. According to the Productivity
Commission, each Australian prisoner
costs an average of $292 per day—
almost double Australia’s average
daily earnings of $160.
continued on page 19 
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Shining a light behind closed doors:
why Australia should ratify the OPCAT
The members of the St
Vincent de Paul Society
are exhorted in The Rule
to ‘speak on behalf of
those who are ignored.’
It is no surprise then,
that the Society is
closely involved in the
campaign to ratify the
Optional Protocol to the
UN Convention Against
Torture (OPCAT), writes
Corinne Dobson.
It has often been said that prisons
and other places of detention are
a mirror of society and its values.
Nelson Mandela famously observed
that ‘no one truly knows a nation
until one has been inside its jails. A
nation should not be judged by how
it treats its highest citizens, but its
lowest ones’.
Mandela’s statement has particular
resonance following the revelations
of abuse and degrading treatment
in Don Dale and other juvenile
detention facilities across Australia.
Examples of ill-treatment of
those deprived of their liberty are
unfortunately all too common in
Australia. A succession of media
scandals, coronial inquests, and
inquiries have revealed abusive
treatment and neglect often
thrives behind the walls of closed
institutions or places of detention—
whether it is substandard conditions
in immigration detention, neglect
and abuse in secure dementia care
units, sexual abuse in disability
care homes, the excessive use of
shackling and chemical restraints
in psychiatric facilities, or the
preventable death of a young woman
in police custody.
The risk of human rights abuses
exists in all places where people are
deprived of their liberty.
14
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By its very nature, detention puts
people in a vulnerable situation—
they are shut off from outside
scrutiny and are entirely reliant on
the authorities that have detained
them for their basic needs.
But Australia has a unique
opportunity to prevent abuse and
safeguard the dignity of our most
vulnerable, by ratifying a treaty
aimed at preventing torture and
ill-treatment of people.

What is the OPCAT?
The Optional Protocol to the
UN Convention Against Torture
(OPCAT) is an international human
rights treaty that ensures places of
detention are subject to independent
monitoring and oversight.

In essence, this treaty is about
safeguarding the dignity and rights
of those in detention and closed
institutions—not by creating a new set of
international obligations or human rights
standards, but by establishing a practical
means of putting existing human rights
obligations into effect. In this regard, the
OPCAT is unique. It aims to minimise
the risk of human rights abuses by
opening up places of detention to
independent oversight by international
and domestic monitoring bodies.
When a country ratifies the OPCAT,
its main obligation is to set up an
independent monitoring body (or
bodies) called a National Preventive
Mechanism (NPM). These domestic
monitoring bodies must be fully
independent, sufficiently resourced,
equipped with the requisite expertise,
and unrestricted in their ability to

We cannot allow abuse, violence and
neglect to fester in the shadows. If the
test of a decent society is how it treats its
most vulnerable members, then Australia
must act now, and ratify the OPCAT.

Progress and impediments
to the OPCAT
More than 80 countries have ratified
the OPCAT, yet progress in Australia
has been slow.
Australia became a signatory to the
OPCAT in 2009 (signing up to a
treaty is a precursor to ratification;
ratification puts the treaty into effect
via legislation or other necessary
measures).

regularly access places of detention
and all relevant information. Legislated
protections must be in place to ensure
detainees, staff and all others who
provide information to monitoring
bodies are able to do so freely and
without fear of reprisals.

Support for prompt ratification was
reiterated in 2012, when the Bill
for the treaty was introduced to
Federal Parliament and endorsed by
the parliamentary committee that
deals with international treaties. The
Commonwealth and state and territory
governments set up a joint working
group and developed a model
bill for implementing the OPCAT’s
international obligations.

Critically, the central purpose of
monitoring established under the
OPCAT is not to merely detect
human rights abuses after they occur.
Unlike other human rights treaties
and instruments, it focusses on the
prevention of human rights abuses,
rather than redress after the fact.

Despite this, progress has stalled and
the final steps toward ratification are
yet to be taken. While ratification
is endlessly delayed and deferred,
the treatment and needs of those in
detention remains in the shadows,
allowing abuse and neglect to occur
undetected and unchecked.

While NPMs must be able to make
their findings public, their purpose
is not to name and shame, but to
work constructively with authorities
to address risk factors and systemic
issues before they escalate.

A call for ratification
Australia has often touted its
credentials as a leader in human
rights. Preventing human rights abuses
in detention and closed institutions,

and among some of society’s most
vulnerable and marginalised, is
perhaps one of the most telling
indications of the depth of this
commitment.
From the solitude and separation
of his prison cell on Robben Island,
the basic premise of Mandela’s
words continues to be true: if you
are judging how well any society
respects human rights, you would be
well-served to delve behind the closed
walls of prisons and other institutions
to see how those deprived of their
liberty are treated.
Australia has a unique opportunity to
prevent human rights abuses in places
of detention by ratifying the OPCAT.
Regular, independent monitoring has
the potential to make a real difference
to the multitude of people in closed
institutions across Australia.
As we incarcerate more people than
ever before, and as incidents of cruelty
and neglect proliferate, it is imperative
to take action to prevent abuse, and
to safeguard the dignity of people in
detention.
We cannot allow abuse, violence and
neglect to fester in the shadows. If the
test of a decent society is how it treats
its most vulnerable members, then
Australia must act now and ratify the
OPCAT. ♦
Corinne Dobson is National Policy Advisor at
the St Vincent de Paul Society, and co-convenor
of the Australia OPCAT Network.
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Laying the foundations
A short history of Victoria’s Flemington Conference

BY GERARD ENGLISH

On the 100th
anniversary of
Victoria’s Flemington
Conference, Gerard
English reflects on the
legacy handed down by
the Society’s forebears.
Our foundation members met at
their first conference meeting in
Flemington on 29 October 1916.
To put that date in context, it
was the day after the rejection
of conscription in our national
plebiscite, or referendum, as it was
then called.
The Battle of the Somme was still
raging in France after Australia’s
staggering casualties at Fromelles
and Pozières, which led to the
conscription debate.
There were eleven members
at the first meeting held by the
Flemington Conference. Another
three were proposed and accepted
as members at the same meeting.
In comparison, Flemington
today has ten members and one
associate. It may be a cliché to say
we are standing on the shoulders
of our foundation members;
nonetheless, were it not for our
founders’ commitment in 1916,
we would not be celebrating our
centenary in 2016.
Our foundation president was
Thomas Tobin, an Irishman born
in 1863 in County Offaly.
Tobin and his wife arrived in
Melbourne from Ireland in 1889
and settled in South Melbourne.
The then 26-year-old found work
at a ship’s coaling station at Port
Melbourne’s docks, and remained
there until the spectacular bank
crash of 1893.
Hoping for a better life, Tobin
16
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and his young family headed
for Western Australia, where
gold had been discovered at
Coolgardie.
Tragedy struck when Tobin’s
wife died in childbirth, leaving
him with two young children
to care for, without any family
support. He married again and
returned to South Melbourne.
After an interlude in country
Victoria, working as a builder
mainly around Kilmore, Tobin
finally settled in Flemington in
1916. He had ten children—his
son Alphonsus co-founded the
Tobin Funeral Directors business
in Flemington in 1934.
Flemington Conference was the
first conference founded in the
Essendon region, which begs
the question, why Flemington?
Evidence is lacking to give a
definitive answer. Tobin died in
1953, aged ninety. His obituary

