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THE FARM, THE CHURCH AND THE
COMMON GOOD:
A SYSTEMIC PERSPECTIVE ON RURAL
DEVELOPMENT

(A synopsis of the Keynote paper delivered to the 1996 Trans-Tasman
Rural Ministry Conference "An Ecological Vision for the Rural Church",
by Professor Richard Bawden, Director of the Centre for Systemic
Development, University of Western Sydney, Hawkesbury - February
1996)

Introduction

• The basic proposition of this presentation is that: if we want to change
the way we DO things in this world, we need to be prepared to change
the way we THINK about our relationships with that world.

• We remain so trusting of the ways of thinking and doing that we
assume as our conventions however, that even when we are
confronted by evidence that those conventional ways of thinking and
doing things are less than adequate to the challenges we face, we
persist with them.

• Farming is a poignant case in point: For most of the past 50 years or
so, the conventional 'wisdom' of agricultural development has been for
farmers to be encouraged to 'grow their way out' of the depressed
economic situation they face. Yet in attempting so to do, farmers have
not only failed to solve their economic problems, but through the
practices they have adopted in trying to adjust to depressed
circumstances, they have been responsible for a range of new problem
situations in the environments about them, which are as complex as
they are seemingly intractable.

• The conventional ways of thinking and acting in the name of 'progress'
in rural Australia, are proving quite inadequate in the face of such
complexity.

• Change is urgently needed for, to paraphrase Albert Einstein, the
thinking that has brought them to this point cannot take them beyond
it!

Down on the Farm

• For the past five decades in particular, Australian farmers have been
driven to do things on their farms by the thinking behind the twin
imperatives of technological innovation for continuing growth in
production on the one hand, and of management reforms to achieve
continuing gains in economic productivity on the other, and not much
else besides.
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• The logic behind these imperatives is perfectly understandable in the
face of the steady decline in their terms of trade which Australian
farmers have experienced over this entire period. Yet for all the growth
and development that has been achieved, for all the management
improvements, marketing developments, and technological
innovations, which have characterised agricultural industries over this
post-war period, both the net value of national agricultural production
and net farm income levels, have continued to trend downwards!

• In other words, for all the structural adjustments that Australian farmers
have made following techno-scientific and rational economic thinking,
the economic conditions under which they must operate, continue to
deteriorate. And that is by no means the whole story.

• It is now extremely obvious that the structural adjustments that have
been made in the past are not sustainable into the future in terms of the
impacts they are having on the environment and on the social ecology
of rural Australia: These adjustments, which have consisted essentially
of intensifying the means of production achieved particularly through
the substitution of capital for labour, have had very significant
deleterious impacts on both the bio-physical and the socio-cultural
environments in which farming is conducted.

• In essence, one could say that the development of farming in Australia
has contributed significantly to the underdevelopment of many of the
environments in which it is being conducted! One could also claim that
in many circumstances, what is being done in the name of what is
good for the economy of the commonwealth, is certainly not to the
good of the ecology of the commonwealth.

• The tragedy is, that while the syndrome of such rural undevelopment is
growing depressingly familiar, the way things are being done remain
little changed, and little is really being done to facilitate changes in the
ways of thinking which underlie the conventional ways of doing
things.

• In spite of a whole profile of concerns about the way farming
continues to be practised, and a clear recognition that something
profoundly different needs to be done if there is to be a much sounder
social ecology for people in rural Australia, the conventional paradigm
of what we might call techno-scientific rationalism continues to prevail,
and indeed remains essentially unchallenged.

• It is well acknowledged throughout rural Australia, that the
intensification of farming enterprises, has most commonly been
achieved through the substitution of capital for labour with serious
negative impacts on the level of on-farm employment. It is also
recognised that as the population of farm helpers has continued to fall,
so the work pressure on those who are left, and on farmers themselves
and on the members of their families, has also proportionately
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increased. Finally, it is well established that these pressures add
significantly to existing financial and personal stresses with which poor
returns, particularly through the past few drought years, and the
growing levels of indebtedness are themselves associated.

• It is widely acknowledged that women and children in farming families
and indeed in rural areas in general, are being affected in particularly
serious ways, and the disadvantages that they are currently suffering
could so easily be projected into the future, as a result of declining
access to education, health and other support services.

• As with familiarity with the socio-economic impacts of intensified
farming practices in rural Australia, so too is there widespread
recognition of the impacts of farming on the bio-physical environment.

