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Introduction


Libby Davies, Sue Leppert and Francis Sullivan


Australia, like many Western democracies, is undergoing a broad-ranging debate over welfare reform. These governments are concerned with their ageing populations, diminishing tax revenue bases, and growing entitlement programs. They are challenged to manage the financial risk of developing effective safety net and social service programs into the future. Church based social services, be they in welfare, health, aged care or community service sectors, have traditionally formed the basis of the community’s social service system. Now with a changing paradigm, which sees investor owned organisations providing social services, the churches face anew questions of identity and the particular contribution they make to Australia’s social service system.


Over the last two decades the financing of human services has become dominated by an economic rationalist perspective. This challenges both the philosophical basis on which church services are provided, along with the commercial acumen through which those services can be delivered. It is time that a dialogue begins both within the churches and beyond to examine the impacts of this trend for Australian society in general. Not only will this dialogue provide a useful historical snapshot, it will also serve as a significant strategic reflection for the future contribution of the churches in Australia’s human services systems.


The purpose behind the Australian Theological Forum’s ‘Civilising Community For Us All’ conference of February 1999 was to convene a broad range of contemporary thinkers to begin this intellectual dialogue. It specifically aims to examine the interface between the churches, their contributions and the evolving services of the community sector. It highlights the depth of intellectual acumen present in the churches and only further emphasises the importance of theological reflection in their evolving mission. As with all such dialogues, this is but a work in progress. It will require further development. Yet, in the pages that follow, the foundation has clearly been laid.


The social services sector of the economy has become more sophisticated and expansive. The church sector, including other not-for-profit community based organisations, must find new ways to articulate its authentic and distinctive role in the provision of human services. The Howard Government’s ‘social coalition’ strategy between government and private sector enterprises will further challenge the churches’ capacity to communicate their purpose into the new millennium.


Theological reflection of the kind contained in these pages is not new to the churches. The calibre of the presentations and the wealth of experience from which the deliberations are drawn is testament to the richness of the theological traditions that underpin the contributions of the major churches to the social services field. In essence, this is a volume on public theology. It’s a modern hermeneutic of the churches’ involvement and the strategic options they face in providing human services. As with all hermeneutics, there’s a questioning of the assumptions underpinning that contribution, a re-examination of the authentic identity the churches have in these services and a recasting of the mission the churches seek to undertake to preserve their integrity.


Christopher Newell, an ethicist based at the University of Tasmania, poses the question, ‘Whose community: which values?’ Rather than focus on religion, which in itself fails to create connections of commonality, Dr Newell stresses the importance of focusing on spirituality, ‘that deep, inner listening, and quiet still awareness’. For it is from within spirituality, he argues, that we must begin the process of finding common ground within diversity. The challenges we face as a community include whether our lived values say, ‘out of sight, out of community’ and we accept human rights abuse and poverty, or whether we can be inclusive and respectful of all people. These are also the essence of the challenge we face in answering that age old question, ‘How are we to live?’


Exploring the connection between values and contemporary Australia becomes the focus of the next two writers. They bring perspectives to an inquiry into contemporary Australia from the Australian Catholic Social Justice Council and Melbourne City Mission, an example of community social welfare organisations heavily involved in redressing social injustices by responding intentionally, courageously and practically to systemic and individual needs in communities which are hurting. They like many other organisations live out the imperatives of the gospel.


Sandie Cornish reflects on a justice/rights based approach to responding to need as a better way of dealing with societal oppression and disadvantage, rather than the welfare/charity approach. Ray Cleary challenges Australians to think about economic development not simply in terms of wealth, but as an investment in community building. Government commitment to market-driven development has been at the expense of ethics and values. Rather than thinking nostalgically about ‘how it used to be’, it is time to re-energise moral discourse which takes seriously the well-being of all Australians as a response to authentic gospel living. The churches, often accused of self-righteously taking the ‘high moral ground’ have themselves been guilty of misrepresenting the ‘civil’ in ‘civilisation’, and now must become part of the solution by being truly open to questions of morals and ethics.


Lyn Gallagher, from the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s Religious Broadcasting describes this fall from true humanity as ‘occularisation’: what we see, what we know, the fact that consumerism is driving health and welfare reform, and ethics have gone by the wayside.


