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Slide 1: Southern Cross

The Southern Cross is a well-recognised marker of identity in Australia.  It defines our night sky and it also offers us a metaphorical way into the exploration of the particular sense of Catholic mission that developed here.   

The story begins in the 17th century.  The idea of a Catholic presence in Australia was first discussed officially in 1630 when Cristoforo Borri an Italian Jesuit stationed in India was ready to be sent to establish a mission here.  He died before those plans were acted on, but in 1681 there was discussion again, and the Roman Congregation for the Evangelisation of Nations this time appointed an Italian Dominican priest Victorio Riccio to lead a mission from the Spanish Philippines to the vast continent to the south.

That there was a continent was of course predicted clearly in the charts of the day. Pedro Fernades de Quiros thought he’d found it in 1606 when he landed at Vanuatu, but that was too small for the landmass that was expected to mirror and balance the land in the north. What he was looking for was marked out on the charts, at least for the Portuguese and Spanish as Terra Australis Del Spiritu Santo – South Land of the Holy Spirit.

Those navigators who might have sailed east and south with missionaries from India or west and south from the Philippines would have found their way of course using the night sky, including the stars of the Southern Cross.  In fact, so the story goes, when European navigators first sailed south of the equator they were not surprised to find just such a constellation in the sky.  They knew the legend that went back to the 2nd century in Alexandria that the Cross had once been clearly visible in the sky in the northern hemisphere.  They knew that the Alexandrian philosopher and scientist Ptolemy’s had charts that suggested that the cross had in fact slipped below the horizon over Jerusalem at the time of the crucifixion of Jesus.  


 When European explorers re-discovered the four points in the southern sky in the sixteenth century, they recognised a banner of faith, a signal that they were right to call the land they expected to find as the mirror of Europe nothing less than ‘the Great South Land of the Holy Spirit’. 

The Cross was only one way of seeing the stars. For the Maori of New Zealand they are Te Punga, meaning the Anchor. Aboriginal communities in Australia have other views too: For the Kanda people near the border of Victorian border, they are the Mirrabooka, the four unmarried daughters of a group elder by the name of Mululu. He actually watches over them from the vantage point of Alpha Centauri. For the people of the Groote Eylandt in the Northern Territory, it represents a stingray just before it encounters a shark represented by the two white points coming in from the side.

These are all legends of faith, in which the created world speaks about the deepest realities; speaks about, points towards, or in the case of the Indigenous storytellers, is those deepest realities.  But they are not stories that are widely known.  We have even forgotten the European expectation that the Cross would be here.  That was not a secret story, and British seafarers apparently knew it too, but we have not remembered because what the British also saw, and perhaps more clearly, was an accurate astronomical clock by which to take new scientific measurements.  

A practical, rational, spirit has always rested alongside the readings of Christian faith in this part of the world. As the maps replaced ‘Great South Land of the Holy Spirit’ with more pragmatic labels –New Holland, New South Wales, Western Australia – so the Cross was seen more readily and more practically as a clock.  


That same practical spirit became a hallmark of Australia and Australian Catholic identity.  I think it’s fair to say that a sturdy pragmatism pervades the history of all the Christian faith communities that came to Australia. If we think broadly about the character of religious expression in Australia over the two centuries since Christianity arrived here it seems fair to say that the practical demands of church life have dominated the scene. The need to meet practical needs has overshadowed any emphasis on intellectual exploration or prayerful contemplation for its own sake.  

Mystics, visionaries and thinkers have been part of the churches here and played an important part sometimes, but it has generally been a hidden one.  Holiness and living a good and faithful life was certainly understood as the core of Christian commitment. But if we ask when have Australian Catholics recognised and valued holiness most, the answer would be that probably holiness was recognised and respected most in Australia when it translated into a capacity to relate widely to ordinary people, to respond sensitively to material needs, or to lead effectively without fuss or self-promotion.  

