

















HE ACT GOVERNMENT is to put its
electricity and water authority on the mar-
ket. The deal is necessary, they say, because
such infrastructure, as run by government

Jack Waterford

in a new competitive market, will actually
decline in value. As importantly, however, the sale and lease
arrangements will allow the government to retire debt. In particular,
it will enable it to put money aside to pay for the massive unfunded
superannuation liability the government faces as baby boomers
reachretirement age. The need to make a deal is, of course, also said
to be urgent because the public utility is losing value as we speak.

It’s the same the whole world over. The debate, too, is much the
same as anywhere. But the open linkage of the sale with super-
annuation has had me musing on a particular part of the way my
generation is swindling the generation below.

Forget electricity for a moment. The ACT no longer has any
generating capacity. The Commonwealth appropriated Canberra’s
Snowy Mountains rights to itself and then effectively waived them
(at great benefit to NSW and Victoria and to the detriment of
citizens of all the other states). An ACT-based electricity utility is
probably inevitably in a difficult position as a small retailer in a
very competitive market which will see most players go to the wall.
But Canberra has a world-class water and sewerage system—
perhaps the only one in Australia where water leaves a city more
drinkable than it entered it—and its fate ought to be one in which
all younger Australians have an interest.

The quality of that system is not only a reflection of the
attention lavished on the bush capital by federal taxpayers. Like
water infrastructure elsewhere in Australia, it also owes a lot to
generations of farsighted planners who used low-interest regimes
and built for the future.

When my generation was buying houses, we made almost no
capital contribution to this infrastructure. At most the rates we
paid embraced a proportion for the repayment of interest and
principal. Nor did we ever pay anything like the real cost of the
water or services: the pricing regimes of the authorities were cost-plus
ones based on interest payments and the annual cost of delivering
the services. And, as we have got older, we have made no substantial
contribution to the cost of renewing the ageing infrastructure.

By contrast, the generation behind, buying houses in the newer
suburbs, has had to make capital contributions to the cost of the
infrastructure they enjoy. And they pay, in their annual rates, for a
substantial proportion of ours as well.

My generation went into the public service in large numbers.
They did so on terms and conditions which included generous
superannuation rights. Governments did not set money aside to
fund these liabilities as they emerged. Now there is a fear (an
unfounded one in my view) that by the year 2010 or so, we will have
a society in which a higher proportion of the population is at
retiring age and a much smaller workforce is paying taxes to meet
retirees’ pensions, and that will produce a significant gap between
what government has contracted to pay, and what it can afford.

The remedy, if one is ruling in the interests of the baby boomer
generation, is obvious: sell off the community capital this generation
scarcely paid for now, so that the nest egg is there, come what may.

Of course, generation X will not benefit greatly from the
appropriation of money for superannuation, except to the extent
that they may think they are being relieved of paying for the

Down the drain

superannuation of their seniors. The public service is contracting
and not hiring young people. The remaining jobs are continually
reclassified upwards, with the rewards still safely in our hands.

The more cynical among us might then wonder how the general
public interest in an ongoing water infrastructure will then be
maintained. Will a private contractor have any interest in main-
taining and developing the system, or will it be allowed to run down?

There is a way of giving the public a clear interest in doing so—
one which serves other socially useful purposes as well: change the
pricing regime so that the punters have to pay something like the
real cost of getting water through their taps and sewage through
their drains.

The disparity between the current price and the real price is
obvious when one tries to calculate a value for such a privatised
operation. On the one hand there is an extensive infrastructure
with a capital cost in the billions. If one worked out a fair annual
rate of return on that capital, the price we would be paying for our
water and sewerage would be at least three or four times what it is
now. On the other hand, one can work out what the current rate of
return is, then deduce a value for the infrastructure which is many
times lower than its replacement value.

Unless one shifts to a regime based on real cost of replacement,
there is no incentive for an operator to maintain and develop the
system—a fact which can be disguised for a while by allowing
things to deteriorate—but which cannot be hidden forever.

Of course, the price shock of bumping up the water rates to
anything like real cost would be enormous. And it would be particu-
larly unfair to insist that the baby boomers pay for it. Promises are
made, accordingly, that prices will be strictly regulated, with the
consumer price index used as the model. Operators are allowed to
buy at a diminished value reflecting the rate of return, but on a
regime which allows them to demand full returns on fresh invest-
ments made. This means that the cost of renewing infrastructure

is socialised for the older generation, while, down the line,
the next generation will be paying full value. Neat, isn’t it?

IHERE’S NOTHING SPECIAL about what the ACT Government is
doing: it has merely joined other governments everywhere. The
debate, however, is usually about issues of public versus private
monopolies, which tends to get ideological, or about questions of
what Lord Avon (Anthony Eden)complained of in Margaret Thatcher—
that she was selling the household silver to pay the household bills.
The intergenerational transfer aspects are too little noted.