appeared in The Advocate on
30 July 1953. It contained a
remarkable statement: ‘His zealous
Catholicism was reflected in his
having founded a conference of
the St Vincent de Paul Society
in every parish in which he had
lived.’
Now that is a huge statement.
Often obituaries are prone to
eulogise, so I asked our Society’s
Victorian archivist, Kevin Slattery,
if he could shed light on the
statement. Kevin checked early
minute books of the South
Melbourne Conference, which
was founded in 1887, two years
before Tom set foot in Melbourne,
but could find no reference to
him. Apart from Flemington,
Kevin couldn’t find Tobin’s name
among the presidents of other
conferences in Victoria.
So it appears that the obituary
statement is a furphy. Nonetheless,
it seems that Tobin had some

Far left: Thomas and
Alice (his second wife)
on their 40th wedding
anniversary on 20 April,
1938.
Left: The couple on
their wedding day in
Fremantle on 20 April
1898.
Right: Thomas Tobin’s
family Flemington circa
1916. Back: Mollie
(daughter), Alice (wife) ,
Leo (son); Front: Thomas
(Jnr, son) Thomas with
son Kevin on his knee,
Noel (son); Absent was
son Aphonsus (Phonse)
who was at boarding
school in Geelong.
PHOTOS COURTESY OF
KILLAGHY PUBLISHING,
(WWW.KILLAGHY.COM)

prior connection with our Society
before he settled in Flemington.
Whether that was in Ireland,
Victoria or Western Australia is still
unclear. Scarcely did Tobin settle
in Flemington in 1916, when our
conference was founded with him
as president. He was president of
the conference for twenty years,
from 1916 until 1936.
It is quite remarkable that
Flemington had only two
presidents during its first forty-four
years.
Estate agent James Fogarty
succeeded Tobin as president for
some twenty-four years, from 1936
until about 1960.
Another long serving member,
Maria Minto Cahill, has been
involved with the Flemington
Conference for sixteen years. She is
presently a state vice president.
The significance of celebrating 100
years since its foundation can be

truly appreciated when we think
about the thousands of home
visits past and present members
of the Flemington conference
have made.
How many damaged, troubled
people found reasons to hope
and to smile again because they
were able to share their pain with
Vincentians who listened to them
and helped them?
How many burdens were
lifted from families in crisis,
who reclaimed lives of dignity
because Vincentians cared and
reached out to them? How many
Vincentians grew closer to the
Lord in Flemington, by following
the charism of Blessed Frédéric
Ozanam?
God alone can answer such
questions. But as much as we
look back and rightly celebrate
the past, our main focus should
be on the present and the future.

In the years that I have been
a member of Flemington
Conference, I have felt
challenged.
When visiting a home
in response to a call for
assistance, there is sometimes
a temptation to see the visit as
a disruption to the routine of
my life. But such an attitude
is certainly not in the spirit of
Ozanam. The spirit of Ozanam
regards the home visit not as
an interruption, but rather as
an invitation—a privileged,
graced moment—to be the
means by which God’s love is
made present to those in need
and with whom we engage. ♦
This is an edited extract from a speech
the St Vincent de Paul Society’s
Flemington Conference president,
Gerard English, delivered at St
Brendan’s Church, Flemington, on 27
September 2016.
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Family Matters launches inaugural
report at Parliament House

The group called on the
federal government to
adopt a new national
strategy and a Closing
the Gap target, to reverse
the growing numbers of
Indigenous children in the
child protection system.
Indigenous educator and
Family Matters ambassador
Dr Chris Sarra gave the
keynote address.
Today we are here to talk about a
serious issue. There is a crisis on, and it
relates to our children.
We are not doing as well as we should
be. But we can do better. And we must
do better.
We need to change what we are doing
and how we address these things. This
is a crisis, and in a crisis it doesn’t serve
us to blame one another or point the
finger. This is not useful.
We have to find ways to work
together—to own the things that we are
accountable for in order to deal with
the challenges that we are confronted
by.
Sometime ago, I delivered a Senate
speech in response to the Prime
Minister, who asked me: ‘What are
18
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Family Matters, a coalition
of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander leaders,
peak bodies and academics,
launched a report at
Canberra’s Parliament
House on 9 November. The
report states the number
of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children
being removed from their
families is set to triple in
the next two decades.

Dr Chris Sarra.

three things we can do on the
Indigenous policy landscape to make
a difference?’
I said to the Prime Minister, ‘We need
to acknowledge and embrace the
humanity of Aboriginal people, and
our capacity to be exceptional.’

can do that, we have a chance, and
we can work better together.
The second point I made to the
Prime Minister was: ‘Bring us policy
approaches that nurture a sense of
hope, rather than those that would
entrench a sense of despair.’

And if we acknowledge and embrace
our humanity, then we can understand
that we do have capacity. We do
have humanity. And with that comes
our ability to be the best that we can
be, and to support our children, to
support our families; and support our
communities in the ways that they
need to [be supported].

The third thing was: ‘Do things with
us, not to us.’

We have been around for some forty
to fifty thousand years. So we know a
little bit about resilience.

What is more helpful is recognising
the strengths that we already bring to
these challenges, and building upon
those things.

What has been missing for the last
200 years is other people’s capacity to
embrace our sense of resilience—and
our humanity.
That needs to change. And when you

This is the only way we can make
a difference: by bringing us policy
approaches that don’t assume we
are broken and need fixing; rather,
that recognise that we come to this
challenge with strengths to offer.

Many of you will know that I have
had a very successful career as an
educator.
And that probably came to

prominence when I was principal
at [Queensland’s] Cherbourg State
School.

continued from page 13

One of the things that helped me to
be so successful was this:
I used to pretend that all of the
children in that school were my
children. My own children. And
so, when I talked to teachers
about what was happening, I
would pretend that I was having a
conversation with them about my
own child.
When I visited families, I would
pretend and imagine. I would say:
‘What if this was my own big sister
that I was visiting, to talk about my
nephews and nieces? What kind of
outcomes would I want for them?’
And when I let myself be guided
by that, and took my ego off and
hung it on the door, then I realised
I had a chance at delivering what
was better and more honourable, in
terms of education outcomes.
Let me invite you then, to make this
challenge personal.
I challenge you to think about it in
this way.
What if this was my child? What
if this was my family? What if this
was my community that we were
dealing with?
And if we can make it personal,
then the question shifts, profoundly
so—from ‘What do we do with
these children?’, or ‘What do we do
with these families?’, to ‘What would
I want done, if these were my
children? And my families?’
This is a very simple formula. But
let’s not pretend that the work is not
hard. Trust me, I know.