Scholarship, in the sense of thoughtful book learning and understanding of other writers in the field, has also been valued. It was acknowledged early as a dimension of Christian ministry (the first Vicar General arrived with several hundred books of patristics and philosophy), but learning has been appreciated mostly when it made for lively preaching, the plain interpretation of complex questions, or when it had clear application to daily life or administrative problems.  The demands of church building, religious instruction of children, and the promotion of the moral life of the community have generally taken precedence over prophetic reflection on the gospel or academic investigation of its demands.  Richly-textured as it is, the pattern of Christian life and the experience of the Catholic community has been marked by response to immediate need and circumstance, forging a practical and active Christian identity in the process.

A practical identity as people of faith. I wonder if that seems a fair summation to you? Practical and active.  Take a moment to recall people who seem to you typical examples of Australian Catholicism at its best.  Who comes to mind? Perhaps jot down the names of two or three people who might count as heroes or heroines of faith here.  Is it fair to characterise them as practical, grounded, and active, or even activist?

As part of the exploration today I want to offer some examples of people whom we might say embody the practical and activist spirit of Catholicism in Australia. I have in fact three sets of paired examples, so six figures in all, drawn from history and from contemporary church life; between them they not only embody the practical identity I’m suggesting we can claim for ourselves, but also challenge it around three key points.  In the midst of the demanding busy-ness of Catholicism in Australia I think there have been three (at least) important challenges to address that each have implications for being able to live out a Catholic identity (or to respond in ‘mission’ to the Christian call) in Australia. These three challenges are firstly, to be contextual, particularly to wrestle with the gospel in this context, secondly to be confident, to have confidence that there is a contribution to be made, and thirdly, to be contemplative, to direct attention primarily to God, to let things be as God intends. I’m suggesting that these three challenges of context, confidence and contemplation have been part of a broader pattern of practical holiness that has shaped Catholic mission and identity in Australia.

I hope to explore these challenges in examples drawn from the lives of :

Nathaniel Pepper and Ted Kennedy as contextualisers

Marie Therese Gonzales and Mae Taylor as exemplars of confidence

And Mary MacKillop and Placid Spearrit as contemplatives.  

None of these case studies is particularly neat, but I hope that together they give some sense of perspective on mission and identity, and open up some further conversation. 

Before I touch on each of these stories and their challenges in turn, let me sketch in a broad outline of Australian Catholic history as it is generally told so that we have a shared framework.  

There would be various ways to do this, but a timeline seemed the most straightforward. You know about timelines – they are necessarily selective and partial, but for the sake of sketching in an outline, I hope you won’t mind if your favourite event is missing. There will be time for discussion. 

So, the first stage is of a Catholic – predominately Irish – community who required (requested) missionary priests.

 
That influence from Ireland was in turn shaped by French Catholicism of the nineteenth century, and looked to the authority of Rome.  When the British claimed Eastern Australia and established a penal colony in New South Wales in 1788 there was no official recognition of Catholicism, but about 10% of the convict population were Catholic, and enough of those were committed in more than name so that a network formed among emancipists to pray the rosary and maintain other devotional practices.  It was a lay church entirely for the first 10 years of the colony and priestly ministry was intermittent and unofficial until Fr John Joseph Therry and Fr Phillip Connolly were appointed Catholic chaplains on government salary in 1820 following the recommendation of the Bigge Commission. This was almost a decade before Catholic emancipation in Britain itself.  Of the 10,000 Catholics counted in the colonial census of 1828 close to 400 adults who had been born in Australia had grown up in a church without priests, or other resources of the institutional church except what was gleaned by books and letters and the practices of devotion.  

In these years Australian Catholicism was represented internationally as deprived and desperate. 

The English Benedictines were much more acceptable to the Colonial Office than the Irish clergy, but both William Ullathorne and John Bede Poliding came with a strong sense of serving the dispossessed.

The sense of English Catholic refinement as well as missionary enthusiasm is in this snapshot from the diary of the young vicar general Ullathorne.  
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‘I was going with other young religious in company with Dr Polding in a postchaise to Bath to consult a physician, when Dr Polding began to talk of the great want of missioners in Australia.  He spoke of the sufferings of the convicts, and observed that there was no such a field in the wide world for missionary labour.