One other aspect of such processes is, however, now getting a
run. The gas explosion in Victoria and the cryptosporidium fiascos
in Sydney have underlined a further change. Relations betwcen
providers and the public are shifting: citizens are now customers.
Customers, of course, operate by legal rather than social contract,
and can sue if contracts aren’t met. And, now that class actions
have arrived, ambulance-chasing lawyers find that there is ample
rent to be extracted from articulating our outrage. At the same
time, however, public expectations of government do not change.
The public might or might not care how services they expect from
government are delivered to us. But if they are not delivered, it is
government they blame, not the entity that government has
subcontracted to perform the function. [ |

Jack Waterford is editor of the Canberra Times.
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Inventing
Christianity

From the Hon. Michael Weldon
Daniel Madigan (Eureka Street, October
1998} reveals a very interesting facet
of Catholicism, indeed the whole of
Christendom, with his statement
concerning Jesus and St Paul, in his
article on the Doctrine of the Faith:

But Christianity has never claimed
that it isJesus’ teaching which makes
him uniquely significant—St Paul
scems to have known little ornothing
of what Jesus taught. For Christians,
Jesus' significance lies in who he is
and thercfore what he is believed to
have accomplished by his dying and
rising.

It is clear to me that the Church is
at last beginning to realise that the
work of scholars like Ray Brown and
Barbara Thicring and Anthony de
Mcllo has relevance and authority
which can no longer be put aside.

Jesus was a Jew who belonged to a
strict scct of Judaism, the Essenes,
which was similar to the Nazarencs
{hence Jesus of Nazareth—the town of
Nazarcth did not exist at the time of
Jesus). His mother, Mary, was consid-
ered a virgin, under Essenc rights, until
the time of her second formal marriage
some years after the first marriage in
order that the purity of the husbar
was maintained within the celibacy
dictates of the sect.

Jesus transformed the scct by
making it open to gentiles and women
and less ‘purc’ Jews. He was able to
achieve the enlightenment of the sect
by this method of recruitment because
the added numbers of people provided
the political power he needed for his
reforms.

Thercfore the Church of Jesus was
one of teaching the new way of inclu-
sion rather than exclusion. Of love and
care for all people rather than only the
select and making the sccrets of prayer
and tradition available to all those who
wanted to approach their God. He
taught the theology of a loving dcity.

That Church (still a Jewish faith
because Jesus lived and died as a devout
Jew) was persccuted and largely erased
by the time Paul, a Roman citizen, saw
it as a mechanism for him to raise
political pressure on both the Jewish
community and upon Rome and thus
to advance his own power agenda.

Paul invented a religion. It was
called Christianity and it had only
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partial refcrence to the person of its
namesake. [t was really Pauline
Christianity and Paul introduced the
theology which came to be regarded
by Christians as the word of God.

When the Emperor Constantine
called together the bishops of the
Church which Paul had founded, he
did so for quite clear political reasons.
He wanted to harness the idea of a
single God, a State religion and a
universal Church with which he conld
manage the religious activity of the
Empirc.

Some of the Eastern bishops
refused to attend and separated them-
selves from the renewed Pauline
Christianity. They held more to the
older Pauline tcaching and they
retained some of the features of the
Church of Jesus.

COUNSELLING

If you or someone you
know could benefit from
professional counselling,

please phone

Martin Prescott
BSW, MSW, MAASW

Individuals, couples and
families catered for.
179 Centre Rd,
Bentleigh VIC 3204
ph (03) 9557 8525

It might even be that the Church
of Jesus survived best in Northern
Africa and Egypt where it is believed
that disciples managed to impart the
original Word and were not influenced
by the Pauline movement.

Constantine insisted upon a
common theology at Nicaa. He had
those books which supported his
agenda included in the Bible and those,
like the epistle of Thomas which dealt
with the teaching of a good man and
not a ‘risen God’, excluded.

And so we come to the Christian
Church of Rome, the Roman Catholic
Church. But where is the Church of
Jesus? It is not in the Protestant
tradition because that too relies on the
Constantinian Bibl¢ and the Roman
tradition.

Danicl Madigan has revealed that
he understands the fact that Christian-
ity is not based so much on the teaching
of Jesus but rather on the theology of
Paul, ‘who seems to have known little
or nothing of what Jesus taught'.

Michael Weldon
Nabageena, TAS

Dwelling on
words

From Beverley Kingston, School of
History, Universily of New South
Wales

T've just read and enjoyed John Sendy’s
charming account of some of Henry
Handel Richardson’s Victorian homes
(Eureka Street, September 1998)
though my hope for an up-to-date
account of the state of the housc at
Chiltern was unsatisfied.