At an overall cost to tax payers
of $2.6 billion per annum, some
advocates argue such money could
be better spent on preventing people
from being jailed.
Contemporary prison advocacy
work the St Vincent de Paul Society
supports includes a ground-breaking
initiative with the not-for-profit
organisation, the Maranguka Justice
Reinvestment project. Based in the
north-west NSW town of Bourke,
the project focusses on long-term
solutions to crime, including early
intervention, criminal prevention and
diversionary programs.

Collaboration
Roger says working with other
organisations, both inside and outside
of the jail, assists the Society with
obtaining better access to people who
need non-partisan support. Such
organisations include Kairos Prison
Ministry, an interdenominational
Christian ministry; Prisoners Aid, a
secular organisation; and Directions
ACT, a health services provider.
While there are challenges, Noel says
it is important to be mindful of the
frailty of the human condition.
‘Original sin comes to mind’, he says.
‘And human weakness. How easily
we can all make mistakes. In a sense,
the work I do has given me a deeper
appreciation of the spiritual support
I get from my belief system as a
practicing Catholic.’ ♦

We can do this, so let’s get on
with it. ♦

*Surnames withheld by request

A full copy of the report can be located at
www.familymatters.org.au

Belinda Cranston is media advisor at the St
Vincent de Paul Society.

The St Vincent de Paul
Society was originally
represented at the AMC
through its former
St Maximilian Kolbe
Conference. Within 12
months of the prison
opening, around 290
prisoners were visited.
The work is now carried
out through the Society’s St
Teresa of Jesus Conference,
which covers the ACT
Molonglo region.
Material assistance includes
providing clothing for
court appearances and
for prisoners re-entering
society.
Prisoners can contact the
Society via a call centre
number.
Other support includes
arranging help with
transport of family
members to visit prisoners,
if no other suitable means
of getting to the prison
is available. Groceries
for family members of
prisoners can also be
arranged.
The Society also runs
meditation sessions at
the prison. Additional
spiritual support includes
the supply of books and
Catholic newspapers. ♦
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The power of friendship
BY HANSEN MENEZES

The St Vincent de Paul
Society’s Compeer
friendship program has
been matching volunteers
with people experiencing
social isolation owing to a
mental illness for 20 years.
Hansen Menezes became
involved after hearing
about the program’s effect
on a man suffering from
bipolar disorder.
The simple virtue of being kind can
heal a mind.
This is what I have learned from my
experiences in community related
services.
I was speaking recently with a person
who suffers from a bipolar disorder.
He had become socially isolated when
he lost his job in the 1990s and was
struggling to find meaning in his life.
Five years ago his health professional
referred him to a ‘friendship program’,
which has since given him a new
lease on life.
‘My life has changed for the better’, he
told me.
‘I feel much younger and I want to
live longer. The program matched me
with a friend with common interests,
and has helped in building long-term
robust relationships.’
The program is called Compeer.
Internationally recognised as a
valuable adjunct to traditional medical
and rehabilitation treatment, the
program matches volunteers with
people who have become socially
isolated due to their mental illness.
Now I was keen to learn the other
side of the story, that of a volunteer.
One of the volunteers I spoke to has
been with this program for three years
20
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and is relishing every moment of it.
This was his first community-based
volunteering experience and he
professed that this program changed
his life for the better. It has widened
his narrow view of the world, he said,
adding that he was able to learn the
real meaning of the word empathy.
‘My friend is a friend, nothing special,’
he recounted. ‘He is like my other
friends; I see no difference and I
don’t see his mental illness as being
a barrier in any way. He is just a
normal human being who needs love
and kindness. In fact, every human
being needs it. We might act tough
and be a hard person on the outside,
but everyone wants to be loved and
to be looked after. Our friendship
started through our common interest
of playing cricket and now we play
season-long games together at a local
club.’
It is fascinating when two strangers

become friends through a simple
program which is designed
around the qualitative rather than
the materialistic aspects of life.
Compeer’s mission is to improve
the quality of life and self-esteem
of adults with a diagnosed mental
illness, through one-to-one
friendship with a caring volunteer.
It promotes social inclusion
and the reduction of stigma
through friendship, which is built
around mutual trust, respect and
understanding.
The program recently marked its
20th anniversary with a gala lunch.
St Vincent de Paul Society
executives included NSW President
Denis Walsh and Acting CEO
Dianne Lucas.
Ms Lucas noted how the program
had flourished over the past 20
years. ‘Our first friendship matches

times past | C H R I S T M A S C A R D S

Times past: The Record,
March–May 1990
St Vincent de Paul
Society Christmas
card, 2009.

I don’t see his
mental illness as
being a barrier in
any way. He is just a
normal human being
who needs love and
kindness. In fact,
every human being
needs it.

in Australia took place in 1997 when
we set up 10 friendships’, she said.
‘Right now we have 190 friendship
pairs, plus 155 individuals in the
Alumni Program across Western
Sydney, Northern Sydney and Sydney
City South East.’
To take part in the program,
volunteers need to be over the age
of 18, and able to spare four hours a
month for 12 months. Training and
ongoing support from the Compeer
team and health professionals are
provided.
If you are interested in becoming
a Compeer volunteer, please get in
touch with the team on 02 9568
0295 or compeer@vinnies.org.au.
For details visit compeer.org.au. ♦

During the 1989 festive season, conferences
and centres throughout Australia and New
Zealand distributed a total of 2.3 million
Christmas cards that had been designed to
convey ‘the real message of the birth of Christ’.
The tradition began in 1954, when the Society responded to
concerns that the commercial world was completely overlooking
the reason for celebrating Christmas. That year, 50,000 cards
depicting images of Bethlehem were distributed.
The policy was for the cards to be provided at the lowest possible
price—in 1989, a pack of six cards sold for $1 (in 2016 a pack
of 10 cards costs $4.25). The cards were sorted and packed at
Ozanam Industries, a Special Work of the Society.
Today it employs more than 100 Australians with a disability at one
of three work centres, which are located at Stanmore, in Sydney’s
inner-west, West Ryde, northwest of Sydney, and Coonamble, on
the central-western plains of NSW. ♦

Hansen Menezes is a freelance writer.
This is an edited extract of an article that was
first published by Indian Link (www.indianlink.
com.au/friendship-and-mental-health/).
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Asking for change: Calling for a
more effective response to begging
BY LAURA HEFFES AND
LUCY ADAMS

In the last
five years
in Victoria,
841 charges
have been
laid against
people for
begging.

