









































Howe now

NEW FEDERALISM Of a new new federalism? The
ascent of Brian Howe to the Deputy Prime Ministership,
and to a special position advising the Prime Minister on
Commonwealth-state relations, has created an oppor-
tunity to reshape debate about an exchange of powers
between Canberra and the states. Howe is no longer
simply the person who, as Minister for Community
Services and Health, is capable of giving away most to
the states. Issues of microeconomic reform, such as a
national railway freight scheme and a national electricity
grid, have now come within his bailiwick.

The process of wooing the left, by both Bob Hawke
and Paul Keating in the lead-up to the leadership struggle,
has also put some of Howe’s ideas about a new cities
policy on the government’s agenda. Although his argu-
ment has been rather vague, it is clear that Howe is not
advocating a return to the 1970s Department of Urban
and Regional Development and the costly seweraging-
and-servicing-the-cities programs it embraced. But he
is taking note of the fact that outlying arcas of the big
cities, especially Sydney and Melbourne, have high
unemployment, are poorly served with schools, health
centres, child-care facilities and other community
services, and that families spend fortunes in getting
access to jobs and services.

Howe is virtually the only man of talent among
the parliamentary left, and his new role gives its concerns
some clout. The left also has an eye on the implications
of microeconomic reform in the power and transport
utilities, both of which have considerable capacity to
upset its industrial power base. And Howe is under
pressure to shovel millions of dollars into Victoria, to
help the beleaguered Socialist Left premier of that state,
Joan Kirner. (Apart from the left, the rest of the federal
ALP is united in wanting the Kirner Government to be
defeated as quickly as possible, in the hope that the rage
of Victorians might have faded by the time federal Labor
has to face the people.)

Of course, what Kimer wants is untied money, not
the sort of funding contemplated under the new feder-
alism negotiations that have been under way since No-
vember last year. About 30 Commonwealth and state
ministers are involved in these negotiations, not to
mention hundreds of bureaucrats. There has been little
public consultation, even with affected groups. But they
have generated some heat, and Howe’s response to it
prompts the question of where he stands on the issue.

CaritaL LETTER

In April, the Minister for Social Security, Graham
Richardson, wrote a letter to the Prime Minister ex-
pressing concern about the negotiations. The new fed-
eralism had generally been seen as a Hawke idea, and as
involving the risk that Hawke would hand over welfare
to the states, almost without conditions, in return for
the states’ economic and industrial powers. Parts of Ri-
chardson’s letter were leaked to The Canberra Times. He
reiterated most of the arguments I raised in an earlier
column (Eureka Street, March 1991} about the incom-
petence of the states as welfare providers. He also pointed
out that state welfare services tended to come from large
institutions that were often heavily unionised and re-
sistant to change. This, he said, was in sharp contrast to
the Commonwealth’s focus on funding smaller, more
accountable and client-oriented groups. Richardson
commented bitterly that at the same time as the states
were demanding more money with fewer strings, they
were cutting social services at all levels and had opted
out of responsibility for homeless youth. He warned that
the voters regarded most of the responsibilities in
question as national ones, and that if the states

failed to deliver the Commonwealth would

get the blame.
RICHARDSQN'S INTERVENTION had the effect of getting

Hawke to put the issue on the cabinet agenda—though
deft footwork prevented it from being discussed—and
of signalling to backbenchers that there was potential
trouble ahead. Hawke calmed the caucus by promising
that the Commonwealth would not let a single person
be disadvantaged by any changes, and by reiterating that
the negotiations were still at an early stage.

Howe, who had previously allowed himself to be
described as worried by some of the implications of the
new federalism, remained conspicuously silent. So did
his junior minister and fellow member of the left, Peter
Staples, who had privately been squealing his concern
to all and sundry. Staples has day-to-day responsibility
for the $500 million-a-year Home and Community Care
Program and the $131 million Supported Accommoda-
tion Assistance Program, which are earmarked for
handover to the states.