A few ycars ago on a trip to
Melbourne we made an unscheduled
visit to Chiltern and were charmed by
the town and the surrounding country.
The HHR house there was maintained
as a muscum, on a casual, probably
volunteer basis, with limited hours of
opening. Needless to say, it wasn’t
open when we arrived, though we were
able to peer through the windows,
walk around the garden which was
memorable with carly-flowering
bulbs, and stroll along the banks of the
adjacent watcrhole. Even though we
missecd sceing the inside of the house
itsclf, it was still worth the detour off
the Hume Highway. If it is still there,
it would be a good thing if it were
better known and had a little more by
way of resources for upkeep and
maintenance.

Beverley Kingston
Sydncy, NSW


















the fears and projections of the observer,
and not the reality of the sufferer. We hope
that if we can identify the faults that lead to
others’ suffering, we may be able to escape
it ourselves. So, we project our fears by
attributing blame, and turn the passions
that energise us into claborate lists of vices
and virtues, to provide a map of dangerous
and sccure ways of living. She also
shows how women, in particular, have
suffered from thesc
mecechanisms. Their
suffering is blamed
on vices which are
named from the
strong movements of
the spirit: anger,
desire, independence
and ambition.
= The interest of
\ Williams’ book for
\\ ‘ discussion of the En-
: cyelical lies in her
| demonstration that
/ Christian attitudces
/ are shaped by uncon-
scious fears. There-
fore, to identify and
to criticise fraudulent
imitations of faith, we must recognisce the
non-intellectual, subjective influences on
argument. Furthermore, when we evaluate
claims to truth, we correctly take into
account the writer’s standing point. It is
ncither coincidental nor irrclevant that
Rosemary Williams lives in a community
of homeless women.

She, however, would be the first toargue
that, while it is necessary, attention to
subjectivity does not of itself guarantee
truth. The fact that she argues her casc
confirms the position adopted by the
Encyclical—that truth is at stake in
argument about reality. Her position invites
discussion: I would contend that her
argument would gain from attention to the
place which prudence has among the virtues
in Aristotelian philosophy.

But ultimately, not even a philosophy
that makes high claims to truth is sufficient.
Many of thosc who proclaim it often
demonstrate a passion for certainty and not
for truth. The theme of the Encyclical and
the challenge it lays upon us all, in Rome or
clsewhere, isbestsummedup by a comment
by Raimond Gaita in a recent Age review:
‘Philosophy is wonderfully exciting, but it
can give spiritual nourishment only when
it answers to our need of truth and when it
shows what a love of it can mean.’

—Andrew Hamilton s
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An inchoate

democracy

‘B

EWARE IMBROGLIOS  was allegedly
an ominous message sent by a literate
intelligence officer to some distant coast-
watchers during the war to warn them against
entanglements with villagers and their
customs. On rcading it, onc less-literate
recipient then admonished his cobbers:
‘Gawd, the bloody BROGS! They reckon
they're more trouble than the Kukukukus.’

The advice is still uscful. And our reac-
tions are still likely to be uncomprehending,.

Currently, however, the Brogs are well
roosted in Port Moresby. ‘We can think of
no parallel in any democratic country on
carth’, moancd the National daily—
probably without hyperbole.

Put baldly, a former commander of the
Defence Foree, Brigadier-General Jerry
Singirok (promoted by former Prime
Minister, Sir Julius Chan), with a charge
pending against him of sedition, and under
investigation for a breach of the Leadership
Code foraceepting a kickback trom a British
arms company, has been reappointed to the
supremo’s position by Chan’s successor,
Bill Skate. Singirok replacced an officer who
had been rccalled from the Bougainville
front after admitting atrocities. He, after
resigning his post, had still been
precipitately appointed commander (by
Chan, then on the verge of losing even his
parliamentary seat) without being officially
recommissioned. As Iwrite, the Acting Chief
of Police is compiling charges against
Singirok against the wishes of Bill Skate
who dismissed cven the kickbaclk as ‘a lousy
$70,000’. | The real Chief of Police is doing a
course in the USA and refuses to come homie. )
The Prime Minister is alleged to have tried
to influence the Acting Chief of Police to
drop the charges against Singirok but denics
it. Anyway, the Acting Chicf of Police says
he will do his duty and nothing less.