‘I don’t think there
should be any charges or
anything else involved
because you’re just putting
more of a strain on
someone [who is] already
under pressure as it is …
I think this is why a lot
of the time things reoccur
over and over again—
because you’re trying
to take something away
from somebody that has
nothing.’
It is still a crime to beg in Victoria.1
Justice Connect Homeless Law—a
specialist legal service for Victorians
who are homeless or at risk of
homelessness—recently spoke with 30
people who beg or have begged.2
This quote is from one of the people
we spoke with. It identifies the futility
of the current enforcement-based
approach to begging.
Evidence and research over a 15 year
period—including reports by Hanover
Welfare Services (now Launch
Housing), the Salvation Army and
PILCH (now Justice Connect)—has
consistently shown that people
who beg experience high levels of
hardship, including homelessness,
mental illness, substance dependence,
trauma, family violence and poverty.3
Despite this consistent evidence,
media coverage and public
commentary focus on questioning
the vulnerability of people who
beg, including persistent reports of
professional begging.
The small minority of people who
beg aggressively also dominates
conversations regarding begging, and
has shaped the response to begging in
Victoria.
22
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Of course, in a country as wealthy
as ours, it is important to reduce the
number of people who beg.
However, as a community, we
continue to rely on the police and
courts to tackle what is ultimately an
issue of homelessness and poverty. In
the last 5 years in Victoria, 841 charges
have been laid against people for
begging.4
This approach has imposed a
significant burden on police and the
courts. While data around costs and
resourcing is limited in Victoria, a 2011
Canadian study showed that the cost
of fining people for begging over an
11 year period was almost $1 million.
While it took more than 16,000 hours
of police time, less than $9,000 of the
fines were paid.5
Victoria’s enforcement-based approach
also causes highly vulnerable people
to be caught up in the justice system
as a result of homelessness and

poverty. For example, of the 26 people
charged with begging in the City of
Melbourne during a March–April 2016
police operation, only eight were
linked with support services via a
diversion program. The remaining 14
had warrants issued for their arrest
due to a failure to appear at court.
Ultimately, this approach is failing
to achieve its goal of reducing the
number of people who beg.
Informed by the evidence, along with
consumer perspectives and direct
work with people who have begged,
seven leading organisations are calling
for a more effective response to
begging in Victoria.
They include Justice Connect
Homeless Law, Melbourne City
Mission, cohealth, Streetsmart, Council
to Homeless Persons, Launch Housing
and Victorian Council of Social
Service.

who begs and why
In the last two years, Justice Connect Homeless Law has consulted
with 30 people who beg or have begged.1 The results showed:

experiencing
77% were
homelessness
2

had a mental
illness

87%

experiencing drug
or alcohol dependence
77% were
had been unemployed
for 12 months or more

80%

experienced
33% had
family violence
reported childhood
trauma or abuse

37%
Image 1

1 Twenty one people were clients represented by Homeless Law in the 2014 and 2016 Begging Lists at the Melbourne Magistrates’ Court, after they were charged with begging
during Operation Minta. The remaining nine participants were engaged through a voluntary consultation process.
2 Homelessness includes where a person is without conventional accommodation (e.g. sleeping in a park or car), moving frequently between temporary accommodation (e.g.
refuges/emergency housing or friends) or living in marginal accommodation on a medium to long term basis (e.g. rooming houses, transitional housing or caravan parks). 63% of
study participants reported that they were sleeping rough.

The organisations came together in
October during Anti-Poverty week
to launch the campaign, Asking for
Change.

not everyone who begs is
experiencing homelessness,
the significant majority
are and access to housing
with support is a critical
component of an effective
response to begging.6
• resisting the temptation to
implement or encourage
responses that focus on
a minority of people
begging aggressively
– this small number of
people can be dealt
with by existing justice
mechanisms (e.g. using
threatening words in a
public place).7

Recommendations

• presenting evidence-based messages
to the public on begging and its causes
to provide leadership rather than fuel
knee-jerk reactions.

The campaign made several
recommendations. Aimed at specialist
homelessness and health services,
Victoria Police, local councils,
local businesses and the Victorian
Government, they include:

Victoria can do better than an old
fashioned law and a dated response
to homelessness and poverty. It’s time
to genuinely address the underlying
causes of begging and strengthen what
works: long-term housing and access to
services.

• accepting that the current response is
not working;
• acknowledging that the vast majority
of people who beg are experiencing
high levels of vulnerability, including
one or more of homelessness, mental
illness, substance dependence, family
violence, trauma and poverty;
• investing in a service-based response
to begging, which focusses on access
to housing and support. While

If you want to learn more about the
Asking for Change campaign or hear
stories of people with lived experience
begging in Melbourne, visit www.
justiceconnect.org.au/askingforchange ♦
Laura Heffes is a Senior Criminal Lawyer at Justice
Connect, Homeless Law.
Lucy Adams is Manager and Principal Lawyer.
1. Summary Offences Act 1966 (Vic) s 49
provides: (1) A person must not beg or gather

alms; (2) A person must not cause, procure
or encourage a child to beg or gather alms.
This offence is punishable by a maximum
penalty of 12 months imprisonment.
2. Twenty one people were clients represented
by Homeless Law in the 2014 and 2016
Begging Lists at the Melbourne Magistrates’
Court, after they were charged with begging
during a Victoria Police operation. The
remaining nine participants were engaged
through a voluntary consultation process.
3. See, eg, Michael Horn and Michelle Cooke,
A Question of Begging: A study of the
extent and nature of begging in the City of
Melbourne (Hanover Welfare Services, June
2001); Philip Lynch, Begging for Change:
Homelessness and the Law [2002] Melbourne
University Law Review 35; Philip Lynch,
Understanding and Responding to Begging
[2005] Melbourne University Law Review 16;
PILCH Homeless Persons’ Legal Clinic, We
Want Change: Public Policy Responses to
Begging in Melbourne ( June 2005); PILCH
Homeless Persons’ Legal Clinic, We Want
Change! Calling for the abolition of the
criminal offence of begging (November
2010); City of Melbourne, Begging
Engagement Pathways and Support Program
Evaluation Report ( June 2015); Justice
Connect Homeless Law, Asking for Change:
Understanding and Responding to Begging
in Melbourne (forthcoming).
4. Statistics obtained from the Crime Statistics
Agency for the period January 2011 –
December 2015.
5. Bill O’Grady, Stephen Gaetz and Kristy
Buccieri, Can I See Your ID? The Policing
of Youth Homelessness in Toronto (The
Homeless Hub Report Series, No 5, 2011).
6. See, eg, Council to Homeless Persons, PreBudget Submission 2016–2017 (November
2015) and VCOSS, State Budget Submission
2016–17: Putting people back in the picture
(2015) regarding Permanent Supportive
Housing.
7. Summary Offences Act 1966 (Vic) s 17.
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Fear and censorship
Special Rapporteur slams Australia’s human rights record