He asked which of us would be ready to join him. I at once declared myself ready to do so.’

William Ullathorne OSB , Autobiography.
Slide 8 The second phase running from 1830s to 1880s might be characterised as one where a growing immigrant community of poor ‘outsiders’ works to be self-sufficient through diocesan structures and through religious congregation who run schools.  

These were the years of transportation, and protest against it, of the arrival of the Catholic laywoman convert Caroline Chisholm who was a bit of a puzzle to the Catholic hierarchy.  Of the arrival of many religious congregations from Europe, first the Charities in 1838, of the establishment of the Sisters of the Good Samaritan in 1857, the Josephites in 1866, of the gold rush and the surge of migration.  ‘Most immigrants of 1840s-1880s came to Australia immersed in the language and rituals of Christianity.  [David Fitzpatrick shows for Irish] that religious affiliation was ‘the most powerful symbol of community between emigrants and their separated kinsfolk.’ 

As Biddy Bourke’s typical remark to her family in about 1869  shows. 
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 ‘I go to Mass every Sunday and so does Patt so ye neadend be uneasy at all about us

But the overarching theme and anxiety for this period was the education question. 

The Provincial council of 1862 struck the typical note. 

Slide 10. 

Catholics do not believe that the education of a child is like a thing of mechanism that can be put together bit by bit. Now  a morsel of instruction on religion, and then of instruction on secular learning - separate parcels. We hold that the subjects taught, the teacher and his  faith, the rule and practices of the school day, all combine to produce the result which we Catholics consider to be education.

Provincial Council of Catholic Bishops 1862
In the third phase from 1888 through to 1939 there’s a pattern of growing Catholic nationalism, Patrick Cardinal Moran has a place in Australian history for his famous remark that ‘we are all Australians now’.  But nevertheless sectarianism continued, and Catholic loyalty to the ‘Empire’ was both more strongly proclaimed and more openly doubted after the opposition to conscription led by the Archbishop of Melbourne Daniel Mannix in 1916.  This was a period of emergence of Catholics into pubic life, although they were deeply distrustful of Protestant authority. From the time of the Spanish Civil War the threat of Communism usually called atheistic materialism in the church press, replaced the threat of ‘modernism’.  

For this phase, the quotable quote sums up the urging into public life on explicitly Catholic terms. It comes from a lesser-known Catholic activist Dominic Paul McGuire who in the 1930s at least probably had a higher international profile than any other lay Catholic in Australia. In Chicago in 1940 he made a typical bid for the renewal of society through understanding of the church as the mystical body of Christ. 

Slide 12. 

One of the most important things that comes to my mind is to re-emphasize that the laity do truly participate as members of the Mystical Body in the mission of the church.  

Now if we are going to tackle the problem of the work in which they are to participate, I think there is only one basis on which we can do it and that is the theological basis, and the theological basis of Catholic Action is the doctrine of the Mystical Body.

Paul McGuire, at the 1940 Liturgical Week, Chicago

And in a fourth phase that takes us through the post-war period to the present, there are a range of influences that I’ve summarised too broadly as a movement of Catholic Action into the pubic sphere, as a time when mass movements (say of the YCW or of Fr Peyton’s Rosary Crusade) gave way to more fragmented and individual questioning.  This is especially so as the period I’ve called the ‘long 1950s’ from 1945 gave way to a more secular and assertive world, that transition being marked by the visit of the Beatles in 1964. Also very much a mass movement of course, but different from ‘the family that prays together stays together.’

The world shifted away from older certainties, this was the period when Australia ceased to be a mission territory, and also when talk of missions (plural) that we might support elsewhere or as good work, shifted to talk about mission (singular) as the mission of God engaging all the people of God.  As the work under that missional heading diversified, so the church’s institutions were also confronted with competing and perhaps, as Archbishop Hurley was suggesting on Wednesday, perhaps contradictory measures of success.  How does the Catholic community find and keep a common horizon in it all?

