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PETER STEELE

Of wanderers
and children

HRISTMAS, [F WE ALLOW IT 10 DO s0, can turn all of us
pensive. It is a time for believers to blow on the coals of their
hope, whatever the year has brought. Passingly, too, dishelievers
can reflect on what might have been, had there been some
divinity in our flesh, and something more than days in our
days. And all the time the children, not yet full members of
cither party, can watch to sec how the game is played; hardly
cver hinting at it, they are the serutineers of our votes in life
and the judges of our hearts. It is their scason, whether or not
they know it, and whether or not we notice it.

The pocets, who like the children are often caught between
belief and disbelief, have done a lot of musing about Christmas.
The young Robert Lowell wrote in Christmas Eve Under
Hooker's Statue,

But we are old, our fields are running wild:
Till Christ again turn wanderer and child

Hooker was a Civil War general; Lowell was magnetised and
horrified by violence, and the question of who really was the
Prince of the World came over him like a snowdrift during the
Sccond World War. Yeats, years before, in The Second Com-
ing, had been visited by the nightmare of a lethal half-human
beast that emerged in the desert and slouched ‘towards Beth-
Ichem to be born'. Hardy, earlier, thought that he might, but
knew that he wouldn't, join oxen at midnight in revering a
child who was not just a child in the December cold, ‘hoping it
might be so’. Auden, thinking of Rilke’s magisterial voicing of
what it is to be bereft, called him ‘the Santa Claus of loneliness’.

As we make our ways towards and past Christmas 1991,
all these phrases might have been minted tor us. Those things
which arc the common historical property, things like the Gulf
War, the recession, the convulsing of Eastern Europe, the
mutations of East Asia, attract endless analysis, as they should:
but they might also call for the pocts’ phrasing of their signif-
icance. And when we come to the incalculably various psychic
worlds that we inhabit, we have no comprehensive words for
their contours and changes, yet I'suspect that the notes touched
by thosc four men can resonate in all those wo s, God help
us if, at Christmas, we cannot find some sayings at once deli-
cate, profound and pertinent to us all.






A sensitive issue

From Frances Keighery
I haven’t been able to read Novem-
ber’s Eureka Street yet because of the
smell, which Icanonly describe as the
‘new car smell’. T have lately become
very allergic to several things and am
beginning trcatment, but I thought I
would let you know in case you get
any other complaints.
Frances Keighery
South Yarra,Vic.

Left out

From Bob Corcoran

I understand that constraints on space
make it desirable to curtail the length
of contributions to Eurcka Street.
However, 1 feel that deletions from
my letter published in the October
issue resulted in a distorted and less-
ened indication of my disagreement
with Robert Murray's beliefs about
the Movement.

In particular, [ suggested that any-
one interested in the matter should
study othersource material inaddition
to Murray’s The Split. My recom-
mendation that Paul Ormonde’s The
Maovement, should also be read was
deleted from my letter and this sad-
dens me, as I feel it is essential to read
both books to gain a rounded view.

Ormonde’s work takes a much
more critical view of the Movement
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than Murray’s and contains first hand
accounts of the manner in which the
Movement operated in practice. One
of these was my own contribution in
the form of an appendix. As The
Movemient is now out of print and
difficult to obtain from librarics, 1
would be pleased to send a copy of this
appendix to any of your readers who
may be interested.
Bob Corcoran
Edithvale, Vic.

Cross purposes

From Flizabeth Fowler. curator.
Chapter Hall Museum, St Muarv’s
Cathedral, Svdney.

It was with some surprise and irrita-
tion that Ircad Joanna Mendelssohn’s
review of ‘Windows on Eternity’
(Furcka Street, Tuly 1991) an exhibi-
tion of icons at the Chapter Hall Mu-
seum.

This style of criticism does noth-
ing to further critical analysis of
musecum exhibitions. Instead, it only
serves to illustrate the lack of good
criticism in this arca. Again, we are
subjected to a ‘review’. Further, the
reviewer isan art critic and 'Windows
on Eternity’ is not an art exhibition
and makes no claims to be such.

As a muscum exhibition, its con-
cern lies with introducing the visitor
to some of the different icons used in
Christianhe s cl: =y
placing these within an historical

context. To avoid errors, a good critic
will ensure all the facts are correct by
establishing contact with reliable
sources of information. This did not
happen. Thereviewer made no contact
with museum staff, and hence did not
have the information which may have
led to an understanding in her review
of the rationale behind the museum
and the exhibition. The end result is
that the readers are presented with an
imbalanced, uninformed account.

The exhibition is not an exercise
in selecting the ultimate works of
Eastern Christian art. It was arranged
to celebrate a significant religious and
historical event in the life of the
Redemptorist Congregation which for
125 yearshas been promotingreligious
devotion to the icon of the Mother of
Perpetual Help.

The museum doces not claim that
the icons on display are great works of
art, and no one would dispute that the
best icons are found in Russia {except
perhaps the Greeks). In fact, many
good examples are found elsewhere.
Yet our reviewer finds it necessary to
inform us that the Northern Hemi-
sphere houses most of the world’s
great museum collections. So what?
Does that mean that the small muse-
um is Australia should deny the pub-
lic access to our 19th century and
earlier examples, all because they are
not the higgest and the best? Surcly it
is better to view these icons for what
they are, learning something of anoth-
¢r Christian tradition. One does not
always have to travel to the Northern
Hemisphere to leamn.

The Chapter Hall Museum is not
acathedral, norisitinsidea cathedral.
The cathedralisaplacc of worshipand
the museum  is not. The critic’s ret-
erence to the cathedrals as muscums
makes no sense, because we are not
talking about cathedrals in the first
place. Although numerous art and
craft exhibitions have beenheldin the
muscumsince it openedin 1988, these
have been of a commercial nature and
arc not the primary focus of the mu-
seum.

The International Council of
Muscums definesa museum asa place
forresearch, conservation, exhibitions,
acquisitions, cducation and enjoy-
ment, all of which are aspects of the
Chapter Hall Museum.

El 1
Sydney, NSW



Exiles 1: Cambodia

Tre CAMBODIAN PEACE TREATY has not
been a beacon of hope for all Cambo-
dians. A group of Cambodian boat
people fear that it may be used as an
excuse to block their applications for
admission to Australia as refugees.

The group numbered 114 when
they arrived in Broome in April last
year. They were taken to the Enter-
prise Migrant Centre in the Melbourne
suburb of Springvale, where they were
to have remained while their applica-
tions were considered by the Immi-
gration Department’s ‘determination
of refugee status’ committee.

In August, however, Cambodian
radio reported that they were to be
repatriated, and on 19 August five
Cambodians went missing from the
migrant centre. Immigration officials
retaliated swiftly and on 23 August
removed 10 men from the group,
placing them in the Maribyrnong
Detention Centre. The men were told
that, although they themselves had
done no wrong, they were being sep-
arated from the larger group because
five others had escaped.

Sr Rose Duffy, a Victorian Brigid-
ine who has worked with the Cambo-
dians since they arrived at Springvalc,
said they were terrified by the deten-
tions. ‘It was the kind of tactic they
associated with Pol Pot—the sort of
experience from which they were
seeking refuge,’ she said.

Another six left the centre on 25
August, and at 6am on 30 August all
Cambodians at the Enterprise Centre
were awakened and told they were
being sent to Westbridge Detention
Centre, near Sydney, to ensure that
there would be no more escapes.

More than 100 officers were
present to load 107 Cambodians onto
buses—the group now included chil-
dren born since their parents arrived
in Australia. Families were separated,
with men in one bus and the women
and children in another. Before taking
the group to Tullamarine Airport, the
buses called at Maribyrnongto collect
the 10 who had been separated earlier.