While what needs to be done scems
straightforward, a letter from a resident of
Buka Island in the north of Bougainville
(Post Courier, 5 November) reminded us of
anotheraspect of Singirok’s ‘sedition’. John
Lepus recounted the arrival of ‘the Com-
mander ... with his handsomec aide-de-camp’
at theairport and how he was congratulated
on his re-appointment by ‘many
Bougainvilleans from all walks of life’ and
cven ‘hugged’. The reason given was that
‘Had it not been for his actions, thosc
Sandline mercenaries would have murdered
us and truly there would not have been any
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peace which wenow enjov on Bougainville
In other words, Sandline at least woke some
rebel leaders to the devastating fire power
they could unieash on themselves.

As Chan’s actions in bringing Sandline
into Papua New Guinca breached its
constitution, and his method of payment
broke the laws regulating budgetary
disbursements, Singirok’s mutiny is scen
by many not only as cfficacious but
necessary. But Chan is not on trial and the
court will be obliged to sce the question
legalistically. And later revelations about
Singirok have diminished his standing,.

Of course, the issuc may not get that far.
Remember Commissioney of Police, Paul
Tohian, who arbitrarily withdrew his force
from Bougainville in March 1991 and then
after drinking heartily at a stcak-and-sausage
sizzle attempted to rouse his men tor the
BAR-B-COUP arrest of the government? His
case lapsed. He was elected to parliament
in 1992 and became Minister for Defence.
He is now Governor in New Ireland.

Clearly Singirok’s resignation the day
atter his refusal to obey orders should have
stuck. He has now kindled suspicions of
less altruistic motives than he appeared to
have last year. ‘It is difficult to believe?,
says the National, ‘tl
alternative to this controversial appoint-
ment could have been made’ when thereare
outstanding charges against him. Morcover,
outside Bougainville there has been ‘a
massive about-face in the public opinion of
the man’, and in the volatile Detence Force
there are many soldiers opposed to him.
Alrcady at Taurama Barracks, First
Battalion’s hcadquarters, buildings have
been destroyed and all rcecords burnt in
what looks suspiciously like arson by the
soldiers themselves.

Notsurprisingly, and particularly in view
of Skate’s crratic behaviour, incompetence
and loutish self-presentation, the Leader of
the Opposition, Bernard Narakobi, is won-
dering if Skate is sceking military support
for what looks like a tottering government.

Sometime before Julv next year there
will almost certainly ¢ a vote of no-
confidence in Skate, as is allowed under the
constitution. The most likely contender
for prime ministership will be Sir Mckere
Morauta, the respected and talented former
Secretary for Finance and Governor of the
Bank of PNG, who is currently Minister for
Fisheries [although in the fisheries business
himself). Probably only constraints of
timing in clecting a prime minister
prevented him from achieving that post
last year. In a system of fluid loyalties he

no possible



will probably be acceptable to the
Opposition, cspecially with Skate now
regarded not as the hero who saved PNG
from Sandline but as a buffoon. In a recent
speech on the 25th Anniversary of the Bank
of PNG, Morauta positioned himself as a
reformer who will free the all-but-destroyed
public service from political intimidation.
The Brogs are going to be around for a
long time in PNG politics but, just as they
cjected Sandline in a most baffling way,
they are unlikely to allow a Skate-Singirok
liaison to stay. Ultimately they are

inchoately democratic.
—James Griffin

Jubilee 2000—
Millennium dawn
or yawn!

GIVEN OUR FASCINATION with numbers,
the ycar 2000 will be ushered in with a
king-size New Year’s Eve party, apocalyptic

warnings and gaggles of Nostradamuses.

Curiously, many Christians have found
it difficult to get excited about the Jubilee,
though it marks roughly 2000 ycars since
the birth of Christ. (The modern Gregorian
Calendar, compiled only in 1582, made a
few errors: scholars tell us that Christ was
probably born about 4BCE.) Pcople of many
denominations have been slow to see more
in the Jubilee than an important milestone
in history. And some Protestants mistook
Pope John Paul II’s call to celebrate the
Jubilee as a traditionally Roman repetition
of earlier jubilee years—as times for
pilgrimage and spiritual renewal.

However, many soonrealised the biblical
significance of the Jubilee as a profound
theme underlying the most important
religious concepts of redemption, justice,
forgiveness and covenant.

Pope John Paul in his 1994 e¢ncyelical
letter, The Third Millennium, warned
Catholics against an artificial commemora-
tion. He called for a genuine renewal of
faith and witness. Indicating that this was
no excusc for triumphalism, he instigated
investigations to dctermine where the
Catholic church itself needs to ask forgive-
ness for past failures, especially in relation
to anti-semitism, the Inquisition and the
scandal of Christian disunity. He intends to
leada penitential service on Ash Wednesday
of the year 2000, asking forgiveness for the
mistakes and injustices committed by
Catholics in the past. He also urged the
European nations to ‘a serious examination
of conscience, and to acknowledge faults
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I | Weir(d) Cosmology

F You were Gop, what sort of world would you create? Film directors have the
opportunity toimagine their way into this question every time they set about transcribing
a screenplay to celluloid.

