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In this issue we reflect on our first ever Australia Yearly Meeting by Zoom.  The first reaction seems to be astonishment 
that it was done at all, and admiration and gratitude for those who arranged it at short notice.  There have been positives 
in this new arrangement -isolated Friends were drawn in, everyone could afford to attend.  We were also driven to 

streamline our decision making, avoiding a lot of busyness and labouring over minutiae.  On the negative side was extra stress 
put upon our Yearly Meeting officers, and the loss of social time.  Chat rooms have the advantage that everyone is included in 
the conversation, and the disadvantage that the conversation is never private.

The focus on new technology has not prevented us from trying to take forward our traditional concerns.  Peace and 
Earthcare sessions inspired us to continue to make our lives speak, even under lockdown.  Nonetheless, we often feel that our 
lives are on hold.

However, this is a great time to write articles for the Australian Friend!  We have some excellent reflections on the Yearly 
Meeting experience.  Michael Searle has reflected on the theme of Friendly School – how do we conduct our Business 
Meetings?  Greg Rolles shares his passion for Climate Action.  QSA tells of efforts to keep Project Partners safe during the 
pandemic.  Others have been reflecting on religious freedom, our understanding of God, the nature of the Resurrection.  We 
look forward to a rebirth of Quaker activity in the months to come, though it may take different forms.  

THE AUSTRALIAN FRIEND EDITORIAL TEAM
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Earlier this year I received this 
prayer in an email. It remains 
on a card in front of me, as it 

has for many weeks, and as I write now.

God, help us to change.
To change ourselves and to change 
the world.
To know the need for it. To deal 
with the pain of it.
To feel the joy of it.
To undertake the journey without 
understanding the destination.
The art of gentle revolution.

Had you asked me in January 2020 
if I felt ready to clerk a virtual Yearly 
Meeting (hereafter YM) on Zoom my 
resounding response would have been 
‘absolutely not!’

‘Zoom’ entered my vocabulary in 
July 2019 during Standing Committee 
in Hobart. At YM19 Friends discerned 
that the Yearly Meeting Finances and 
Budget be held at a Zoom Standing 
Committee in August 2019. I found 
both the clerking and minuting in 
a virtual context both different and 
difficult.

Arriving in Brisbane in January 2020 
for mid-year Standing Committee and 
the Australia YM Annual General 
Meeting, I felt instantly energised and 
engaged – simply being together with 
Friends was a joy. I was heartened 
when, discerning which components 
of YM20 might be live-streamed, the 
minute recorded that those decisions 
should rest with the Presiding Clerk. 
I quietly noted live-streaming and 
recording State of Society, Summary 
of Epistles and the Backhouse Lecture 

could all work. All would be well. 
While we were together in Brisbane, 

YM secretary Jacque Schultz and I 
confirmed arrangements encompassing 
YM 2020. I would fly from Perth to 
Sydney on Wednesday July 1. Jacque 
would drive us to Avondale. We would 
spend two days preparing the YM 
Business agendas and sequence. We 
would then greet and share a meal and 
time with Standing Committee later on 
Friday. Following Standing Committee 
on Saturday we would meet and greet 
Ffriends arriving at Avondale. Two 
days after YM we would finalise YM 
Business items and return to Sydney 
and I would fly to Perth. All was 
broadly planned and in hand. 

And then it wasn’t. 
In March it became increasingly 

clear that YM plans to meet in 
Avondale would need to be cancelled. 
YM20, if it happened, would be virtual. 

Canberra Regional Meeting YM 
organising committee immediately 
moved to plan for a virtual YM20. 
David Purnell Assistant Clerk YM, 
Jacque Schultz YM Secretary and I 
met regularly to consider processes and 
decision making to enable YM Business 
within four 90-minute sessions. 
Together we suggested a possible 
sequence following the distribution of 
Documents in Advance for Regional 
Meetings to discern matters twice, if 
necessary, and bring only those matters 
on which there was not unity to YM to 
discern. 

All this was fine in theory. However, 
clerking YM requires much spiritually. 
Where was I spiritually?

Fremantle Local Meeting which I 
attend on a Sunday morning stopped 
when the community centre where 
we meet closed for COVID-19 and 
would remain closed until October 
2020. At the end of April I was aware 
of growing experiences of grief and 
loss. I missed the fellowship of Sunday 
morning worship and morning tea 
with Fremantle Ffriends. Online 
Meetings for Worship have worked 
less satisfactorily for me than for other 
Ffriends. 

Then in mid-May a 95-year-old 
friend, living in residential aged-care, 
had a massive stroke and died 12 days 
later. I had known her for 60 years and, 
at her invitation ten years ago, accepted 
legal guardianship for her. My days 
filled visiting the hospital, negotiating 
care plans, arranging palliative care 
provision and oversight in residential 
care where she died. In the weeks 
following her death I felt deep grief, 
physical and spiritual exhaustion.

How could I prepare to clerk Yearly 
Meeting while in this space spiritually?

I contacted the Friends in my 
Presiding Clerk Support Group and 
shared the story with them. I knew that 
I could not clerk sitting at my home 
computer without both practical and 
spiritual support leading up to and 
throughout YM20. Responses from 
them and two Friends whom I called 
on specifically for spiritual support 
and care came to me as the grace of 
God greeting and meeting us every 
moment. I had not had energy to make 
and take the time I needed to discern 
those abundant gifts. I set about ‘grace 

The art of gentle revolution 
ANN ZUBRICK  |  NEW SOUTH WALES REGIONAL MEETING 
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spotting’ sitting on a low wall by the 
Indian ocean each morning for 30 
minutes or so and slowly walking either 
the beach or a path along the coastline. I 
observed and absorbed the atmosphere 
of the day and time. It differed on each 
occasion, and as I caught glimpses 
of my inner state, I was invited to see 
things differently – a part of Spirit at 
work in the world. I slowly found joy 
in experimenting and discovering 
what was speaking to me. Spirit was 
meeting me there. This mystery wants 
communion with me. It is nearby. And 
the mystery reveals itself to me for a 
reason.

I am a singer and have belonged to a 
choir for many years. One morning the 
words of a Leonard Cohen song came 
powerfully to me as an ‘ear worm’ and 
refused to leave for several days until I 
wrote the chorus down and committed 
to using it for the first Business session. 

Ring the bells that still can ring,
Forget your perfect offering
There is a crack in everything
That’s how the Light gets in.

On subsequent days, the lyrics of 
other songs arose from that place of 
worship and listening to them over 
and over unlocked another place in my 
soul. I asked myself if the messages that 
were rising were for me or for others. I 
wish to be faithful in my discernment of 
messages that are for me and for others, 
too.

My first years of life were in Africa. 
African tribesmen know the value of 
pausing. They stop often in their travels 

and sit quite still, listening to the beating 
of their hearts. They say they are trying 
to let their souls catch up with them 
on the journey. I needed to let my soul 
catch up with the rest of my life ahead 
of YM20. There emerged a strength and 
joy from COVID-19 slowing me down. 

I am gradually grasping the 
technology required for clerking and 
minuting long distance. It is becoming 
more familiar but not yet automatic. I 
have been grateful for coaching, support 
and assistance of several Friends before 
and since YM20. I spent considerable 
time sitting with the agenda and items 
ahead of YM20 and preparing draft 
minutes where I considered it useful.

Friends within WARM provided 
practical and spiritual assistance 
through each day of YM. We had times 
of silence together, shared food and 
laughter too. They provided practical 
assistance with each of the Business 
sessions. I experienced being deeply 
spiritually held by Friends in the Mount 
Lawley Meeting House while I clerked 
Business sessions. 

I participated in very few YM20 
activities aside from Meeting for 
Worship, Business sessions and other 
parts which required my presence. I 
needed space to be present for what 
was needed. I missed the informal 
contact with so many Friends during 
YM—morning and afternoon teas, 
meals, and simply passing one another 
during the day. I was delighted to read 
in Friends’ evaluations how well YM20 
had worked for them.

The coronavirus has not yet left, and 
we are all challenged to ask painful 

questions as we face the uncertainties 
that lie ahead. I hope that YM21 can 
take place physically in Melbourne. 
However, we need to prepare for the 
reality that YM21 will again be virtual.

Together we can hear from one 
another, with empathy and openness 
about our own experiences through 
this time in our Yearly Meeting and 
Regional or Local Meetings too. My 
hope is that we can share deeply from 
our experiences and that this will help 
us move forward together in the Light.

Today, many speak about or describe 
a ‘new normal’, yet long for the old 
one which had given them comfort. 
I am among them. And yet I have 
a sense that our lives have changed 
because of what we have lived and 
are living in these months, and we are 
not sure whether we have the energy 
and capacity to go beyond. I trust that 
COVID-19 provides an opportunity to 
reflect calmly on ‘what matters most’, 
and to respond with love, hope and 
imagination. 

At the end of the report from Silver 
Wattle Quaker Centre in Documents 
in Advance for YM2020 Sheila Keane 
wrote: ‘The shutdown provides an 
opportunity to step back and discern 
what ministry is asked of Silver Wattle; 
it is a time of faithful waiting; actively 
and expectantly waiting. It is a fertile 
ground for new opening. By the time 
this report is read, everything will be 
different again; and Silver Wattle will 
still be there reporting in faith.’ 

Friends, are we ready for a gentle 
revolution?
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YM2020 – About Community 
K WOODHOUSE   |  NEW SOUTH WALES  REGIONAL MEETING

The cover page of the printed 
version of the June issue of 
The Australian Friend (AF) 

shows a photo of a sole penguin with 
the caption ‘Isolation.’  Blessedly, the 
content of that issue does not paint 
such a lonely picture. Indeed, the second 
article, ‘Growing community among 
Friends during a pandemic,’ reports on 
a wide range of activities, both online 
and offline, that workshop participants 
had engaged in or could engage in to 
deepen and nurture their communities 
during these times.

It may be that the year 2020, in which 
the term ‘self-isolation’ has become 
ubiquitous, has brought to the forefront 
the value of community. Community 
is one of our Quaker testimonies; is it 
the one we think least about in ordinary 
circumstances?

Since the June issue, Australia Yearly 
Meeting (AYM) has held its Yearly 
Meeting (YM); online by necessity for 
the first time. The AF editorial team 
asked us to share what we gained and 
what we missed. 