After arrival in Sydney, the group
were issued with new identification
papers. At Enterprise their papers had
been stamped ‘Cambodian boat peo-
ple’. The papers now read ‘Detainee’.
When Eureka Street went to press in

DrnAnre

mid-November, the Cambodians at
Westbridge still did not know their
fate. They fear they may be sent tojoin
other Cambodiansin detention at Port
Hedland, prior to being repatriated.

Sr Rose believes they are all gen-
uine refugees—people who have left
their homeland out of a well-founded
fear of persecution. ‘That is so even
though individuals may not be able to
prove thatitis well-founded,’ she said.
‘And with their memory of genocide,
it isn’t surprising that the signing of a
piece of paper by warring faction lead-
ers has not allayed their fears.’

The Cambodians hope that the
Immigration Department will see it
that way, too.

Exiles 2: Vietham

WitH PRESSURE ON the United States to
normaliserelations with Vietnam, and
with many countries already geared
up for massive investment in Viet-
nam, the voices of Vietnamese in Hong
Kong detention centres who do not
wish to be repatriated are going un-
heard.

In November, there were 19,637
Vietnamese boat people in Hong Kong
who had been through the screening
process but had not met the criteria
for refugee status under Hong Kong's
interpretation of the internationally
recognised definition, and are now
termed ‘illegal immigrants’.

The first practical step in the re-
cent repatriation talks occurred when
Hanoi agreed to take back, if neces-
sary against their will, those who have
returned to Hong Kong for a second
time after volunteering to go back to
Vietnam. The sccond step, it scems,
will be for Hanoi to accept back boat
people whom the Hong Kong govern-
ment intends to screen out on arrival.

A spokesman for the United
Nations High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees, Alex Casella, said UNHCR was
satisfied that none of the 15,000 boat
people who had returned to Vietnam
from Asia were being harassed.

But Paul White, a volunteer with
the Jesuit Refugee Service in Hong
Kong, said many could not trust
Hanoi’s assurances that they would
not be mistreated, and had nothing to
g0 back to anyway.

‘Vietnam is still poor and reports
of corruption are frequent,” he said.
‘Things can’t improve until the US
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lifts the trade embargo that has stran-
gled the Vietnamese economy.’

Tax talk

Tax, LIKEwar, can be alittle less odious
and burdensome if guided by a few
clear principles of performance. Dr
Terry Dwyer, a former Treasury offi-
cial who is now consultant to the
National Catholic Welfare Commis-
sion, argued for anumber of them at a
seminar on consumption and income
taxes in Canberra in September. The
seminar was sponsored by the National
Tax Research Foundation, and Dwyer
spokeonincome-tax basics. He argues
that tax policy should be based on
three principles:

“The state should do no harm. Public
tax/transfer arrangements should not
undermine cither self-provision
against poverty or voluntary private
redistribution.

“The poor should not pay tax.

‘Taxes should be levied according to
the ability to pay.

He explains: ‘The current income
tax system violates these principles
because it has virtually abandoned
any regard to pay tax of a family bread-
winner. It is no answer to the defic-
iencies of the tax system to suggest
that indigent familics should throw
themselves on the social sceurity
system. It is morally, socially and cco-
nomically preferable that family
breadwinners be encouraged to sup-
port their own dependants.

‘If the tax system ignores family
dependants then the Treasury should
not complain if taxpayers move their
families into the social security sys-
tem. The interesting severity of the
tax burdens borne by families and, in
particular, single-income families is
borne out by statistics. From 1950 to
1988 the effective average tax burden
on asingle-income family of husband,
wife and two children rose from -4 .87
per cent to 18.86 per cent (se¢ EPAC
paper no. 35, ‘Income Support Poli-
cies, Taxation and Incentives’,
appendix 3, p.86].

‘The basis of income taxation is
thatincome should be taxed once only,
and in the hands of the benecticial
recipient. In families the beneficial
recipients of income are not neces-
sarily those who earn the income but
allwho are sustained by it. To pretend
otherwise is to deny reality.’

EUREKA STREET






policy. Home owners have been effectively subsidised
through exemption from capital gains tax, and all sorts
of schemes are available to help those at the margins of
home ownership afford that first loan. Australians rent-
ing private accommodation, however, have received
much lower levels of assistance, while rents have soared.
And reintroduction of negative gearing for rental prop-
erties has skewed the market, making low-cost
rental accommodation a less and less attrac-
tive investment.

ACCORI)IN(} To Dr EDwARD's OFFICE, this combina-
tion of policies has made private rental accommodation
so expensive that almost 40 per cent of tenants spend
more than a quarter of their income just on keeping a
roof over their heads. Worse, just about all low income
private renters were spending more than 40 per cent of
their income on housing.

The situation described by the National Housing
Strategy is the reverse of equity. It means that the poor-
est Australians have less and less chance of affording to
live decently, and no chance at all of being able to afford
a home. The proportion of home ownership in the pop-
ulation is stable at about 70 per cent, but this is largely
because of the aging of the population. More and more
younger people are delaying home ownership, or drop-
ping out of the race altogether.

The National Housing Strategy made two impor-
tant recommendations to redress the inequities it found.
First, it suggested that the state subsidies for public
housing tenants should be abolished, together with the
meagre rental assistance payments the government
makes to welfare recipients. These should be replaced
by a broadly based system, under which the government
would subsidise all low-income tenants who spend more
than 30 per cent of their income on rent.

As a result of this proposal, the bureaucracy has
been investigating ways of delivering broader based
rental assistance through the social security system.
However, it is not clear where the money would come
from, unless the government is willing to abolish nega-
tive gearing. The National Housing Strategy’s second
recommendation was a proposal that the Government
give tax incentives to encourage large-scale private rental
property trusts, effectively extending the capital gains
tax exemption to rental property. The trusts would then
build low-cost housing for rent. These proposals

are still under study by interdepartmental

committees.
MART]N ATTRIDGE, POLICY AND RESEARCH DIRECTOR

for the peak housing body, National Shelter, has no
problems with decreasing home ownership, and is defi-
nitely against government subsidies being directed to-
wards increasing it. ‘We believe the government should
have no role in subsidising people into asset accumu-
lation,” he says. ‘Politically, no one seems prepared to
touch home ownership, yet it has probably caused most
of our urban problems. The quarter-acre block has forced

our cities to spread, and the poorer people are forced
onto the fringe. We are developing very stratified cities
with real class divisions, and, I think, long-term social
costs.’

Attridge favours rental assistance, but not at the
expense of the bricks and mortar of public housing, ‘Why
put money in the landlord’s pockets when you could
invest in the building itself?” he says. He is concerned
about the blurring of private and public housing involved
in the rental trusts idea. ‘You ar¢ moving public hous-
ing into an arca where it is expected to deliver a profit.’
But he agrees that given grossly inadequate public
housing—200,000 Australians arc¢ on waiting lists for
public housing—it is clear that other methods of pro-
viding housing will have to be investigated.

Back in 1969 Gough Whitlam, still in messianic
mode, said that equality of opportunity was ‘really de-
termined by where a family lives. So we have no pre-
occupation with equality of incomes. We are striving
for an equality of environment in the total sense.” It is
here that the housing debate intersects with the debate
on cities.

In July this year Whitlam’s words were echoed by
Howe, who said that the way Australia’s cities are
developing was not only ‘economic lunacy’ but also was
entrenching ‘unequal access to em-
ployment and services ... No matter
what progress is made in achieving

redistribution of incomes, these No modern
problems would entrench structur- .
al incqualitics in Australia that pOpU]aUOH

might never be overcome.’

Hence the government’s Better
Cities program, announced in the
last federal budget, and one of the
most open-ended and experimental
programs in this government’s his-
tory. The government is offering
$800 million to the states and,
strapped for cash as most of them
are, they have been eager to soak it
up. The federal government has been
swamped with proposals for spend-
ing the money, many of them both
innovative and equitable.