In his latest offering, The Truman Show, one of Peter Weir’s central characters,
Christof, exercises a similar ‘cosmic authority’ as director of America’s most popular TV
program. Christof quite literally constructs the world of Truman Burbank. It is safe, it is
comfortable; but it is contrived to the point of being manipulative. When challenged on
thisissue in an interview, Christof responds dispassionately: ‘we tend to accept the reality
of the world we're presented with’. Sad, but true. Perhaps that’s why those with whom
I watched the film weren’t sure whether to laugh at Jim Carrey’s portrayal of one person’s
predicament, or to cry over whole represented civilisations of passive world-consumers,
for whom contentment at the cost of delusion is a trade-off too easily justified.

Because The Truman Show begs such allegorical treatment, Juliette Hughes, in
reviewing the film for Eureka Street (“The power of one’, October 1998) was right to
describe it as ‘straight-out fable’. But her suggestion that its setting lies ‘sometime in a
future America’ obscures Evan Williams’ keen observation (The Weekend Australian,
26-27 September 1998) that the film explores ‘a contemporary modern nightmare: the
sensation that none of us is truly master of ourselves, that our lives are regulated by
endless pressures to conform, and to that extent, we are less than human’. And yet
Truman’s growing anguish towards the story’s end suggests a still greater anxiety is that
linked with the ancient fear of falling off (or, in this case, bumping into) the edge of the
earth. Which is worse: to live blissfully deceived in a false and meagre world, or to be
confronted with the awful truth (and therefore the lie) of that world’s limitations?

On this question, the jury scems to be well and truly in. The world created by Christof
is a world against which humanity has protested not only in recent ‘dystopian fables’
(a category into which Williams puts this film, along with Nineteen Eighty-Four, The
Manchurian Candidate, Groundhog Day, Logan’s Run and Capricorn One), butever since
Adam and Eve effectively chose life outside their ‘Seahaven’ of Eden in preference to being
denied the genuine freedom which comes from having one’s eyes fully opened.

Wittingly or otherwise, there does appcar to be some mythological reinterpretation at
work in Weir’s direction. In a Darwinian reversal of perspective, what classical theology
lamented as a disastrous fall from innocence for the archetypal ‘True Man’, Adam,
becomes for the ‘Everyman’ of Weir’s modern morality play an agonised but liberating rise
from naiveté. This culminates when Truman symbolically exits Seahaven via a carefully
camouflaged stairway (whether inspired by Jacob’s ladder or Led Zeppelin’s immortal
track is a moot point)—an action by which he serves to recapitulate and revise for popular
culture the tower of Babel story: climbing in order not to reach but to rival heaven, and
getting the final word!

Truman Burbank, after Camus’ diagnostic essay The Rebel and Dostoevsky’s character
Ivan Karamazov, demonstrates that for the ‘True Man’ come-of-age paradise is a place—
a life—outside the Garden, somewhere that does not bear the stamp of this particular
world’s creator. To be fully, authentically human one has to proclaim the death of such
a God. Heaven is thus recast in the more historical terms of an ideal State or a global
economic and technological golden age—utopian visions which, ironically, soon become
as totalitarian as the rejected deity was perceived to be.

But, as Weir’s exercise in cosmology reminds us, perception is everything! The
capricious cosmic orchestrator—Christof writ large—is an enduring if profoundly unhelpful
caricature of the God worshipped by the Judeo-Christian tradition: the great producer in
the sky who cues up the sun, or the bushfire, or the nuclear power disaster—each and every
event serving some greater but inscrutable purpose. Such a God must indeed be rejected,
and I have every sympathy with Truman’s vicarious act of defiance. I just want to know
what happens to him out in the ‘real’ world. Is he free there to invent his own story—to
make a name for himself? Or is a script which promises such autonomy the cruellest
delusion of all? I'd be interested to see a sequel. ]

Richard Treloar is associate chaplain at Trinity College, Parkville, Melbourne.
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Versions of the
Birth

DVENT 1s THE TIME when the kids take over,
dragging mangy strips of tinsel out of cardboard boxes,
draping them over lintels and fireplaces, obliging
unwilling parents to stuff huge branches dripping pinc
needles into small cars and drag them (still bleeding)
into empty corners of the lounge room.

For kids, Christmas seems to be a time of
unmitigated celebration, though what exactly is being
celebrated is another question. Is it secular consum-
erism or nuclear-family life? Or the biblical story of
Christimas and all that it conjures up tor children:
magical tableaux of shepherds and angels, wise men
and stars, innocent motherhood and a newborn baby?