Why were Howe and Staples so silent? There was a
suspicion  at Richardson was trying to raise the issue
as part of a Keating leadership plot, and the left did not
want to play his game. As it turned out, they might well
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Charting the course

Many Liberals believe they will be Australia’s party of
government in the '90s. A former press secretary to the
Victorian opposition leader discusses the party’s prospects.

e BERAL HOPLS OF REGAINING GOVERNMENT i1 Aust-
ralia have been frustrated because policies aimed at
increasing productivity are electorally unappealing.
Simply, the numbers are on the side of eternal prevari-
cation. The unexpected swing against Nick Greiner’s
mildly reformist government in NSW contradicted
widespread Liberal hopes that the Australian electorate
would happily embrace less as more, or that it would
understand the virtues of self-reliance and reward their
proponents. After the NSW clection, the party will be
torn more than cver between a productivity-oriented
program and one that amounts to paternalism. Should
the Liberals rencge on reform, it won’t just be bad luck—
it will be a national tragedy.

So what arc the chances? Do the Liberals have the
talent and the ideas? Can they produce and sustain
alternative governments, let alone the fearless reforming
administrations that will be required? Except in NSW,
the Liberals have now been in opposition for almost a
decade, and they suffer from the relative anonymity that
prolonged opposition brings. Oppositions are restricted
to talking about things, whercas governments do
things—and what they do gets reported. When key
opposition figures are mentioned, people tend either to
register blanks or to respond negatively.

Oppositions have even greater trouble trying to get
voters to imagine them as alternative governments.
Partics in prolonged opposition do not register in voters’
minds as dircctly interchangeable with parties in gov-
ernment, even though that is what they are. For instance,
the federal ALP has made much of the allegedly superior
calibre both of its front bench and of those in the queue
to join it. Until recently its favourites in the press gal-
lery wrote lovingly of Paul Keating’s grasp of econom-
ics, of John Buttons’ quick wit, of Gerry Hand's ethical
dilemmas, and of John Dawkins’ well-directed aggres-

sion. There was even serious talk that the Hawke cabi-
net might be the sharpest in Australian history.

This was a very smart operation. In the context of
such an audacious claim the opposition looked ordinary.
Andrew Peacock suddenly began to fail intelligence
tests, John Howard failed personality tests and Neil
Brown looked pompous. The rest of the coalition front
benceh became a formless group of talentless, grey men
and women. It helped the government when people for-
got that in 1983 Paul Keating was thought of chiefly as
a dangerous caucus snake, Button and Dawkins were
unknown outside caucus, and Gerry Hand was seen as
the Socialist Left ideologue from Victoria who had tried
and failed to stop Bob Hawke winning preselection.

It did not help the opposition when people forgot
that Peacock had been a successtul foreign minister, or
that John Howard had pulled the levers which allowed
Paul Keating to take the credit for financial deregula-
tion. The Victorian case is cven more instructive. It may
be unbelievable now, but for six years the Cain govern-
ment was seen as the very embodiment of economic
competence. Local reporters were convinced that the
Victorian opposition had no one to touch Rob Jolly, Steve
Crabb, David White or Evan Walker.

The result was that in 1985 and 1988 the Victorian
opposition was regarded as a lacklustre, talentless bunch.
Labor’s devastating weaknesses—its inability to scpa-
rate itself from the union movement and its miscon-
ception of the wellsprings of cconomic growth—were
potentially the Liberals’ greatest source of strength. But

they did not surface before the electorate as

bases from which to compare the partics.
IH

ERE WAS NO CONSPIRACY INVOLVED. Rather, the sort of
comparison that most favours an opposition incvitably
requires putting a government’s historical record beside
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an opposition’s hypothetical performance. The variable
is the government’s rccord. What the opposition would
have done is significantly unknowable, so its unique
strengths are discounted accordingly. As a result, Labor
won the 1985 and 1988 clections on its record and if it
loses the next election this will most likely be caused
by the deterioration of its record. Whether in front or
behind, an opposition will find it difficult to be accept-
ed for its real strengths.

Let’s try the question again. Have the Liberals got
sufficient talent and ideas to produce alternative gov-
ernments? We cannot be sure, but we know that some
of them did form parts of governments once, and that
the Liberal Party historically has been able to come up
with reasonably competent governments. There have
been no real Liberal shambles in the postwar cra. The
real question is whether the Liberals can come up with

the fearless, reforming administrations that Australia
will require in the 1990s. And at state level it seems
obvious that the answer to this question is yes.

