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My first word is one of gratitude to you who have made me feel so very welcome, as | began my
new role as General Secretary.

I thank all who invited me to visit your churches, to meet with you and your head of church and
to attend various events and celebrations. Itis a joy and a great honour.

| have the privilege of being with our member churches seeing them at their very best during
celebrations of key events — the opening of a new church, the appointment of a new head of
church, the visit of an international head, or simply a prayer service, remembrance service and
interfaith events.

Rather than go through all the meetings and events, which are detailed in my report, | have
prepared a short photo montage, to capture visually the work of connecting and networking that
has gone on over the past 10 months.

After the photo presentation, | will offer some reflections on what | have noticed as a relative
newcomer to the work of building Christian unity in New South Wales.

What strikes me most is the rich diversity of our churches and communities, which is reflective
of the multicultural nature of Australian society.

And yet within this diversity, there is one faith and one Lord whom we all profess. Our shared
faith finds many different ways of being expressed; shaped by tradition, culture, theology and
the lived experience of community.

In reflecting on my experience over the past 10 months, | try to put a framework on my
reflections, which | now offer. So, it seems to me that the work of building Christian unity is
always about: exposure, encounter and engagement. What do | mean?

Exposure: Simply put, we need to be in the same space and to allot time for ecumenism to
happen. Creating opportunities to meet, to be together, to be exposed to different
denominations and faith traditions is the starting point. We have to be in the same room
whether physically or online. Exposure entails being vulnerable, opening up to others in sharing
my faith tradition. Some Christians live their whole lives without ever being exposed to other
‘different’ Christians. They are missing out on so many riches!

Encounter: in the sense of being prepared to listen, to learn and above all to seek to
understand. It is about genuine dialogue. What the philosopher Martin Buber calls the |-You
encounter or relationship — subject to subject, not subject to object, I-It.

It involves the willingness to journey with and to seek to understand positions and practices that
may be different to those in my Church or indeed that my Church may not agree with. For
example, | can think of the role of women in liturgical leadership and governance, and greater



inclusion of LGBTQI+ people. It is not about glossing over differences but to seek to understand
genuinely held beliefs about how we are and how we act as Christians.

We don’t and can’t agree on everything — how boring would that be? However, there is also a
pain in difference that can curdle and give rise to division and hatred. The challenge is always ‘to
seek first to understand’, to open the space for genuine dialogue to happen.

We do not have to agree but we must always accept people as they are, engaging with their
experience and recognizing that some Church teachings and traditions can be a source of both
hope and pain for many. Encounter can be challenging and necessarily causes us to question.

Engagement: with each other in the sense of a genuine desire to want to pray together and to
work together to address urgent and unmet needs in society — as we proclaim the Good News to
the poor. It is about spirituality that leads to service provision and systemic change.

| am delighted to see representatives from Faith Housing Alliance present here, which |
understand was born from an initiative of NSWEC; and is now an independent organization.
Similarly, the House of Welcome.

What is the unmet need that is calling out to us today from people on the margins physically and
spiritually? How do we rekindle this spirit of collaborative innovative engagement in the service
of God’s kingdom?

The challenge then for NSWEC is to create the space; to design meetings and events whereby
exposure, encounter and engagement can happen well. We are in the unique position to be at
the intersection — the liminal space between our faith communities, where the new can emerge
—if we listen carefully to the Holy Spirit, who is always present among us.

There is a plurality and beauty in the diversity of expressions of faith and practice in our
communities, but it is the one Lord, Jesus Christ at the centre.

| think exposure, encounter and engagement necessarily cause us to reflect on how we do
things in our own churches. This can give rise to questions such as: What of the richness of
other Christian traditions that may be missing from my Church? What might my Church learn?
How can the NSWEC facilitate such dialogues?

They say travel broadens the mind! Ecumenism deepens and broadens our hearts and minds
and makes us more reflective and receptive to the rich diversity of how our faith finds
expression.

With ecumenism, we are not in the business of winning arguments, like assuming my Church is
right and yours is wrong. We are in the business of winning souls by which | mean enabling
people to live fully human lives, knowing the love of God, made manifest in our beautiful
diversity.

Thank you!



