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                    More than 100 religious leaders call for permanent ceasefire in Gaza

Signatories include UCA President Rev Sharon Hollis, UCA Moderators and several other senior UCA leaders
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Uniting Church President Rev Sharon Hollis, three Uniting Church Moderators and several other senior Uniting Church leaders are among 106 signatories to an Open Letter calling for a permanent ceasefire in Gaza.

Signed by religious leaders across the country, the letter urges parliamentarians to advocate for an end to military support for all parties involved in the war, the immediate and secure flow of aid into Gaza, and return of hostages and political prisoners held by Hamas and Israel.

 “The war is inflicting immense pain and suffering to Israeli and Palestinian communities across the globe, including Australia,” said Rev Hollis.

“It’s vital that our politicians show courage and wisdom by uniting to calm community tensions and call for a permanent end to the horror unfolding in Gaza.”

Moderators Rev David Fotheringham (Vic/Tas), Rev Bruce Moore (Qld) and Rev Peter Morel (SA) also signed onto the letter.

“The scale of death and destruction in Gaza is horrifying and unacceptable,” said Archbishop Geoffrey Smith, Primate of the Anglican Church of Australia.

“We acknowledge the painful history of dispossession and violence faced by both Israelis and Palestinians leading to this and prior wars. 

“But this must not be used to justify the deaths of more than 32,000 civilians – over a third of them children.”

Other UCA signatories include UnitingWorld National Director Dr Sureka Goringe, UnitingCare Australia Board Chair Geoff Batkin, and heads of Uniting Church theological colleges Rev Dr Vicky Balabanski, Rev Dr Robyn Whitaker and Rev Dr Sean Winter.

Read the Media Release from Micah Australia. 

This group of Christian leaders has also created a video, calling upon the wider Australian community to invest in peace. Watch it below, download and share on your social media.











Subscribe to our newsletter

If you want to get the latest news from the Uniting Church in Australia then subscribe to our weekly newsletter delivered to your inbox.







read the open letter
Watch the video





Further Reading

	More than 100 religious leaders call for immediate ceasefire - 29 March 2024
	Uniting Church holds fresh concerns for Gaza and Rafah - 14 February 2024
	Gaza Ceasefire Pilgrimages - 31 January 2024
	Uniting Church echoes WCC call for immediate ceasefire - 15 November 2023
	NCCA Statement on Hamas-Israel conflict on behalf of member churches - 24 October 2023
	Read the call for peace and call to prayer from President Rev Sharon Hollis - 11 October 2023
	Read news and statements from the World Council of Churches
	Read news and statements from the Patriarchs and Heads of Churches in Jerusalem
	A prayer for peace shared by the NCCA, 10 October
	Donate to the Act for Peace appeal in support of health clinics run by the Near East Council of Churches in Gaza


















                

            
                    
                
                    Breaking bread, forging friendships

Rebecca Beisler shares the experience of attending an Iftar meal at the home of a Muslim family on Easter Sunday
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By Rebecca Beisler

On Easter Day I attended an Iftar meal at the home of a Muslim family, a significant gesture of hospitality and friendship which enriched my experience and understanding of the risen Christ. 









"In the Uniting Church, we are committed to this because we believe that in engaging with other faiths, our understanding of God is enlarged."
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From Maundy Thursday, I had spent the Easter Triduum with my Christian community, celebrating the death and resurrection of Jesus. We recalled the infinite love and sacrifice of Jesus and his triumph over darkness and death. On Easter night I had the privilege of being present in the sacred moment of another religious tradition. During the month of Ramadan, the Muslim community is called to a time of prayer, charity and fasting. Like Christians during Lent, it is a holy time focused on growing closer to God. For many Muslim people, this fasting includes abstaining from food and water between sunrise and sunset for around 30 days. The Iftar meal is a ritual which breaks the fast each night of Ramadan.