The ‘doughnut effect’ of Aus-
tralia’s cities, in which the inner
suburbs are gradually depopulated in
favor of the city fringes, would, if not
arrested, sce more than half of Aus-
tralia’s new dwellings in the next 10
years built on the city fringes, involving billions of dol-
lars being spent on transport, health centres, schools
and the like.

Quite apart from the long-term indirect costs in-
volved in gobbling up farm land, the infrastructure costs
of developing each allotment in the main cities is about
$47,000 in Adclaide, Perth and Brisbane and $60,000 in
Sydney. About half of this is borne by the public purse.

to reduce

Vorume 1 Numser 10 o EUREKA STREET

anywhere in the
Western world

has yet desired

its living space.

If government tries
to force such

an historic reversal,

trouble is likely.

—HUGH STRETTON



The poorest
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less and less

chance of affording
to live decently,
and no chance at

all of being able to

afford a home.
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Social, environmental and economic imperatives, and
certainly fashion, all scem to point the way towards an
end to the quarter-acre block, and a move to smaller,
denser cities.

But not cveryone agrees. In an article in the maga-
zine Architecture Australia, the historian and urban
cconomist Hugh Stretton said: ‘No modern population
anywhere in the Western world has yet desired to reduce
its living spacce. If government trics to force such an
historic reversal, trouble is likely.’

Others have also expressed scepticism. The head
of the urban rescarch program at the Australian National
University’s rescarch school of social sciences, Professor
Patrick Troy, questions Howe's assumption that the
infrastructurc in the inner arcas of the cities is of a
standard to support increased populations.

He believes the government needs to establish a
policy which recognises that as people increase their
standard of living, they will want more pub-
lic and private space. He advocates policics
that would foster employment and facilitics
in regional centres, and at public transport
‘nodes” within the metropolitan area.

Troy’s ideas sound like some of the ide-
as behind Adelaide’s Multi-Function Polis,
which 1s to be developed not so much as a
single unit but as a sct of interconnected
villages. The MEP, aptly described recently
by the secretary of the ACTU, Bill Kelty, as
‘a clever little thing that’s got everyone
confused’ 1s being touted by its own publi-
cists as the ‘model city’ for the future.

Criticism of the MFP has now passed
beyond the stage of concern about racist
enclaves. It is anticipated that the racial mix
will be much the same as the rest of Ad-
claide. Instead, the worry is that it will be a
yuppic enclave. Ie is estimated that 50,000
people will live on-site at the MFDP in high density
buildings, including apartments and terrace housing,
which will be designed so people can work and study at
home using high technology. These buildings will be
located in linked but self-contained ‘villages’ of about a
kilometre square, cach with its own facilides divided
from cachother by park land and open space.

The people who work in the MFP will necessarily
be highly skilled and educated. At the moment, the arca
surrounding the Gillman site, 15 kilometres outside
Adelaide, is semi-industrial and working class. The
project director for the MFP, Mr Rod Keller, says
measures are being taken to try to ensure that the MFP
benetits those arcas as well. No schools will be built in
the MFP, meaning children will be educated in the
surrounding arca. No large shopping centres will be built,
forcing MFD residents to go to surrounding stores.

Keller disagrees with suggestions that Australians
will not be able to prise themselves away from their
quarter-acre blocks. ‘I'think the generally acknow™ " sed
thing all over the world is that people live better in a
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community which they can identify with.” He points to
the enormous changes in garbage collection due to re-
cycling and composting as a sign that attitudes can
change quickly. ‘“That’s been done without a major effort.
If you just force the pace a little, I think you can change
practices and attitudes quite fast in this area.” But what-
ever the MFP might have to offer in the way of new
urban design, nobody pretends that it will have

much to say about equity. Will the Better

Cities money be distributed more equitably?

UILDING BETTER CITIES, if it means anything at all,
means wide scale cooperation between state, federal and
local governments. It is here that the housing debate
cuts across the debate about how we ought to be gov-
emed, and is in itself a challenge for the special Pre-
micr’s conferences now underway to reform the
Australian federal system.

At present, almost half of the money the Comm-
onwealth gives the states is in the form of special pur-
posc grants—made for designated purposes, such as
housing. Under the new federalism arrangements, the
Commonwealth has agreed to radically cut the number
of special purposc grants, frecing up the way in which
the states can spend their money.

It is a proposal that could have profound implica-
tions for the housing debate. Given the recession-in-
duced collapse in state revenues, housing authoritics
would have far less chance of attracting their share of
public revenue if their grants were not tied.

Attridge says: ‘Bluntly, the states cannot be trusted
to deliver proper services. That is the reason why specific
purpose grants were established, and why they comprise
almost half Commonwealth payments to the states. It
is the only confident means by which a national stand-
ard of services can be encouraged.’

In September, after a stormy meceting between state
and Commonwecalth ministers, it was agreed that the
Commonwecalth-state housing agreements would re-
main, but be renegotiated, meaning that money provided
tor housing would still come in the torm of tied grants.
These negotiations hinged largely on the special Pre-
micrs’ conference that was scheduled to be held in late
November.

The new tederalism agenda has the potential to run
direetly across the National Housing Strategy proposals.
Some papers from the National Housing Strategy, in-
cluding one on the future role of state housing authori-
ties, have alrcady been rescheduled.

The Better Citics money, following the trend, is
not being made as a tied or special purpose payment,
although the Commonwealth Government will have
the power to negotiate with states to make sure that
‘agreed outcomes’ are achieved.

Nonc of the states have had trouble coming up with
ways of spending the Better Cities money. New South
Wales, for example, proposes reclaiming Common-
v th land in St Mary’s city west for v
housing and better public transport links. The question
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Making it our house

What do women look for in housing policy! In 1991 Women In
Supportive Housing (WISH) collaborated with a Victorian
government ministerial adviser in a statewide consultation. They
produced a report, ‘Speaking of Housing’, which has since been used
by the Victorian Council against Violence, the Department of
Housing and Construction, and Community Services Victoria.
K.E. Power discusses the report’s findings.

OMEN SPEAK OF COMMUNITY AND HOUSING In terms
of a spirit among people. Phrases like ‘a place to belong’,
‘where somebody knows my name’, echo though their
discussion of what matters. It is about being closc to
people you know, helping one another, real fricndliness;
it is about ‘talking over the back fence’. It can also mean
being part of a network that provides information about
jobs and housing—this is cspecially so in the country.
Good neighbours are also considerate, do not hold lots
of noisy parties, are not violent, and keep their yards
nice. They welcome newcomers, care for properties and
pets during absences, and ‘everybody communicates’.

Knowing people means not hiding behind big fenc-
¢s, being able to meet people walking along the street.
But first and foremost it usually means knowing one’s
neighbours. Two typical comments were: ‘If you have
good neighbours, you're right,” and ‘People stand behind
you, really rally to help.” Good neighbours are invaria-
bly those who ‘arc there if you need them but they don’t
live in your pocket’.

For some women neighbourliness includes inviting
and being invited into cach others” homes; for others it
is a concern that does not intrude on their personal space.
An old woman spoke of young neighbours who keep an
eye on her: if they do not see her about they check on
her, but ‘they don’t come in, they always ring up’. And
this is what she prefers. This tension between group
identity and the need for privacy was expressed by one
young woman, conmimenting on women’s perceptions
of her suburb as pcaceful and quiet. She said:

“You hear the silence. I love listening to the silence,
but I know there is something on the other side. Now,
during the day, I know there’s nothing on the other side
of it. No one to help, no one to go and have a cuppa
with, no one; just five minutes company, so there’s none
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of that on the other side of the silence.’