Michel Forst, United
Nations Special
Rapporteur on the
situation of human
rights defenders, was in
Australia in October. He
met with whistle-blowers,
government officials, and
various community and
business groups in most
capital cities.
Mr Forst said he was astonished by
the cumulative impact of government
measures that are damaging civil
society and stifling advocacy. Areas
of concern include the defunding of
peak organisations that have been
critical of government policy, and
the intensification of secrecy laws
including the Border Force Act.
While he was in Canberra, Mr Forst
met with the St Vincent de Paul
Society’s National Council CEO Dr
John Falzon and the Society’s National
Policy Advisor Corinne Dobson.
‘Governments are using a range of
funding levers that are making it
harder for community organisations
to speak out, and this is damaging the
health of our democracy,’ Dr Falzon
said.
Mr Forst released his preliminary
findings on 18 October.

Overall situation of civil
society
The objective of my visit was to
assess, in the spirit of cooperation and
dialogue, the environment in which
human rights defenders, the Australian
Human Rights Commission and civil
society in general operate in Australia.
I was astonished to observe mounting
evidence of a range of accumulative
measures that have levied enormous
pressure on Australian civil society.
While Australia is commendably
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Michel Forst.

supporting resolutions on human
rights defenders at the UN General
Assembly and Human Rights Council,
Australian activists have been under
pressure and often vilified by state
officials and media outlets.
Many spoke of an atmosphere of fear,
censorship and retaliation. Several
defenders preferred not to meet with
me because of the fear of retaliation or
persecution for disclosing information.
The broad issue of funding has been
a constant theme of concern and
discussion with all actors encountered
during the mission. While I note that
funding cuts have been affecting all
public institutions, the decision on the
degree of cuts, complete defunding or
suspension of funding to peak bodies
has been perceived as a concerted
attempt to target critical organisations
and to silence dissenting voices.
The introduction of so-called ‘gagging
clauses’ in funding agreements
prevents organisations from doing any
form of advocacy, which is contrary

to the principle of a free and
democratic society.
The High Court has acknowledged
that advocacy by community
organisations is a vital part of
Australia’s constitutional system.
Nonetheless, advocacy is seen by the
government and its officials as a form
of political opposition.
During the course of my mission,
I have met with community
organisations that run indigenous
legal centers, homeless shelters,
women’s refuges, and childcare
facilities. Knowledge acquired by
those who work in these fields is
a source of specialist community
expertise and should inform public
policy.
I have heard testimonies from people
who have received threats on social
media for advocating on behalf of
vulnerable women including single
mothers, those living in poverty, and
survivors of domestic violence.

The Declaration on Human Rights
Defenders (HRDs) recognises the
importance of women’s rights.
Women defenders are subject to the
same types of risks as any human
rights defender, but as women, they
are also exposed to gender-specific
threats and gender-specific violence.
The reasons behind the targeting
of women human rights defenders
are multi-faceted and complex, and
depend on the specific context in
that which the individual defender is
working.
Prompt investigation of intimidation,
threats, violence and other abuses
against women human rights
defenders, whether committed by state
or non-state actors, is important.
The use of social media has
empowered women in many ways.
However, there is also an undesirable
result of abuses and threats expressed
through this medium. It appears
the most horrifying digital abuse is
reserved for women with high visibility,
or those deemed to be a feminist.

Freedom of expression
Human rights defenders and journalists
have a right to seek information
about government activities; however,
Australia has hundreds of secrecy laws
that unnecessarily restrict access to
such information.
Those found in breach of Section 70
of the Crimes Act, which prohibits
public servants and contractors from
disclosing government information in
breach of confidentiality obligations,
are subject to two years’ imprisonment.
And Section 79 of the Crimes
Act criminalises the receipt of
‘unauthorised’ information, which is of
potential concern to journalists.
The Australian Law Reform
Commission recommended in 2010 to
reduce the scope of secrecy laws so
that disclosures are only considered

to be unlawful if they harm essential
public interests.
The recommendation has not been
implemented by the government.
Instead, secrecy provisions have been
reinforced. Under the controversial
Australian Border Force Act, it is a
criminal offence, punishable by two
years’ imprisonment, for a broadlydefined ‘entrusted person’ to record
or disclose ‘protected information’ that
was obtained in his/her capacity as an
‘entrusted person’.
Because of the complexity of the laws,
along with the severity and scope
of penalities, it is clear that many
potential whistle-blowers will not risk
disclosing sensitive information.
Access to Justice and independent
judiciary is vital to the functioning
of civil society and human rights
defenders.
New national security laws
(concerning metadata access) have
had serious implications for journalists
and whistle-blowers. They have
mandated the stockpiling of huge
rafts of metadata, reportedly giving
law enforcement agencies the means
to identify journalists’ confidential
sources.
I have heard numerous testimonies
from journalists that it has had a
cumulatively constraining impact
on the Australian media’s freedom
to inform the public and hold
government accountable.

Human rights defender at
particular risks
The drastic defunding of peak bodies
by the government has particularly
targeted civil society organisations
that have advocated or litigated on
such topical issues as immigration,
security, environment and land rights
protection. The Environmental
Defenders Offices of Australia and
The National Congress of Australia’s
First Peoples have completely

been defunded by the federal
government. Both groups of
defenders indicated the funding
cut could lead to their closure or,
at the very least, would undermine
the effectiveness of their grassroots,
community-based groups that
engage with local and indigenous
people and government.
Organisations that continue
receiving decreased government
funds often have to abide by the
so-called ‘gagging’ clauses in their
funding agreements instructing them
against ‘lobbying’ the government or
‘engaging in public campaigns.’
The government has increasingly
stressed a distinction between
‘frontline services’ and ‘advocacy’
work of peak bodies, with the
latter function not meriting official
funds. To me, such a distinction
is rather paradoxical because it is
impossible for those organisations
to provide direct services to
vulnerable populations without
advocating for their rights in that
process. Such advocacy should
be seen as important feedback for
the government to consider in its
formulation of policy approaches to
addressing systemic issues.
Despite noticeable achievements
made by the government to support
defenders of the rights of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Peoples, many Indigenous human
rights defenders still experience
severe disadvantages compared with
non-Indigenous defenders. They are
marginalised and unsupported by
state and territory governments.
Indigenous rights defenders also
face lack of cooperation or severe
pressure from the mining industry
with regard to project activities, as
has been exemplified in the case of
the proposed Carmichael Coal Mine
in central-western Queensland.
continued on page 27 
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The ‘household of God’
One planet, one humankind, one eco-system, one economic system