With the company of my daughter Tilly, aged 7, we travelled 1.5 hours to the home of Namik and Mujgan Berber in Western Sydney. We were joined by two other guests from the Uniting Church, Raúl and Mikali, and Muslim guests Derya, Yasmine, Matt, Jeff and Helen.

The nerves of knocking on a stranger’s door were quickly swept aside with the warm welcome we received. After a short time of introductions, we were invited to sit around the table together. As the sun set, the time of fasting was broken with dates and water. In the sharing of food, we relaxed, and conversation flowed.

Mujgan, Community Engagement Manager at Amity College, had spent much of her free time over the weekend preparing for the meal. We were treated to delicious Turkish fare, three courses, countless dishes. Like the welcome and hospitality, the food was abundant.

During the meal, the discussion turned to the practice of Ramadan and what it meant for the Muslim hosts and guests. We heard them speak about how it was a “reset”, both for their bodies and spirit. We were reminded about the scientific benefits of fasting, they shared about the discipline it required, the significance of denying one’s ego, how it reminded them that many go without simply because they cannot afford food to eat. We spoke about similarities with the Christian practice of fasting. This Lent I tried to eat less chocolate. For me, the practice of Ramadan has always required a much deeper commitment than my own. I find its selflessness inspiring.  

After an enormous amount of food, we retreated to a sitting room. Over Turkish coffee, tea and sweets, we had the opportunity one-by-one to go around the room and share our story. This was such a special time in the evening – an opportunity to listen and share, to learn, to laugh and make connections. We heard about experiences of coming to Australia, being treated as outsiders, building a career, starting a family, meeting a future wife on a trip to Gallipoli, learning about and converting to Islam, being grateful for the safety and freedom we share. Some experiences we shared in common, others were new. What struck me most was how each person’s story was valued.

As the evening drew to a close, I felt it had only just began. My daughter spoke to me the next day about how she had felt at home. It felt like we had shared the evening with friends.

The invitation from my hosts was borne out of a desire to build greater understanding across religious divides. They opened up their home so that guests of different religious and cultural backgrounds could learn first-hand about their faith and culture. In a world of conflict, racism and xenophobia, where religion is used as a weapon to divide, surely a greater level of understanding and trust is vital to shaping a more peaceful world.  

That is why such invitations to encounter the other are so important. We all came away with a greater understanding of one another, but even more so, we were reminded of the humanity we share.

The home Iftar program is organised by the Affinity Intercultural Foundation. Each year, they invite around 150 guests to share the Iftar meal with Muslim hosts who generously open up their homes throughout the month of Ramadan. Affinity does this alongside a number of other larger Iftar events focused on the promotion of harmony and social cohesion. Similar programs operate in different parts of the country. This year Uniting Church President Rev Sharon Hollis was a guest of a Muslim family in Melbourne.

Tonight the NSW/ACT Synod will co-host with Affinity the Building Harmony Iftar Dinner at Blacktown Uniting Church. This is one of several Iftar dinners being hosted by Uniting Church communities across the country.

In the Uniting Church, we are committed to this because we believe that in engaging with other faiths, our understanding of God is enlarged. One of the Uniting Church’s theological affirmations about interfaith relationships is that as Christian’s we are called to love the neighbour who is different, inspired by the indiscriminate love of Christ. Further, that God delights in our diversity, and seeks unity. “The unity God intends for humanity does not destroy difference, but weaves difference into a single human mat.”[bookmark: _ftnref1][1]

Deep down, as people of faith, we all seek more love, peace, and kindness in the world. My experience of engaging with other faiths is that we are led to the revelation time and again that God’s Spirit is present in all life.

In the sharing of the Iftar meal together, I was in no doubt that God’s spirit which rose Jesus from the dead was present and moving among us.

 

To learn more about what the Uniting Church says about relationships with other faiths, read two Assembly resources, Living with the Neighbour who is Different, received and encouraged for use by the 9th Assembly in 2000 and Friendship in the Presence of Difference Study Guide, based on the report received at the 13th Assembly in 2012.

