CREATING A HOPE FOR THE FUTURE
Helder Camara – onetime Catholic Archbishop in South America, a strong advocate for the poor and dispossessed, and a champion of Human Rights, wrote these words:


“When I dream alone


that remains a dream;


When we dream together


That is the beginning of reality.”

Hope is the sign and experience that together we can stand to advocate, represent and demand fair and just labour laws and conditions of employment for all Australians which respect their dignity.  Hope is sharing a common humanity which respects the dignity and rights of everyone.

A few weeks ago Victoria was the host of the Commonwealth Games.  It was a time which showed Melbourne at its best.  Hundreds and thousands of Victorians together with interstate and overseas visitors availed themselves not only of the sporting events, the opening and closing ceremonies but also with a wide range of free cultural activities.  The city was alive with activity.  Even non enthusiasts for the Games became involved, as we contemplated Leunig’s “duck” theology and the fish on the Yarra.  The staging of the Games showed what Government, business and community could do it if they worked together and had the political will to make it succeed.

In recent days the Federal Treasurer has reminded us how good it is for us in Australia.  He reminded us that the current economic “good times” allow the Federal Government to give tax cuts to middle Australians (ie those whose household income is $70,000 plus).  The State Government gave us a similar message of how well off we Victorians are at the present time.  They delivered on many of their social justice policies in the year’s Budget, although in the areas of housing, education and health more needs to be done.  Both Governments have budget surpluses, both have the capacity to fund more schools, housing and hospitals and to provide the community sector with the resources it needs to deliver a range of services to support children, young people and families.  All Governments are riding on the back not of sheep, but the resources boom and as we have heard this evening, in the future at the expense of ordinary working men and women.
The present reality is that Australia has more wealth than at any other time in its history.  Despite propagated myths about “long weekends and holidays”, by world standards Australians work long hours and our productivity is high.
At the same time, as we heard already tonight, fears, anxieties and distrust is growing as a result of recent Industrial Relations changes passed through Parliament.  We are already reading in our newspapers and through the media accounts of employers taking away hard fought for working conditions in the name of efficiency and economic growth and wellbeing.
A report commissioned by the Churches in Britain and Ireland in 2005 addressed the question of ‘Prosperity with a Purpose’ in the context of rapid change in the world economic order.  It could as easily have been written for the Australian scene, with the recent changes to Industrial Relations and our understanding of work in Australia today.
The report is supportive of markets as a medium for regulating issues of demand and supply and the allocation of resources but with a number of qualifications, including the need for political and community intervention, to ensure the best interests of the State is maintained and community wellbeing sustained.  Further, it asserts that the Free Market must be a fair market, and the powerful must submit to something like the same rules they impose upon the weak.

The centrepiece of the report is the claim that ‘modern prosperity appears to have robbed us of meaning in ourselves’, while anxieties of our future wellbeing are to the fore, as well as the apparent intractable nature of poverty.  In many parts of the world the report suggests, economic prosperity can be used as a mask for deeper issues societies face, such a breakdown in social cohesion, lack of cultural tolerance and the exploitation of the weak and vulnerable, creating a culture of fear to protect prosperity at all costs.

Challenges to the prosperity agenda, often meaning wealth creation at any cost, by those who have concerns about this singular approach have only had a minimal impact.  Churches and community groups often appear as lone voices and reactionary to the onward march and influence of market economics.  When critics appear to have a point, as in the recent opposition to industrial reform in Australia, the political leaders challenge them for incompetence, lack of expertise and knowledge, calling on these critics to stick to their spiritual business and leave the economy to the experts.  Such a response suggests a total ignorance of the role religion has played in the formation of values, the institutions of our society and working with the poor and disadvantaged.  