Being known by local people creates a sense of
security. A young woman spoke of the sense of person-
al safety she felt knowing most other youngsters by their
friendship groups and schools. If anybody ‘tried any-
thing’, you would recognize them, name their friends
and their schools. And in the community you know who
to avoid, and who to tell to ‘piss off’. This is consistent
with older women’s comments that you feel comfortable
when you know the people ‘surrounding you’, and that
in a good community your kids are safe and everybody
helps supervise them. This is especially so in small
country towns where most people recognize the kid from
round the corner.

With the increased awareness about public and
domestic violence towards women, however, safety is a
relative concept. Few women feel perfectly safe in pub-
lic, or when home alone; many spoke of locking their
doors at times when they never would have years ago,
and of the tension between seeking safety and security,
and feeling that they were living in ‘gaol’, a ‘fortress’, or
a ‘compound’. Many women resent their confinement
within a home that is no longer safe anyway. One pref-
erable alternative, for them, is to sct a curfew

on men, and let women have safe access to

public spaces.

S OME WOMEN SUGGEST that unity derives from shared
beliefs. For some groups this meant a shared concern
for the environment, in others a shared religious vision,
in others it meant growing up with one another. Growing
up togcther can make a powerful contribution to the
sense of personal worth and security people feel. A young
woman told us about her  1all town ‘bandi:  ogether’
to take on the shire council over road safety issuces.












16

The second premise is that Fairfield has retained a
‘quarantine’ mentality. Given that about 42 per cent of
patients suffer from HIV infection or AIDS, and the
proportion is increasing, Fairfield is increcasingly scen
as ‘the’ AIDS hospital, allowing discrimination against
AIDS patients to continue clsewhere in the hospital
system. The professors concluded that Fairfield should
become an infectious discascs institute, focusing on
research and policy. Specialist units should be cstab-
lished at the Alfred and Austin hospitals, they said, and
infectious discase training and services should be im-
proved in all general hospitals.

Although no one is against better services in the
major teaching hospitals, the review’s recommendations
have only found partial and qualified support. The claim
that Fairficld inpatients are at risk is hotly contested.
Dr Bryan Speced, an intensive-care specialist at Fairfield,
says the hospital’s panel of visiting consultants is se-
lected from the best in the city. As evidence of the
patchiness of the professors’ research, he cites McDon-
ald’s claim that Speed is the only intensive-care expert
at the hospital. In fact there are four, working a 24-hour
roster. Speed’s colleague, Dr Anne Mijch, says the review
leans heavily on an assertion that the current level of
care cannot be maintained, yet more than half the hos-
pital’s doctors are under 40,

Mc¢Donald acknowledges that, given the real
problem of prejudice, there are risks in moving HIV and
AIDS patients into general wards. The Alfred, in par-
ticular, has a ‘chequered history” of dealing with AIDS.
‘The first few will be those who create the room—the
vanguard of changing opinions,” he says.

AIDS patients and their supporters are less san-
guine. Tony Keenan, an official of the Statf Association
ot Catholic Sccondary Schools, is president of the Vie-
torian AIDS Council. He cites the case of a friend with
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AIDS who was admitted to a major Melbourne hospi-
tal: “"He was placed in a ward with two old returned sol-
diers—there’s a fairly significant difference in values and
lifestyles. It made it difficult for his lover to visit and
respond in a natural way.’

Menadue, who is convenor of the advocate group
People Living With AIDS, says that simply moving AIDS
patients into general hospitals in NSW has not improved
the situation there. That doesn’t surprise Keenan. Even
Fairfield was not always a place where gay men felt
comfortable. It took direct action—Ilike physically re-
moving unsympathetic staff from rooms—to help cre-
ate the culture of care for AIDS patients. ‘Now they're
asking us to start again, Keenan says, ‘10 years into the
AIDS crisis when we've lost hundreds of people,

whole social networks wiped out. The encrgy

isn’t there.’
N() ONE 0PPOSED to the review believes the claim

that its rccommendations are not budget-driven. Mijch
says that although it contains some good ideas, they
will be paid for by cuts.

Dr Chris Brook is director of the Health Depart-
ment’s North-Eastern Metropolitan Region, which in-
cludes Fairfield. He says the review was not
commissioned on cost grounds, but concedes that the
dwindling of inpatient numbers has aftected the hospi-
tal’s cost effectiveness. Victoria’s Health Minister, Mrs
Maureen Lyster, simply and categorically denies that
cost-cutting is the government’s motivation.

The circumstantial evidence points heavily in the
opposite direction. According to the report, Fairfield has
154 beds—-104 according to Mijch, if you allow for wards
already shut for lack of funds. The review recommends
the transfer of just 36. That signals danger, says Jan
Armstrong, who is sccretary of the Health Services
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MORAG FRASER

‘Women will do much’

Questions of equality concern women in and out of the
church. Lavinia Byrne IBVM, former co-editor of The Way
and now an associate secretary with the Council of Churches
for Britain and Ireland, tackled these questions head-on
when she was in Australia last month.

/

WOMAN DEACON
fricnd of mine—immacu-

late, very Anglo-Catholic—

wears the most beautiful

long cassock, lined with pink

satin, doublc box pleats at

the back, which she has had

hand-tailored for her. Beau-

tifully covered buttons all

the way down the front. She

arrived at a vestry the other

day and the bishop who was

there with the chaps turned

and said, “Please Ann, don’t vest in here.” She said—
she’s very Cockney, wonderful—"Why not? I'm not
taking any clothes orf.”

‘So you see, in England at the moment there’s a
real female agenda around and there is a fascinating picce
of political chemistry going on as well. If you find wom-
en pretty repellent anyway you are going to resent having
them arriving in the vestry.’

So vour current work puts vou into contact with the
other churches but also with secular and government
aLCnCIes?

Yes. The BBC, the National Women’s Commission, for
example. Working with the Women's Commission I've
become familiar with some of the training courses and
videos available for women in management. I was fas-
cinated to see on one of these videos a shot which illus-
trates what I am trying to say. Two young women in
designer sweat shirts—middle-management women—
are sitting having freshly pressed orange juice in a smoke-
free zong, talking about women in the workplace. One
of them said, ‘Tclling a woman not to feel guilty is like
telling her not to breathe.!

I reflected afterwards on the theological origins of
that scnse of self-image. I am distressed when I make
the connection with the Judaeo-Christian tradition,
which scts up all women as temptresses in the person
of Eve. And also sets up women who work as failures
because the seriptures tell us that woman was created
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1s the helpmeet, the aid to
nan. [ very often feel Twould
ove to be married and have
1 wife. Wouldn't it be won-
lerful to come home and
ind my slippers warmed and
he newspaper ironed. But it
s a very sick anthropology
‘hat says that woman exists
otally for man in the hierar-
:hy, where man stands at the
yinnacle of creation and
wverything is made for him.

We have known that it is a totally sick anthropology
for a long time. Just how long do you give the churches
to make significant changes for women!

I've been fascinated to rcad a book recently called
Women in the Church written by a Congregationalist
minister called Hattie Baker, who wrote: ‘1 have been
surprised, receiving letters from women whose con-
sciousness has been raised, to discover that they are
leaving the church in such numbers.” Now she wrote
this in 1911.

Today women are voting with their feet and my
own experience is that the church is registering con-
cern, apart from anything else, because of the numbers
game. Now that’s not a very moral reason, but as soon
as people begin to reflect along those lines they come to
the insight which I certainly have put before any church
leader T meet, which is that the gospel has unique re-
sources to bring to Christian women.

It you look at the deeds and actions of Jesus in the
scriptures, he doesn’t crack mother-in-law jokes. He
doesn’t make quick, snide allusions to women. He just
uses the observer’s eye. I helieve women are quite right
to hold the gospels up as a mirror to the church and say
what's going on? Why do you no longer mirror that good
news for us?

But for how long " " the Christian—I v 't say tradi-
tion, practice, rather—mirror that good news?