[bookmark: _ftn1][1] https://ucaassembly.recollect.net.au/nodes/view/345
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                    Posters in support of a Ceasefire in Gaza

The Assembly has made these posters available for Uniting Church people and communities to print, display in homes and churches, and carry with them in their advocacy
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If you are planning to create big prints or banners of these images and need high resolution files please email comms@nat.uca.org.au
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This is my Uniting Church

St Martin's Foothills, Forrestfield, WA
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In this new regular series we're excited to be telling some stories of our local congregations and communities of faith - the beating heart of the Uniting Church!  Find our growing hub of stories here.

 

This week we meet a historic community of faith in Western Australia. St Martin's Foothills Uniting Church, located in Forrestfield, was the first new congregation to form in the Uniting Church following Union. Rev Sophia Lizares welcomes us into the life of the Uniting Church at the foothills of the Darling Range escarpment, where you'll find community, hope and connection.
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"We are proud to embrace the ministry of hospitality in all we that we do, as we seek to reach out to and welcome all."
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Share a little bit about your church community.

St Martin’s Forrestfield was the first new congregation formed within the Uniting Church in Australia, post union.  It was formally commissioned as a new congregation by the then Moderator of Western Australia, Sir Ronald Wilson, on Sunday 16 April 1978, to provide outreach into the Perth eastern metropolitan suburbs in the foothills of the Darling Range escarpment.

In 2005 we formed a joint clustered community with the nearby Kalamunda congregation, with a signing of a Memorandum of Agreement to become “cooperating congregations through which we share our strengths and resources and discern together what it means to be a vibrant missional church in the 21st century”. Our minister is thus shared with both congregations.

Currently, our congregation has about 40 members whose average age is around the mid-sixties.

What are some of the things happening there that are really exciting for people?

Our congregation operates a very successful op shop on the church premises, which is very well regarded in the local community. It is run entirely by an amazing group of over 40 dedicated volunteers, who come from both the congregation and the community, to generously devote their time and effort to help make a difference to the everyday lives of people.

St Martin’s Op Shop delivers a valuable service that offers low-cost commodities, bringing the wider community together and providing a friendly place for those seeking social interaction. It also supports an extensive range of other charities and organisations through the onforwarding of donated items. From the income generated we are able to financially assist a range of church and community initiatives.

We also run a weekly community drop-in centre, called Marty’s Café, where a dedicated group provide free barista coffee, morning tea and conversation to anyone wanting friendly social interaction.  Donated bread, and shared produce, is also made freely available.  Many of those who drop in are socially isolated and this has become a growing ministry.

What energises the faith of this community?

One of meaningful worship aspects for our congregation is the celebration of holy communion every week (except when lay preachers are leading), where we gather together around the table in solidarity to remember the greatest expression inspirational love for God’s people.

Our ongoing support of many organisations such as Yarning Circle (Congress), Fundacoun Lafaek Diak (FLD) Timor Leste, Frontier Services, UnitingWA, school chaplaincy and Sharing a Hills Christmas is an expression of our faith.

We are proud to embrace the ministry of hospitality in all we that we do, as we seek to reach out to and welcome all who come to our worship services and outreach activities.

Where do you see God at work at the moment?

In recent times we have participated in workshops that move us from just being a welcoming church into a culture of disciple-making.

In the day-to-day activities and interactions with our community we see the face and voice of God calling to us.

Are there any challenges you're facing there?

The demographics of our area are changing rapidly and we are struggling to align with them.  We face the challenge of planning where we will be in five years and in what form we will present to our community.

We are considering ways to increase the type of growing community ministry provided by Marty’s Café; however the availability of resources is always a challenge.

We currently have a worship service at 8.00am on a Sunday morning which proves difficult for families with children.  Providing worship that is meaningful for people of diverse backgrounds is also a challenge to us. 

What can the rest of the Church pray for there?