There have already been reports 
on YM2020 in Regional Meeting 
newsletters ( July and August 2020) 
and the AYM Secretary’s newsletter 
( July 2020) and there are other 
reports elsewhere in this AF issue. The 
YM2020 Planning Committee report 
also includes some of the feedback they 
have received. So, this article is not a 
comprehensive overview of YM, but 
a few select comments from my own 
perspective and those of a few F/friends.

For me, community was the theme 

that kept bubbling to the surface 
during the course of YM. I seemed 
to be constantly nudged to ponder its 
meaning, role and value in my life and 
amongst Quakers. The fact that YM was 
online and participants were physically 
dispersed across vast distances, perhaps 
perversely seemed to enhance rather 
than diminish my understanding of 
community. 

I had attended part of YM2018 so 
had that experience to compare this 
online version with. Although I only 
made a small handful of ‘new Friends’ 
at the in-person YM, this may have 
helped me to feel that I was amongst 
friends at this online YM. Because 
the timetabling at the online YM 
was so tight with only a few parallel 
sessions possible, opportunities for 
meeting people were constrained by the 
timetable and very brief. I valued them 
all the more and did find that I made 
some new Friends here too – a ‘gain’. 
The planners had intended to allow 
space in the timetable for participants 
to request that extra ‘meetings’ be 
spontaneously arranged. That was a 
nice idea. However, most participants 
were well aware how exhausting the 
planning and running of this ground-
breaking YM was and, as far as I know, 
only one extra meeting was timetabled, 
and that was in a slot made vacant by a 
cancelled meeting. I did make use of the 
website’s ‘Find a Friend’ tool to look up 
email addresses and send a few emails 
to Friends I’d spotted on the screen 
at YM – obviously not the same as 
bumping into them at an in-person YM 

– a ‘miss’. This miss is acknowledged 
in the Planning Committee’s report, 
which recommends timetabling more 
social meeting opportunities at the next 
YM (see below).

A huge gain for me with online 
meetings is increased accessibility. At 
in-person meetings, the acoustics of 
our old meeting houses are usually not 
good and I frequently find it hard to 
distinguish words above the noise. Over 
Zoom, the video signal is variable e.g. 
dependant on local bandwidth, speakers 
etc. whereas, on the whole, I find the 
Zoom audio is excellent. Others e.g. 
Heather Saville (NSWRM Newsletter) 
and Mary Pollard, also found this to be 
the case. 

Some questions of community 
arising around YM

1.  One of the stated aims of 
the YM Planning Committee was to 
build community. To further this aim, 
they timetabled various opportunities 
(https://www.quakersaustralia.info/
community-building-activities) for 
socialising informally e.g. the afternoon 
‘Cuppa Friendship,’ and ‘Coffee Time’ 
and the evening ‘Convivial Hour.’ 
These initiatives were a ‘gain,’ and seen 
as an important element in nurturing 
online communities. Following their 
success at YM, Wahroonga LM has 
begun to think about trialling one or 
more of these types of social online 
get-togethers to complement the Zoom 
meeting for worship and other online 
activities it currently runs. YM2020 
has already inspired another initiative. 
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Following the LGBTIQ Share and Tell 
(https://www.quakersaustralia.info/
reports-share-tells), an online meeting 
for worship has been established for 
this community and its allies. It will be 
on fourth Sundays starting 23 August.

2.  In the State of the Society 
Address 2020 (https://www.
quakersaustralia.info/ym2020-state-
society-address-summary-epistles) 
Evan Gallagher observed that the 
demographic of the Quaker community 
does not reflect the diversity of the 
wider community in which it is based. 
Evan asked ‘Where are the missing 
Quakers?’ and questioned whether 
it might be possible to broaden the 
Quaker demographic if we added to our 
prevailing vehicles of outreach e.g. to 
make more use of various social media 
platforms.

3.  On the question of 
broadening the Quaker demographic, 
a Share and Tell session on Online 
Meetings for Worship [https://www.
quakersaustralia.info/reports-share-
tells] threw up some points of note. Peter 
Hillery has been involved in hosting an 
Online Meeting for Worship for four 
years. It is now well established with a 
regular community of Friends attending, 
and has of September 2020 been 
accepted by NSW RM as a Recognised 
Meeting under its care. Peter comments 
that it attracts enquirers for whom 
it is often their first experience of a 
Quaker meeting, it attracts a younger 
demographic (is this because it they 
are more familiar and comfortable with 
online platforms?) and, interestingly, 
it attracts a larger proportion of males 
than a typical Quaker meeting. I 
wonder if this is generally true of online 
meetings around the world. During this 
Share and Tell, participants considered 
how to build a spiritual community in 
the context of an online meeting. The 

following were thought to be helpful in 
this regard:

• Some Friends already knowing 
each other

• An elder as well as a host for each 
Meeting

• Meetings of less than about 25 so 
that the faces fit on to one screen

4. At YM, a younger demographic 
participated in the daily ‘Music Time’ 
sessions at 3 pm as well as the All-Age 
meeting for worship. Sarah Davies, 
parent of 5 and 8 year olds commented 
that she and the kids enjoyed all the 
‘Music Time’ sessions (which included 
live or recorded singing by professionals 
or amateurs and didgeridoo-playing) 
as they were lively, engaging, friendly, 
participatory, well presented, and at 
just the right time in the afternoon 
(also conveniently timetabled to 
follow the daily Children’s Program.) 
The all-age worship led by Melinda 
Wenner-Bradley, a story-teller from 
Philadelphia, was a highlight for many, 
including Sarah’s children. It was 
aimed at under-12s and told the story 
of the mustard seed. Contributions 
from young and old alike freely 
flowed verbally or via the Zoom chat. 
Incidentally, Sarah commented that 
she found it hard to attend any YM 
sessions without the kids as they were 
on school holidays, and when she wasn’t 
with them at ‘Music Time’ or other 
child-friendly sessions, she was with 
them doing non-YM things or, in the 
evenings, putting them to bed.

Some YM statistics
According to the YM2020 Planning 

committee report, about 300 people 
registered in total, including children 
and JYFs ( Junior Young Friends); up 
to 10 were overseas Friends. About 
200 people attended the Backhouse 
Lecture - the best attended session. 
About 100 -150 Friends attended some 

of the other main sessions: meetings for 
worship for business, plenaries and ‘The 
State of the Society.’ 

Postscript – Why Zoom?
Other video conferencing platforms 

are available. They each have their 
detractors. So, why have we landed 
on Zoom? Lisa Wriley comments 
that following YM2017 in Adelaide, 
she volunteered to help set up an 
Australia-wide AYM Children and 
JYFs Committee. Zoom, then only 
a few years old, had earlier that year 
established a sales, marketing and 
technical support centre in Australia. It 
offered 45 min free video conferencing 
for a limited number of people, and so 
the new Children and JYFs committee 
decided to give it a try. They stuck 
with it. Over the last few years Zoom 
has proved useful to many Quakers 
to undertake their committee work 
without having to physically travel to 
meetings. A level of Zoom expertise 
had built up across AYM, which was 
freely shared in Zoom training prior 
to YM, Zoom help at YM, and at least 
one Zoom tech person for every YM 
session. Many YM participants had no 
or little prior experience with Zoom; we 
thank our Zoom experts.

Further acknowledgement
To Wies Schuiringa who had me 

stay at her place for the YM week 
(COVID-19 local health advice 
including advisory physical distancing 
of 1.5m was complied with). Wies 
supplied quite good Wi-Fi most of 
the time (occasional ‘unstable internet’ 
drop-outs), in-person catch-ups over 
cuppas between sessions, and respite, 
free of distractions enabling me to focus 
on YM. Thank you, Wies.
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CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE 

I did toy with the idea of subtitling 
my article ‘I Was A YM20 
Groupie’, as I did almost every kind 

of session possible, and really enjoyed 
the week. So, let me explain myself a 
bit. I haven’t had much involvement 
with Yearly Meetings, managing just 
two face to face YMs in my 12 years 
of membership, which means I haven’t 
built up any definite expectations nor a 
lot of memories with which to compare 
this year’s YM20. I also have had a fair 
experience of Zoom meetings from 
before YM20 and, since moving to the 
country four years ago, I have come to 
appreciate Zoom for the possibilities it 
offers for wider and more varied inter-
actions with people than I can have in 
my local communities.

Travel can be a problem too, but I 
could, and would, have driven to either 
Canberra or Cooranbong this year. 
Also, I live alone with just myself to 
please, and since I would have been 
away for a face to face YM20, I ‘went 
away’ at home for the week. 

About YM20, I would say firstly that 
I admire and very deeply appreciate the 
dedication of the volunteers to make it 
work as well as it did: the IT team and 
their work beforehand to help people 
feel comfortable with Zoom, as well as 
their efforts during the week to keep 
everything running so smoothly; the 
clerking team who worked hard behind 
the scenes, as well as fronting sessions so 
admirably, and all those who developed 
such a thoughtful, rounded, considered 
program for the week.

Each morning I attended Meeting 
for Worship, each different and each 
nourishing. The same I would say 
for Epilogue with which I ended my 

days. I attended Welcome to Country, 
Friendly School, Plenary Sessions and 
Share and Tells about every day, as 
well as the Meetings for Worship for 
Business. And some Coffee Chats. In 
between, I washed dishes, or went for a 
walk, or did some patchwork, read, and 
even journaled; all the more routine, 
everyday activities that grounded me 
during these very stimulating days.

Every day brought ‘highlights’. 
Murray Short’s presentation for 
Friendly School was thought 
provoking. I did think the discussion 
questions missed some of the points 
he made. Evan Gallagher’s State of 
the Society Address was both sensitive 
and challenging; while Ann Britton’s 
Summary of Epistles showed both 
what unites world Quakers and our 
differences. These would all be worth 
visiting again. As is the Backhouse 
Lecture, this year given by Fiona 
Gardner. ‘Living Life in Union with the 
Spirit’ was not just about the individual 
but also about community – supporting 
the individual, but the individual 
nurturing community too. Key ideas 
for me in this lecture were embedding 
the spiritual in the everyday and being 
intentional; a call to me to do more.

