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‘If You Cannot Help Then Do Not Hurt’

A sign at an Airport in the Sudan

The Annual Forum of the Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee held at Wesley Church on 22 November continued the theme of Make Poverty History, but this year the focus was on poverty in our Victorian community.

The first speaker, Father Bob Maguire, suggested that Australia’s proclaimed ideals of togetherness, solidarity and mateship could make Australia the cradle of the practice of marrying the secular and the sacred given that we did not have a history of the clash between state and church. He cautioned that mateship can be a destructive practice that has in his view lead to a crisis in the use of alcohol. 

He challenged us as to how a merciful society could allow the prison population to be the alternative mental health system with 60% of the prison population being defined as having mental health problems. He implored those who have friends or relatives with mental health issues to never let them go but to treat them with mercy. He highlighted how unequal access to housing, education, health and employment locks people into a lifetime of poverty. 

The second speaker, Les Twentyman, who has worked as both a teacher and a Youth worker continued the theme of the need for advocacy for the disadvantaged. In his words - “Voices to plead for those cannot speak”. He spoke of the disconnectedness that many young people in our society experience - kids who cannot get a job because of where they live, the poverty of not being able to choose where and how they will live. He questioned how can it be acceptable for schools in poorer areas to be less resourced, more in need of repair and less challenging in curriculum than schools in better off areas. 

Les offered some solutions by sharing some of the ways in which Open Family with which both he and Father Maguire are associated has practical programs such as Care for Kids. He left us with a parting thought - “If you are not part of the solution you are part of the problem”.
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Father Bob Maguire addresses Forum

Les Twentyman speaks at Forum
Editorial Comment
Christmas Greetings to a world where Justice is yet to come

Christmas is a time of rejoicing because it celebrates the birth of a Saviour.  To speak of a Saviour, of course, is to imply something we need to be saved from.  Sin is the general term used in the Scriptures for what we need to be saved from.  This term implies that human history and the world in which it takes place is somehow out of line with God’s plan.  

The images of war in Iraq that bombard us daily in the media are obviously grotesquely out of keeping with the plan of a just and merciful God.  We Australians share a responsibility for that state of affairs because the government we elected made us participants in the invasion of Iraq.  

In our own society refugees continue to be treated as prisoners rather than guests who must be sheltered in the way the Gospel suggests the Holy Family was received in Egypt.  The political arrangements that we have settled for in this affluent country are such that our Federal Treasurer, despite the pleas of his own brother, refuses to raise our overseas aid to the United Nations recommended level of 0.7 of 1 per cent – 7 cents in every hundred dollars.  We rank near the bottom of the developed countries of the world in what we give to the poorest nations.  

Within our own society, the division between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ is widening.  The Bracks government’s re-election is hailed as an heroic triumph but his promise to spend large sums on renewing dilapidated schools has been made necessary by his neglect of the facilities provided to Victoria’s children during his reign.  Similar criticisms could be made of his spending on public hospitals.  All this while he has maintained large budget surpluses.  However important these may be in maintaining Victoria’s credit rating with international agencies, they are no excuse for denying basic social justice to its citizens.  And the effect of the affluent life that capitalist societies live in the world entrusted by God to our care is devastation of its life systems through things like global warming.  

Of course, we re-elect governments like those we have at State and Federal level because we want to feel safe and secure before we begin to care about justice and charity.  But that isn’t the priority that Jesus teaches.  Born in a stable, Jesus found security only in doing the will of his Father, even to the point of laying down his life to show the Father’s love for us.  Those who hunger and thirst for justice rejoice at the birth of the Saviour because they see in him the promise of satisfaction of their hunger and thirst in the new order of things he inaugurated by his Resurrection.  In this world, however, where so many still suffer injustice their rejoicing will be tempered by moderation and generous sharing of what they have with those who have less.  The Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee wishes that kind of joyful Christmas to all readers of Justice News
The Joy of Giving

Some ideas for giving and sharing this Christmas

Every year we read about putting Christ into Christmas, and it seems so obvious to those for whom Christmas is a time of celebrating Christ’s birth.  But how can this message be put into practice when the commercial message of Christmas is so loud and pervasive, especially to children?