Pray for God’s guidance as we move into a time of change. That we may be open to the Spirit's prompting as, together with our linked congregation Kalamunda, move towards an unfolding future.  Please pray that we discover new life in the Spirit and are able to live by that discovery.
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                    Prayers for Holy Week

Palm Sunday, Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, Holy Saturday
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For the last few years the Assembly has sourced fresh prayers to mark the journey of Easter, one for each key day of Holy Week - Palm Sunday, Maundy Thursday, Good Friday and Holy Saturday.

The first two prayers for the weekend are now available: for Maundy Thursday, written by Rev Salesi Faupula, and Good Friday, written by Rev Dr Sarah Agnew.

Stay tuned as we shortly add a prayer for Holy Saturday, and follow along on our Facebook and Instagram as we share them each day.

This Easter may you know the deep and residing presence of the crucified and risen Christ, whose self-giving love knows no limits and cannot be ended even by death.









"Give us the wisdom to die with you"
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Palm Sunday


written by Mark Brisbane, Synod of Western Australia

 

God of the oppressed,

As we journey with Jesus this Palm Sunday,

entering the city with a message of peace.

Let us join the procession, the protest,

with palms raised high, symbols of hope and resistance,

of solidarity with all those who yearn for freedom.

Unite our voices with those crying out for justice,

"Hosanna" - “Save us now!”,

for we are bound together in your liberation.




Disturb us from the quiet calm of injustice,

from our need for comfort and self-assurance

for true peace is not in the absence of conflict.

Guide us on the path of justice,

help us find hope in a world made anew,

a world without fear,

where all people live in freedom, equality, and reconciliation.

In Jesus name,

Amen.

 

Maundy Thursday











written by Rev Salesi Faupula, Moderator-elect of the Synod of Victoria and Tasmania

God of the cosmos, creator, sustainer and redeemer,
in this space, we come to you in prayer.

Tonight, we remember Sisū (Jesus) gathering with his disciples outside Jerusalem,
to share in what we know now was his final meal.

We remember his humble nature,
as he washed the feet of his friends.

We remember the prophetic announcement of his betrayal, disturbing us,
because we don’t like to imagine such an act.

But these are the haunting truths that surround this night
as the atmosphere builds towards what tomorrow will bring.

‘Otua mafimafi (Eternal God), draw close to us, 
so that we may know of Your Love
which illumines our dark and trembling hearts.

And like Peter asked, wash not only our feet
but our entire lives with your Spirit.

‘Eiki lelei (Good God) we pray for the Uniting Church, the leaders, and the people,
may your ‘Will’ be manifest in our life,
so that we reflect daily a Christ-like mindedness.

‘I he huafa e tamai, ‘Alo mo e Laumalie ma’oni’oni
(In the name of God the father, Son and Holy Spirit),
Holy three, holy one. Amen.




 











Good Friday

written by Rev Dr Sarah Agnew, storyteller and minister at Christ Church, Wayville

Our Jesus,
Holy One among us,
we honour you today,
the day we tell of your dying.
You came with good news
of Holy kinship to reconcile,
to heal, and make whole,
all life, for full life, for all,
and we,
humanity,
we are afraid.

And fear – power, greed,
the legalistic need to be correct –
fear put you on a cross.

Today we tell of your dying,
and let us not forget
the ways we put you on that cross
day after day after day:
state-sanctioned assaults
on human being, dignity, freedom;
small acts of violent inaction when
Earth, women, children,
marginalised minorities,
First Nations peoples,
are being harmed.

May we not turn away
from the cross today,
nor from its echoes every day.

Our Jesus,
give us courage to mourn;
give us strength to grieve;
give us the wisdom to die with you,
dying to death, so that on
a new day
in good time
we may rise again into new life
with you.

For today, our Jesus,
Holy One among us,
we pause,
we see,
we honour you,
as we tell, as we enter,
your death.

Holy Saturday

The door is shut now,

the earth has embraced him,

and the world sighs and waits.

And we wait in night’s darkness,

lingering in our loss,

longing for the morning,

longing for the light.