BY REVEREND ELENIE
POULOS

We are here together today to talk
about change because we know that if
the planet is going to survive in a way
that will support future generations to
live in peace and prosperity, then we
need to change the way we live.
Tinkering at the edges of systems,
policies, structures and programs
won’t do it. Neither will a fragmented
approach to advocacy that has us
boxed into our ‘issues.’
Time is up. Gentle words and soft
coaxing are not enough.
We need to overturn the tables in the
temple and call people to a better way
of living that will deliver justice for the
planet and justice for people, knowing
that there’s no justice for one without
the other. We need to do it now.
And the only way to do it is to work
together—really work together.
I’m not talking about standing next to
each other for photo ops during rallies
or joint lobbying trips to Canberra.
I’m not talking about occasionally
promoting each other’s programs
and campaigns, sharing a hashtag, or
referencing each other’s work in our
own reports and submissions.
I’m talking about genuinely and
seriously working together in trust;
an ‘in it for the long haul’ working
together.
Fortunately, we’re not starting
26
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A forum for
environmentalists across
Australia was held at the
University of Sydney in
late October. The theme
of this year’s National
Environment Meeting
was ‘Hope in the dark.’
Reverend Elenie Poulos
was one of the speakers.

Powerful alliances don’t happen just because we share
a common goal. They are formed out of respect, genuine
friendship and, dare I say it, love.
from scratch. Many people and
organisations in this room have built
solid and effective coalitions that have
made a significant difference.
But what we need to do now is take
the good work that’s been done and
super-charge it, not just by doing
things together but by genuinely being
together. Let me explain what I mean.
It’s a little discursive so please bear
with me.
There are many metaphors in the
Christian tradition that are used to
try to capture an understanding of
the relationship between God and
the planet. One of the richest of
these is that of the ‘household’—the
world, and everything in it and
around it, is the household of God.
One household. One planet. One
humankind. One eco-system. One
economic system.
The word ‘economy’ actually comes
from the Greek for ‘house’, oikos, and
nomos meaning ‘to manage’. So the

economy is literally about how the
household is managed.
It used to be that human societies
reflected incredible diversity—many
households, many systems of
management. But now we have
a globalised household and the
principles, values, systems and
structures of the one economic
system we use to manage the global
household leave nothing and no-one
untouched. Never before has one
economic system, driven by a singular
ideology and maintained by so few at
the expense of the majority of people
and the environment, determined the
running of the entire household of
Earth.
Neoliberalism’s values—individualism,
materialism, commodification,
competition, greed, consumerism—
have entrenched themselves so deep
within those of us in the wealthy
minority privileged by it, that most of
us don’t even recognise them—it’s just
the way the world works. And this is

continued from page 25

neoliberalism’s great myth—that
there is no other way.
The question for us today is
whether or not we can develop the
trust necessary to build on what
we’ve started, and grow genuine,
long-term working relationships
across sectoral boundaries, so that
we can, with integrity, call people
to another way of living.
We’re not always good at working
with each other—faith communities
and others. Every now and
again we come together with a
shared aim, but we aren’t always
comfortable with each other.
Some days, those claiming to
represent the Christian faith behave
so badly, and the institution of
the Church fails so dismally,
that I wonder what on earth I’m
doing here, so I can’t really blame
anyone for wanting to be as far
away from us as possible.
Over the course of its history,
the Christian Church and those
who profess Christianity have
perpetrated the most horrific
violence, both by their actions and
inaction, and spawned prejudice,
misogyny and oppression. The
Church, almost from its beginning,
has been complicit in the
perpetration and perpetuation of
injustice, colonialism, violence and
war.
And on top of all that, the theology
of the supposed God-given right
to man (and I use that noun
deliberately) to subdue the earth
and take whatever he needs from
it, has served to foster the human
destruction of the planet.
But there is a different story at
the heart of the Christian faith; a
story grounded in the belief that
the world and all its creatures
belong to God (the household of
God): that life is sacred, that the
natural world is good in and of

itself, precious for its own sake,
and that God’s will for the world
is reconciliation—reconciliation
between all people, and between
people and the planet.
This is the Christian story that
upholds values which stand
against the cold inhuman values of
neoliberalism—the counter-cultural
values of love, compassion, grace,
generosity, justice, community,
inclusion and cooperation.
But these are not uniquely
Christian values, they are
profoundly human values. And it’s
these shared human values that
must come to define the ways of
the household we all share. They
are the values that will lead to
genuine prosperity, justice and
equity for all, and a sustainable
future for the diversity of life on
earth.
If we want to bring about deep,
lasting change, then these are the
values we need to live out in ways
that can be seen by those around
us. It’s time to stop standing
awkwardly together in front of
politicians and the cameras.
Powerful alliances don’t happen
just because we share a common
goal. They are formed out of
respect, genuine friendship and,
dare I say it, love.
We have to know each other well
enough that we are genuinely
proud when one of our friends
gets it right, and we have to be
committed to each other enough
to stand together even in our
differences and when times are
hard.

Asylum seekers and refugees
The Australian legal framework that
applies to asylum seekers and refugees
is rather complex and continuously
amended, making it challenging for
individuals to understand their rights and
the options available to them without
assistance. Lawyers and human rights
advocates who assist refugees and asylum
seekers in immigration detention in
Australia face many barriers. These include
situations when detainees are not allowed
mobile phones; when telephone calls
and visits to detention centres are hard
to arrange; and detainees are frequently
moved, without notice. Doctors advocating
for better treatment and services for
detainees in their care, like Doctors for
Refugees, face retaliation if they speak
publicly. I have raised concerns with the
government about the cases of seemingly
unwarranted arrests and charges brought
against defenders. For example, the
convenor for Doctors for Refugees was
arrested in November 2015 on the plane
for ‘disobeying the flight attendant’,
while several other defenders faced
similar intimidation in connection to their
activism.
During my discussions with government
authorities, I was reassured that no
prosecution has been executed under the
Border Force Act to date. This may well
be the case, but the Act’s existence and
government actions aimed at censoring and
intimidating advocates have had a chilling
effect on the disclosure of information
about violations in off-shore processing.
I urge the government to urgently review
the Border Force Act’s provisions that
seem to be in contravention with human
rights principles, including those related to
the freedom of expression. ♦

We have to truly believe that
our diversity is a gift we need to
harness, that we can’t do it alone
and that what hurts one diminishes
us all. ♦

This is an edited extract of Mr Forst’s End of Mission
statement. The full, 16-page document can be
downloaded at www.vinnies.org.au/page/News/
National/UN_urges_Government_to_halt_attacks_on_
civil_society/

Reverend Elenie Poulos is the National
Director of Uniting Justice Australia.