Plenary sessions offered a lot to 
reflect on too. The Earthcare session 
offering WA’s experiences maintaining 
this Quaker concern was interesting, 
but the ‘breakout room’ chats were 
too short to develop ideas. I took 
away the idea of seeing earth as an 
‘en-spirited whole’. The Indigenous 
Peoples Concerns Committee had 
invited indigenous archaeologist, Dave 
Johnston, to speak. This was inspiring 
not just for his passion and experience, 

but for his belief that Aboriginal 
heritage is heritage for all Australians, 
something we can all share in and be 
proud of, and his work towards that. 
The IT Committee’s presentation on 
the Website was very useful and lively, 
dissolving my sense of ‘too hard’ to try 
to navigate.

Children and Junior Young Friends 
involvement in Meetings for Worship 
and in the Plenary Session presented by 
their committee was inspiring in what 
they do, and in their motivation, their 
spirit. I enjoyed the liveliness of the 
Meetings for Worship, the story telling 
for the ‘children’ and the presentations 
by JYFs. 

Of Share and Tells, two were of 
particular interest to me, on Online 
Meeting for Worship, and Outreach. 
Interesting discussions in each session 
showed a lot of different attitudes, 
but a lot of keenness to develop these 
matters. Two S.&T.s offered different 
experiences of the spirit to challenge 
and delight me: Joy Bowles’ Walking 
Labyrinths, Praying the Lord’s Prayer – 
interpreting and using the Lord’s Prayer 
in new ways – and Virginia Jealous’ 
Quakers and the Rule of St. Benedict, 
about her experience of an Anglican 
Benedictine women’s community in 
UK. Both were reminders of how we 
can learn from others (A&Q. 5).

Attending all these sessions did 
not leave me much time to enjoy the 
offered friendly gatherings, but I did 
join in some Coffee Chats, meeting 
people from all over. Meeting people in 
a different way occurred in Meeting for 
Remembrance. I found the outpouring 

Reflections on YM20
NSW
SUSAN FREEMAN  |  NEW SOUTH WALES REGIONAL MEETING 
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REFLECTIONS ON YM20 – CONTINUED FROM PAGE 8

This was the starting point 
for six Zoom sessions called 
‘Cuppa Friendship’ during 

Yearly Meeting 2020. Trying to make 
up for lack of personal encounters in 
the new on-line format, the organisers 
suggested a replacement for the Quiet 
Room.  They felt that opportunities 
might be offered for Friends to meet, 
where conversations could deepen.

The idea mutated and Pamela 
Leach and I gathered a series of open 
questions, a spark for each 75-minute 
afternoon session. These were Spiritual 
Opportunities which invited sharing 
of experiences; when members could 
extend their interactions with old 
friends and ‘first timers’ could be drawn 
into new Quaker insights.

‘What is ‘Listening into Being’?’ was 
Monday’s question; a phrase familiar 
to Meeting for Learning participants; 
one which highlights how Quakers are 

gifted with the practice of deep listening 
in the Meeting for Worship, a model 
for our interpersonal relationships. 

‘What makes a spiritual community?’ 
brought a variety of optimistic 
definitions and stories about how the 
spiritual and daily life are one in a 
faithful, intentional group.  Walking 
cheerfully, at its best, means walking 
with courage.

Reflection on ‘Why do I stay with 
Friends?’ ranged from being a lover of 
silence to an attraction to non-violence 
after the Port Arthur massacre 1996.

Being open minded, serving on 
committees, recognising gifts, writing, 
study groups, being there, encouraging 
and recognising children and humour 
were different ways of ‘How do I give 
and receive in my Quaker community?’  

To round off session six we offered a 
quote from Patricia Loring’s Listening 
Spirituality:

Community provides a challenge 
for each of us to change, to walk and 
stretch towards our truest selves as 
unique manifestations of God’s love 
in interpersonal relationships…  The 
mystery is that people’s inevitable 
differences give us openings for 
spiritual growth and maturing in 
ways that are sometimes uncomfort-
able, if not downright painful.

Forty-two Friends attended, a 
number tuned in several times and 
10 said they would like to continue 
similarly in the future, by Zoom.

I feel that Cuppa Friendship went 
part way to making up for missed 
joys of a ‘former normal’ YM.  Times 
of enrichment came from face to face, 
semi-structured sessions that stretched 
us and left us feeling that we have 
grown in the Spirit. 

                  

What is community?   
KATHERINE PURNELL   |  TASMANIA  REGIONAL MEETING

of people’s personal memories of F/
friends who have died in the last year or 
so very moving.

I did say earlier that I found the 
Business sessions to be very well 
organised and run. The idea of having 
the Preparatory sessions before YM20, 
where people could discuss issues was 
a good idea, given the time restraints 
for YM20. This meant the comparative 
brevity of the MfWfB sessions was not 
such an issue, except for the last session 
which raised a matter that was far more 
complex than any single preparatory/
business session could have dealt with.

Perhaps more than face to face 

Yearly Meetings have shown, this year’s 
online YM20 shows the importance of 
all of us taking responsibility for each 
other and for the concerns we have, not 
just when it suits us, but in considering 
the needs of others, given the demands 
placed on the volunteers who organise 
and facilitate the meetings and activities 
of our Society.

As you can see, I found YM20 
online stimulating and enjoyable, 
not just for the ideas and challenges 
I was exposed to, but also in meeting 
and mixing with the wider Australian 
Quaker community. It is easy to sit back 
and say, ‘it’s not like it was’, ‘it’s not the 

same’…Of course, it’s not. Zoom is 
not a replacement for face to face, but 
another and different way of gathering 
people together. For people in the 
country/disabled/sick/a carer/…Zoom 
offers a lifeline to the world. Certainly, 
there were quite a few people at online 
YM20 who don’t go to Yearly Meetings 
generally, as well as many who do. It 
offers ‘fresh opportunities’ not just at 
this stage in our lives (cf A&Q. 30), but 
at any time. ‘Live adventurously’ says 
AQ.29, and at YM20 I felt I did.
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Know Thy Friend 

Margaret Bywater  
TASMANIA REGIONAL  MEETING  

I was born into an Anglican family 
during the dark days of World 
War Two, strongly influenced by 

my pacifist father, my gentle primary 
school teacher mother, and others in 
our extended family, including my 
grandmother who was a musician. 
The belief in sharing one’s skills and 
working with those less fortunate was 
part of my experience growing up. 

During the Depression my parents 
had become connected to the St John’s 
Fellowship, based on St John’s Anglican 
Church, in Latrobe Street, Melbourne. 
Dad was part of a group who supported 
‘dirt poor families’ in Fitzroy. Through 
the Fellowship my parents worshipped 
with many like-minded Anglicans, 
including the parents of our Friend 
Bruce Henry (VRM). 

Music, especially singing, has always 
been part of my life, at home, in school 
and at church. I find singing either by 
oneself or with others to be a spiritual 
experience. I have strong memories 
of our first singing teacher in primary 
school, Marion Heinemann, a Jewish 
refugee from Austria who still carried 
the tattooed numbers on her arm, a 
frightening souvenir of the Nazi regime.

My first awareness of Quakers was 
when I was 11. My mother took me 
to purchase my Girl Guide uniform in 
a building built in 1860 that the Girl 
Guides had recently purchased from 
Melbourne Meeting. At that time the 
lovely bluestone internal courtyard was 
still intact. My mother spoke warmly of 
Quakers she had met through WILPF 
– I wonder who they would have been? 

In the following year, the Lubbe 
family moved from Perth to Melbourne, 
and I became friends with Katie, and 

later her sister Margaret Lubbe, who 
was a few years ahead of me at the 
University High School. Another 
Quaker connection was through the 
long running ABC Radio programme 
‘Scope’ broadcast from 1958 until the 
70s; this was where I first encountered 
our Friend Bill Oats, who was a regular 
presenter of short segments on many 
different themes. His contributions 
always left me with new concepts to 
think about.

After high school, in 1961 I took up 
a library cadetship that offered three 
years of Library School as well as my 
first paid library job at the Box Hill 
City Library. Here I met my husband 
to be, Paul Bywater. We were married 
in March 1964 at Holy Trinity, Surrey 
Hills. We took our honeymoon in 
Tasmania, and were enchanted with 
Hobart; I remember thinking I could 
live there. I joined Paul in Bairnsdale, 
where in 1963 he had been appointed 
Regional Librarian for East Gippsland. 
I began attending the Anglican church 
in Bairnsdale, but it was not quite what 
I had experienced before and I was 
disappointed. The Presbyterian minister 
was a close neighbour of ours, and I felt 
more at home there. Our eldest son 
Scott was born in Bairnsdale in March 
1967. In September of 1967 we moved 
to Hobart, as Paul accepted his dream 
job, Librarian in charge of the Film 
and Record Library at State Library of 
Tasmania.

We bought our first house in 
Lindisfarne, moving in December 
1967; our second son Russell was born 
in 1969, followed by Philip in 1970. 
Finally, in August 1974 our family was 
complete when Anna Tuyet arrived 

from war-torn Vietnam, a very tiny 
baby, almost 5 months old.

Through the Film and Music 
Library we met many Friends who 
came to borrow both 16 millimetre 
films and or browse in the music 
Library. One of those seeking films 
was Kenneth Brown, a Friend who 
taught at The Friends School. Paul 
was an active projectionist and showed 
films for various groups, including 
the Vietnam Moratorium committee, 
where we met more Quakers. And so, it 
was that I plucked up courage to begin 
attending Meetings for Worship, and 
immediately felt that I had found my 
spiritual home. 

At that time my brother Bill was 
in Vietnam, the administrator for a 
medical team at a hospital in Vung Tau. 
His letters home spoke of the needless 
destruction and loss of life caused by 
the war. Through Quakers I became 
part of a small committee supporting 
the Gordon Barclay Vietnam Fund 
(Tasmania) with our Friend Ron 
Darvell. GBVF had been established by 
Ratcliffe and Barking Monthly Meeting 
(UK) in 1968. Small committees in 
Hobart, Sydney and Melbourne were 
raising funds to support the work in 
Vietnam. GBVF established mobile 
toy libraries and provided play therapy 
in a number of orphanages in Saigon. 
Jocelyn Bowling (later Bowden), a 
member of Hobart Meeting, went to 
Vietnam in early 1972 to be a member 
of the GBVF team. Part of my role was 
to speak to groups about the team’s 
work using slides and reports from 
Jocelyn and others.