Which brings us to the three particular challenges.  
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? An immigrant church embracing this context for the Gospel

? A marginalised church embracing the confidence of true identity

? A busy church embracing the contemplation of God who transforms

First of all, the challenge to wrestle with the gospel in this context. To see the gospel clearly in the light of this context, and to see this context clearly in the light of the gospel.

Let us look at the story of Nathaniel Pepper, an Aboriginal man from the Mallee. Pepper was not in fact a Catholic, but the account of his wrestling with the gospel is compelling, and more closely documented than any other I know. Nathaniel Pepper’s story helps us to see the dynamics of enculturation. While many of the stories of Aboriginal Christians in the colonial period have been lost, this account can indicate something of what might have gone on in other mission stations around the country where the records have not survived or have not been explored so closely.

On Sunday 12 August 1860 Nathaniel Pepper presented himself for baptism in the little church at Ebenezer, north of Horsham in the Wimmera.  The dean of St Paul’s in Melbourne had come 400 km to officiate and preach; eager reporters made the same journey.  Nathaniel Pepper’s conversion was celebrated as a major turning point for the Christian community in Australia. He was written up in the church press in London and elsewhere, and in letters that his sponsors the Moravian missionaries of Ebeneezer wrote home to Germany, Nathaniel Pepper was claimed as the ‘first-born’ of a ‘native church’. He was not the first Aboriginal man to convert, but he was the first Aboriginal Australian to carry such high hopes. 

All of the reports of his baptism emphasise that Pepper chose his own name – Nathaniel. There is only one Nathaniel in Scripture:  Nathaniel the friend of Philip, best known for his conversation with Philip about the despised hometown of Jesus.  ‘Nazareth!’ Nathaniel scoffed, ‘Can anything good come out of Nazareth?’. So in 1860 Pepper very deliberately chose this name: Nathaniel.  A short while later Pepper’s brother was also baptised, and he chose the name… Philip.  The sources are scanty - but it seems highly likely that the two brothers were making a clear reference to John’s Gospel, and to that sceptical question. 

Can anything good come out of Nazareth? For Nathaniel Pepper the question could not have been more sharp. In the midst of a violence and disease what good could come from the colonists? But Nathaniel Pepper found through his encounter with the Moravians and the gospel they were preaching, that something good did indeed come out of Nazareth. He chose a name and he chose baptism to point to what he had found. Perhaps we are even wary enough of what ‘conversion’ has meant in some contexts to wonder about his motives. It is fair enough to wonder, but the sources point beyond self-interest or convenience, to ways in which the particular context opened up the realities of the gospel. 

Christian scripture draws richly on images of sheep and lambs, of sheepfolds and pastures and shepherding, of the Paschal Lamb and the Victorious Lamb who is the Good Shepherd.  The Moravian banner in this image is a typical example, well known at Ebenezer. We have all probably heard about the Biblical approaches to animal husbandry and how these are not to be read through the lens of Australian experience.  We here separated the symbolic Lamb from the wool-bearing sheep centuries ago. But Robert Kenny’s recent study of Nathaniel Pepper’s engagement with the gospel (Robert Kenny The Lamb Enters the Dreaming) invites us to imagine what sheep and lambs might have looked like to the Aboriginal people in the Wimmera? How did the gospel strike people who took it for granted that every person was indelibly linked to a totemic animal? 

Nathaniel’s people of the Wimmera first encountered the Christian symbol of the Lamb at the same time as they first encountered flocks of real sheep, just a decade or so before Nathaniel was baptised. Very quickly, it was obvious to the people of the Wimmera that the sheep was the settler’s most significant ‘totem’.  And as Kenny’s work shows, the whole symbolic universe of sheep and shepherding, of ‘the Lamb of God’, started to move into the Aboriginal dreaming in Western Victoria.  The Lamb entered the Dreaming. 

Sheep became the main target of Aboriginal attack. The irate and fearful settlers reported again and again that the Aborigines did not kill the sheep to eat them; instead they took out the fat, mixed it with fine sand, and left the whole thing behind. The settlers called this ‘wanton destruction’ but it was more likely a ritual action. Symbolically Nathaniel’s people were attacking the settlers themselves. They embraced Christianity’s symbolic universe, adapted it to their own cosmology, and forged a powerful means of resistance.  This was a war of religion, or so Nathaniel’s people thought. 