For scholars of the Bible (if not for many parents),
the narrative of Christmas is much more ambiguous.
The biblical stories that tell of the birth of Jesus arc
crafted and complex, despite the seeming simplicity
of the traditional scene around the crib. There arc only
two narratives in the New Testament that tell of the
miraculous birth of Jesus and they arc found in the
Gospels of Matthew and Luke. Both evangelists have
added these birth stories to their major source, the
Gospel of Mark, which begins not with the birth of
Jesus but rather his baptism as an adult in the Jordan
river by John the Baptist.

Matthew and Luke’s birth narratives are generally
regarded by scholars as pious tales written decades
after the events. Like Hellenistic stories of the
remarkable birth and childhood of heroes, these stories
claim to detect signs of Jesus’ importance already in
the incidents surrounding his birth. In many respects,
these stories have the characteristics of genuine
myths. Most cultures possess a fund of sacred tales—
a mythology that articulates and embodies what
Manning Clark has called ‘the mystery at the heart of
things’. Describing Matthew and Luke’s tales of Jesus’
birth and infancy as ‘myths’, however, does not—
contrary to popular opinion in Western secularised
culture—dcbase them or confine them to the
marginalised world of children’s fairy tales. On the
contrary, the language of myth offers us a lens through
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which to view these sacred tales and discover their
meaning. The mythology of every culturc articulates
its values and symbolic universe. It is a way of viewing
this-worldly reality from the perspective of the other-
worldly: the cosmic divine in interaction, both playful
and threatening, with the world.

Nevertheless, we have a problem with che birth
narratives of the Gospels: we have taken two separate
narratives and artificially spliced them together into
one, long, continuous story, smoothing out differences
of detail, harmonising contradictions and losing the
specific focus of cach.

The quest for mythological meaning cannot
succced until the storics are given their own integrity
within their own narrative and theological framework.
They cannot be appreciated as myth as long as they
are unthinkingly harmonised by those who have little
appreciation or understanding of the integrity of
ancient myth.

Matthew tells a tale of struggle and misunder-
standing, danger and murder, the holy family forced
into exile as refugees. Luke’s story provides a doublet
in the birth of John the Baptist which parallels {though
in a lesser way) the birth of Jesus. For the most part,
Luke’s is a joyful and triumphant tale brimming with
the dynamic presence of the Holy Spirit who is
responsible for all that takes place: fecundity and faith,
inspired speech and song.

Each narrative, Luke’s and Matthew's, has its
own pattern and form, mood and atmosphere. Yet the
popular church crib, with its jostling shepherds {Luke)
and wise men (Matthew}, its confusion of joy {Luke)
and brutality (Matthew), cobbles together disparate
narratives and does violence to both. Passion Week
allows the Synoptic narratives of Jesus’ crucifixion to
be read in their entirety on a threc-year cycle
(Matthew, Mark and Luke)—with John's story read
every Good Friday—but no such attention is given to
the separate narrations of Matthew and Luke when it
cC to s’ This is not just pain~ =~
trained biblical ‘expert’. It also affccts those who



struggle to celebrate Christmas, banishing mythology
to the nursery and reducing it to something that comes
perilously close to kitsch—a sentimental retelling of
storics whose appeal is cxperienced vicariously by
adults through (what they imagine to be) the wide-
eyed, innocent gaze of small children.

Yet Luke’s story needs to be read in its wholeness
if we are to appreciate the joyful meaning of the Christ
event: not a shallow celebration of ‘Jesus’ birthday’,
but a deep and scrious joy that transforms the lives of
God’s poor, signalling the divine visitation which will
fulfil the deepest hopes and yearnings of Israel. Luke
also knows the other side of the coin too, for the sword
of suffering will one day pierce the joyful mother’s heart.

The same is true of Matthew when it is rcad as
an uninterrupted whole. The narrative of political
intrigue and paranoia reminds us that birth is not
always joyful. Mother and child arc frighteningly
vulnerable, caught up in events not of their making.
Like thousands of refugees pouring over the world’s
borders today, they are forced to flee, Joseph wrapping
the mantle of his protection around the nursing
mother and dependent child. In Matthew’s tale, Joseph
is worthy of the charge: a man of integrity and
dreaming who lives by his intuition, reading the signs
of the times from the heavens and acting quickly to
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protect the mother who is wife and not-wife, and the
child who is none of his. Yet, like Luke, Matthew
also knows the other side: the joy at the coming of
the Magi, astrologers from the East, who represent
the future influx of the Gentiles into Jewish faith.