For all who are waiting,

for all who long for light:

God in your mercy,

hear our prayer.


















                

            
                    
                
                     

ASC Update 
March 2024
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The Assembly Standing Committee (ASC) met from 15-17 March in Sydney. Although the ASC will meet once more online ahead of the triennial Assembly, this was the final ordinary and in-person meeting of the current triennium. The next ASC will be elected at the 17th Assembly in July.

The Assembly gives thanks for this dedicated and faithful national group which has worked over the last three years to progress the decisions of the 16th Assembly, offer guidance and good governance and in all things discern the will of God for the Assembly and Uniting Church. We praise God for their commitment, wisdom and servant leadership.

Below is a brief report on the March meeting.
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Assembly Preparations

Preparations for the 17th Assembly were reported. The ASC considered a number of resolutions regarding membership, including approving the appointment of members by bodies who report to the Assembly and general co-options.

The ASC took a significant decision to allow a two-week extension of the deadline for nominations for President Elect. This means that the new deadline for any nominations for President Elect will be 26th April 2024. Nominations may be received from Presbyteries, Synods, regional or national committees of the UAICC, or by any two members of the 17th Assembly, using the nomination and profile forms which were sent to Assembly members in the first mailing.

Report of the Act2 Project

The ASC considered the report of the Act2 Project and proposals for the 17th Assembly. The Act2 Project Unit has been asked to undertake further work to finalise the report. The final form of the report and proposals will be sent to Assembly members with the first tranche of Assembly reports on 10 May, and made publicly available for the whole Church.

Other Assembly Reports

The ASC was pleased to receive reports and recommendations to the 17th Assembly from the Continuing Witness Task Group, the Assembly Net Zero Steering Committee and the Standards for Ministries Committee. It approved those reports and their recommendations for the 17th Assembly. These reports will be made available to 17th Assembly members and public for the whole Church on 10 May.

Discipline Regulations Review

The ASC heard from the Discipline Regulations Review Task Group and from the Assembly Legal Reference Committee and agreed to new regulations being brought into effect on 1 January 2025. The Assembly will shortly be in contact with Synods to enable a plan for training and implementation regarding the new regulations.

Climate Action Plan

The ASC considered the annual report on the Assembly's Climate Action Plan. It determined to request the Assembly Net Zero Steering Group to meet with the Secretariat and each of the Assembly Agencies to enable further development of individualised Climate Action plans, to be approved by Boards and using the best practice measurement and recording processes explored and developed by the Steering Group. The General Secretary was asked to report on this process to the November 2024 ASC meeting.

Proposal on the Holy Land

The ASC considered a proposal concerning the Israel-Palestine conflict and requested some specific communications arising from this. The Assembly will communicate further on this resolution once the communications requested by the ASC have been finalised.

Other Reports

As is usual, the ASC heard reports for information from the President, the Chair of Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress, the General Secretary (Interim) and the Assembly Finance, Audit and Risk Committee.


download as a pdf
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On 31 March we celebrate Trans Day of Visibility, a day of pride in trans people, their achievements and experiences. It is also a day to recognise the ongoing vulnerability and struggle for inclusion that many trans people face, including in church spaces.

The Uniting Church fundamentally celebrates all God's people as beloved and made in the image of God. We have much work to do, but are committed to creating places of safety and welcome where all people can belong, know God loves them, grow in faith and be freely and authentically themselves.









"Open our hearts to the power of life and love which offers transformation to all."










Subscribe to our newsletter

If you want to get the latest news from the Uniting Church in Australia then subscribe to our weekly newsletter delivered to your inbox.











We are honoured to provide these prayers and resources, with thanks to Rev Josephine Inkpin, Minister at Pitt Street Uniting Church on Gadigal Land in Sydney.

Prayers

Loving source and light of all creation,

your life and wisdom is gloriously revealed

in gender diversity

and in the kaleidoscopic beauty of

human difference.

We give you thanks for gender diverse people.

Bless them with assurance of your love.