Imagine the discussion between the Wimmera people as they confronted this challenge to their religious authority.  Imagine the argument about how to respond to this new element of the suffering self-giving of the Lamb who promised true pasture and new life.  Imagine the work to contextualise the gospel in the midst of such chaos.  Nathaniel was one man around the campfire who was moved by the hero of the people-of-the-sheep, even as he saw the danger of those people in his land. He claimed as a gift his own indelible link to the self-giving Lamb, transforming his old self, and the names and totems we don’t know about, as he chose to be baptised. What was he doing taking the symbol of the settlers to himself?  Could anything good come out of this?

It seems that Nathaniel had been listening closely enough to hear more than the simple equations between the Europeans and their sheep. 

Nathaniel Pepper is one early and compelling example of the process of deep listening that gets beyond the clichés of the gospel.  As a preacher and lay leader he continued to try to make sense of the gospel in colonial Victoria.  Although the later history is one of struggle and disappointment, his model of engagement with the gospel is an inspiring one.  The core of his own decision remained clear in his later preaching: Do not be distracted by false authority. Trust those who act in the way of Jesus. Listen with all the learning and care at your disposal, listen without prejudice, listen with an open heart, listen for the resonance of the voice of the Lamb. Do this, and you will be surprised. 

To see the gospel clearly in this place, to see our context clearly in the light of the gospel.  In a sense it’s See, Reflect, Act, the process of review of life that the YCS and YCW trained thousands of Australian Catholics in the 1930s, 40s and 50s. It’s the ‘reading the signs of the times’ as the Vatican Council requires.  Or, as the Sydney priest, Fr Ted Kennedy told readers in the Australasian Catholic Record the professional journal of the clergy and church workers in Australia in 1979, it is Incarnational. 

Fr Ted Kennedy had been parish priest of St Vincent’s in Redfern for eight years by this time. He had previously been pp at Ryde, Punchbowl, Elizabeth Bay, Neutral Bay, and chaplain at the University of Sydney. Friends and former parishioners were supporting the work in Redfern where the presbytery was already well-known as a hub and a place where sometimes hundreds would be sleeping on the floor and he did not really expect to hold on to any personal possessions.

In his article he argues for a response to the context that is not about welfare or paternalism or ‘success’ and efficiency, but is built instead on a particularly Catholic and sacramental understanding of who the church is.

Jesus became a little child as little children are, poor as poor men are: and in placing the little children and the poor people of this earth in an intermediary position between ourselves and salvation, he calls us to meet him there….

We receive from them, not they from us. To think otherwise is a betrayal of the Catholic [inherently sacramental] sense of the presence of Jesus.

It is a statement of that reciprocal arrangement between gospel and context, and the context and gospel.  He saw in the gospel that there was a ‘special consecration’ of the poor and little children, and that reading fuelled his ministry, not with a sense of ‘doing good’, but of becoming like the poor and the children who knew how to welcome each other authentically, to welcome as Jesus had welcomed.  This was a sacramental theology that was not about human control but rather about abandonment to God. The poverty of Christ is a ‘consecrated reality from which we must draw’ (155) he said. 

‘I have chosen to give sacramental emphasis to the lives of poor people, because any theological language short of that will necessarily leave them at arm’s length.  There seems no other way of taking the poor seriously, if we are concerned to take Jesus seriously.’ (155)

With the community who shared his work in Redfern, including Shirley Smith seen here in the picture, he hoped for the parish as a place of prayer, a pastoral community, a communication post, a bridge between Aboriginal and white community. He urged the readership of ACR to consider the need of the Australian church for a vowed community of charismatic poor, a community of active theologising, and community for creative publishing. The danger was that we would allow rhetoric of idealism, a policy of compromise and ‘business as usual’. 