The second part of the Inquiry into Contemporary Australia continues with passionately conveyed viewpoints from a well known social activist. Dorothy McRae-McMahon describes ‘mutual obligation’ as code words for ‘less than splendid concepts’, such as a redistribution of power which places untoward responsibility (and accountability requirements) on people at the lower end of the socio-economic scale, while absolving those at the other end who have ‘proved their worth’ by the very fact of their higher income status. If we are to be a community which cares for those who are vulnerable or somehow dis-empowered, a community which collectively sustains those things which enhance our lives, then we must not simply be a ‘guided democracy’, but people who democratically grapple with ways of forming and sustaining a community which upholds the value of all people.


In the section on Social Policy Issues, Brian Howe, Professorial Associate at the Centre for Public Policy, University of Melbourne, identifies the role of the post-welfare state in this process. In particular, he examines the ways in which we as a community continually need to rebuild the foundations and interconnecting structures of the welfare state. By focusing on the theme of social capital, Brian Howe expands these ideas in terms of community development, the redistribution of power, and the regaining of social trust. Howe encourages the churches to place more resources into researching the ‘difficult issues’ of community leadership, communities under stress, and those values and priorities which shape and strengthen communities.


Three elected representatives of Australian political parties convey their understanding of what makes a truly ‘civil’ society. Amanda Vanstone, Liberal Party Senator for South Australia and Minister for Justice, calls for tolerance and a relearning of what it means to be ‘in community’. She argues that the present Coalition federal government is moving away from the dependency model of welfare, which ‘reduces our expectations of ourselves’: Vanstone maintains that leaving welfare up to government is a way of dis-empowering individuals and communities. Government policy, framed in the concept of ‘mutual obligation’, is concerned with all individuals recognising and living up to their own rights and responsibilities, and at the same time, recognising the ‘limits of government achievement’.


Mark Latham, the Australian Labour Party Member for Werriwa in Western Sydney, refers to the irony of increasing development and economic productivity in the face of declining ‘civil’ society. Latham calls for decentralisation of government and a redesign of the way government works, by pushing social and political power downwards and giving communities the power to be ‘rule makers’, not just ‘rule followers’. Relationships of social trust and mutuality cannot develop in a vacuum. People and communities require skills, technologies, time, space, education and other resources if they are to foster active citizenship which results in community initiatives. Government support is critical; government directives can be fatal.


Australian Democrat, Senator for Queensland, John Woodley, blends theological insight with political acumen. He refers to a threat to the Australian church today as ‘the tendency to withdraw into individualism and pietism’. A church which consists only of ‘saved individuals’ is on the road to irrelevance and disintegration. If Christians in Australia have difficulty in understanding church as community, and especially as an ecumenical community, then it is not surprising that there are questions about whether Australians understand themselves as belonging to a single community.


The book finishes with two theological reflections. First, Harry Herbert, Executive Director for the Board for Social Responsibility, NSW Synod of the Uniting Church, and Chair of UnitingCare Australia writes of the Christian understanding of ‘community’ which starts with belonging to a faith community. That belonging ultimately shapes the beliefs which carry Christians into the wider community. One belief, the hope that Christians will be made ‘one with God, one with each other, and one in ministry in the world’, can run counter to the current economic ideology which favours competition policy, the purchaser provider split, contracting out, user pays, etc. Aspects of this economic paradigm must be challenged if the churches are to maintain their community service presence in a manner which reflects authentic gospel living. Christian community services should never become ‘merely a hand-maiden or sub-contractor’ to government. The federal government’s approach to ‘mutual obligation’ is individualistic rather than community focused, blaming the victim rather than redressing inequalities. Our church agencies, with their focus on the obligation of the advantaged to help the disadvantaged, are now operating in a climate where the emphasis is shifting to the primary need of the disadvantaged to ‘repay’ the advantaged. In that climate, it is important to always ask questions about the causes of disadvantage, and whether service delivery addresses wider, systemic issues as well as symptomatic ‘problems’ such as unemployment, crime and violence, housing stress, and drug abuse. We must address people as individuals who have integrity and who have rights as human beings, and recognise that there are no easy ideological solutions to complex human problems.


Second, from a Roman Catholic perspective, Elizabeth Hepburn IBVM stresses the need for communities to be nurtured and cultivated in order to become civilised. In other words, she calls for a stronger recognition within society of a need for a transformation agenda to lead communities to become places of civilisation. In essence, she challenges those with the capacity to find the political means to achieve a civilised community for us all.