While a belief in Santa Claus can be an indication of a time of childhood innocence, it can become for children the focus of Christmas bringing with it the concept of receiving gifts.  The joy of giving and the pleasure that can be gained from giving is often denied to our children, especially the joy of just giving without any expectation of receiving in return. Here are some ideas for this Christmas –

· Parents and grandparents can give our children the experience of giving by making Christmas a time of giving the precious gift of sight through the Fred Hollows Foundation) (www.hollows.org or phone 1800352352). At a cost of $25.00 it would give children the joy of giving sight to an indigenous person here or to someone overseas. Also, the Christian Blind Mission (www.cbmi.org.au or phone 1800678069) has a great range of loving gifts that a family or group of families could give to a child in a less privileged society. These include a cataract operation (adult $32.00 or $230.00 for a child) or a hearing aid for a child with both sight and hearing impairment (costing $36.00).

· The Safe Motherhood program in Bangladesh that is sponsored by Caritas (www.caritas.org.au or phone 1800024413) which contributes to improved health care for women and children. 
· Buying a lamb, goat or veggie patch, or school supplies for a child to be able to attend school  via World Vision (www.worldvision.com.au or phone133240)
· Donating food, household requisites, phonecards and metcards for asylum seekers through the Brigidine Asylum Seekers Project (donations through Geelong Refugee Action and Information Network (GRAIN): e-mail amonk@eftel.net.au or phone 52442937) or the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre 67 Jeffcott Street West Melbourne, phone 93266066.
· Closer to home a gift under a tree at shopping centres (making sure the children are involved in the activity) or giving some time to the Christmas dinner held each year at Christ Church Anglican Church for people who would otherwise spend a lonely Christmas.

The joy of giving at Christmas could become an annual event for families with everyone deciding what they want to spend some of their Christmas present money on. In our rushed lives and living in a very commercially orientated society, giving our children another perspective on Christmas could provide us with being part of the wonderful joy of giving.

Elsie Teer
A Better World through Young People

East Timor/Australia

Viqueque/Geelong
The Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee is very active in two ways in its support for the people of East Timor, the world’s youngest nation and one currently in the midst of great turmoil. 

The Geelong East Timor Friendship Committee

The Social Justice Committee has membership on the Geelong East Timor Friendship Committee that operates under the auspices of the City of Greater Geelong. The Council has established a Memorandum of Understanding with the District of Viqueque to fundamentally provide a coordinated approach to the support/partnership by harnessing the skills and commitment of the community of Geelong. Membership of the Committee includes representatives from various organisations such as Lions, Christian College, Oxfam, Rotary, Geelong Branch of the Australia-East Timor Association, the Gordon Institute and Geelong Trades Hall. 

The Geelong East Timor Friendship Committee is a very cohesive and active group and has been extremely active since its inception in both raising awareness amongst our local community of the current situation of East Timor, especially the District of Viqueque, as well as providing a link for the various community organisations that are involved in various activities in improving the physical and social conditions of the District. 

East Timor Friendship School Project

The Social Justice Committee has a sub committee that supports the East Timor Friendship School Project which links primary and secondary schools in Australia with schools in Timor Leste. In the short term the local Committee aims to register 10 to 12 local schools with the Friendship School Project and thus each school would have a direct link with one of the 81 schools in the District of Viqueque.  Hopefully a vibrant local group will be formed on similar lines to that which is currently occurring in the City of Ballarat. 

The partnership is designed to

· Improve the education standards in East Timor and to enhance East Timorese and Australian children’s awareness and appreciation of their own and other cultures.

· Facilitate the exchange of correspondence between students in both countries as they get to know each other.

· Create lasting connections of friendship and understanding between these groups, and indeed whole communities are encouraged to become involved in local school projects.

· Help children develop a sense of social responsibility and connections with the larger world, and a realisation that they can make a difference.

The need to support East Timor is critical. It is an emerging nation where unemployment is high, where there are few trained teachers and where illiteracy presents a huge challenge.  Opportunities in education are central to changing the situation of so many and to building the knowledge and skills needed for the longer-term development of Timor Leste.

If you would like further information about the Friendship School Project, contact could be made with the following members of the local Committee: Rosemary Nugent 5221 3033, Patrice Hall 5244 1467, Peter Cannon 5261 5378, Richard Barlow 5261 2635 and Rick Gower 5251 5375.