ﬁ

IHE sTuDY OF THE CHRISTMAS narratives has been
greatly advanced in recent decades by the collapse of
denominational agendas in biblical scholarship. The
guild has become largely ecumenical, perhaps more
so than any other discipline in theology. Catholic
biblical scholar Raymond Brown {who died only in
August of this year) wrote a superb study of the birth
narratives of Matthew and Luke in 1977 {The Birth of
the Messiah) where he outlines painstakingly the
differences between the two birth stories and discusses
each narrative in turn. A weighty tome in more ways
than one, this study has become a classic, a sine qua
non for Protestants and Catholics alike. Another
important factor in biblical study of the birth
narratives is the much greater degree of sensitivity to

the Jewishness of Jesus and his environment, a
sensitivity encouraged by various church pronounce-
ments (including the Vatican's) condemning anti-
scmitic readings of the biblical story.

In more recent decades, however, a new voice has
been added to the growing medley clamouring for the
attention of the biblical reader. Women, effectively
cxcluded from biblical studies since its renaissance
in the Enlightenment across Protestant Europe, have,
for scveral decades, been edging into the ranks of
biblical scholarship.

Women studying Scripture and theology in
Australia and overseas are beginning to give their male
counterparts a run for their money. In some places
the gender balance is about cqual, in other places
women students alrcady form a majoricy.
Unsurprisingly, the same cannot be said for those on
the other side of the pedagogical lectern: women
lecturing and engaging in research in biblical studies
are still in a minority. Yet they are learning the craft
(often at great personal cost) and becoming members
of the guild. Their perspectives are at least as varied
as their male counterparts, and they have already
made a difference, reading the biblical text in new
ways and challenging interpretations that have long
been taken for granted.

S

Y

s
-

Women's reading of the birth narratives is a case
in point. Taking as their starting-point historical
reconstruction of the significant roles played by
women in the Jesus movement and the early Christian
communities, feminist biblical scholars ask two
fundamental questions of these myths.

First of all, they ask the literary question of how
female characters are portrayed in the stories: where
they are present and where absent, whether they are
marginalised or diminished by the text, how seriously
they are taken as human beings, as disciples, as lcaders
of carly Christian communities.

Secondly, women ask how these biblical myths
can be reinterpreted in a woman-friendly (rather than
misogynist) way, regardless of how we may define the
original author’s or community’s intentions. This may
involve sometimes reading ‘against the grain’ in order
to address directly women’s concerns that are ignored
or even downplayed by the narrative.

It is worth examining the birth narratives of
Matthew and Luke with these questions in mind. One
of the purposes of feminist readings is to draw women
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from the margins, undoing the ‘androcentrism’ that
subsumes females into the categories of males.
Another is to challenge traditional ‘malestream’
readings that assume female characters conform to
feminine stercotype. Both these moves are present in
feminist readings of the birth storices. Following the
established principles of biblical scholarship, each
story is read in its own right, without harmonising
the accounts and without using extrancous material
to plug historical gaps. Each birth narrative is read as
myth, the focus being on the theology and symbolism
which pervade these tales.

Matthew’s story is, at first reading {and possibly
also at second and third readings), a malc-oriented
narrative. The long gencalogy at the head of Matthew’s
narrative confronts the femalc
reader with a bewildering but
highly focuscd litany of male
sexual activity, fervently—if
not feverishly—producing
generation after gencration of
malce offspring. Joseph, rather
than Mary, is quickly cstab-
lished as the central tigure of
Matcthew's story, his dreamy yet powertul character
modelled on that of his patriarchal namesake in the
Book of Genesis. In many ways, Joseph is an admira-
ble character, his moral uprightness laced with
compassion. All through the story of flight and exile,
his drcams guide the narrative, and his goodness
protects the mother and child. Although not the
biological father of the baby, he becomes Jesus’
adopted father through his paternal tenderness and
carce. The contrast to this admirable portrait is Mary:
she is given a passive characterisation almost from
the start. Things are done to her, whether in the divine
or human spheres. She does not speak; she takes no
initiative, make no decisions. Her faith is assumeced
though never made explicit. The complementary roles
of active, protective father and needy, helpless mother
have probably given rise to later traditions of Mary as
a young girl and Joseph an old man. Matthew’s Mary
seems the passive female in need of male guidance and
strength, while Joseph strides forth as the guardian of
dependent womanhood.

And yet, from a feminist perspective, that is not
all there is to be said about Matthew’s account. The
genealogy which scts the birth narrative in its mythic
frame is unquestionably a patrilineal cataloguc,
tracing descent only through the father. Yet
intriguingly, it contains reterence to four women from
the Hebrew Scriptures who makce an unexpected
matcrnal appearance in male patcernal terrain.