Throughout this collection is a consistent appreciation of the inherent dignity everyone possesses. Circumstances do not determine the level of worthiness for each person. Yet there are occasions where judgements are being made about ‘basic’ rights for all and ‘optional’ rights for some. This collection calls for a critical appraisal by all people of good will of the necessary balance in public policy between community responsibility and individual duty. In other words, the social and economic system must accept responsibility for all people, whilst individuals do have an obligation to respond where able to improve the lot of others.


The pages that follow are thought provoking, even disturbing. They create an unease which in itself can be creative. They seek to re-establish the importance of community. This is an important contribution to public debate and contemporary social enquiry. It should be read with a brave heart and a mind resolute on nurturing a society worthy of us all.


Libby Davies


Sue Leppert


Francis Sullivan




Part One


Outlining the Issues





Whose Community? Which Values?


Christopher Newell




Oh no, we couldn’t possibly have a service. After all, not all the girls go to church—and besides one of them is a Buddhist. How could we possibly include her? But it is OK, we even have a doctor coming.





Picture me on the end of a phone asking about the religious observance which would happen for one of my daughters on a major saints day whilst she was away in a major capital on a school trip. The school is Anglican in foundation and the teacher a practising Anglican. This day-to-day encounter highlights many of the complex questions that we face in the contemporary world:


‘How are Christians and Christian organisations to conduct themselves in a postmodern and secular world?’


‘Does the demand for tolerance mean that there can be no liturgical expression of community, no corporate expression of the sacred in everyday life?’


‘What is my community, and who belongs?’


‘What values should we use in a post-modern world?’


This paper will seek to examine some of the issues in our contemporary society which face health and welfare organisations and indeed all of us, as we seek the lived vision of a ‘civilising community for us all’, the theme of this collection of papers.


The portion of a narrative I have presented is helpful—and not just because it gives me the opportunity to vent what was obviously somewhat frustrating. In the first place we face the challenge of a parent asking about something which had obviously not been thought about. The important issue for any organisation is ‘how well do we accept and welcome questioning, and how do we respond tacitly or explicitly when someone asks us about our lived values?’


Secondly, we are now being sensitised to the diversity and plurality of contemporary Australian society. Which of us would want to marginalise another person? Here we have the challenge of not just another belief system, but one which does not have God as part of it. Thirdly, surely everything we do reflects our values, and how can we possibly be value neutral, yet try to encompass everybody?


Well, the first thing we can learn is that if we are not careful we focus on division, as opposed to creating, nurturing and sustaining community. Is the emphasis of our approach to be on the difference—or the shared humanity? Contrast that situation with the liturgical expression of the sacredness of life found in the liturgy devised by the staff of St David’s Cathedral, Hobart and the Anglican Bishop of Tasmania in commemoration of those who died at Port Arthur several years ago. There a variety of religious traditions1 were incorporated, as a prime focus was on spirituality.2


Indeed, when we take the trouble to look at Buddhism I would suggest that we can find more commonality than division if we do so from the perspective of seeking to build community.3


Let me, give you three examples from The Dalai Lama’s Book of Wisdom:




When one gives one’s kindness for the sake of getting something back in return, for the sake of getting a good name, for the sake of causing people to like oneself, if the motive is for self, then this would not be really a Bidhisattva deed. Therefore, one-pointedness points to giving only for the sake of helping others. (Address 1983)


Sometimes we humans put too much importance on secondary matters, such as difference of political systems or economic systems or race. There seem to be many discriminations due to these differences. But comparatively basic human well-being is not based on these things. So I always try to understand the real human values. All these different philosophies or religious systems are supposed to serve human happiness. But there is something wrong when there is too much emphasis on these secondary matters, these differences in systems which are supposed to serve human happiness. (Address 1981)


If you want more friends and a friendly atmosphere, you must create the basis for them. Whether the other’s response will be positive or not, first you must create some kind of common ground. Then if the other’s response is still negative, you act accordingly. So first, you see, we must create the possibility to react in a friendly manner. (Compassion, the Basis for Human Happiness)4