Hobart Meeting became a central 
part of the life of our family, but I still 
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had not become a member; sometime 
in 1973 I applied for membership, 
and became involved with the Quaker 
Service Committee, and the Quaker 
Service Council Australia when that 
responsibility moved to Hobart in 1975. 
QSCA Convenor Val Nichols worked 
from her small office in her New Town 
home, and I began to spend time 
assisting her with her responsibilities. 
Working beside Val was a wonderful 
learning experience and we became 
close friends. 

When the Tasman Bridge disaster 
occurred in January 1975 we were 
living in Lindisfarne, and travel across 
the Derwent River was limited, so the 
small group of Friends on the Eastern 
Shore began to meet in each other’s 
homes on Sunday morning. I learned to 
appreciate the value of small meetings 
for worship, and this helped me many 
years later with our small worship group 
in Cambodia.

In 1978 AYM was held in Perth, 
and the Bywater family drove all 
the way from Melbourne, camping 
along the journey of discovery of the 
vastness of Australia. To pass the time 
I taught the boys to knit, and they 
each produced very long scarves. At 
AYM the Backhouse Lecture was 
presented by Margaret Wilkinson of 
Hobart meeting: Wisdom: the inward 
teacher. This posed some challenges 
for Margaret both in preparation and 
presentation. Margaret had had serious 
eye problems since childhood and 
eventually became blind. I was asked by 
Margaret to sit with her at the lecture, 
and to contribute by reading some of 
the writings that had inspired her in 
her spiritual search. A much treasured 
memory. 

Anna Bywater was 4 years old, when 
we returned to Hobart. Anna went 
back to Friends School, Sherwood, 
telling people, ‘I’ve been to Perth and 
we saw God.’ On reflecting with Anna, 
we understood what she meant: the 
children at YM had met and spoken 
with Olaf Hodgkin of Perth meeting. 

Olaf was then 99, a tall white haired 
figure with a warm and spiritual 
presence. What intrigued me was, 
that I am sure we had never given our 
children the idea that God was an old 
man with white hair.

The situation of people in 
Kampuchea (now Cambodia) began to 
reach Australian news sources in mid 
1979. In September of that year, the 
Australian Council for Overseas Aid 
(now ACFID), together with Austcare 
and other NGOs, launched the first 
appeal to raise funds principally for 
immediate food aid. The following 
month QSCA received a report from 
AFSC (American Friends Service 
Committee) of Ed Snyder’s visit to 
Vietnam and Cambodia. QSCA 
immediately sent AFSC funds for the 
purchase of rice and medicines. So 
began a valuable opportunity for QSCA 
to assist AFSC’s work in Kampuchea. 
AFSC established an office in Phnom 
Penh early in 1980. QSCA was able 
to continue providing assistance to 
Kampuchea through AFSC. After 
the UN declared emergency period 
(1979-1981) AFSC were unable to use 
US sourced funds for development or 
relief work. 

All of these developments increased 
the workload for Val Nichols, together 
we began to share more tasks, especially 
reading reports and drafting proposals. 
As the guest of AFSC, Val visited 
Kampuchea in 1984 accompanied by 
her daughter-in-law Jennifer Ashton. 
She returned giving QSCA first-hand 
experience of the situation in the 
country. This followed a visit to Vietnam 
and Kampuchea in 1983 by a delegation 
headed by the Australian Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Bill Hayden. We 
understand that during the visit, the 
Hayden delegation received a request 
for assistance with English language 
teaching. 

QSA had continued to support a 
range of activities, in association with 
AFSC, often funded from the Australian 
Aid program. We were beginning to 

have a greater understanding of needs, 
and consider how best Australian 
Quakers could respond.

In September 1984, I was in 
Canberra representing QSCA at 
the annual ACFOA gathering and 
the annual Australian Development 
Assistance Bureau (ADAB) 
consultation. During the 3-day event, 
I was approached by a senior ADAB 
officer who enquired ‘Would QSCA 
be interested in implementing an 
English Language teaching program 
in Kampuchea?’ My careful reply was 
to suggest that AIDAB would need 
to formally ask QSCA. Then began 
arrangements for AIDAB and QSCA 
to consider the request, beginning with 
a ‘conference call’ between Bill Oats 
(on behalf of QSCA) and the AIDAB 
officer. This was just the beginning, 
after a need’s assessment (conducted 
by Jennifer Ashton) much deliberation 
consultation and planning, the KELT  
(Kampuchea English Language 
Training) program was established in 
1985. 

In July 1986, I made my first project 
monitoring visit to Kampuchea, and 
in the following year returned to 
undertake a 3 month’s consultancy on 
behalf of KELT to develop a Library 
for the fledgling program at the Foreign 
Language Institute. The FLI was 
accommodated in the building that in 
1988 became the University of Phnom 
Penh. With such modest beginnings 
the KELT program continued with 
valuable contributions of many others 
in particular our Friend Mark Deasey 
(VRM). 

Later the program expanded. 
Eventually in 1993, it devolved into 
a bi-lateral program administered by 
IDP and the University of Canberra. 

Along the way I came to know what 
is now Cambodia as my second home. 
There is much more to be told about my 
experiences here, but that will have to 
wait for another occasion.
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Saima Goudie

Let’s consider new terminology 
MICHAEL SEARLE  |  CANBERRA REGIONAL MEETING 

 

Meeting for Worship 
● Accepted for contemplation 

 
● Predominantly silent, expectant 

 
● Only occasional spoken ministry 

 
● Minimal use of written materials 

 
● Mind cleared as much as possible 

 
● Speak only once 

 
● No visible leadership 

 
● No agenda 

 
● No specific topic or theme 

 
● Seldom use a mobile phone (perhaps to 

look up a Bible verse) 
 

● Never use a computer 
 

● Not seeking agreement 
 

● No record kept 
 

● Follow-up a speaker only with great care 
 

● Questioning a speaker is unlikely 

 

Committee/ 
working/task 
meetings 

● Clear tasks to do 
● Stick to agenda 
● Creativity encouraged 
● Purpose: to reach agreement on 

actions 
● Delegation encouraged 
● May consult a computer frequently 
● Record/minute keeping essential 
 
 
 
 
 

Any Quaker 
meeting 

● Some silence, open and 
close with silence 

● Listening for the spirit 
● Listening to each other 
● Relate respectfully 
● Meeting expectations are 

shared 
● Open mind and heart 

 

Business meeting 
● Come prepared 
 
● Written materials helpful 
 
● Clear agenda, keep to it 
 
● Creativity may be useful 
 
● Particular people may speak multiple  times 
 
● Clerks provide strong structure and leadership 
 
● Important to follow discipline 
 
● Participants support Clerks, in their leadership 
 
● Centred on a topic or issue 
 
● Aims to come to agreement 
 
● Minutes are essential 
 
● Follow up is important 
 
● Computer could be helpful for information 

seeking or checking 
 
● Looking up Internet could be helpful 

 

Discussion 
meeting 

● Can speak multiple times 
 
● Topic may be wide or 

narrow 
 
● Stimulus material likely 

 
● Questioning unlikely but 

build on previous speaking 
likely 

 

Wedding 
meeting 

● Clear purpose and 
focus 

● Program explained 
at start 

● Clear focus on the 
marrying couple 

● Rejoicing maybe 
articulated 

● Clear leader 

 
 
 
 
 

Clearness 
meeting 

● Total focused on one 
person 

● Others do not 
introduce material 

● Very attentive listening 

Funeral/ 
memorial 
meeting 

● Program explained at start 
● Clear focus on deceased 

person 
● Clear intention to celebrate 

deceased person 
● Clear intention to support 

bereaved people 
● Clear leader 
 

    Threshing 
     meeting 
● Confined to one topic 
● Okay people speaking 

multiple times 
● Questioning is okay 
● Hope to reach a 

consensus of ways 
forward, but not 
“decision-making” 

● Note-keeping may be 
helpful 

‘Meeting for Worship for Business’ may be an oxymoron. In the past decade or so, this Quaker expression has 
become our common language. I submit that it is misleading. I suggest that a Meeting for Worship and a 
Meeting for Business are incompatible terms. This terminology has arisen in the hope of keeping us mindful that 
Business Meetings should be conducted in a worshipful way. I have no disagreement with this aspiration, but I 
don’t think the name achieves that intent. I offer the following diagram to help explain how I see this matter. In 
each rectangle, the chief attributes and acceptable behaviours of each Meeting type are listed. 

Central is the centre rectangle 
Any Quaker meeting. The 
behaviours listed in this box 

are the things we strive for in any and 
every Quaker meeting, of any kind. 
They underpin all kinds of meetings. 

They should/must be present in every 
Quaker meeting for it to work.

In the other rectangles, I have listed 
other attributes which are distinctive 
about that other kinds of meeting. 
Meetings for different purposes have 

significantly different behaviours, 
though some overlap. Each of these 
lists is to be complemented by the 
centre list. A Clearness Meeting is very 
different from a Discussion Meeting, 
for example.
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I’m sure that the lists in both 
the centre rectangle and the other 
rectangles could be refined – please 
work at this. Also, there are other 
kinds of Meetings which could be 
included.

When we look at the purposes, 
attributes and acceptable behaviours 
of a Meeting for Worship and those 
of a Business Meeting, we see very 
few in common. Why do we speak of a 
Meeting for Worship for Business? 
I think it is a contradiction.

So, what problems does 
this contradiction cause?

I think it is important that 
Business Meetings be reminded 
that they are there to progress their 
business in a worshipful way, to listen 
deeply to each other to hear what is 
being said beneath the words being 
used, to be open to the spirit, to be 
ready to change our mind, to seek 
few words which will convey the 
sense of the spirit guiding us, and in 
its discipline. 