Peter Cannon
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Children at school in Timor Leste 

The Cave of Refuge

Very soon we will be celebrating the coming of the Babe of Bethlehem and participating in the festivities that have come to be associated with the Christmas season.  It is impossible to avoid being caught up in all that happens, even to the point of nausea at the emphasis and repetition of the commercial world.

So much of what surrounds us at Christmas, is far removed from Joseph and his pregnant wife, Mary, making their way to Bethlehem in search of a suitable place for Mary to give birth to the baby Jesus; a place, that of shelter, of refuge.

They must have hoped that at least there would be a room in the Inn, but that was not to be.  All that the world of Bethlehem had to offer, was a place that normally housed the animals, as cave or stable.  This was the place in which Joseph and Mary found refuge, the crude hospitality of Bethlehem into which Jesus was born.

The circumstances of the coming of the Christ Child remind us today of a world in which there are so many who are not offered even a cave, and there are those who are offered little more than a barbed wire enclosure.  It stands in contrast to the love and understanding that was wrapped up in God’s gift to the world.  The acceptance of what God offers in Jesus Christ, can lead the world to a new understanding of peace and justice.  It is our hope that Christmas will bring this kind of world a little closer.

Rev Bert Bell

A Parable

The Time is Now 

for a

 New Australian Dream

Our first story began in darkness with the Great Creator Spirit doing His work of creating the land, fire and water and His masterpiece ‘the people’ finally embracing all He created, with His Breath, the Air we are immersed in.  Without His Breath we could not live.

Aeons passed, all things were living true to the Creator’s Law, in quiet harmony – still waiting.

Then, without warning, a spirit of change suddenly blew over the land. A harsh hurtful spirit – bringing strange new people – new animals – new ways that began destroying our people, hurting the land and our way of life.

For a long while we were lost in the darkness, of anger, bitterness, hatred and payback.  We were hurting because we were a peaceful happy people.  Our people in the North had traded peacefully with island visitors who came and then returned to their own people.  But these white strangers were strong, bringing sticks with fire that killed so many of us, they came to stay and steal our land.

In time, some of our wise elders heard that some of the strangers had brought a good story about a very special messenger called ‘Jesus’, who was the Son of the Great Creator Spirit.  Many of their stories were like our own ancient stories, but theirs came from a book, but we just spoke our stories.

Slowly the Creator Spirit began whispering new things in our hearts.  Don’t be afraid, the painful hurt will pass; I am beginning to extend my Dreaming within your people, so that all the different people in the world will come together as one in Me.

My Spirit, that has always dwelt in the Sacred Rock at the centre and heart of your land, is now trickling out and spilling into your ancient song lines, taking my Life Blood to all the corners of this land of the Holy Spirit, to create a strong ‘New Dreaming’.  One that will bring together the ‘Two Ways’ – the Ancient Way of your ancestors and the New Way of the ‘Jesus Dreaming’.  This New Dreaming will bring all people out of darkness into the Light.  Its sign will be your own ancient symbol ‘The Message Stick’. 

It could become like the seed that falls on the good soil of this land.  Then, all will be well, if we hear its message within our heart.  But we must act 'Now’ and ‘Stay Strong’ for the road into the future continues to be long, hard even treacherous, but its message of  ‘LOVE’ must and will prevail.

The strong message of ‘Hope’ brought to us by the great Messenger to our people the late John Paul 11 has been echoed again by his successor Benedict XV1 with his first special message of 'Christian Love’ to the world.

May Peace, Hope and Love

Continue to Grow in us all
Betty Pike

We’re on The Web!

Earlier issues of Justice News and further information about the Social Justice Committee are available on the website of the Catholic Commission for Justice Development and Peace at
http://www.melbourne.catholic.org.au/ccjdp/geelongdeanery.htm
Justice News is a publication of the Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee, and is authorised and published by the Committee’s coordinator, Gordon Snowdon,  c/- St Mary’s Parish Office Yarra Street Geelong 3220.
The Committee welcomes letters and comments in response to items published in Justice News.  All letters and comments are placed before the Committee and will be replied to wherever possible.  

The Committee can be contacted via its coordinator, Gordon Snowdon. The Committee’s contact person for media enquiries is Dr Michael Leahy on 52561656
‘It is wonderful to see how people ...


find points of agreement between their


own traditions and those of Jesus and


his people ...’


John Paul II, Address to Aborigines


and Torres Strait Islanders, 1986