Mr Forst will present a comprehensive report with
his findings and recommendations to the Human
Rights Council in March 2017.
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Culture and faith
BY MICHAEL CROSBY

One of the most
beautiful verses in the
Bible comes from the
book of Genesis. We are
told that God created
men and women in his
image.
Think about that for a moment.
The author is surely trying to get
across to us just how precious, how
privileged, how different human
beings are.
That’s what’s wrong with so much
of the debate about industrial
relations policy.
Too often it’s a debate about ‘the
economy‘, ‘the labour market’,
‘factors of production’, ‘human
resources’, ‘labour inputs’.
These sterile, emotionless, clinical
terms hide the fact that the labour
market is like no other—it is made
up of human beings, made in the
image of God.
For forty years now, I have had the
privilege of representing workers
as a union official—generally low
paid workers, starting with actors
and then cleaners, security officers,
aged care workers, early childhood
educators, fast food workers. I have
worked for them all over the world,
currently in The Netherlands.

in Australia, caring for the most
precious things we have, our
children and grandchildren. We pay
them $20 an hour. No wonder they
leave their profession in droves.
That injustice is an indictment of
our society.

Once you meet them you realise
how limited economists are when
they seek to reduce these human
beings to just another economic
factor of production. They have
families, they laugh, they cry, they
are angry and they thirst for justice.
They glow as individual human
beings filled with the spirit of God.

Think of American fast food
workers, fighting right now for
$15 an hour and a union. They
currently exist on $8 an hour.
Think about that for just a moment.
No-one in the United States can live
on $8 an hour, yet these workers
are often adults and many are
supporting children. (40 per cent
are over the age of 40, and 32 per
cent of those over 20 years of age
have children.)

Our economic system too often
treats them with little respect, little
dignity. Think about the workers
in Early Childhood Education

In The Netherlands, aged care
workers are poorly paid—no
surprise about that, since this is
seen as women’s work. But the
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thing that simply enrages them
is that they don’t have the time
to adequately look after those
in their care. There is simply not
enough staff. Old people go into
a nursing home continent and
within 60 days are incontinent.
No-one has the time to take them
to the toilet.
For 20 years we have been told
that there is no alternative to an
unregulated free market; that
neo-liberal economics is the only
answer; that deficits are always
bad; that workers will just have
to get used to whatever the free
market hands to them.
In country after country, all the
wealth that such a free market
generates is captured by the top
one per cent. Inequality grows
inexorably.
Too often workers, backed into
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a corner with poor pay and
temporary, throw-away jobs, opt
to support right wing demagogues
like Donald Trump in the US,
Nigel Farage in the UK, Geert
Wilders in The Netherlands,
and Pauline Hanson in our own
country. They offer easy solutions:
blame migrants, refugees and
minorities who don’t look like ‘us’.
As Christians we have a
different response. We express
our solidarity for any worker
treated badly. The wage injustice
perpetrated on all those workers
in Australia who do ‘women’s
work’ is a disgrace and must be
fought. Why is it that those caring
for our aged, our children, and
our sick are paid so poorly? Why
are our young people so often
treated badly at work? Why must
they work for nothing in phony
internships? Why are they paid so

poorly? Why are the jobs offered
to our children so often casual
jobs?
We should express our solidarity
for them because solidarity makes
sense. It means I help you today
on the understanding that you will
help me tomorrow. And that is
quite true. If our society tolerates
underpayment of migrant workers,
young people and women, how
long will it be before those ideas
spread to the whole workforce?
To us?
But as Christians I think we are
held to a higher standard—beyond
even the principles of solidarity
with its hope of self interest, of a
return on our investment.
At Mass each Sunday the priest
leads us in praying the Lord’s
Prayer. Remember the bit where
we say,
‘Thy will be done on earth, as it is
in heaven’?
Christ wasn’t kidding when he
asked us to pray for that. He didn’t
say, ‘Thy will be done on earth,
as far as it is possible bearing in
mind the precepts of neo-liberal
thought and the need to secure an
appropriate return on investment’.
And in saying those words we are

not praying for the divine zap.
God is not going to do it for us.
He expects us to bring about his
will on earth.
That means Christians stand up
for justice. We stand with the
oppressed worker. We insist that
workers are given the right to
organise themselves into unions;
that they will not be unfairly
dismissed; that they have a safe
workplace so that they come
home at night in one piece; that
they will not earn less just because
they happen to be women.
That is surely God’s will.
Every time we pray the Lord’s
Prayer, we are recommitting
ourselves to making sure that
God’s will is done on earth, just as
it is done in heaven. We commit
ourselves to making sure that
our brothers and sisters—made
in God’s image—get the respect
and dignity that their labour
demands. ♦
Michael Crosby is a member of St Bede’s
Parish, Braidwood, NSW.
He is the author of the book Power at
work: rebuilding the Australian union
movement.
He currently works for a large North
American union known as the Service
Employees International Union (SEIU),
which has more than two million members.
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Helping hands
BY KEENAN KLASSEN

Every community is called
to be an instrument of
God for the liberation and
promotion of the poor, and
for enabling them to be
fully a part of society.
(Pope Francis, The Joy of the Gospel)

In our works and experiences as
Vincentians, we can sometimes
become fatigued and numb to sociopolitical and economic structures that
punish people for their own exclusion.
Those who are told to do more
and try harder are perpetually held
down by the weight of their social
constraints.
We inflict irrevocable harm when we
blame people for their own poverty.
Vincentians are not solely concerned
with alleviating social exclusion and
poverty. We also seek to identify the
unjust structures that cause it.
It is frustrating to get the same phone
call for assistance every fortnight,
month after month, knowing there’s
a good chance the caller is ‘doubledipping’ from a few different agencies.
It’s demoralising to see kids who were
full of joy and brightness on a camp
return several months later looking
drained and discouraged.
Fear not, for I am with you; be not
dismayed ... I will strengthen you, I will
help you, I will uphold you with my
righteous right hand.
(Isaiah 41:10)
Paying a bill, providing a food
voucher, and taking a child on camp
for four days isn’t going to alleviate
the long-term challenges people face;
it’s not going to affect the inequitable
social structures that pin the socially
excluded to their cycle of poverty.
The Society takes a holistic approach
to those we assist. Our mission is to
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give people a hand-up, rather than a
hand-out.
I am of the view that both are
necessary. Picture the act of shaking
someone’s hand. Symbolically
it is done as a form of respect,
understanding and sometimes even
trust. That is where our service
begins. We seek out the excluded
and marginalised and approach them
as equals. We might assist a family
with their grocery bill, or take a
young teenager fishing on a Sunday
afternoon—these are simple things
that may not alter their life in any
significant way, but they do provide a
pathway for us to directly engage with
those we assist; person-to-person as a
friend, a mentor and a neighbour.
‘We do this by respecting their dignity,
sharing our hope, and encouraging
them to take control of their own
destiny’
(The Rule, Our Vision).
The parable of the Good Samaritan
(Luke 10:25–37) presents a vision of
boundless compassion where we are
called to love our neighbour—perhaps
as strangers, but brothers and sisters in
Christ nonetheless. When Christ visited
the disciples after the resurrection, he
offered them peace (Luke 24:36). Like
Christ and the Good Samaritan, we
offer a hand to those who need it with
humility, understanding and peace. In