We are encouraged to come to 
Business Meeting well prepared. 
We may have tens of pages of 
preparatory information to read and 
form a view about. We may find it 
helpful to speak with others to clarify 
a proposal that is being put to the 
meeting. We must come to Business 
Meeting with our intellect engaged, 
yet trying to find that niche where 
our thinking does not dominate our 
intuition, our listening, our openness 
to the spirit. A Business Meeting is 
substantially focused on achieving a 
task, whereas a Meeting for Worship 
hopes to leave our tasks behind.

Whilst reading, reflecting, 
listening are useful preparations for 
Meeting for Worship, it is not helpful 
to come with words formulated or a 
passage book-marked that we intend 
to read. When we come to Meeting 
for Worship, we are advised to try to 
still our mind, to empty our mind, 
to find a technique which is helpful 

to us in quietening our thinking 
faculties. We would not rehearse 
spoken ministry with another person 
prior to the meeting.

I think that confusing these two 
styles of meeting is not helpful. 
Being open-minded in a Business 
Meeting is very different from 
emptying our mind in a Worship 
Meeting. The confusion must be 
hard for a newcomer to make sense 
of. As we try to find appropriate 
behaviours for a Business Meeting, 
the contradicting attributes between 
a Worship Meeting and a Business 
Meeting bring confusion, and make 
effective engagement much more 
difficult. The confusion does not help 
our meetings achieve their purposes 
better.

I think that it is helpful to 
recognize and understand more 
about the central rectangle in my 
diagram, the approaches and skills 
which are common to all meetings, 
whatever their purpose. Listening 
skills can be learned and fostered. 
Building our abilities in this central 
set of attributes and skills also helps 
us contribute better to Discussion 
Meetings, Clearness Meetings, 
Committee Meetings, Threshing 
Meetings, as well as in everyday life. 
How can I act in more loving ways is 
an approach that enables our mind, 
spirit and heart to learn and grow? 
How can I be more empathic? How 
can I speak truth tactfully?

I suggest that we drop this 
confusing terminology, recognise 
the importance of the skills and 
approaches that are key to any 
Quaker meeting, so that we have 
greater clarity to help us achieve 
better meetings of all kinds, and 
improve our perspective on how to 
live our ordinary lives better.

                

The Australian Eden

Norman Talbot
It’s a rum sort of Garden of Eden
With its bushfires, its floods, and its 
drought,
But the Kooris have dwelt here since 
time began
And they never were thrown out.
When the Snake came tempting 
Australia’s Eve
In the way it always did
To pluck and eat the very fruit
The Creator had forbid,
The Koori girl stayed obedient,
Loved God for God’s own sake, 
So she left the bush apple on its 
bush
And skinned, and et, the snake.

Norman included this poem in his 
Backhouse Lecture in 1999. We thought 
it was worth republishing it.
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QSA Notes 
Responding to COVID-19

The past six months have changed our 
lives and our world so profoundly and 
in ways that most of us have never 
anticipated. For those of us lucky 
enough to have safe and comfortable 
shelter, it has become a time for 
reflection on the complexities of our 
societies, economies and technolo-
gies; the interconnected yet fragile 
threads that hold us all together. For 
so many others, both in Australia and 
elsewhere, the COVID-19 pandemic 
remains a trying time and a cruel test 
of resilience, especially affecting people 
and populations who are already expe-
riencing vulnerability. 

In response, QSA’s project partners 
have had to rapidly adjust their existing 
work in response to the pandemic. 

India entered lockdown early. 
Initially there were many cases of brutal 
enforcement and few COVID-19 cases, 
until April when the return of migrant 
workers from abroad and interstate saw 
the number of cases rise steadily.

Vasandham Society in Tamil Nadu 
has coordinated with other local NGOs 
in the Theni District to reinforce 

awareness-raising about the seriousness 
of COVID-19 and health and 
hygiene practices. Over 2000 women’s 
federation members and farmers’ 
groups, plus their families, have been 
supplied with government-approved 
immunity booster and masks.

Vasandham also targeted support to 
one hundred of the most marginalised 
families from three villages, providing 
basic food packages including rice, 
millets and government-approved 
immunity booster. Where possible, 
Vasandham has facilitated access to 
government welfare and food security 
schemes for these families, many of 
whom have historically been excluded 
because of systemic discrimination, 
and who are otherwise without 
basic supplies because of movement 
restriction orders.

Pitchandikulam Forest coordinated 
with its herbal entrepreneurs, local 
village nurses and health inspectors to 
prepare and distribute government-
approved immunity booster together 
with masks, and reinforcing COVID-19 
awareness, health and hygiene, to 

almost 300 families in the project area 
of Villupuram via door-to-door visits, 
educational public posters and content 
in local language. Counselling was 
provided to 1700 students and parents 
over the phone across the lockdown 
period which has overlapped with 
school holidays.

Cambodia is fortunate with few 
COVID-19 cases and no official deaths 
to date. However, with borders closed 
and major industries halted, economic 
and social impacts have been severe. 
Families whose food security was already 
precarious, were severely impacted by 
job losses, market and border closures, 
and returning economic migrants. As 
with other projects, QSA is working 
with partners to address on-going 
social issues, including the increased 
risk of domestic violence, child abuse 
and unsafe, undocumented migration.  

Khmer Community Development 
(KCD) in Kandal Province trained 
80 villagers as facilitators to provide 
COVID-19 information and proper 
hand washing within their communities. 
KCD also produced educational videos 

BY FLEUR BAYLEY AND AI LEEN QUAH    |   PROJECT MANAGERS

Left: A citizen from Theni District, Tamil Nadu, receives an 
emergency basic food package. Credit: Vasandham Society
Centre: St Jude collaborated with farmer Eva to make hand 
sanitiser. Credit: QSA
Right: An image from the handwashing video for children. 
Credit: KCD
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Above left:  Awareness-raising by loudspeaker in remote villages. Credit: BRHS
Above right:  Distributing hygiene packs in Samrong commune. Credit: DWA Pursat

covering COVID-19 topics such as 
hand washing, making them widely 
available via social media. In line 
with their usual work in nutrition, 
agriculture and income generation, 
KCD also distributed vegetable seeds 
to 1,335 households and launched a 
competition among field officers to 
model and promote home gardens.

Vocational training and 
handicrafts centre, Bunrany Hun 
Sen and permaculture trainers from 
the Department of Women’s Affairs, 
Pursat, teamed up to work with local 
authorities to identify isolated villages 
that received little information about 
COVID-19 from government.  Travel 
to these communities was difficult, 
so motorbikes and megaphones were 
used to broadcast information and 
deliver information packs of masks, 

soap and hand sanitiser. Rice and other 
food to supplement was also delivered 
to tide over farmers unable to plant 
home gardens before the seasonal rains 
arrived. 

Department of Women’s Affairs, 
Kampong Thom also worked alongside 
local authorities to provide farmers 
(primarily women) with additional 
gardening equipment, seeds and 
seedlings to 300 families to create 
home gardens to supplement family 
food and incomes.  With the arrival of 
the wet season in June, families were 
able to plant and harvest fast growing 
vegetables to supplement their diets.

In Uganda, St Jude Family Projects 
has adapted their trainings into smaller 
groups alongside individual household 
visits to farmers, taking precautions 
for health and hygiene. This has 

slowed project work, but enabled more 
comprehensive agricultural extension 
support, opportunities to reinforce 
health and hygiene practices, and 
provide counselling, moral support 
and referral for those experiencing 
acute stress or family violence during 
the lockdown. Collaborating with a 
local farmer, St Jude is appropriating 
alcohol from fermented plantains 
to produce hand sanitiser – a very 
practical decision, as the scarcity of 
water restricts frequent hand washing, 
let alone savings or ingredients to make 
or purchase soap.

These COVID-19 responses were 
supported by QSA’s generous donors, 
and the Australian Government 
through the Australian NGO 
Cooperation Program (ANCP).
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In the past few years, some people 
have taken to writing ‘god’ where 
previously people would have 

written ‘God’. I first noticed this in a 
journal I read regularly, New Scientist, 
which has a fairly consistent pattern 
of regarding religious practices as 
irrational human behaviours that 
require anthropological and historical 
explanations.  So in New Scientist the 
phrase that I would render as ‘thank 
God’ would be written as ‘thank god’. 

Confusion arises from the fact 
that in the Christian religion (and the 
same is true of Judaism) the deity that 
Christians worship, the Christian god, 
is named God.  It is quite simple to 
work out whether to use ‘God’ or ‘god’.  
If you are using the word as a name, 
write ‘God’. If you can replace the word 
by ‘deity’, use ‘god’. The Hindus have 
deities - gods - named Brahma, Vishnu, 
Shiva, Kali and so on; the Muslims’ god 
is named Allah, the Christians’ god is 
named God. 

I might be offended is someone 
wrote my name as ‘helen’; Buddhists 
might be offended if you wrote the 
title of their founder as ‘buddha’ and 
Christians might be offended if you 
write the name of our god, as ‘god’. This 
is a plea for respect, not for theism – 
that is another argument. If the word 
is used as a proper name, it is ‘God’, not 
‘god’.

As for ‘thank God’ – this everyday 
expression is, I believe, outdated 
theology. I whole-heartedly agree 
with Jocelyn Bell Burnell, the great 
astronomer, who wrote a Backhouse 
Lecture (2013) entitled ‘A Quaker 
astronomer reflects: Can a scientist 
also be religious?’ She wrote (p38-39) 
‘Recognising that there was not going 
to be any proof of the existence of God, 
I decided many years ago to adopt as 
a ‘working hypothesis’ the assumption 
that there was a God’ (I would rather 
she had written, ‘a god called God’.)  
She continues ‘…I have not (yet) felt 
the need to abandon that hypothesis, 
the roof has not fallen in, and I still have 
a sense of the numinous!... [however] I 
find it impossible to believe that God 
can be both loving and omnipotent – 
too many people are too badly hurt…
my hypothesis includes a loving God 
who is not in control of the world….if 
God is not in control of the world then 
God cannot be blamed when things go 
badly, nor take the credit when things 
go well!’  

People who don’t ‘believe in God’ 
are often rejecting supernaturalism, the 
idea that some happenings are outside 
the order of Nature. I agree with them 
in that everything that happens obeys 
natural laws – however, having lived 
among Aboriginal people, I know that 
Nature is far vaster and more mysterious 

than we know. And we, corporately and 
as individuals, are rapidly destroying 
other species, and ecosystems, and no 
belief in God can protect us from the 
consequences of our actions. Rather, as 
Charles Causley wrote,

‘God, who does not dwell on high 
in the wide, unwinking sky, 
But whose gentle counsels start 
Simply, in the human heart.’