Grant them strength and joy

in their lives, bodies and relationships.

And enable us all to celebrate their gifts:

that all may flourish

as full and equal expressions

of embodied love.

In the power and mystery

of your presence and peace. Amen.

 - by Rev. Jo Inkpin

Songs

	'God of Many Faces': Lyrics by Amy Cerniglia, harmony by Jack Schrader
	'Source of Diversity, Giver of Life': Lyrics by Rev Dr Josephine Inkpin


Podcasts

	What transgender leaders teach us about God: Rev Dr Josephine Inkpin featured on God Forbid by ABC Radio National
	Rev. Jo Inkpin is flourishing with a trans-ing God: from Blessed are the Binary Breakers - a multifaith podcast of transgender stories 


Articles

	Twisting words: what does it mean to protect women and girls?: Trans theologian and Church of England priest Rachel Mann in the March 2023 issue of The Christian Century


Resources

	TransHub
	Transgender Victoria (TGV)
	Transcend Australia
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Uniting Church Easter messages 2024

Easter messages from the President and Moderators of the Uniting Church in Australia
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The 2024 Easter message from Uniting Church in Australia President Rev Sharon Hollis is now available for congregations to download and share!

As communities of faith open the Gospel of Mark this holy season, President Rev Sharon reflects on how the briefest gospel does not shy away from the harder edges of the Easter story or the failings of the people around Jesus. It’s short on details and ends abruptly, with fear and terror. Yet it hands us a message of God’s limitless grace and a story that continues with us.

“The story is drenched with grief, death and betrayal. It does not turn away from the trauma of Jesus’ death. It immerses us in the sorrow, despair and speechlessness of the women. In their heartache, they respond in fear and terror. Nor does Mark avoid the failings of those around Jesus as he dies.”

“This story is for all of us, the broken, the grieving, the boastful, the enactors of violence and the victims of violence. For the broken humanity in each of us, the good news of resurrection life is proclaimed.”

“God raises Jesus from the dead with the hope of new life, a gift of grace, love and mercy for each of us.”

The Easter message was filmed at Northbridge Uniting Church on the lands of the Cammeraygal and Wallumedegall people in north Sydney. It includes some footage of the President attending Retreat Yourself 2024, a gathering of young adults organised by the Pulse team in the Synod of NSW/ACT.

This holiest of church seasons, may you know the hope of new life and God’s resurrection grace “that cannot be defeated” and which is offered to each of us over and over again.

“Dwelling in the heart of love that is God, may we live as Easter people who are being made whole because God raised Jesus from the dead.”

Download the transcript of the Easter Message as a PDF.

See below for messages from the Uniting Church Moderators, and check back as we add more in the coming weeks.









Subscribe to our newsletter

If you want to get the latest news from the Uniting Church in Australia then subscribe to our weekly newsletter delivered to your inbox.

















Download from Vimeo
Download from Google Drive (mp4)
Easter Messages from Uniting Church Moderators




















































                

            
                    
                
                    
              

              
                

              

            


Humans of the Uniting Church

Chris Bairstow
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This year, we’re excited to be featuring some of the inspirational people who make up the Uniting Church. Check out the growing hub of stories here. If you know of someone with a great story to tell, contact us and nominate them to be featured.



In this edition of Humans of the Uniting Church, we meet Chris Bairstow, who coordinates the incredible playgroup ministry at Manningham Uniting Church in Melbourne. One of the most thriving playgroups in the country, the church hosts groups and children and their families on five days of the week in a new and purpose built community space. Chris shares her faith journey, as well as the story behind the growth of this thriving ministry for children and their families.
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"Jesus is alive in our Playgroups. We all go home after Playgroup feeling tired but blessed by the experience!"
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What’s your Uniting Church story?

I grew up in West Brunswick attending St David’s in Melville Rd from when I started school. I went to Sunday School and church with the lady who lived next door to us. My parents didn’t go to church but I don’t know why because they were certainly Christian and we lived in a very Christian household! I have many happy memories of my time at St David’s (1957 – 1972) eventually helping teach Sunday School and being on the PFA. The mentors I had at this time certainly built my faith which has sustained me to this day.