The key states where Liberals have been out of
power for a substantial period are Victoria, Western
Australia and South Australia. These states sharc the
heritage of Labor’s failed and discredited state entrepre-
neurialism. Their debt levels are extremely high, and at
present unsustainable. In cach state, Labor’s special re-
lationship with the union movement has underwritten
significant growth in public-sector cmployment, and an
over-generous provision of unionised services. Each state
has bankrupted its main government-owned financial
institutions, leaving statce budgets heavily burdened in
the absence of revenues previously generated by these
institutions. Finally, each state is unable to balance its
books easily, duc to the veto power of the union move-
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M WINTON PUTS A LOT OF FAITH 1N
kids. In one of his stories, ‘A Blow, a
Kiss’, aboyisridingalonginatruck on
the way home from fishing with his
father. They have seen a young man
come off a motorbike, taken him into
town and stood by mute while the
rider’s father attacks his injured son.
Now the boy and his dad are lost in
thought on their own sides of the
truck cabin.

Eventually, the dad reaches across
and touches the boy’s cheek with his
knuckles and the boy knows ‘full to
bursting that that was how God would
touch someone.’ It’s as simple as that.
Neither of them speaks and the truck
keeps trundling on. Except for the kid,
you'd be stranded between the
brooding of one loving father and the
violence of another. Neither of them
finds words. The boy does.

The extent to which teenagers
respond to this story in the classroom
hardly surprises me. Nor does it sur-
prise me that Tim Winton has tried
his hand at stories for young readers.
The hero of Lockie Leonard, Human
Torpedo has just turned 13. The book
has a wonderful eye for the smells and
drama and breakfast chaos of a house-
hold in which that makes him the
eldest kid. Nothing is ever good or
bad—it is ‘awesome’ or ‘mega-foul’.
But Lockie Leonard stands his ground
on surfing and friendships and his
belief in God. The book moves a

huge vote of confidence in

I his simple integrity.

THINK THERE's a clue here for getting
under the skin of a book as sophisti-
cated as Winton's new novel, Cloud-
street. The title comes from the ad-
dress of a rambling and ramshackle
house at No.1 Cloud Street in which
two families, the Lambs and the Pick-
leses, rattle around for twenty years
and four hundred pages. But the title
alsoindicates the boardingup together
of water and bitumen, heaven and
earth, the sublimc and the ridiculous.

On the one hand, Cloudstreet is
cluttered with cars, boats, watermel-
ons, Avery scales, tubas, motorbikes,
and all kinds of other stuff besides. If
ever they film this novel they will
need a long, long list of props; such is
the imagination that furnishes every
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detail of the house. But there’s more to
this than variety and colour. There are
nine children living in the house and
cach of them navigates a tricky course
around life’s accidents. They are cast
into the deep end and, by and large,
bring back a depth of understanding.
Akid’sjourney of discovery isnothing
if not scenic. In that respect Cloud-
street stands apart from David Ireland’s
Bloodfather. Ireland takes young
David Blood on a journey of discovery
like a monk in a bare cell where he
unearths his creativity in going an
endless, unbroken round of the bush,
the family woodpile and his stack of
drawing paper.

There is much more give and take
between heaven and earth in Cloud-
street. The house imposes its person-
ality on the people living there and
vice versa. When the Lambs get going
on setting up a shop in the front room
of their half, and Sam Pickles, having
lost the fingers off his working hand,
looksonhelplessly, thenit’s n
the place was an old stroke victim

becomes synonymous with the life
within it.

Cloudstreet is a book about fami-
lies and extended families, relation-
ships under pressure, relationships that
you can’t slip out of without sliding
further in. In this case pressure comes
not from a father and son being held
between two sides of a truck, as in ‘A
Blow, a Kiss’ until something, almost
imperceptibly, starts to give. The
pressure in Cloudstreet comes from
nine kids and their wayward parents

living between the walls of
a talking house.

A HOUSE WITH MANY ROOMS 1S Nnot

an uncommon vessel for holding an
unlikely team of characters together
under pressure. You can think of Peter
Carey filing his cast away at the end of
Illywhacker into cages in a Pitt Street
arcade-turned-cathedral-turned-
meagerie. Or perhaps of the mazc of
sV
(seorge rerec’s Lije: A user s vanual.