It is not God we have to thank, for 
things going well, and at the same time 
it is good to be thankful!  And, if we 
are listening in still, silent, expectant 
waiting, and obeying the promptings 
of love and truth in our hearts, then we 
are indeed well regardless of what is 
happening around us, and for that we 
can truly thank God. I can pray,

God, I know You in part. 
You are my deepest self, and more 
You are my widest, most loving 
attunement 
to all that is. 
Guide me in my living today, 
Show me what is true, loving, life-
giving, 
Show me what is needing to be 
done through me. 
May I not outrun nor lag behind my 
Guide. 
Thank you for the inner life of it all. 
Amen.

             

‘Thank God’ or ‘Thank 
god’?
HELEN GOULD |  NEW SOUTH WALES REGIONAL MEETING
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R E V I E WB O O K  R E V I E W

The Spy Who Tried to 
Stop a War
BY MARCIA AND THOMAS MITCHELL

Published by William Collins, London in 2019 
p.238 ISBN 978-0 -00-8355-69-2

This book, by Marcia and Thomas 
Mitchell, tells the story of Katherine 
Gun, an employee of Government 
Communications Headquarters in the 
UK, who, in 2003, leaked a secret e-mail 
in the hope that it would prevent an 
illegal war. She achieved fame by saying 
‘I only ever followed my conscience.’ 
This book provides context.
The war was the second Iraq war. One 
of the main objectives of the war, led 
by George W. Bush and Tony Blair, 
was regime change. That is not a legal 
basis for war according to interna-
tional law, to which both the UK and 
the US are signatories. So they sought 
something else to legitimate the war 
viz., a resolution of support from the 
UN Security Council. 
Katherine Gun intercepted an e-mail 
from US Intelligence requesting that 
British Intelligence influence members 
of the Security Council to that end. She 
realised that the UK was being asked to 
join a conspiracy to legitimise an illegal 
war, so she leaked the e-mail to the 
Observer newspaper.

Government Communications HQ 
soon traced the source of the leak, 
and when it did, Katherine admitted 
everything. Immediately afterwards, she 
could feel her old life, which she loved, 
collapsing around her. She had violated 
the Official Secrets Act, which was a 
criminal offence. She was distraught. 
Her questioners were humane, even 
kind, as was Scotland Yard later. She 
needed support desperately, which she 
received from her loving husband and 
extended family. 
Good fortune came in the form of 
Liberty, a human rights organisation, 
which expressed an interest in her case. 
It offered to conduct her defence pro 
bono, and did an excellent job. The Blair 
Government had sought the advice of 
the Attorney General on the legality 
of the war twice. The first time, the 
Attorney General submitted a lengthy 
statement arguing that an invasion 
would be against international law on 
three counts. Later, closer to the war, 
it gave another opinion which justified 
the war. When Katherine`s defence 
requested access to both opinions, the 
Crown dropped the case.
Katherine`s stand was moral, not 
religiously motivated. She grew up 
in Taiwan, where her parents were 
teachers, and she attended an American 
mission school, where, according to her 

father ‘she got a pretty strong indoctri-
nation in the Christian ethic.’[p.111] 
Katherine described her parents as 
‘liberal Intellectuals.’ They asked her to 
justify her beliefs, which she got used 
to doing.
America and Britain had long 
considered The Middle East a sphere of 
influence. In 1953, the CIA and MI 6 
orchestrated a coup against the demo-
cratically elected Prime Minister of Iran, 
Dr Mohammad Mosaddegh, on the 
ground that he proposed to nationalise 
Iranian oil. He was executed in the 
aftermath of the coup. There followed 
a long period of intense rivalry between 
the UK and the US for influence in the 
Middle East. Right now, the place to 
watch is Iran, since America`s rhetoric 
about nuclear weapons there resembles 
its rhetoric before the second Iraq war.
Katherine Gun was twenty-eight when 
she broke the law. The book tells her 
story well.

REG NAULTY

Canberra Meeting
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Reflections on the Resurrection 
RAE LITTING  |   NEW SOUTH WALES  REGIONAL MEETING

One of the key Christian 
doctrines is the doctrine of 
the resurrection of Jesus. 

When I attended the Anglican Church 
in my youth, we recited the Apostles 
Creed every Sunday, including the 
words ‘I believe ……. in the resurrec-
tion of the body and the life everlasting.’ 
I said it with a note of doubt in my 
voice. I didn’t know what sort of body 
I would have at the time of death, but I 
wasn’t sure I would fancy keeping it for 
all eternity.

I recently heard a minister on 
the TV say that we knew about the 
after-life because Jesus returned and 
told us about it. But this is not how I 
read the gospel stories. They tell of Jesus 
giving comfort to his followers and 
telling them to continue his work. The 
stories do not attempt to explain how 
Jesus experienced the resurrection, or to 
give any idea of what a life after death 
could be like, other than a conventional 
image of Jesus ‘sitting on the right hand 
of God’.

I don’t think that the disciples of 
Jesus believed in an after-life because 
Jesus rose from the dead. On the 
contrary I think they could accept that 
Jesus rose from the dead because they 
had always believed in a life after death. 
This was a matter of dispute at the time 
of Jesus, and we have an interesting 
record of Jesus arguing with the 
Sadducees who did not believe that the 
dead would rise. They put to Jesus the 
case of a woman who had been married 
many times. Whose wife would she be 
when the dead rose to life? Jesus replied, 
‘When the dead rise to life they will be 
like the angels in heaven and will not 

marry. Now as for the dead rising to 
life; haven’t you ever read about what 
God has told you? He said, ‘I am the 
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, 
and the God of Jacob. He is the God of 
the living, not of the dead.’ (Matthew 
22,23-32)

The gospel records of the 
resurrection are not very satisfying to a 
modern historian. The earliest gospel is 
that of Mark. He records that a group 
of women went to the tomb and found 
that body was not there. An angel told 
them, ‘He is not here – he has been 
raised!’ The women ran from the tomb 
and said nothing to anyone. Some 
appearance stories were added later.

Matthew also has the women and 
the angel at the tomb, but says that the 
women ‘ran to tell the disciples.’ Then 
Jesus appears to the women, and later 
to the disciples in Galilee.

Luke has the women and two angels 
at the tomb, and has the women telling 
the disciples what they saw, ‘but the 
apostles thought that what the women 
said was nonsense’. Peter however went 
to see the empty tomb. Then Luke tells 
the story of the appearance on the road 
to Emmaus, and of an appearance to 
the apostles.

John, the last of the gospels to be 
written, has only one woman at the 
tomb – Mary Magdelene – who goes to 
fetch Peter and one other disciple. Jesus 
then appears to Mary and to all the 
disciples. There follows an appearance 
to seven disciples at Lake Tiberias. 

Two things stand out in these 
stories. One is that the stories of the 
resurrection appear to come initially 
from women. And the role of Peter 

seems to increase in the later stories, 
reflecting his importance in the early 
church.

The Book of Acts gives us some 
idea of the teaching of the early church 
based in Jerusalem. They taught that 
Jesus had risen from the dead, but the 
core of their teaching was that Jesus 
was a prophet like Joel, King David, 
or Moses. The early Jewish Christians 
tried very hard to place Jesus within 
mainstream Judaism. It is interesting 
to read the speech which Stephen, 
the first Christian martyr, is said to 
have given in his defence. (Acts 7) He 
talks at length about Abraham and 
Moses, and the prophets who foretold 
the coming of the ‘righteous Servant’, 
adding ‘and now you have betrayed and 
murdered him.’ He does not mention 
Jesus by name, and does not mention 
the resurrection at all.

This same reliance on the scriptures 
is seen in the speech which Peter gave 
on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2, from 
verse 14). He first establishes that Jesus 
had to rise from the dead because this 
is foretold in the scriptures. He quotes 
Psalm 16, verses 8-11, attributed to 
King David. The key words from the 
original version are ‘I feel completely 
secure, because you protect me from 
the power of death. I have served you 
faithfully, and you will not abandon me 
to the world of the dead. You will show 
me the path that leads to life’. This, 
Peter claims, is a prophecy about Jesus. 
I don’t know that this line of argument 
has great weight with the modern 
reader.  

Peter goes on to say, ‘God has raised 
this very Jesus from death, and we are 
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all witness to this fact.’ But he gives no 
detail of what he has witnessed.

This pattern of preferring scriptural 
references to eyewitness reports is seen 
also in the story of Jesus’ appearance 
on the road to Emmaus. (Luke 24, 
13-32) The disciples are talking about 
the empty tomb: ‘Some of the women 
of our group surprised us: they went 
at dawn to the tomb, but could not 
find his body. They came back saying 
they had seen a vision of angels who 
told them that he is alive. Some of our 
group went to the tomb and found it 
exactly as the women had said, but they 
did not see him.’  In response, Jesus 
‘explained to them what was said about 
himself in all the Scriptures, beginning 
with the books of Moses and the 
writings of all the prophets.’ Jesus does 
not say, ‘But I am alive, here I am!’ Only 
when Jesus breaks the bread and hands 
it to them do they recognise him.  

Actually, the oldest surviving record 
of the resurrection is in Paul’s first 
letter to the Corinthians, Chapter 15. 
‘I passed on to you what I received,….
that Christ died for our sins, as written 
in the Scriptures; that he was buried 
and that he was raised to life three days 
later as written in the Scriptures; that 
he appeared to Peter and then to all 
twelve apostles. Then he appeared to 
more than five hundred of his followers 
at once, most of whom are still alive, 
although some have died. Then he 
appeared to James, and afterwards to 
all the apostles. Last of all he appeared 
also to me..’

Several points can be made about 
this account:

1. The fact that these events are 
‘according to the Scriptures’ comes 
before present experience.
2. The women have disappeared 
from the story.
3. Where does the story of the 
‘more than 500’ come from? (Paul 
says he is reminding his readers 
of facts they already know, or he 
might have given more detail.)
4. Paul regards his own 

experience on the road to 
Damascus as equivalent to the 
early experiences of the apostles.
In view of point 4, it is worthwhile 

revisiting what happened to Paul. The 
account is in Acts 9. The event seems to 
take place after Jesus was said to have 
ascended into heaven and sent the 
Holy Spirit.