After being married at the church we moved interstate and after a couple of years we returned to Melbourne but ‘church’ wasn’t on our radar at that time. When our son started school in 1983 I decided it was time to ‘find a church’. We rocked up to what was then Doncaster East Uniting and were met by such a warm and friendly group of people that we didn’t look any further. Our family have remained through the amalgamations firstly with Wesley, East Doncaster then Templestowe UC, Doncaster UC and The Grove UC until we are now Manningham Uniting Church in Templestowe.

How do you spend your time?

After taking a package from my teaching career in 1994 I was offered the position of Family Ministry Coordinator for 2 days per week at what was then Deep Creek Uniting Church in East Doncaster. I retired from this role in 2007. From around 2012 I was a volunteer at the Playgroup at Templestowe Uniting and in 2016 I was asked to take on the role until a new coordinator could be found. At the end of this current school term, I will be retiring from this role after 8 years!

In this time where I have been employed for 20 hours a month, we have grown from 1 small playgroup in the old hall, through Playgroup in the park during the pandemic (when we weren’t in lockdown) to currently five Playgroups in our purpose built Playgroup room in our new Church and Community centre which was opened in November 2021. There had always been a culture of Playgroups at Templestowe, Doncaster and East Doncaster so when the new building was being designed there was a high priority given to the need for a purpose-built Playgroup space.

In these 5 Playgroups there are currently 117 children from 90 families and a waiting list of 33 families. I lead 3 groups and we have 2 other ‘leaders’ and 18 helpers who volunteer each week. In my wildest imaginings I never realised that there was such a need in our community.

I also help with KidsChurch and Family@10 worship on Sunday mornings and am on the Pastoral Care team and Dementia Support group.

Family is very important and we are very blessed that both our children and their families are an active part of our church community. I also play golf once a week with friends from outside our church. I originally started to play when I was working at Deep Creek because I couldn’t be contacted on the golf course! This was before mobile phones! It’s a great way for me to get some exercise even when my game is not so good and to connect and laugh with a different group of friends.

What enlivens your faith in Jesus?

As I watch the interactions with the mums, dads, grandparents and playgroup volunteers I can see the mutual benefits to everyone. Jesus is alive in our Playgroups. We all go home after Playgroup feeling tired but blessed by the experience!

What’s one thing you're passionate about?

As you may have gathered I am passionate about the value of Playgroups to the community. Having worked in ministry with families for many years I have experienced the joys and tears of these people and have seen the blessing a church community can be for them. The value of a simple listening ear and the care of all our helpers is often much more than we can imagine. It is the Holy Spirit at work through all of us.

What's one thing you love about the Uniting Church or that you hope for?

I love that the Uniting Church is accepting of all people and I hope more people can find a caring and loving community that is meaningful to them and can enrich their lives.

What's one thing you would like the rest of the Uniting Church to pray for?

I would like the church to pray for ways in which we can provide pathways into our church community for our Playgroup families even after the families move on from Playgroup.












                

            
                    
                
                    Meet the 17th Assembly Cato Lecturer 

Korean American theologian Grace Ji-Sun Kim has been announced as the presenter of the 17th Assembly Cato Lecture
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By Rebecca Beisler


The presenter of the Cato Lecture at the 17th Assembly in July will be Korean American theologian Grace Ji-Sun Kim, a world renowned scholar and expert in intercultural, feminist and post-colonial theology. 

Grace is the author or editor of 22 books and Professor of Theology at Earlham School of Religion in Richmond, Indiana. She is a much sought after lecturer across the globe and last year Christian media organisation Sojourners named Grace as one of eight women shaping the church. 