About 30 years, I'd say, five of them during the life of
Jesus, 25 of them afterwards. But then the old patriar-
chical notion of a woman as a possession reared its ugly
head again and women became part of an economy of
transactions between men.

About your own transactions—why did you move from
co-editing a religious journal, with men, to your present
position!

Last October I saw an advert in The Tablet for an asso-
ciatc secretary for women'’s concerns at this newly
formed Council of Churces for Britain and Ireland. Now
I have been a passionate advocate of Christian unity
since the age of eleven.

Did you understand what Christian unity meant at 112
No. I though it meant them joining us, so that we, the
Catholics, would get Wells Cathedral back. But you
cannot afford to be tribalistic nowadays. We live in
stirring times. It is very exciting.

Most of the women I have spoken to over the past 10
years say something like that. Generally, men do not .
This is a time of great liberation for men, if they could
but sce it that way. But it is not my task to tell them
that it is, nor is it my task to liberate them. That just
sets me back as the helpmeet of men, as the one who is
going to set them free.

This is a time of liberation for them but they must
do that work. It is within their grasp, within their con-
trol.

There is certain holy ruthlessness about that.
Absolutely right. Yes. Becausce otherwise we are patro-
nising them. Men need to attend to their own wounds
and look at the source of their redemption. This is hard
stuff.

Yes, it is hard stuff, because one of the things one
reproaches men’s orders and the celibate male priest-
hood with, 1s their capacity for distancing themselves
from women’s experience. Are you just giving me d
reverse image of that? Yours is a hard prescription.
Yes, it is. Nonetheless I find these times thrilling,
because we have a vocabulary and a set of images and
metaphors to use to describe us at the moment. This
agenda has become mainstream.

There are things like equal opportunities commis-
sions whose work cannot be ignored. The church may
not be an equal opportunities employer, but society is
required to be. So statutorily the Church of England has
had to become an exception to the rule. It becomes a
legal anachronism. Which is fascinating.

And about right.

About right, Yes, True. But nevertheless it shows up in
legislation that the church is out of kilter with socicty.
Now this is some pcople’s objection to Christian femi-
nism of course. They say it is a nasty secular fad.

How important to you, in the political stance you adopt,
is the fact that you are « member of a women'’s reli-
gious order! Which comes first! The feminism? Or was
the order the enabling condition?

I've known Mary Ward, who founded my own commu-
nity, ever since I was 11. And I have been enormously
influenced by her. She was a woman who, in 1616, said,
‘And it will be seen in time to come that women will do
much.” And that phrase has become like a banner
headline for me over the past seven years. She is a key
figure in the movement towards women's self-under-
standing and self-appreciation.

Your choice to stay in the Catholic Church has a lot to
do with the community you find yourself in. If you were
not in that community what would your choices bel
You know the saying they have Ircland—you can take
Lavinia out of the bog but you can’t take the bog out of
Lavinia? Now I'm third-genecration English, not Irish,of
course, and nnnth-generation Catholic. You could take
me out of the Catholic Church. You could never cver
take the Catholic Church out of me. My whole way of
perceiving reality is extraordinarily sacramental. Tonly
have to go for drive in the country, as [ did yesterday—
to Ballarat, via Woodend—to sce the extraordinary
straight roads as a road in and out of a sct of human
experiences, to sce the gums growing as an image of
what our institute is going through at the moment.

Sounds pagan to me.
Deeply incarnational and highly pagan.

Explain how you put the two together.

At its very best, [ believe, the Catholic tradition is one
that has always taken human rcality and concrete
physical reality extraordinarily seriously. It is tradition
that says God is mediated to us through bread, salt, oil,
water. And these arc what you find in your kitchen.

You don't seem to suffer much from paralysing anger.
I happen to be blessed with a sense of humour, and a
real old-fashioned, scriptural, biblical, evangelical zeal.
[ really believe that we are part of something that nobody
can put a brake on.

What would you say to voung women who do not come
from a background of such dense Christianity as vours:
I suppose I'd invite them to read a book that Dorothy
Saycrs wrote in the 1930s called Are Women Human
The most wonderful book. I just do have to give you a
quote from it: “The people who hanged Christ, to do
them justice, never accused him of being a bore. On the
contrary they thought him too dynamic to be safe. It
has been left for later generations to mutffle up that
shattering personality and surround him with an
atmosphere of tedium. We have very efticiently pared
the claws of the lion of Judah.’

Morag Fraser is the editor of Eurcka Street.
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\ERARD VVINDSOK

A poor Englishman
in Ireland*

T WAS $TILL SEPTEMBER, by 1o means the last of a good summer. But his room was at the
back of the house. At the front he might have caught something of the warmth bubbling
inside all that ripe verdure on the Green, or in the scasonal crowds rippling across their
pleasurce ground. But in this dark room I felt a chill. I made him up a fire. I have always been
fond of that task. Therc is a comfort in the sctting of fires. The way the powder can be dusted
inits entirety through the bars, and the fragments with some energy in them yet, raked over
and freed of encumbrance and settled on the grate for their final blaze. Then the new edifice,
of twisted paper and coals and cakes of turf, the hicrarchy of restrained combustion. I clear
the debris of one performance and set up for the next. How perfect in its achievement each
fire can be, and yet how easily repeated.

The basket in his room was small. I knew I would have to return at intervals to stoke
and check.

— What are you at there? he said.

— I thought a fire would be companionable, Father.

— I'd prefer the other, he murmured.

I'stood and turned and looked at him. He was a poor frail creature all right. None of the
dignity of the elderly in extremis. Yet the lick of hair hanging on the forehead was too
youthful an affectation for this pinched, nervous, middle-aged face. And the pathetic little
womanly slippers so ncatly, oh so neatly together beside the bed.

— Our blessed Lord will recognisc you as his own, Father, I said.

— And how should he do that, Father Darlington?

If he looked me in the cye, it was only flectingly.

— You have laboured for him. Worn yourself out in fact.

— I have made a most wretched botch of every task I've been given.

It would not have done for me to encourage this maudlin streak in him. I crossed to the
foot of the bed and tapped on the frame.

— Now Father, I said, the logic of that is too easy a comfort for the Christian soul. Our
own failures should not be thought of as firm assurances of the company of the crucified.

— Father Darlington, you yourself were offering me hope.

— You don’t need any human being to give you that.

— No, no, despair is not a temptation for me.

The weary way in which he said this was annoying. Why should I be made to feel
obtuse by people speaking cryptically to themselves!?

— Nor should it be, T said simply.

— It is not beyond our Saviour, he shrugged, to mark out some good in a soul that can
find no wholesomeness there himself. But don’t you find, Father Darlington, that in our
poor fleshly state we ache, distractingly, for some recognition of worth in oursclves? And it
has to come from another. Without that, self-regard is impossible.

* “There is no other authority for any of [the negative stories about Hopkins| that
doesn’t scem to lead directly back to Darlington.'—Robert Bernard Martin, Gerard
Manly Hopkins: A Verv Private Life, Hape - i b s 0002176 ' ree $50.00.
Cf also the dean of studies episode in ¢h.s of Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.
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He had the most subtle, though probably indeliberate way of playing the pathos and
inveigling pity. But I wasn’t going to give him his commendation. Isaw his problem certainly.
I perceived nothing there that I could rate as achievement. I was not going to do him the
disservice of some hypocritical praise. In his desperately pitiful way he was honest in the
scrutiny he gave his carcer, and 1 was not going to play him false by any less honest review of
it. A preacher without sense of audience, a schoolmaster with no talent for discipline, a reli-
gious with no fraternal ease, a citizen of a catholic and an apostolic church unable to discard
his national bigotrics ... Whatever he was put to became an additic  :othelistof s he did
not have.

That is a just summary. It errs only insofar as charity has skewed it.