‘As Paul was approaching the city 
of Damascus, suddenly a light from 
the sky flashed around him. He fell to 
the ground and heard a voice saying to 
him, ‘Saul, Saul! Why do you persecute 
me?’

‘Who are you, Lord?’ he asked.
‘I am Jesus whom you persecute,’ 

the voice said. ‘But get up and go into 
the city where you will be told what 
you must do.’

The men who were travelling with 
Saul had stopped, not saying a word; 
they heard the voice but could not see 
anyone.’

As far as we know, this is the only 
record of Jesus appearing to someone 
who was not already a follower.

But to return to the mysterious 
500. Could this be a reference to the 
event known in the church calendar 
as Pentecost? (Acts chapter 2) In the 
ecclesiastical calendar this event comes 
6 weeks after the resurrection. During 
this time the followers of Jesus have 
started to regroup, and to share their 
stories about Jesus with each other. 
They have not engaged in public 
ministry. According to Acts ‘When the 
day of Pentecost came, all the believers 
were gathered together in one place. 
Suddenly there was a noise from the 
sky which sounded like a strong wind 
blowing, and it filled the whole house 
where they were sitting. Then they saw 
what looked like tongues of fire which 
spread out and touched each person 
there. They were all filled with the 
Holy Spirit and began to talk in other 
languages, as the Spirit enabled them 
to speak’. This is the beginning of the 
public ministry of the early church.

In trying to understand the 

experiences of the early church I find it 
helpful to look for similar experiences 
amongst our own Quaker tradition. We 
can find Road to Damascas experiences 
there (and in other religious traditions 
as well.) Take for example this account 
of Marmeduke Stevenson: (Quaker 
Faith and Practice 19.17)

‘In the beginning of the year 1655 I 
was at the ploughing the east parts of 
Yorkshire in Old England…. And, as 
I walked after the plough, I was filled 
with the love and presence of the living 
God, which did ravish my heart when 
I felt it…. And, as I stood a little still, 
with my heart and mind stayed upon 
the Lord, the word of the Lord came 
to me in a still, small voice, which I 
did hear perfectly, saying to me in the 
secret of my heart and conscience, ‘I 
have ordained thee a prophet unto the 
nations’.’

Many Quakers will have had an 
experience of a Spirit filled meeting, as 
the disciples experienced at Pentecost. 
An example can be found in Quaker 
Faith and Practice 19.20, from Edward 
Burrough:

‘While waiting upon the Lord 
in silence, as often we did not many 
hours together, with our minds and 
hearts toward him, being stayed in 
the light of Christ within us from all 
thoughts, fleshly motions and desires, 
we received often the pouring down of 
the spirit upon us, and our hearts were 
made glad and our tongues loosened, 
and our mouths opened, and we spake 
with new tongues, as the Lord gave us 
utterance, and his spirit led us, which 
poured upon sons and daughters.’

However, I am not sure that I would 
call these resurrection experiences. Paul 
felt that his experience was the same 
as the experience of the first disciples, 
but the disciples felt that there was 
a qualitative difference between the 
experience of the resurrection and 
Pentecost. They explained this by 
saying that after the resurrection Jesus 

 CONTINUED ON PAGE 23
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Thoughts of a Quaker activist
GREG ROLLES   |   VICTORIA REGIONAL MEETING 

I always get anxious before 
presenting or talking to any group. 
I’m nervous about what people 

will think. What makes me most 
anxious though, when I present on 
war and the climate crisis, is whether 
I can communicate the urgency of 
the calamity in a way that leaves the 
audience empowered to act. 

The pressing need for action, the 
deaths of thousands of species, the 
likelihood of economic and social 
collapse in the coming decades ... But 
I also know the power small groups of 
people can have if they come together, 
are prepared to sacrifice and stick by 
their values, no matter the cost or 
distractions. 

Amongst Friends and other social 
groups we fail to grasp the power we 
have. I could write a whole article 
outlining the reasons why we fail to use 
this power – because we’re distracted 
by money and making far more money 
than we need. Instead, I’d like to tell 
you about my recent court case and 
one small thing I learnt along the way. 
I hope this is of some help to the wider 
cause of First Nations and climate 
justice. 

As F/friends, and an extended 
society of people interested in justice, 
if our efforts were concentrated on 
the climate crisis, not just with the 
extra time in our lives, but with our 
whole lives, I know that even a small 
percentage of us who cared could have 
a powerful impact on the policy of 
so-called Australia. This is actually a 
core of non-violence; you have to live 
your whole life with non-violence, not 
just parts of it. I mean when we live in 
a system where we are the richest 1% of 
the world’s population because of severe 
violence committed in our names, then 
non-violence is rejecting and working 

against that system. But I am being 
distracted now. 

In November 2018, I stopped a few 
coal trains on Juru country, practising 
non-violent direct action. I had gone up 
the rope with the intention of pleading 
not guilty in court later. Importantly 
to note at this time, is that I felt a 
mixture of excitement for my action, 
but also anger and sadness that no 
one else had tried the not guilty case. 
I felt embittered that so few people 
in Australia seemed to be willing to 
take direct action, risking their wealth, 
freedom and privilege to protect our 
global future. 

In May 2019, I finally went to court 
in Bowen Magistrates Court. I had 
to represent myself as I could never 
afford a lawyer and any lawyers who 
showed an interest from Brisbane were 
not willing to travel to Juru country to 
represent me (it is a long way). I ran 
the necessity defence. I had Professor 
Brendan Mackey, a world renowned 
climate scientist give evidence that 
climate change is an ‘extraordinary 
emergency’, Dr. Nicole Rogers, a legal 
expert gave evidence that all legal 
avenues for stopping Adani had been 
exhausted. This gave me my launching 
pad to argue that I was therefore 
protected under Queensland law from 
prosecution. 

After a full day of hearing and a 
week of deliberations, the Magistrate 
found me guilty and fined me $7,000 
and awarded $2,290 in damages against 
me to Aurizon the rail company 
profiteering from running coal into 
the Great Barrier Reef. It was a much 
higher penalty than if I had just plead 
guilty and I again found myself at 
times wallowing in feelings of self-pity 
and anger that no one else was doing 
this. Environmental organisations with 

millions of dollars a year in donations 
who knew about the climate crisis for 
decades had not put any resources into 
challenging the law on this important 
angle. I, scrambling along on the dole 
(and a donation from NSW Friends 
for media) had to do this on my own. 
All my older friends, with their living 
situations and lives sorted had not taken 
this on. Why did I have to do this on 
my own in 2018? I wallowed to myself. 

After months (almost years) of 
paperwork and process, I finally had my 
appeal heard on the 24th of July 2020 at 
the Brisbane District Court. Benedict 
Coyne had taken my case on almost pro 
bono (with my lack of income, assets 
and stable housing, I was given legal 
aid for my lawyers). Benedict managed 
to get a barrister to lead the case and 
Kylie Hillard spoke in court for just 
over three hours. She showed video of 
my action from police camera footage. I 
felt embarrassed at seeing my mug and 
voice on the large screen with police. To 
say Kylie was tremendous would be the 
understatement of the century. 

In her 3-hour presentation to the 
Court of Appeal, the Barrister pulled 
apart the Bowen Magistrates findings. 
She spoke decisively and eloquently 
about the climate crisis. I felt distraught 
that her comments such as ‘my client 
was trying to protect the thousands of 
species going extinct; to save the wet 
rainforests of the area that had never 
burnt before but which burnt down 
3 months after his actions. To stop us 
going over tipping points which some 
science is saying we have already gone 
over.’ How could these comments in 
this legal argument not cause the court, 
the city of Brisbane and the state of 
Queensland to just stop, everything 
they were doing until these problems 
were corrected? I teared up at the 
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normalisation of the vast violence our 
love of money was reaping on the world. 

The prosecutor spoke for less than 
an hour against my appeal to have the 
conviction quashed and trial reheard. 
He argued that I was a protestor 
seeking to use the courts time to gain 
infamy. I felt exposed and vulnerable, 
would the judge believe this? Is this 
how I come across? What is the Courier 
Mail journalist going to say about this? 
(Turns out, nothing, such is my infamy.) 

The barrister met with me briefly 
after to say that she was pleased and 
felt confident we might have a win (but 
not too confident). I felt sad and tired 
though, so I went out for dinner with a 
friend, to a world that felt drenched with 
consumerism and business that had no 
place in the reality of species being 
wiped out in neighbouring forests from 
our suburbs and out of control methane 
fires tens of thousands of kilometres 
away in the Arctic tundra. Forces that 
were shaping a terrible future for my 
friends and the people in my life. For 
days after the phrase ‘thousands of 
species going extinct’ stuck in my heart 
and soul. How could this be so normal? 

The outcome of the appeal isn’t yet 
known. If we win, I will likely have to 
go back to Bowen to re-run the trial. 
Hopefully, my lawyers will continue to 
help. What I’ve realised is that though I 
matter and my feelings matter, they are 
not the centre of the work I do. One 
of the outcomes of our modern world 
view is that we are too focused on our 
feelings and our own importance. What 
is important is that I have more wealth 
and power compared to almost everyone 
else in the world, and that I have felt led 
to lead a life based on the testimonies of 
simplicity, integrity, peace, community, 
equality and earthcare. Living these 
testimonies helps me to see my true 
self, beyond my immediate desires and 
feelings. I am one cell in the whole 
community, the entire ecosphere. 

Living in simplicity is difficult when, 
by winning the birth lotto, my life will 
be highly damaging and consuming. Or 
I could damage the ecosphere more in 

making enough money 
to buy land a house, 
water tanks and solar 
panels. My integrity 
is daily challenged by 
eating food shipped 
from thousands of 
kilometres away, using 
fossil fuels that destroy 
the environment. 
No matter how 
local or vegan I eat 
I am damaging my 
eco-community from 
my station in life 
(unless I work for lots 
of money to buy the 
land). Whenever I buy 
something, I pay taxes, 
13% of which goes directly to war or 
research and development for war that 
kills people who get in the way of my 
empire’s quest for more money and 
capital. 