“ It's one thing to have this thing where you use it as your power and it’s your decision to be made invisible, but it's really another thing when societies themselves make a group invisible. "
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Grace told the Assembly this week she was thrilled to be asked to present the Cato Lecture and was looking forward to returning to Australia after making strong connections with the Uniting Church on her visit five years ago.

While not wanting to give too much away, Grace said her lecture will touch on the concepts in several of her books and make connections with the 17th Assembly theme, ‘Threads of Love, Weaving Christ’s Love Across Cultures and Boundaries’.

Grace is an ordained minister within the Presbyterian Church (USA). She was born in Korea, educated in Canada and now teaches in the US. Her book Invisible, listed by Englewood Review of Books as one of 12 Important Theology Books of 2021, explores the marginalisation and oppression of Asian-American women. Borne out of her own experience of xenophobia and racism, Grace discusses the notion of “invisibility” as not only a cultural or social issue but also a spiritual one.

“We talk about in, you know, like Harry Potter, the invisible cloak. It's one thing to have this thing where you use it as your power and it’s your decision to be made invisible, but it's really another thing when societies themselves make a group invisible. Asian Americans here are made invisible by the white dominant society and I’m hoping that the book might be a lens for us to understand how other groups are made invisible.”

Grace listed those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, the LGBTIQA+ community, people who are disabled, and in today’s context, the Palestinian people, as examples of groups which are made invisible by society.

She speaks about a ‘theology of visibility’ as a way of lifting people up.

“I think in so many ways it's not just Asian Americans that are made invisible, but other groups. And we really need to stop that. Everyone is equal, everyone is created in the image of God and we have to value each other. No life is less valuable than another life.”

Her upcoming book, When God Became White, due for release in May, unpacks and questions the fixation for much of the church on a white male God.

“Many years ago, I took my kids to the Sistine chapel and you see Michaelangelo’s painting of a white male God and you see it all over Europe. Jesus somehow turned into a white male Jesus too. He wasn’t white, but he turned into white. It made me really question, why is this happening when no one has seen God, there is no reference to God being white anywhere in the bible, Old Testament or New Testament. Sure there are male metaphors, and there are female metaphors of who God is as well.”

“Why are we so fixated on this whiteness and this maleness of God? It has to do with power. In the name of God, white male European church leaders have engaged in war and genocide and colonialism and sexism, and the white male God helps them to do it.”
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Grace in 2019 at the Uniting College for Leadership & Theology in Adelaide, and speaking to the Korean National Conference online in 2023. 


In the book, Grace shows what it might look like to recover the biblical reality of a non-white, non-gendered God.

“I think it is an important topic, especially because the white churches are dropping off or are rapidly declining and it’s in developing countries, or in Africa, Asia, South America, that the churches are slowly growing, so we really need to understand that God is not male and God is not white.”

Grace says she is particularly excited to witness the installation of Charissa, who will be the first Tongan and first person of colour to lead the Uniting Church nationally.

“For her to be the first woman of colour, it’s so exciting to see that happening in Australia. I think that will shed a light for many other denominations too.”

Grace says the 17th Assembly theme and its reminder to embrace the other is an important message for the church today.

“I think the theme really speaks to our time right now. As Christians we speak about love all the time, but we don’t really act on it. The Church really needs to grow on love and what it means to love one another. Even in our own contexts we are afraid of those who are different from us. If a poor person walks into the church, everyone is alarmed. We get afraid of those who are different from us. I think the theme of love and binding, it’s a good theme for us to think about for these three years and beyond.”

Grace said she hoped that the theme and its focus on crossing boundaries would extend beyond the Uniting Church in Australia to other places across the world.

“No church is just an island to themselves. We're all kind of global these days. So I hope that whatever the churches are doing in Australia, it will have an impact in other places, in Asia and in North America, too. We have so much to learn from one another.”

The Cato Lecture is a key feature of the triennial Assembly. It is named after Fred Cato who established the Cato Lectureship in 1932 for the promotion of religion and education.

Find out more about Grace Ji-Sun Kim and her books. Listen to her podcast Madang by The Christian Century.
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