Church responses to social and economic policies have been influenced not only by their engagement at the coal fact but by a depth of Christian teaching to be found in scripture and tradition.  Catholic social thought as detailed in Rerum Novarum of 1891, and the influence of FD Maurice, William Temple and others of the Christian Socialist Movement provide background briefing and influence in the deliberations and responses to social and economic issues today of many churches.  The Church’s mission, whatever its traditions, the Christian Noble Vision as I prefer to call it, sees the value and contribution of each human being and the potential that everyone has to live life to the fullest without exploitation or fear.  The Gospels are full of stories of how Jesus in his ministry, in his acts of compassion and mercy, in his teaching on the meaning of a just and equitable community, identified and practised belief in the potential of everyone and the responsibility of leaders to not deviate from such an understanding.

‘Prosperity with a Purpose’ makes an assessment that while these resources of tradition and scripture are important a fresh appraisal is also necessary.  

The relationships between churches and government have changed.  In recent times when churches have mounted significant campaigns opposing government intentions and policy, they have felt the sting of political criticisms expressed as attacks on individual church leaders.  Conversely we have seen government rely heavily on the goodwill of churches and their welfare agencies to sustain social capital and deliver an increasing range of community services.  Churches no longer have privilege.  Their voice is one among many while their welfare arms have delivered more and more services to the disadvantaged.

Is it not time for government to dialogue with the Churches and the broader community sector to recognise that the present preoccupation with prosperity at any cost has its downside?  Is it not in the best interests of everyone, and in particular those who are not the beneficiaries of the new prosperity, ie the victims of industrial reform, to see the dual responsibility of the state as being responsible for the wellbeing of all its citizens, as well as creating wealth with the purpose of strengthening our common humanity?  

Hope for the future is not only about the conduct of a successful Commonwealth Games, or the Socceroos in the World Cup, or that Richmond will some time in the future win the AFL Grand Final.  Hope is more than wishful thinking.  Hope is an agenda for change which will enhance community spirit and embrace principles of justice.  Hope is about resilience, resolution, solidarity, commitment and engagement.  We saw this hope clearly expressed at Beaconsfield in Tasmania where the community at large including church, charitable organisations, trade unions, mine management and the wider community worked together to free the trapped miners and to offer hope during times of distress.  Together, like with the Commonwealth Games, this was achievable.
Hope on the ground is about the quality of relationships, the building of community, the receipt of a liveable not subsistence wage, the sharing of resources, common neighbourliness, seeking a future, caring for the environment.  I suggest that hope is not necessarily incompatible with prosperity or economic growth at any cost.  Hope is diminished by a lack of access to mental health services, the pain of broken relationships, unemployment or a lack of a satisfying job.  It is further diminished by employment uncertainty, a lack of skills, low wages and job insecurity.

Hope to address these areas of uncertainty will require a political will and community demands.  Hope for a more equitable community will rest upon the “we” in our country, the people, the churches, the Trade Unions, the corporations and Government engaging in a community debate which reflects upon:
· a vision for our nation, where the common wealth is shared and the dignity of all people affirmed.  Not just in words but in action.

· the need for greater regulation of corporate power.

· the regulation of global capital to take account of the social impacts that may occur as a result of a decision made in a Board Room 12,000 kilometres away.

· the encouragement of good governance.

All this will require a great involvement in the political process by Churches, trade unions and community organisations.  It will require the same sort of partnership as for the Commonwealth Games.  It also requires a common ethical commitment involving:

· non violence

· respect for life

· just economic and political order

· tolerance and truthfulness

· leadership

· equal rights and partnerships

Part of this discussion involves the paradox of prosperity.  It will challenge us all, but provides a way forward.  There are no magic solutions.  The task ahead will be vexed with difficulties.  We owe it, however, to those who have fought the good fight in the past, to our children and grandchildren, to ensure that the common wealth of this nation is shared with justice and that we do not become a nation of more haves than have nots.
Let me conclude with some words of Nelson Mandela:

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.

Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.

It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us.

We ask ourselves, “who a re I to be brilliant?”

Actually who are you Not to be?

You are a child of God.

Your playing small doesn’t serve the world.

There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking
so that other people won’t feel insecure around you.

We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.

It is not just in some of us; it is in everyone.

And as we let our own light shine,

we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.

As we are liberated form our own fear,

our presence automatically liberates others.

Ray Cleary

June 2006
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