A big answer to these problems is 
community, sharing what we have. As I 
write this, I am in the home of a Friend 
who has opened her house to me for 3 
months of free living. Having a quiet 
secure place to sleep has energised me 
to do more work at a refugee blockade 
and help with an antiwar campaign. 
How much good could we do if we 
sought to share what we have rather 
than to profiteer off of each other, how 
much good can we do for our whole 
ecocommunity when we embrace 
generosity and sharing, rather than 
hoarding and wealth accumulation? 

My feelings of sadness, embitterment, 
anger, even joy and excitement at my 
work and life is unimportant next to the 
more crucial job of living out the need 
I have felt upon my life, to live by the 
Friend’s testimonies. The testimonies 
help me to identify with who I truly 
am, not Greg Rolles, a person trying 
to make it in the modern economy, 
but a child of Creation, a cell in the 
web of the ecocommunity. Did I make 
a difference? Did I inspire you? Did I 
make the word limit? Will my labours 
under court cases and fines be worth it? 

At the end of my life and in the now, 
these are irrelevant questions. 

Did I live out the testimonies with 
all of my heart, body and soul? Did I 
use justice as a sword on an unjust 
system and as comforting blanket on 
my enemies, troubled friends and my 
aching heart? When I saw where I was 
failing to live my testimonies, did I 
make integrity my priority rather than 
shrug and let distraction take over? Did 
I honestly confront my own position 
and use what I could for the benefit of 
all others in my community, or did I 
shirk because it meant discomfort and 
fear of what others thought? 

This is the heart of injustice, be it the 
climate crisis or otherwise. Our failure 
to see beyond the bank accounts of 
ourselves and our immediate families. 
If we are called to the testimonies, let us 
use our resources for justice, let us share 
what we have so as many of us can work 
for peace full time as possible, let us be 
merciful and unflinching as we daily 
examine our lives in a time of climate 
crisis. Let us prioritise our calling and 
our place in ecocommunity above our 
distractions and our wealth, let us truly 
be Friends, to each other and to the 
wider friendship of our world. Let us 
loose our wings and fly as we were truly 
meant to. 

               

 Up the rope, over the train lines.
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Mark Latham, 
member 
of the 

Legislative Council of 
the NSW Parliament 
for the One Nation 
Party has tabled An 
Act to amend the Anti-
Discrimination Act 1977 
to make discrimination 
on the ground of a 
person’s religious beliefs or 
activities unlawful, and 
for related purposes.  

https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/bills/
Pages/bill-details.aspx?pk=3736

Several members of the Executive 
Committee of the NSW Ecumenical 
Council wrote a dissenting submission 
in response to the proposed Act and 
the majority of the members of the 
Executive Committee supported this 
submission. However, some of the 
Heads of the 16 members churches 
of the NSW Ecumenical Council 
were not in unity with the dissenting 
submission. It was known that there was 
some strong lobbying by the Anglican 
and Catholic Dioceses of Sydney, and 
among a range of churches in support 
of the draft Act. The Catholic Dioceses 
in NSW are not a member of the NSW 
Ecumenical Council. (The federal draft 
religious anti-discrimination bill has 
been put aside for the time being, as the 
government is pre-occupied with the 

Covid-19 pandemic and more pressing 
matters of the day.)

I was part of the soul-searching 
group at the Executive Committee 
of the NSW Ecumenical Council 
deciding what to do about lodging or 
not lodging our submission, as we did 
not want to create disharmony between 
the churches and the Council but also 
wanted to speak our truth. As somebody 
in our group often says: ‘how to be wise 
as the serpent and gentle as the dove’. 
My contribution to the soul-searching 
was as follows:

‘A silent Meeting for Worship was a 
good time for me this morning to reflect 
on our dilemma. I often reflect on ‘what 
does the Lord require of me: to do justly, 
love mercy and walk humbly with your 
Lord’. And then a Friend stood up and 
spoke about Jesus turning the tables in 
the temple and what that meant for her 
in her life, and had she at times looked 
away when she could have spoken up 
or intervened. The Spirit works in 
wondrous ways on a Sunday  morning 
in Wahroonga, even when there were 
only seven of us present.

‘I realised that I am, and perhaps we 
are all, caught between the two Bible 
texts that are so contemporary. Would 
it be acceptable to the churches that do 
not support our submission, if we make 
the submission as individuals and not 
as a Council? Would the staff members 
who process these submissions 
understand this?  We can explain our 
action at the next Executive meeting. 
We are not shying away from what we 
know needs to be done but not creating 
chaos in the temple either.’

After some further consultation, it 

was acceptable for the Heads of the 
member churches ‘not-in-unity’ that 
the submission was lodged with the 
following caveat: ‘A submission from 
the majority of members of the Executive 
Committee of the NSW Ecumenical 
Council, recognising that it does not 
necessarily reflect the views of all member 
churches, some of which will have made 
their own submissions’.  

Individual members of the Executive 
Committee were encouraged to also 
lodge the submission or lodge their 
own submission.

Some excerpts from the 
submission by the NSW 
Ecumenical Council:

‘As people of faith we are 
concerned about the rights and 
freedoms that are essential to 
a civil, democratic society, that 
recognises and honours the dignity 
of every person.  If the Church is to 
be, as Christ calls it to be, a beacon 
for grace, truth and reconciliation, 
it cannot live in a ghetto designed 
only for self-preservation and self-
congratulation.’  (The Reverend Dr 
Ray Williamson OAM, President 
of the NSWEC)

 ‘A Christian hankering after 
prestige and power is not 
something [new].  Nor is it in any 
way peculiar to Australia.  It runs 
like a dark thread through the 
long and chequered history of the 
church. … The craving for power 
and prestige is natural.  It should 
never surprise us.  Even when it’s 
wearing the trappings of religion.

NSW draft Religious  
Anti-Discrimination Act 
WIES SCHUIRINGA *  |   NEW SOUTH WALES   REGIONAL MEETING 
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‘[The] gospel invites us to think 
some revolutionary thoughts.  To 
disentangle ourselves from worldly 
notions of power and prestige, and 
to rediscover serving, caring, as the 
name of the game’.  (The Reverend 
David Gill AM **) 

These quotations capture the 
rationale for this submission: the 
Christian community, the Church, is 
not seeking power and prestige for 
itself, but is seeking to place religious 
rights in the context of advocating for 
all human rights to be secured within a 
civil and democratic society.

Australia is a pluralistic society 
where the separation of Church and 
State has led to a generally cohesive and 
flourishing society, for both secular and 
religious people, but despite this there 
is a perception that religious freedoms 
have been eroded.

Against that perception, however, 
the Ruddock Review confirmed that 
Christians and other major religious 

groups in Australia suffer very little 
religious discrimination and almost no 
persecution.  Whilst his report deals 
with Australia as a whole, in our view 
his comments reflect the realities in 
NSW. 

A NSW Charter of Rights could be 
a piece of parliamentary legislation, not 
a constitutional bill.  There are a number 
of charters of Human Rights already: 
in Victoria, ACT and Queensland 
(coming into effect very soon).  They 
articulate our rights and Australia’s 
obligations to uphold them under the 
international human rights treaties and 
conventions that Australia has signed 
– by no means least, the obligation 
to protect the rights of all vulnerable 
people.  A Charter of Rights would be 
developed by the NSW Parliament, like 
all other laws, and can be changed by the 
parliament.  It would explicitly outline 
what the Government is required to 
do to protect and uphold and promote 
the rights affirmed by the Charter.  It 

would be a means of securing a society 
in which everyone is included, thereby 
building a more civil society.

The present Anti-Discrimination 
Act, 1977 (NSW) contains a careful 
balance in its provisions that provides 
some exemptions for religious 
organisations in relation to particular 
issues. These are sufficient to protect 
the rights of those people professing 
a religion without trampling on the 
rights of others with whom they may 
disagree. It is not necessary to extend 
such exemptions and defences. They 
represent an appropriate way of dealing 
with such issues in a pluralistic society. 
They have served NSW well for an 
extended period. 

* Wies is vice-president of the NSW Ecumenical 
Council 
** David Gill is a retired Uniting Church 
Minister of the Word, a former General Secretary, 
Uniting Church in Australia, 1980-88, and a 
former General Secretary, Australian Council 
of Churches/National Council of Churches in 
Australia, 1988-2001.

             

went away to Heaven, and God came 
to them in a different form which they 
called the Holy Spirit.

There is a hymn often sung at Easter 
which goes ‘Up from the grave He 
arose, With a mighty triumph o’er his 
foes!’ The tone of Easter hymns tends 
to be triumphal. But it is not as though 
Jesus appeared to Pilate or the High 
Priest in order to scare them out of 
their wits. He appeared to his friends to 
comfort them.

I believe it is not so uncommon 
for those who have lost a loved one, 
especially in traumatic circumstances, 
to feel that that person was sometimes 
present with them offering them 
comfort. This is not necessarily a 
religious experience, and the loved one 
may not have been a person of faith at 

all. But for the disciples of Jesus, their 
most powerful religious experiences 
would have been in the presence of 
Jesus. When they felt that he was with 
them, they would have felt that God 
had not forsaken them.

I think that these experiences of 
Jesus being present with them were 
deeply personal experiences. They were 
the sort of experience you could share 
with other followers, although even 
then you might not be believed. You 
could hardly explain them to strangers. 
In their preaching, the early Christians 
did not give details of Jesus’ appearances 
to them, and only with the passing of 
time did they try to put them in writing. 
Hence, as historical records, they are 
rather unsatisfying. But without these 
experiences, would the early followers 

have regrouped and become sufficiently 
organised to carry their message to the 
world? 

I have stressed that these pivotal 
events in early Christianity were 
‘experiences’. I do not mean to imply 
by this that they were mere feelings, or 
even delusions. They were experiences 
that changed lives. And all religion goes 
back to people’s experiences. We speak 
of the Quaker faith as ‘experiential’. It is 
experience that keeps a faith alive, not 
doctrine or written texts.

We are left with the challenge of 
George Fox: ‘Christ saith this, and the 
disciples saith this, but what canst thou 
say?’
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