No, I have not suddenly become a Buddhist, but as a Christian I would argue that these quotes exhibit God-given wisdom which transcends religious and cultural divides.5 I am also heartened by the dialogue which has gone on between people of difference yet deep integrity. For example, when Buddhists and Christians came together in friendship from around the world in 1994 for the Dalai Lama to explore the gospels, and for dialogue between Christians and Buddhists.6


What I seek to suggest is that if we focus on religion or religiousness then we have failed to make connection. We have failed in the project of civilising community, of inclusion, and of fostering a community for us all. We have also failed to find some common ground for our values system. However, if our starting point and focus is spirituality,7 which is after all the root of religious expression, then I think we might find some firmer foundations.8


Evelyn Crotty talks of spirituality in terms of ‘what it means to live, feel, see, experience and touch more authentically the sacred around me’. In exploring this concept we might well learn from Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann, an Aboriginal Elder from Daly River, who expresses spirituality this way:




What I want to talk about is a special quality of my people. I believe it is the most important. It is our most unique gift. It is perhaps the greatest gift we can give to our fellow Australians. In our language this quality is called Dadirri.


Dadirri is an inner, deep listening and quiet, still awareness. Dadirri recognises the deep spring that is inside us. We call on it and it calls to us. This is the gift that Australia is thirsting for. It is something like what you call ‘contemplation’. A big part of Dadirri is listening.


In our Aboriginal way, we learned to listen from our earliest days. We could not live good or useful lives unless we listened. This was the normal way for us to learn—not by asking questions. We learnt by watching and listening, waiting and then acting. Our people have passed this way of listening for over 40,000 years. My people are not threatened by silence. They are completely at home with it.


They have lived for thousands of years with Nature’s quietness. My people today recognise and experience in this quietness the great Life-giving Spirit, the Father of us all. We all have to try to listen to the God within us, to out own country and to one another. Our culture is different. We are asking our fellow Australians to take time to know us; to be still and to listen to us.9





In exploring the spirituality of indigenous people, we can see some startling similarity with the emphasis upon silence and relationship with others found in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Indeed, as I understand our indigenous spirituality, and its emphasis upon the importance of the land,10 we can also find some similarities with the Hebrew Bible. Land as sacred space and as an integral part of spirituality, is perhaps one of the most under-realised aspects of the Judeo-Christian tradition.11


Of course, there are those who would claim that they do not have spirituality, but perhaps they are often stressing the fact that they do not have a God or they do not have any form of religious affiliation. It is possible to have spirituality and yet be an atheist, which amongst other things is affirmed by Buddhist thought. Perhaps one of the reasons for the demise of western Christianity has been that the Church has been so focussed on being religious that the core aspects of spirituality have become hidden or failed to be central.


If in any doubt about the importance and presence of spirituality in everyday life, we just need to reflect upon such collections as found in the Museum of Contemporary Art which is not just about ‘art’ as a separate entity. Which of us can fail to be impressed at the expression in displays of the sacred, the special speaking about relationships with others, and about what is important in life. All forms of art and indeed technological artefacts, including contemporary art, recognise not just spirituality but the values which are expressed and contained in its expression. We look again at notions of ‘nice’, ‘normal’ and ‘natural’, of ‘community’, and at expressions of isolation from community, of estrangement and of devastation. As David Wells recognises with regard to western culture and Christianity:




In the wider society, during the 18th and 19th century, the classical virtues came under fire from Enlightenment ideology, the Christian virtues in particular came under heavy bombardment, and slowly our language began to change.


These classical virtues had always been thought about in relation to the community in which a person lived. To act justly was not an internal attitude but the practice of what was upright in a context where that moral virtue had been put to the test. When we come into the modern period, and as communities begin to disappear, the virtues come to stand alone, out of the social context in which they had formerly been understood. Thus, as MacIntyre points out, the virtue of honor increasingly comes to be understood in terms of a social status that is not awarded because of moral desert but gained through wealth or birth. When the virtues were thus privatized, when they were disengaged from public life, that life had to be governed, not by morality but by social rules that became etiquette. It was these rules that replaced the virtues, and these rules have now been replaced by governmental regulation and by litigation.12





So, it is not that society has lost its values. I would suggest that the emphasis upon critically examining and deconstructing value systems means that we have not put the same energy into building community, and recognising the basis of community as shared humanity and spirituality.
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