Elizabeth Jolley tells the story the
other way round in her novel, Cabin
Fever, in which a single mother is
isolated with her memories in a room
on the 24th floor of a New York hotel.
The heat of the room and the anony-
mous noises on every side build up a
discomforting pressure on the wom-
an; the only release valve is the un-
fussed voice of the front desk on ¢
otherendof the phone. But Cloudstreet
is a more purposeful book than any of
these because the pressure on the
characters is neither a way of squeez-
ing the plot intomore and more strange
turns and contortions nor a way of
toying with the human mind until it
can take no more. I suspect, on the

contrary, that it is a way of

L imagining God.
ET ME EXPLAIN. Two of Winton’s

images of God come to mind. The first
isofanoldmanin In The Winter Dark.
This man haskilled his wife andsworm
a neighbour to secrecy. He calls him-
self Legion and sits on his verandah at
night when ‘the dark begins to open
up like the car of God and I babble it all
out’. The darkness does not respond;
it is a wall through which he can’t
escape.

That Eye the Sky offers the con-
verse image. A kid is growing up in a
family that, in the face of sickness, is
strugg gtokeep goingonthe dole. A
stranger turns up, a messiah of sorts,
who, ‘having just dumped God all
over us’, finally walks out of the novel
as nonchalantly as he walks in. But in
the meantime he has taught the boy to
find his place under the broad canvas
of the sky rather than within the
claustrophobic family. The kid picks
up a new way of looking at things:
‘Everything stinks of God, reeks of
him’. Even if the boy never goes any-
where, it is still an escape story.

Cloudstreet is balanced between
these two images. In due season the
house offers unimaginably broad ho-
rizons as well as the problem of living
always with your family and your
past. It’s a little different from David
Malouf’s latest novel in which the
question is how much experience
enduredout there in The Great World,
experience such as imprisonment in
Changi, can come home comfortably
to roost in a shop by a river. No.l
Cloudstreet is itself a shop by ariver.
It is also the great world.

People do try to get ot of the
house in Cloud street. Ori  Lamb for
one. She is the mother of six, runs the
shop downstairs and has a passion for
orderand control. On New Year’s Day
1949 she moves out of the chaos and
pitchesatentasakindof:  nmand
post on the back lawn. The real reason
for this move is a mystery to her but
Oriel thinks the house is saying ‘wait,
wait’. Eventually she comes to accept
the house, her family and her disabled
son on their own impossibly open-
ended terms. But to say more is to give
the story away.

Quick Lamb, her son, also moves
away. He has grown under a burden of
guilt for the fact that a brother, Fish
Lamb, once came to grief and has had

a ‘strange brain’ ever since. Quick
finds his way onto the West Austral-
ian wheat fields which, in Winton’s
evocation, are as much a place of fea-
tureless violence as they are in Tom
Flood’s haunted novel, Oceana Fine.
Three times an Aboriginal figure
appears to him. Aboriginal messiahs
are a commonplace in Australian
writing, but this one has a pin-striped
suit. Each time the figure sends him
home, back to the Lambs, and in case
you miss the allusion, one such ap-
pearance is accompanied by a mirac-
ulous draught of fish.

Malouf’s The Great World creates
inJenny Keen, ‘simple’ sister of an ¢x-
PoW, a closedness to the friends and
experience that her brother brings
back. She is, in the eyes of strangers,
‘like a big fish that had just been
hauled out of the river and stranded’.
Her one area of competence is making
scones. Fish Lamb, the silent hero of
Cloudstreet, is, as his name suggests,
also stranded. He actually drowned as
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a child but was brought back to life by
the determination of his mother, Ori-
el. He spends the rest of the novel
‘stuck somewhere ... in another
stuckness altogether. Like
he’s half in and half out’.
-» ~ INTON RESTS ALL HIS FAITHON the
likes of Fish Lamb. In the death of a
friend, Fish helps his brother, Quick
Lamb, ‘discover how quiet he was
inside’. In some mysterious way, Fish
isresponsible for the end of World War
1. Furthermore, Fish becomes associ-
ated witha particularroom at the dead
centre of the house, in ‘no man’s land’
between the two families. The room
has no windows, a piano and eyes in
the walls where shelves used to hang.
It was once a library but stays empty
because it gives people the creeps.
Fish Lamb goes off to this room when
distressed and plays the piano. The
place and the person together lament
the changes that have taken place at
No.1 Cloudstreet.