He had no future. That was the sad truth.

— Alr, Father, he said.

The window was open very slightly at the top.

— The evening is coming on draughty, I said, raising the lower sash an inch. You have
little idea of the nature of the day from this room. I believe the clouds are moving in. 1 slipped
my splayed fingers into the air. A gencral change is supposed to be on its way. I can almost fecl
the drop in temperature. All over Ircland, I shouldn’t wonder. We have had a good summer.
But, donner und blitzen, a more forceful display of the Almighty’s presence.

— What about a little breeze, Father Darlington?

— Of course, of course, I answered him as I turned, the Lord in a little breeze. 1 could
never be oblivious to the warning of Elias.

— No,  mcan a draught, Father. Does your fire not nced a draught?

— Indeed it doces.

I rucked my soutane into my lap as [ went on to my haunches by the
grate. Odd the trivial obscrvations we make about our species, but as robbed
down it occurred to me that there is a manly way of lifting and tucking a
skirt and I have always winced when [ see a priest unable to manage it.

I struck the match down through the palm of my hand. It fizzed and
flared and settled, and I extended it.

— Always another little blaze, ch sir.

He was standing there with his head on one side, legs apart, hands thrust
into his trouser pockets. Insolent. [ could always feel the contempt. In some
young men it is the primary emotion. A priest will always be an object of it.
No ploys of amiability or equality will turn aside the ill-feeling. They de-
spise us. Or maybe they wish to despise us. There is an order, a lack of in-
dividual ostentation about our lives—or at least there should be—which is a
reproach to them in their self-consecrating ways. This incffable holiness of
the undergraduate temper is not a notion I sympathise with.

The match licked at the ball of my thumb, and I dropped it, with a start, .
into the unlit grate.

— Formy purgatory, Mr Joyce. One way or another I should be inured to
fire.

— The good man is tried in the furnace, sir.

— I would prefer my ordeal in this life, Mr Joyce.

— Damnation after death is certainly incluctable.

He scemed to think the remark was worth a smilc.

— The wary soul guards against it, does he not? It is his final duty. We
have an expression, and according to that expression ...

— We must dic.

— Very good, Mr Joyce, quite so.

I rose to my feet, with some spring.

— But then Barabbas, whom you refer to, is an utterly maligned man.
Known for one thing only. A bricef appearance in the life of a purported crim-
inal. And given mention by a chronicler in whose interests it was to smear
him. He will be allowed before the bar in time.

— Orout of it.

— Of course. As I was saying, we have an expression. When one of our men is no longer
highly active, and has no set offices to be placed beside his name in our annual listing of the
Society’s deployment, we annotate him with the words curans valetudinem.

— On the retired list as it were.
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— Precisely.

— Imprecisely surely. You have given him an active occupation, instead of leaving him in
passive indolence.

— My original point entirely, Mr Joyce. Seeing to his own well-being seems to me a worthy
activity for a man of God.

— Pardon my being personal, sir, but do you look forward to your own days under that de-
scription:

— If I merit it. Worn out with other labours. Not, of course, if it were a cover for laziness and
temperamental antipathy to any useful work.

— Such as happens?

— I have known it, Mr Joyce, I have known it. As one adult human might admit to another.

For all his arrogance I saw no point in being evasive or distant with the man. He was not to be
won over. Yet he understood the language I speak.

— Do we have a right to speak in our own defence, would you say, Mr Joyce? Prior to the one
judgment that matters, I mean.

— Why should we bother, sir?

He spoke with lazy indifference.

— He searcheth all hearts, doesn’t he! What could we adduce that is not already known?

He moved to one side of the fireplace and leant against the mantel. It was an attitude of
equality, perhaps of defiance.

— Why bother with this? He indicated the fire with an abrupt kick.

— Dublin can be a cold city, Mr Joyce.

— Of course. So why bother with so little heat?

He needled the whole time.

— You are not gencrous, if I may say. It is an unlovely trait. Perhaps you position yourself so
that you do not feel the heat. You may even deceive yourself that the only true symptoms are
darting flames.

I knew his silent view of me. Pale, loveless, without enthusiasm. The predictable, superficial
judgments of a young man.

— Ah, he said, so even the man of God may speak up for himself.

— We have a set speech to make eventually. We know the topic, we know the questions. It
would be remiss of us not to rehearse.

—A matter of eloquence, then?

— Well our own words must plead for us, Mr Joyce. It is our answers that will send us to the
sheep or the goats. Not the silent penetration of the divine gaze.

There was mockery about his mouth, but also the tension of real interest.

— And what language would you use, sir? Curans valetudinem, as you are.

— I doubt whether it would be an occasion for Latin.

I squatted, bouncing athletically, and lit the fire at three strategic points. The flames rose
evenly across the base of my pyre.

— But I am not being facetious. Should the words pain us as we deliver them?

In the bed Father Hopkins started to cough, an unrhythmic lurch of sound, as much inhalatory
and asthmatic as any bouncing of air over the throat and up out the mouth. There was no smoke.
The fire was drawing well. The man all over.

Mr Joyce glanced at him.

— The English tongue, he said. But issuing from an alien throat.

He continued to stare, but he appeared abstracted.

— The language is home, he said, where you live. Take a word like home. Notice the soft
caressing hum of it. It is where you take comfort. Or ease away, turn away, the harshness of the
world. Even the world of the soul. The oblivion of old England, the hearth, the jollity, the ale. Take
ale. The glide of it. Just enough of a catch in the muted diphthong to give a little taste. But a little
is all, and you are lulled.

He looked at me with a lazy challenge.

— Invoke any word, he said.

— Christ, said Father Hopkins. Or so I thought he said.

— Exactly, said Mr Joyce, spinning around and focusing his weak eyes on this wraith. On the
one hand a natural expletive. An explosive word to clear the throat with.

— Master, said Father Hopkins. He made it sound as though he were pleading.

— Your words, not mine.
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that Australian culture has a particu-
lar need here. No amount of genial
good will, even reinforced by a sunny
climate and good beaches, can save
hedonism from the cycle of pleasure
and sad satiety: the witness to this by
the great hedonists of the world is
more convincing than the strictures
of desert ascetics.

Oftenenoughitisimplied that the
best we can hope for is a truce, a
division of the spoils, between body
and spirit. With a Castilian gift for
refusing compromise—and, at root, a
Christian gift of knowing the Incar-
nation—John exemplifies a more
whole-hearted way: todo v nada, all
andnothing, charting the course of his
spiritual ascent of Mount Carmel.

His lyric poetry celebrates the love
of God as ardent desire, desolating
absence, ecstatic union, all with an
erotic imagery that is happily dircct
and uninhibited, sheer tenderness and
passion. He had a profound feeling for
physical form: he drew brilliantly with
pen and ink and often carved in min-
iaturc. Nonc of this is a mitigation of
his relentless spiritual counsel of aus-
terity. In the ways of prayer he had to
learn to live through seasons of deso-
lated imagination and emotional arid-
ity, ‘without the sweetness of spiritu-
al feelings’; only thus do we learn to
pray out of a love that is fidelity and
self-surrender rather than self-gratifi-
cation.

But this ‘dark night of the senses’,
far from suppressing his sensibility,
seems only to have refined and inten-
sified it. After moving by way of re-
nunciation ‘through’ created beauty
towards its mysterious source, John
speaksnotonlyof rediscovering things
‘in God’, but also, in their particul-
arity and physical immediacy, of cre-
ated things becoming an immediate
encounter with the holy—'not like
secing things in the light, or creatures
in God, but that in that possession of
God one feels that all things

arc God’ {Spiritual Canticle

14:5).
I 0 AN acE that places a premium

on individual autonomy, on ‘empow-
erment’ and taking control of one’s
life {what implications for the lives of
others?), John offers a salutary Chris-
tian lecaven. Personal liberation is to
berealised precisely through displace-
ment of self from the centre, by sur-

rendering to the invasion of one’s life
by the holy. It sits easily with the
Australian gift for ironic, unresentful
self-deprecation. Although his own
spiritual life abounded in sublime
mystical phenomena, he insists that
the rcal meaning of any such cxperi-
ence is that it points beyond itself to a
transcendent Giver.