• Intensification of production is known to be associated under a whole
variety of circumstances, with deleterious impacts on the natural
environment. Very few farmers these days are unaware of the
consequences of tree clearance on the rate of erosion of soil in
particular areas, or on its salinisation. Many of the impacts of
cultivation practices which lead to desertification, acidification, and
general loss of soil fertility and structure, are also well appreciated.
Furthermore most farmers are extremely conscious of the fact that the
use of chemical biocides has often been indiscriminate in the past, and
that as a result, soil and water resources, as well as occasional
consumer products have been contaminated.

• Well recognised too is the fact that many pathogens, pests and parasites
have developed resistance to these biocides through their intensive
rates of application, and that a new generation of problems have thus
emerged.

• Finally, if all this self-knowledge was not of sufficient concern to
farmers and those who live with them in rural communities across the
land, there are further cultural pressures for change yet; this time
coming from society at large.

• There are widespread concerns emerging from the whole society about
the welfare of farmed animals, about the quality of farm produce, and
of air and water. Concerns are also being voiced about the health and
safety of people who work on farms, about the rights to land by
indigenous people, about the declining amount of bio-diversity in the
landscape, and a whole gamut of other environmental and ethical
concerns, which are all being directed at those who farm. These public
calls for marked improvements in the level of stewardship of the
Australian landscape, are clearly being heard and acknowledged by
those in the bush.

• Yet herein lies the hub: It clearly is not enough to merely 'hear' the
critiques, or recognise the impacts, or even acknowledge the need to
change the way things are done. What is still lacking is a sufficiently



4

deep appreciation of the need to change the very paradigm of thinking
that informs the way things will need to be done in the future.

• My submission here is that if that future is to be characterised by
sustainable development strategies, there is an urgent need for farmers
to embrace practices that are as ethically defensible as they are
technically effective, as aesthetically acceptable as they are financially
viable, and as ecologically responsible as they are socially desirable. In
sum, the challenge is to develop a whole new, systemic paradigm of
development.

• The multi-dimensions of this new systemic paradigm, clearly transcend
the boundaries of conventional science, technology and economics,
and indeed call for their synthesis into a dynamic synergism.

• The same can surely be said for institutional support. With references
to the centrality of ethics and aesthetics, as well  as to the need to
nurture a new culture of care and stewardship without losing the focus
on production and productivity, the needs of the emergent paradigm
for rural development in this country will transcend the boundaries of
the conventional institutions, whilst seeking to create a new synergy
between them.

• And for me this means in particular, the synergy of the sacred with the
secular; morality with reason.

Within the Church

• I am so unfamiliar with the contemporary church and indeed with the
paradigm of the ways of thinking and doing that prevail within it, that
it would be less than fruitful for me to provide a critique of its current
ways. Let me instead, concentrate on the future, and posit the case for
what the church might contribute to the desired synergies that will
characterise systemic rural development.

• There are, it would seem to me, four fundamental questions that the
church needs to address when contemplating what it could contribute
to the emerging systemic paradigm in ways which would indeed be
synergistic both with the community at large and with those other
institutions which are committed to systemic development.

• There is the matter of:

(a) the church's conceptualisation of the holism inherent in a
systemic paradigm (its ontology);

(b) its own concepts of what can be known and how it is known
(its epistemology);

(c) its own conception of morality and what constitutes the
common good (its ethics); and
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(d) its own theory-informed practices of participation and
community facilitation (its praxis).

• Holism is the belief that whole entities have properties unique to their
wholeness, with any whole always being surprisingly different from
the sum of its parts. The emerging systemic paradigm is firmly
grounded in such an ontological belief. It is contrasted with
reductionism - the belief that whole entities, if they exist at all, are no
more than the mere sum of their parts, and that if they appear so, then
that is simply an indication of the fact that there is more for us to learn
about them yet, or that they have elements which, without divine
revelation, are unknowable to us.

• The first of the four challenges here then has to do with questions
about the degree of congruence that exists between a philosophy of
holism and the teachings of the church with respect to the nature of
nature, and to the role and place of the human species within it. It is
one thing to talk of unity with God, but quite another to express such a
unity in terms which are both acceptable to infidels and useful in terms
of practical strategies.

• The second key dimension of the systemic development paradigm,
refers to the nature of knowledge about nature, and how it is known.
Central to this epistemological dimension are questions about
objectivism, subjectivism and any correlations that might exist between
the two. Of primary importance here too, are questions about reason
and revelation, logic and intuition, analysis and mystical insight, and
observation and interpretation.

• It is important for the church to be critically aware of its prevailing
epistemology, and how this can be made commensurable with other
ways of knowing such that synergy can be achieved through pluralistic
inquiry.