Winton puts his faith in the birth
of achild toredeem the darkest corner
of the house. Winton’s writing often
stands still for the birth of a child. In
one story, ‘Neighbours’, a wary aca-
demic finds in the birth of his child
that ‘the 20th century novel had not
preparcd him for this’. Elsewhere, the
two political activists who are driven
out of town in the novel Shallows
returnin a later story with their child,
Dot, whose life, we discover, has been
the occasion of profound healing.

The demons of Cloudstreet are
also overpowered by the birth of a
child. When Quick Lamb finally re-
turns from his travels, his wife, Rose
Pickles from next door, has a baby in
Fish’s library. The birth exorcises the
spirits from the walls of that rocm and
opens up the next stage of Fish’s
journey: ‘Lifc was something you
didn’t argue with because if you bar-
racked for God or nothing at all, life
was all there was. And death.’

This is typical of the cycle of old
and new, freedom and guilt, pain and
joy that is kept in motion between the
walls of a house which is big enough
for ‘the shifty shadow of God’ and
‘Lady Luck’ to happily share. There
are not rooms in this house but man-
sions.

Michael McGirrsjisastudentatJesuit
Theological College, Parkv  :, Vic.
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Women, sex and sin

Peter Brown, biographer of Augustine and historian of the early church,
visited Australia in April. K.E. Power examines Brown’s work on the
origin of Christian attitudes to asceticism and sexuality.

T WOULD TAKE A PLODDING AUTHOR
indeed to render a study of sexual
symbolism, sexual renunciation and
the body dreary reading. And Peter
Brown is anything but dreary. He is a
lucid and elegant scholar, whose
metaphorical prose conveys the pas-
sionate concerns of men in antiquity.
Isay‘men’ advisedly, because although
Brown has subtitled his book ‘Men,
women and sexual renunciation’, we
are, as he himself points out, dealing
with evidence ‘written exclusively by
male authors ... itisacomfortable and
dangerous illusion to assume that, in
much of the evidence, the presence of
women is even sensed by its male
authors’.

Although, by virtue of the concern
with sexual behaviour, it was hard for
early Christian men to avoid the topic
of women, we have very few sources
that give a woman'’s perspective on
this topic and some we do have, such
as The Life of St. Cyprian of Antioch
by Eudokia, are, regrettably, not
mentioned by Brown at all, although
he does touch briefly on the Acts of
Perpetua and Felicitas. Therefore, it
should not be assumed that the con-
cerns and experiences related in the
sources would stand unchallenged or
unaltered by women’s experience.
Sometimes in Brown’s writing he ap-
pears to lose sight of this and writes of
women’s experience as if we had it
first hand (pp. 272-273).

Brown'’s principle concern in The
Body and Society ‘has becn to make
clear the notions of the human person
and of society implied in such renun-
ciations, and to follow in detail the
reflectionand controversy which these
notions generated, among Christian
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The Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early
Christianity. Peter Brown, Faber and Faber, London and Boston, 1990.

writers, on such topics as the nature of
sexuality, the relation of men and
women, and the structure and mean-
ing of society’. Brown clearly defines
sexual renunciation as ‘continence,
celibacy, lifelong virginity as opposed
to observance of temporary periods of
sexual abstinence’, but he uses ‘sexu-
ality’ more loosely to include ‘human
sexual feelings’ (p. 352); ‘sexual differ-
ences and the behaviour appropriate

to them’ {p. 383); and ‘a

facet of social relations’ (p.

388).
I His REELECTs one of the difficulties

in studying such a topic today. The
term ‘sexuality’” has become so broad-
ly used, it tends to be assumed that all
usage is synonymous. This is a dan-
gerous assumption. For some, sexual-
ity simply indicates sex differentia-
tion and the behaviour consequent
upon this biological given. For others
in the social sciences, it is a social
construct as much as a biological giv-
en; it connotes the individual’s expe-
rience and interpretation of being a
sexed human being, within social
structures which attach symbolic
meaning to maleness and femaleness.
Social scientists will use ‘gender’ and
‘masculine and feminine’ to speak of
sexual differentiation, and stereotyp-
ical views of male and female behav-
iours, while some linvuists and his-
torians {inclk. ~ _ B Wi

serve such terms for linguistic gender

alone.