The value of these gifts lies in not
‘resting in them' as his own accom-
plishment but in allowing himself to
be drawn beyond them in a breaking
open of the limits of his present self-
possession into the dark night of fur-
ther regions of faith. ‘All the goodness
that we have is lent to us and God
holdsittobehisown;itis Godat work
and his work 1s God’ {Points of Love
29). Here is an alternative for a failed
materialist credit economy: an

ancient, proven method of
living beyond one’s means!

-V V E HAVE OUR OWN powerful visu-

al counterparts to this spiritual aus-
terity. The passionate energy of John's
poctry and doctrine is best reflected in
the baroque swirl of light and dark of
El Greco; but his essential poverty of
spirit is beautifully figured in some of
the most prophetic visions of Austral-
ian landscape in recent times, all of
them in the mode of agreat simplifica-
tton—Drysdale’s and Nolan’s desert
images, Fred Williams’ distillation of
the essence of the land through ab-
straction, clarity and sparcness of form,
and Lloyd Rees dissolving forms in
radiant light and luminous cloud.
All achicve their aesthetic power
by diminishment of detail. And it’s
not unlike John of the Cross, who
often went out to immerse himselfin
a landscape in order to pray—often a
landscape veiled by night—and whose
poctic form of language could dissolve
into a sublime stammering through
closeness of God. ‘My Beloved, the
mountains, the solitary wooded val-
leys, the strange islands, the sonorous
rivers, the whisper of the amorous
brecezes, the tranquil night near the
rising of the dawn, the silent music,
the resonant solitude.” (Spiritual
Cuanticle 141). Together they make a
good analoguc for the undemonstra-
tive quality of the spirit in Australia,
which may be all the more inwardly
intense for want of an casy exterior.
Finally, if John can point towards a
presence of God in the silent and arid
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regions of secular life, he can also help
to retrieve the living meaning of reli-
gion itself for those to whom it has
become obscured under an unlovely
shell of ideology or moralism or ba-
thos. The presence of the living God
encountered in contemplation is not
sct over against doctrine or church or
sacrament, as the living to the dead.
The ‘golden substance’—divine life—
is not just concealed beneath, but is
mediated by, its ‘silvered surface’, its

human form of cxpression
in Scripture and the great
professions of faith. John
understood his own mysti-
cal wisdom to be simply his
personal entrance into the
divine realitics which they
announce.

And only too often, as
John also bears witness, the
subjective ‘surface’ of our
experience of religion is an-
ything but bright, polished
silver. It can be as dull, abra-
sive and opaque to the light
ofdivine meaningas the clay
vessels which conccealed the
torches of Gideon’s soldiers
as they moved through the
night (Ascent of Mount
Carmel 11, 9, 3). But the
light is there nonctheless.
Because God, as living mys-
tery, conceals himsclf pre-
ciscly as he reveals himself,

There is a happy
irony in the fact
that this man,

rightly reputed to be

one of the great

ascetics of Christiarn

tradition, 1s at the
same time a
guardian of the

Sensuous.

so the experience of concealment can
itself be an authentic form of revela-

tion of divine presence.

And so, tor John of the Cross, there
is no region of human existence that
need be despaired of. As one who was
himselt led through vast inner regions
of both Paradise and Inferno, he can
teach us how in silence we may hear
the Word, how in loncliness we may
know the meaning of belonging, and
in abandonment, fidelity. All is re-
deemable and, indeed, destined for
glory—notjust in amythic promisc of
the future, but as light presently born
inside the clay, the homely, loy-'~

clay of the human heart.

Ross Collings OCD lcctures in sys-
tematic theology at the Yarra Theo-
logical Union, Box Hill, Victoria, and
is prior of the Discaleed Carmelite

house of studics, Box Hill.
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iday resorts. It sounds for a time as if
the children of the survivors have done
pretty well for themselves. But Brett
also hears what is being said just out of
earshot; she opens her prose to the
thin, dry voices of characters who
cannot call the Holocaust their own.

It simply festers in their

imagination.
ESTHER SCHENKLER Is an example.

When Esther was 17 she had her
mother’s Auschwitz number tattooed
on her right forearm: A4257. Her par-
ents understandably accused her of
making a mockery of their tragedy. In
fact, she was mocking herself. Esther
had already been through an abortion.
Later, her marriage collapses. Lost,
she spends Saturday afternoons riding
the lifts in quiet buildings, imagining
she is getting close to the experience
of a foetus floating in its amniotic
fluid. Finally, she returns to her old
schooland heroldlocker. Locker 1012.
She shaves her head like a prisoner.
Then, in the comfort of the metal
locker, she takes her own life. It'’s
hardly a bedtime story. This woman
pins more hope onherselfasanumber,
an Auschwitz number or a locker
number, than she does on herself un-
der her own name.

What God Wants is more a con-
federation of stories than anovel. The
storiesrelate toeach otherasbranches
of an extended family: Esther Schen-
kler’ssuicide, forexample, re-emerges
as an item of gossip in the lives of
other Jews with whom she went to
school. The book suggests the waysin
which a tight-knit community that
does not not break the mould of pain
in which it has been formed, will
eventually trivialise the pain.

Brett’s women are obsessed with
dieting. They spend days of their lives
on the phone repeating the same con-
versations. They run the gauntlet of
scatty sexual infidelities. But beneath
the humour in which the daily round
of Caulfield and St Kilda is packaged,
there is also a suggestion of aching
emptiness in the lives of characters
who fail to identify what they really
want and settle for something less.

Yet Lily Brett also expects us to
admireher characters. We admire their
verve. They have inherited a hunger
torlife, anylife, and play life’smundane
themes with virtuosity. Characters
who can worry about the quality of

almonds and honey cake are precisely
the ones who never say die. Rosa Co-
hen is such a one. Just as with the
character of Lola Bensky who emerges
from her chrysalis as a poet in Lily
Brett's first book of fiction, Things
Could be Worse, Rosa Cohen shares a
number of Lily Brett’s personal
attributes, not least the fact that both
the characterand the author have now
settled in New York with non-Jewish
husbands.

Rosa has been a psycho-analysis
junkie. She has also been a junkie on
the history of the Holocaust. So much
so that a bowl of chicken bones will
look to her like ‘the site of a mass
burial’. But in New York she takes
steps to freedom. She walks 10 blocks
alone. She buys a chicken at Rego's
Roosters. She walks home again. It's
not much but at the same time it’s a
living of her own.

What God Wants ends in a ceme-
tery in Springvale. Ironically, it is a
place of great life. ‘It is a place,” says
Lily Brett, ‘where pcople look after
their dead, a place for the laying out of
the past’. Here we discover that,
against the odds, a man of 70, Moishe
Zimmermann, is about to become a
father. His new wife is an outsider
from the Philippines, what Moishe
calls a ‘post office bride’. ‘It’s a funny
business, this business of what God
wants, ’ says Moishe. Lily Brett would
vouch for that. In writing the book she
says she was surprised herself how

shafts of light appeared from

unexpected places.
AT ONE STAGE she sets up a lunch
between sisters who've spent their
lives at loggerheads. Things don't go
well. One sister glecfully lets slip, for
instance, how desperately their moth-
er had tried to have the other aborted.
Lily Brett says that she thought ini-
tially this scene would serve only to
show that these twowomen ‘just could
notconnect with cach other’. But they
do.