• The domain of ethics, morality and aesthetics, the third dimension of
the systemic paradigm, is the one which should be at once the strength
of the church, yet also represents its most difficult challenge. There are
some profoundly difficult issues here with respect to the 'common
good', as well as to the tension that always seems to surface, whenever
matters of this kind are debated, with respect to personal and social
aspects of morality, and to the extent to which ethical beliefs are
subjective or objective, intrinsic or learnt.

• The concept of 'goodness' is of course, a central tenet of all religions,
yet when applied to matters secular as a guide to decision making with
respect to what should be done in rural Australia to improve the quality
of life and of the environment there, a certain fuzziness appears and the
clarity of the concept, often fades alarmingly.
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• Perhaps the greatest challenge faced by the church in its contributions
to the 'common good' aspect of the systemic paradigm, is to translate
some of its central tenets into paradigmatic terms. Loving God and thus
they neighbour, is not an easy exhortation to bring to bear on to
conflicts between neighbours about the use of particular natural
resources, or about temporal decisions which involve trade-offs
between actions considered essential for present survival but which
might prove limiting or damaging in the long term, to those 'as yet
unborn'.

• Finally, there is the matter of praxis - the way theories, philosophies
and belief are brought to bear in action to achieve defensible and
desirable change. The systemic paradigm invariably demands full
citizen participation in the process of development, with the imperative
for the voice of each individual participant to be heard and equitably
respected. This again poses a challenge to the church when it
distinguishes between those who are 'in a state of grace', and those
who are not. Saints and sinners alike must have equal representation if
their synergies are to be captured!

To the Common Good

• The two central questions which face any Facilitator of rural
development, relate to just what it is that constitutes an improvement to
the present situation, and who it is that decides. As mentioned above,
the contemporary concerns are as much about ethical defensibility,
aesthetic acceptability and ecological responsibility, as they are about
technical effectiveness, economic efficiency and social desirability.

• In essence, and as emphasised throughout, the focus of the systemic
development paradigm is at base, the 'common good'. Yet rarely
indeed is this a self-evident parameter. What constitutes any
improvement in the rural situation in Australia, as elsewhere, invariably
involves a terrifying complexity of issues and events interconnected
through both space and time. Responsible rural development under
these circumstances, it seems to me, is a property which emerges
through the process of systemic involvement. It cannot be pre-
determined. And that's a challenge perhaps for those who have a
strong sense of pre-determination.

• There are, it would seem to me, political, social environmental,
economic and religious aspects of the common good. Each has its own
translation in terms of self-fulfilment for individuals, just as each also
has a translation in terms of public unity. What is good for the
individual may not be good at all for the public at large. What might be
good for today might not be good for tomorrow. And what might be
good for over here, might not be good for over there.

• In a systemic approach to responsible and sustainable development of
rural communities and environments alike, all of these dimensions must
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be considered, as must the manner with which they interact with each
other.

• Thinking in such interconnected, ecological terms, is neither usual nor
common in rural Australia. Yet clearly, from the logic established
above, it is the critical next step in the evolution of ways of thinking
about and responsibly acting in the bush.

A Conclusion

• The church has an enormous amount to contribute to the development
of such an ecological, systemic approach to sustainable improvements
to the quality of rural life, yet it is vital that such contributions be
accomplished in concert with the efforts of other institutions which
show similar commitments to 'changes for the common good'.

• In this brief presentation, I have raised some of the issues that I see face
both those who live and work in rural areas, and those who would
presume for one reason or another, to offer their services in help. In so
doing, I hope that I have placed some matters on the agenda of the
quest for 'An Ecological Vision for the Rural Church'.

This article is part of the on line Mission Folio produced by the Uniting Church in Australia, National
Assembly Working Groups on Mission and Evangelism.

The folio is made up of papers and reports reflecting on mission and evangelism in the Australian
context.  The folio includes a number of papers from the National Theological Consultation held in
Adelaide in 2000 and will progressively include some of the major statements from the Assembly over
the past twenty-five years. We would be pleased to hear from you and this is an invitation for you to
send papers for inclusion in the folio.

For further information Contact the Rev Dean Eland at deanelnd@melbpc.org.au
Phone at 03 9311 116 or fax at 03 9311 2665. PO Box 384 SUNSHINE 3020.

This article is one of twenty articles included in “Congregations Learning Together for the Future; a
Workbook to help plan and create cluster ministries”, produced by the Commission for Mission, Synod
of Victoria in November 1996. Editors Bruce McKenzie and Rev Dean Eland.