While Brown never explicitly sets
his study within cultural anthropo-
logical models such as that developed
by Mary Douglas in Natural Symbols,
his research clearly reveals the way in
which cultural and religious systems
attach profoundly symbolic meaning
tothebody, and use the body to express
important concerns about marriage,
procreation, friendship, especially
friendshipsbetweenmenand women,
andsocial boundaries. Forexample, in
the early church of Hermas, Christian
men and women would think nothing
of bathing nude before slaves of either
sex, because the social distance be-
tween them rendered the slave virtu-
ally a non-person.

Any response would have been
totally inappropriate, although not
unthinkable, as Hermasrelatesin The
Shepherd. The rise of asceticism, and
the emphasis on the commonality of
sexual shame propounded by the Latin
Fathers in late antiquity, would
eventually bringabouta consciousness
of the nude body similar to that attrib-
uted to Adam and Eve after the fall.
Recognising theirnakedness, and self-
conscious before their slaves, they
would end mixed bathing and public
nudity. By the early medieval period,
the church, and not the ancient city,
was the arbiter of the body (p. 437).

However. to think of attitudes to

a simple continuum would be mis-
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Madness, asceticism and martyrdom

Paul Collins: The historian E.R. Dodd
says, ‘Where did all this madness
come from?’ I suppose the first ques-
tion that occurs: Is it madness? And
then the second question is: Where
did it all come from!? But let’s tackle
that one. Where does the Christian
notion of asceticism come from!
Peter Brown: As an historian, one’s
much less interested in where things
come from than what they mean once
they are there. If you ask where does
asceticism come from you are implic-
itly saying it doesn’t belong here, it
comes from somewhere else. It’s like
asking where do the weeds in your
garden come from. My feeling is that
in fact what a historian can say isn’t
where asceticism comes from but what
it actually means.

Certainly by the time you reach St
Paul’s|first} Letter to the Corinthians,
it seems to me that to give up marital
relations is obviously to give up a
notion of a physical future for the
religious group. It’s a way therefore of
making time stand still. A religious
group whose members or leaders do
not marry—do not therefore have
physical children—is obviously very
different from a religious group whose
members and leaders marry and have
physical children.

Therefore the issue is not how
much sex do you have. That is Jewish
society—very insistent on marriage,
very insistent on begetting of children,
equally insistent on long periods of
sexual abstinence. Much more, it is
how do you look at time? How do you
estimate the way in which society
continues itself? Ultimately, are you
so convinced,as in the case perhaps of
Paul, of the coming of the Lord, that
even to set about physical continui-
ty—it’s not simply that it is not
worthwhile doing it, but that not do-
ing it is a symbolic way, one might
almost say a magical way, of bringing
the end of time into your own time.

This is a society we must remem-
ber which has no banking system like
our own, which has very few ways of

.about continuingsociety other

than through the physical reproduc-
tion through the family. So to ask an
inhabitant of 1st century Palestine to
forego sexual relations that would lead
to children, is very like us asking
people to forego interest-bearing sav-
ings accounts, It’s a statement about
what the future is like.

Does that indicate that Christianity
was an extremely radical religion by
ancient standards?
I think that by ancient standards cer-
tain areas of Christianity were much
more radical than we sometimes like
to think. There is always a tendency
in invoking the early church, to read
back our own, highly socialised
notions of Christianity. With some-
body like Paul for instance, if one
reads the letter to the Corinthians
carefully, we must realise that we
only have half the correspondence.
Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians is
an answer to a letter from the Corin-
thians. Paul in some ways, particular-
ly in 1 Corinthians 7 is answering a
group that wishes to be more radical
than he is. He is saying, in principle it
might be a good idea to have no mar-
riage, but on the other hand there are
certain conditions in which you can
have marriage. That is, we’re dealing
with twowingsof a very radical move-
ment arguing with each other.

One of the things that is characteris-
tic of the early church is the whole
business of martyrdom. Given that
for the first two and a half centuries
the Church was a persecuted minori-
ty, at least on and off, and then when
the whole business of martyrdom
ceases with Constantine, does 4th
century asceticism become a replace-
ment for that cult of martyrdom!