doing so, we reveal our vulnerabilities,
while acknowledging our own
brokenness and need for God’s grace
to share in the suffering of those we
assist.
Faithful to the spirit of our founders,
we must strive to look far ahead
with new and youthful eyes, and be
responsive to the challenges of an
ever-changing world.
We sincerely commit ourselves to
the deeper needs and well-being
of those we assist, by listening and
understanding beyond words. We treat
those we assist as they are, not as they
could be or as they should be; but as
our brothers and sisters from whom
we have the most to learn.
So if you’re ever feeling discouraged,
numb or frustrated—if you find
yourself seeking deeper meaning
and fulfilment in our good works—
remember, that to be a Vincentian is
to offer our hands out; bearing the
cup of charity to those we assist.
It means being the hand that receives
the cup, sharing in the brokenness
and suffering of the least of our
brothers and sisters through the grace
of God. It means being the hand that
blesses the cup, for from Him, through
Him and for Him are all things. ♦
Keenan Klassen is a Vinnies youth Western
Australia volunteer.
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Summer glee
Tales from a Vinnies kids’ camp, by Brendan Deany

I’ve never been one for
dancing. I have neither
the confidence, motor
neurons, nor aptitude to
pull it off, so it’s become
an activity I’ve refused to
take up, leaving me with
many questions about
the subject. What does
one do with one’s arms
when dancing? How is it
possible to move to a beat?
Why do ballet teachers
not hire taller dancers if
they’re just going to make
them stand on tiptoes?
But once thrown into situations
where dozens upon dozens of
enthusiastic youngsters have
propositioned you to compete against
them in a dance-battle, it becomes
something you adapt to rather
quickly, not for yourself, or your
honour, or your popularity, but just
because you want nothing more than
to make some kids happy for a few
minutes.
This is something the Western
Australian kids’ camps run by the St
Vincent de Paul Society have always
thrived on. As with each camp,
leaders like me will undertake a
position filled with responsibilities,
where they’ll be put in unique
situations every day, and will be
compelled to say, ‘Yes, yes I can
become someone who can do that.’
Whether it is the small things
like adjusting to the high-speed
production of multi-coloured
borderline-fluorescent bracelets, or
perfecting the flawless underarm
water-balloon pitch during the annual
water fight; the Vinnies Camps have
always been about putting everything
else in life on hold, and having the
kids’ happiness come first, which
to me is the closest thing to finding

Sam Ireland, Brendan
Deany, Max Gipson at a
Vinnies youth camp.

genuine, unparalleled joy—so I can
only imagine how much the kids must
gain from the experience.

who has tackled every issue, situation
and subject on camp, but as a relative
newbie who desires to do just that.

From the moment the bus seat next
to you is filled with a cool dude or
dudette, your entire personality has
to change, and for the next couple of
days you get to be someone else.

The summery aesthetic is of course
the perfect backdrop for these
ventures. Each day can go from
sunscreen competitions, to activities
that will leave the kids pumped, to
undertakings that will leave them
knackered. And then just like that,
it’s over. The kids go home to their
families and tell them tales from the
last four days away, as we do the
same. All of us are thankful that the
cycle repeats, and in no time at all, we
can do it all again. ♦

Someone who isn’t bogged down
by the stresses of school or exams,
someone who isn’t concerned about
their personal needs, someone who
enjoys dinosaur-strategy talk far more
than they probably should, and for me
that’s always been freeing—being able
to stop stressing about yourself, and
start focussing on the enjoyment of
others. I say this not as a camp-veteran

Brendan Deany is a Vinnies youth Western
Australia volunteer.
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Assist a Student
An education support program aimed
at breaking the cycle of poverty.

PAKISTAN
MYANMAR
BANGLADESH
INDIA

THAILAND
PHILIPPINES
KIRIBATI

SRI LANKA
INDONESIA
VANUATU
FIJI

Where we assist…
Assist a Student is a program of the
St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia.
Donations from Australians are used to
provide education support for students across
partner countries in Asia and the Pacific.
Throughout partner countries, local St Vincent de Paul
Society members select students from families in need to be
supported by the program. They receive support for one year
and the money donated contributes to their education needs.
The program includes students at all levels–from primary,
secondary and post-secondary. Funds are allocated across the
countries to ensure fair distribution. One of the program’s
strongest and most attractive features is that administration
costs, funded by the Society, are kept at an absolute
minimum.
No administration cost is deducted from your donation. 100%
goes towards the students’ education needs for one year.

100% of your donation goes to the

students’ education needs for one year.

It is a common belief that education improves a young person’s
opportunity of gaining useful employment, thereby increasing
their ability to support themselves and their families in the
future. It is a means of empowering an individual to break out
of the cycle of poverty.
One of the most positive ways of helping families in need
throughout Asia and the Pacific to become self sufficient is
through education. The Assist a Student program gives you the
opportunity to support the education of students in Asia and
the Pacific. The students supported by this program may not be
able to attend school without this assistance.
In choosing to donate money to the Assist a Student program,
you are taking the opportunity to provide education support to
overseas students in need throughout their education.
As well as this you will receive:
• A certificate with the student name, country and course of
study for each $70 donation.
• A complimentary copy of The Record with an Assist a
Student insert will be sent annually.
NB: To protect the privacy and dignity of the student, and in accordance with The
Rule of the St Vincent de Paul Society, photographs and addresses of the students
are not provided.

Yes, I want to Assist a Student today!
To donate online please visit www.vinnies.org.au/aas



I am an individual assisting a student; OR
I am assisting a student on behalf of a group

NAME (group or individual):
CONTACT NAME (for group):

I would like to donate (Donations over $2 are tax deductible):
 $70
 $140
 $210
OR  $
Payment method:
 EFT: BSB 062-000
Acc 16047336
 Debit my credit card (details below)

TELEPHONE:
ADDRESS:

 Mastercard  Visa

SUBURB:
STATE:

POSTCODE:

/

NAME ON CARD:
SIGNATURE:

EMAIL:


Card Expiry:

I would like to receive a certificate for this donation.



Cheque, payable to ‘St Vincent de Paul Society’

Please post coupon to: St Vincent de Paul Society National Council Office, PO Box 243, Deakin West, ACT 2600