The second challenge of confidence is also against this ‘business as usual’.  It asks us instead to remember that there is a particular Catholic and Christian contribution that we are able to make. The challenge is to offer it, to do what we can, to be responsive and faithful.  We could find examples of this in the story of every religious congregation, every parish school.  

My two examples are closely related, and both come from the Benedictine town of New Norcia where my research is currently focussed.  The first example comes from 1948 when a group of 12 young women arrived from Spain to join the missionary Benedictine sisters. Among them was the Amalia Gonzales soon to become Sister Marie Therese. I don’t a photograph of her to show at this point, but instead the image of a yellow crepe paper parasol that you can see here in the midst of a liturgical display captures her story for the moment.

Amalia Gonzales was 22 when she read an announcement in the Diarios di Burgos, her weekly paper in the north of Spain, that Abbot Anselm Catalan was looking for young women to work as missionaries in New Norcia in Western Australia.  She wanted to be a teacher; she had been to workshops with Maria Montessori and had taught in programs with Romany children in the south.  She met the Abbot, and the conversations proceeded. Her family thought she could not be serious and that she would not go, but she left.  It was a great adventure. 

On 22 November 1948 they arrived in Fremantle.  And at that point, and apparently not before, the reality that Australians spoke English hit home.  From the boat they went to the Josephite convent in South Perth, and in the parlour the postulants asked for agua, water. They were given tea – which in Spain was only for when they were sick.  They asked again for aqua and got given more tea and shown where the bathrooms were.  Amalia was horrified.  Fifty years later, she recalled the arrival, and asked ‘How could I teach? How could I teach if I could not speak?’  She felt there had been a terrible misunderstanding, that she had made a mistake.  She told the Abbot, he told her she give it time. 

‘I had no words’.
 In those early days of summer 1948, the postulants had the job of combing the hair of the youngest children in the morning, looking for lice and tying their ponytails.  They would sit on the veranda, on the steps and on the ground, and gradually the twelve began to sing folksongs as they combed.  To cure their own homesickness, to cover the absence of conversation, to share some sense of being a group, to keep the children settled and quiet as was the custom in their villages – no one bothered to justify or explain the new custom, they just began and kept it up. And Marie Therese began to feel that she could stay.  ‘I could not speak’ – and she didn’t really learn English until she went to live and study with the Sisters of Mercy in Perth over a year later.  Teachers were supposed to speak, she knew that as well as every one else and it troubled her deeply.  But she could dance.  

Folksongs accompany folkdances. Nuns of 1948 did not dance; but sharing the Spanish folkdances with small children was different.  Marie Thérèse began to teach the girls how to dance the ‘hortas’ she knew from childhood: the twelve would sing the accompaniment and the children would follow the patterns they showed them.  Suddenly, Marie Thérèse realised, ‘I could not speak, but I could dance!’.  She could not speak, and she would not really learn English until she went to study with the Sisters of Mercy in Perth, more than a year later. But she could dance, and the children were responding.  In the interviews that trace her memories of New Norcia, she repeated the phrase as the key to all the work that followed in the classrooms: ‘I could not speak, but I could dance!’. Marie Thérèse began to feel she could stay at the Mission. She was not going to be squashed by finding herself in an isolated town where the dominant culture required her to speak a language she did not know. She found a confidence that perhaps she had not made a mistake. That good might come of this.

Concerts became a feature of the school in the 1950s and when during a reunion fifty years later some of the Aboriginal women who had been part of those concerts found the yellow crepe paper parasol, in the museum compactus, all of a sudden they were recreating a stately dance of curtseys and bow.  There was no question but the yellow parasol would be included in the liturgical display at the centre of the liturgy for the reunion, summing up the school years for many in the crowd.  Not because they grew up in an assimilationist context, or because schooling was a strange mix, but because of the relationship that had been forged, and the confidence that came from it that something might be done.

The second example of confidence is from the same context.  Mae Taylor was one of the girls in the classes Marie Therese taught.  Late in 1999 in the midst of re-thinking the mission history of the town and is institutions, she began to draw people into the idea that there would be a reunion with the Spanish sisters.  She had some money, and she was willing to buy tickets to bring the Sisters back.  It seemed far-fetched, but Mae persisted, and enlisted support from various locals so that eventually letters went to Madrid, to Lisbon, to Sydney to make it possible.  