Strange to say, the connection is
forged from a heartless cri de coeur: ‘1
want us to be close ... Iwant to be able
to share things with you. I'd like to be
able to share tips with you. Do you
know that if you light a match in the
bathroom after you've been to the
toilet, the lighted match extinguishes
any smell.’

It’s not much to share, butit’s the
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first faint pulse in their relationship.
So, too, in the Springvale cemetery
where a number of characters become
united in the gift of a child to aging
parents. ‘It would be better,” says the
father, Moishe, ‘if the things that God
wanted were a bit closer to the things
that weall want’. There isasense here
that what God wants is, in

fact, not much. Just life,

that’s all.
SPEAK]NG OF THE TITLE of What God

Wants, Lily Brett slips backwards and
forwards between the experience of
her generation and that of her parents,

The question occupies many peo-
ple in the book in one sense or
another because I think the peo-
ple are struggling hard to find
meaning in it. Both my parents
were atheists. They were not
atheists beforethe war. They both
came from Orthodox Jewish
homes but they both separately
at different points during the war
lost their belief.

My mother always said there
was no God but would refer to
God the whole time and ask
herself ‘what does he want!’ 1
think that survivors of the Holo-
caust eitherreallyreaffirmedtheir
faith and became fairly religious
or lost it altogether. Both my
parents saw babies having their
heads smashed open and found it
very hard to believe in God. 1
myselfstruggle with the question
quite a lot.

What God Wantsis the quirky fruit
of that struggle. It lives in the present
and looks to the future as the best
tribute it can offer to an horrendous
past which is, nonetheless, in the past.
It doesn’t hurt torecall, in the present,
how many of those arriving in Aus-
tralia of recent times, especially from
Asia, bring with them horrendous
memoriesof theirown. Withany luck,
their children will include tellers of
simple stories with memories as spa-
cious as that of Lily Brett and the wit
to provide alternatives to obsession ar
forgetting.

Michael McGirr SJ is a student at
Jesuit Theological College, Parkville,
Victoria. He is a regular contributor to
Eureka Street.
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offered a sub-Joycean tour of Dublin,
with glimpses of Moore Street, the
Gardiner Street cnvirons, the Liffey
quays, and Grafton Strect cast in a
new light. (You can actually take a
rock tour of Dublin: ‘This is where U2
started, that's the Bad Ass Cafe where
Sincad O’Connor was a waitress, and
this is where they filmed The Com-
mitments.’)

Throughout you have a sense of
the overwhelming youth of the pop-
ulation, as well as the familiars of
urban decay (drugs, thuggery). And a
rather kitsch priest—he carries a bre-
viary—tells something of the truth
about the church in Ireland, at its best
and worst. Above all there is rawness,
vitality and hope.

—Margaret Coffey

Soap Dish, dir. Michael Hoffman
(Greater Union). ltis fitting that a film
partly about an actor who wants to
play a one-man Hamlet should be a
soap within a soap withinasoap. Sally
Ficld is somehow very appropriately
cast as Celeste, the star of the award-
winning daytime soap The Sun Also
Sets. Her life turns to soap when her
one-time boyfriend, the would-be
Hamlet, Jeffrey Anderson {Kevin
Klinel, is brought back as part of a
‘diabolical plan to displace Celeste as
star of the show.

It’sall pretty good fun, but you had
better like soap. This is no exposé of
US daytime television; if anything it's
a loving homage to it, ending in a
string of reasonably good gags and a
sct-picce of sentimental excess. The
moments of parody are indulgent; if
you laugh, you laugh the way you
might at the eccentricities of a favour-
ite relative.

But it is well paced and well acted.
Whoopi Goldberg is terrific as the
scriptwriter Rose, the only close to
three-dimensional character in the
film. The various implausible sub-
plots tick along ctfectively, and the
deénouement when life is supposced to
blendwitharton live TV isvery funny
indced. But of course all that really
happens is that soap blends with soap,
and in a few years’ time you'll be hard
pressed to remember you ever saw
this movie.

Still, worth catching, especially if
your Greater Union cinema has dis-
count days carly in the week.

—David Braddon-Mitchell

From pure drops ...

The thirst for purity scems to be casy
prey for those with commercial
instincts. A health-food restaurant in
the new Melbourne Central shopping
complex has been touting glasses of
‘Tasmanian rain water’ at 82 a glass.

... to pure froth

In other parts of the world, however,
what one drinks amounts to a politi-
cal statement rather than a yuppic
fashion. When what used to be East
Germany held elections prior to join-
ing the German Federal Republic,
some candidates stood on behalf of
the Beer Lovers’ Party. Their declared
aim was to protect the purity of Ger-
man beer, which perhaps meant keep-
ing it blond and blue-cyed.

Germany’s Beer Lovers were not
successtul, but across the border in
Poland a party of the same name has
won 10 per cent of the vote, putting it
ahead of the Social Democrats (the
renamed communists) and the Catho-
lic Action Party. This means that the
Beer Lovers could hold up to 28 scats
the the 460-member Scjm {assembly).

The president of the Beer Lovers,
Janusz Rewinski, is a comedian by
trade but insists that the Beer Lovers
are no Polish joke. They want people
to drink beer rather than vodka, he
says, which means they are another
reaction to the legacy of communism.
Alcoholism has long been a serious
problem in Poland—the Economics
Ministry estimates that a million peo-
ple are drunk every day—and this has
usually been attributed to a desire to
blot out the grimness of life under the
old order.

Rewinski says a ban on alcohol
would be futile, but people can be
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encouraged to change their beverage:
‘It is better to go forward into Europe
in a slightly tipsy state than in a
drunken stupor.’

Per secula
seculorum

Eurcka Street readers old enough to
remember Latin as a familiar part of
the school curriculum may also
remember Brother Tarcissius or Sister
Immaculata extolling the brevity and
precision that was possible in the old
Roman tongue. Unfortunately, Vati-
can burcaucrats who still use Latin as
a working language are not quite the
heirs of Virgil and Cicero.

The Libreria Editrice Vaticana has
just published the first volume of a
Latin dictionary containing modern
terms, and it reveals Vatican lexicog-
raphers at their elliptical best. They
offer aeronavis abstractio a prestituo
cursu, which literally mceans ‘aircraft
removed fromits official destination’,
for ‘hijacking’.

Or try coruscantes disci per con-
vexacaeli volantes, ‘convex flying
flashing discs’, for UFOs. One entry
scems to predate Legionnaires discase:
machinatio aeri purgando, ‘'machine
for cleaning the air’, denotes an air-
conditioning system. And just in casc
Rupert Murdoch cver takes over
L’Osservatore Romano, there is ex-
terioris pagine puella, for ‘cover girl’,

At least no one can say that the
modern world has left the Vatican ata
loss for words.

The line is dead

Remember the photo of the Telecom
billboard published in our September
edition? It advised passing motorists
with car phones, ‘Don’t just sit there,
phone somebody else’s client.” Joady
Donovan, a marketing controller for
Cambridge University Press, informs
us that on another such billboard, in
South Mclbourne, the copy has been
amended to:‘Don’tjust sit there, phone
a client.” Dare we claim the credit for
this outbreak of compassion?

DON’T JUST SIT THFRE, PHONE
CLIENT.

Telecom MobiieNet
PN IV s EPRRY

o

Numerre 10 o EUREKA STREET

45












	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16
	Page 17
	Page 18
	Page 19
	Page 20
	Page 21
	Page 22
	Page 23
	Page 24
	Page 25
	Page 26
	Page 27
	Page 28
	Page 29
	Page 30
	Page 31
	Page 32
	Page 33
	Page 34
	Page 35
	Page 36
	Page 37
	Page 38
	Page 39
	Page 40
	Page 41
	Page 42
	Page 43
	Page 44
	Page 45
	Page 46
	Page 47
	Page 48