Well, we first of all have to define very
carefully what martyrdom is. Mar-
tyrdom is above all, and this is very
important, a public act. Seeing that
the Romans had a particular zest for
fully public executions, martyrdom
was inevitably something somebody
saw and was amazed by. That’s impor-
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tant. The element of pain in martyr-
dom is not nearly as important as the
fact that it is a public act. As the
persecutions were themselves very
random andarbitrary, thisin fact made
the courage required for a person to
endure martyrdom even more rare,
thatis, it required courage, or pighead-
edness and very often ascetic commit-
ment to even be in the firing line for
martyrdom.

Therefore the shift from what in
later Celtic terminology you call the
red martyrdom of blood, to white
martyrdom of sexual abstinence is
perhaps rather more subtle than one
thinks. Certainly by the middle of the
4th century, you would view the great
ascetics of the desert like St Antony,
later St Symeon Stylites in Syria, as
heirs of the martyrs, not because they
were suffering, (thisis very important),
not because they were on some mas-
ochistic trip but because they were
alsopublicsigns of Christian heroism.

Death wasn’t soimportant to mar-
tyrdom as conflict, and this conflict
was very much seen to be with the
invisible demonic power behind the
persecution. Therefore amartyrfacing
death for the faithunderademonically
inspirec  rsecution is not seen as so
very difterent from the living martyr-
dom of a hermit suffering from both
the hostility of the desert and the
imagined assaults of Satan.

And that's obviously why Satan ap-
pears so often in the life of St Antony
and in the Desert Fathers.

Oh yes. Without any doubt. What 1
think we have to always remember is
the extremely agonistic element of
Christianity at this time. It is a reli-
gion pitched against invisible enemies.
And in some ways you render the
invisible enemy present and con-
querable precisely by braving it. B

Paul Collinsis presenter of ABC Radio
National’s Insights program. This
material is taken from interviews
broadcast on Insights, and on Books
and Writing with Robert Dessaix.
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members of astorm-tossed urbancler-
gy’ as a symbol of continuity in its
most pure state, ‘a wellshaft of deep
certainty for which they themselves
thirsted’ (p. 271), and he acknowledg-
es that the ‘studied misogyny of much
ascetic literature ... was mobilised as
part of a wider strategy’ to keep the
‘world’ and the ‘desert’ apart (p. 243).

The Body and Society is an
important and timely study. Although
Brown specifically limits himself to
Christian traditions, his introductory
chapters provide an excellent presen-
tation of the Graco-Roman context of
the early church, and illustrate well
the elite attitudes to sexual behaviour
created by philosophy, which provid-

ed fertile soil for the ascetic move-
ment.

Scholars may well want to evalu-
atecritically the more complex aspects
of Brown’s thought. Those interested
in women’s history may be rather
disappointed that Brownusually takes
for granted the ‘soiled coin’ of antique
misogyny, without even mentioning
the fourth century debate as to wheth-
er women were made in the image of
God, a topic centrally connected to
bodiliness and sex; at the core, the
concerns about the body and sexual
behaviour are concerns about what it
means to be human, and how to live
fully that humanity in relation to God
and other people.

K.E. Power is a doctoral student in
religious studiesat La Trobe Universi-

ty.
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Windows
on
eternity

Windows on Eternity: Icons at

St Marys Cathedral Chapter Hall
Museum, Sydney.

Exhibition open until October 30

The title is promising but
the Chapter Hall exhibition
does not shed light, argues
Joanna Mendelssohn

ALWAYS FEEL A BIT UNCOMFORTABLE
about the notion of cathedrals as mu-
seums. The two institutions do, it's
true, have different functions. Or
maybenot. Afterall, hordes of pilgrims
religiously go to worship the relics of
past civilisations in museums around
the world, and many of the great
churches of Europe are now common
stopovers for camera-snapping tour-
ists. In 1981, during a visit to the
magnificent Gothic cathedral of Siena
I stopped, of necessity, to breast-feed
my baby, only to be besieged by a
horde of Leica-toting German tourists
who were beaten off only by the best
protective efforts of my husband.
These are multi-functional times it
seems, so perhaps it is reasonable for
St Marys to rename the old chapter
house and start showing art exhibi-
tions.

The last one was of recent paint-
ings by Joe Felber, ayoungergeneration
artist recently returned from extensive
European travel. Quality art with a
vaguely religious subject matter. But
now the subject is icons, and all my
misgivings about the involvement of
the church in museumsreturns. There
are B /

Any visitor to Russia should spend
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