It was surely an unfashionable thing for a woman brought up in a mission town to do, neither was anyone interested in painting a simple picture of success and happy childhood. But the women who worked for the reunion were tired of seeing their childhood reduced to a simple stereotype of deprivation. They wanted a more complicated picture, and the relationship with the missionary Sisters was one they wanted to claim.  The complex and competing stories needed to include the memory that ‘there was love in this home’.  And the reunion happened, women who had spent all their lives fighting the threat that their own children might end up in care brought grandchildren to town, proud and keen that the kids might meet, ‘the ladies who looked after Nanna’.  It is not a comfortable or neat story, it’s an institutional and in many ways a sorry story, but no one who was part of those two extraordinary weeks can doubt the truth that ‘there was love in this home’.

Getting into the deepest realities is really what the third challenge is about – and this dimension of contemplation is bound up in a true response to the gospel in context, and to the confidence to live it out. 

It is a statement of the obvious that a church that is not prayerful is not the church.  But let me offer quickly two simple examples of Australian Catholic who stand for prayerful contemplation in the midst of so many other demands.

Mary MacKillop is well known. Perhaps in popular culture she is best remembered for having trouble with the bishops, for being excommunicated or for establishing a successful network of outreach to the poor.  All of that’s true of course. But as her Josephite sisters continue to point out that’s  not the point so much as her radical commitment to the Providence of God. That conviction that God is to be trusted, that Jesus really is the model of freedom, defined her first, before any other choices. There are a host of examples in her letters, but one will have to do to-day. 

Writing to her co-founder Fr Julian Tenison Woods in 1870 when she was beginning to have trouble with their difference of opinions, Mary MacKillop talks of the confidence to see the situation clearly that comes out of a real relationship with Jesus Christ, as sense of his will in her life. 
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‘It seems to me now that our dear Lord’s will …will always be beside me when I am talking with you, the Bishop, or anyone else about the Institute or the Sisters, and thus enable me to speak all clearly without regard to the strangeness of my position, or what my motives may appear in the eyes of those to whom I may be speaking.’

Mary MacKillop to Julian Tenison Woods, 6 April 1870.
The second example is a Catholic contemplative in conversation with the secular world.  Placid Spearritt was the much-loved sixth abbot of New Norcia. In 2002 he was interviewed by Peter Read, a historian interested in the meaning and significance of place, and approaching questions of Christianity with a respectful secular distance. Placid’s description of contemplative prayer resists all the secular age’s tendency to become romantic about stillness and the mysterious action of God, but takes the interaction with the questions from the contemporary world as an important place to begin the dialogue.  The abbot took the visiting academic down to the creek, showed him a few dead trees, described a very ordinary process of letting God be God and referred him to road trains as a source of spiritual enlightenment.  

Placid had a deft wit and an irreverent sense of humour, but here he is being perfectly serious and respectful.  It is the ordinariness of contemplation that he insists on, if we let the context be the context, and have the confidence and freedom to trust God to be God, then we can let God work on us to become who we are meant to God.  Rather like the road train.

Slide 20:

Otherwise I’ll walk as slowly as I can in passive prayer and let God do things to me..

Those trees just receive what they’ve been given, they don’t try to change themselves. Look at the galahs, they’ll sit on those trees for hours….. 

I can stop just as well as look at the road trains going through the town. Let things be what they are.

Abbot Placid Spearritt in conversation with Peter Read, Haunted Earth. 
Here is the church in dialogue with the modern world about ultimate realities. 

So, these are the three challenges to practical and activist identity within the Australian church: contextualising, having confidence and being contemplative.  

I wonder in closing if you cast your mind back to your two or three heroes or heroines, whether you can see these dimensions in their experience? Take a moment or two to consider whether one or the other of these dominates, or if they are all there, how they interlink. 

We might pause there. 
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