First there is Tamar, the wronged widow of
Genesis, who attempted to redress her wrongs by
scducing her father-in-law, and was vindicated for her
courage and daring. Next is Rahab the Canaanite
prostitute who courageously helped the Hebrew spics
to enter the Promiscd Land. Then Ruth the stranger
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and alien whose faith is commended in the book that
bears her name, who supported her shattered mother-
in-law with her friendship and hard work, and became
the great-grandmother of King David. Finally there is
Bathshcba, the abused wife of Uriah who later married
David, her abuser, and whose son Solomon came to
the throne after his father, thanks |at lcast in part) to
her astute political connivance.

These four women, female ancestors of the
Messiah, prepare the reader for the role of Mary and
for the altogether unexpected way in which the
genealogy concludes. In the end, God bypasses the
patrilincage and Jesus is born from the mother,
without male assistance of any kind. This is unusual,
particularly by the lights of ancient understandings

of biology: the father provided
the seed, the mother was
merely its incubator. Yet, for
Matthew [and also, in this
respect, for Luke), a woman is
the sole guarantor of Jesus’
humanity. It is not dependent
on male sced or male begetting
or malc¢ initiative. Mary
becomes the mother of the Messiah through divine
intervention, while remaining a virgin, and thus joins
the panoply of unusual and spirited Jewish women
through whom God chose to work, somcetimes in spite
of the males in their lives.

When we turn to Luke and his characterisation
of Mary, it scems at first that we arc on stronger
ground. Mary is unquestionably the hero of Luke’s
tale, closely followed by Elizabeth, the mother of John
the Baptist and Mary’s kinswoman. Both are the
vessels of miraculous pregnancies and both are women
of outstanding faith and insight. Mary’s positive
responsc to the angel’s terrifying message is a dynamic
statement of faith. She is the first person in this Gospel
to hear the word of God and respond to it in relation
to Jesus: the first to come to Christian faith. Elizabeth,
in contrast to her husband Zechariah, also shows
remarkable faith. Under divine influence, she
recognises Mary’s identity as ‘the Mother of my Lord’
and celebrates, with Mary, the coming of God to
redeem Israel.

Under the influence of the ubiquitous Spirit,
Mary utters onc of the major canticles of Luke’s birth
story, the Magnificat. On closer inspection, this is not
a spontancous outburst on Mary’s part which can be
undcerstood in historical terms. It is close to the Song
of Hannah in the Hebrew Scriptures (I Samuel),
another powerful yet vulnerable mother who showed
great faith and received the gift of divine speech. Using
Old Testament language and imagery, Mary’s Song
outlines Luke’s understanding of the gospel and the
coming of Christ as a radical shift: one which exaltes
the poor and overthrows the rich and powerful. The
shape of this divine gospel, according to Luke, is
proclaimed from the beginning by a woman who









tloor and making him pick them up.

Finally, the manager refused to allow
Armold to take leave to see her de facto
husband’s dying father. He said that it was
‘out of the question’, ‘too close to Christmas’,
and though she was entitled to compas-
sionatc leave he was not going to give her
any. The father died two days later. So she
left, got ill, and sued. Note: she sued. She did
not complain of sexual harassment or dis-
crimination. She sued, in the ordinary
courts, and proved that the employer, in
allowing her to be bullied, had failed to
provide a safe system of work, and was in
breach of its statutory duty under the Queens-
landWorkplace Health and Safety Act 1989.

The Supreme Court found that Ms Arnold
was not likely to work again. She was entitled
to rely on her psychiatric injury, alone, as
the basis of her claim that the employer had
failed to take reasonable care to avoid injury
toancmployee, and had unreasonably exposed
her to a foresceable risk of injury. She may
have been vulnerable, but employers must
take their staff as they find them: there was
acausal relationship between the manager’s
behaviour and her illness.

The Court awarded damages of $572,512,
which included damages forloss of carnings,
future cconomic loss, and past and futurc
carer costs. Fortunately for the employer,
the court contemplated but did not award
aggravated or exemplary damages, because
of a lack of cvidence that the company
knew cnough about the offending conduct to
put it under a duty to take remedial action.

The case raiscs an important issue about
corporate responsibility for humane
management of staff. It may be that all the
emphasis on sexual harassment has
unintentionally desensitised some to the
need to prevent all bullying, including
bullying under the guisc of ‘strong manage-
ment’, and especially of young and
inexperienced, or ill or vulnerable staff.

When does so-called firm management
become harassment and unfair treatment?
When anyone not caught up in it would say
that the methods used are unjust and also
logically unlikely toachicve the stated aims.
Humiliation and intimidation is unlikely
to result in sustained or increased
productivity. And if you think otherwise
and they sue—not in the specialist tribunals,
with their statutory limits, but in the real
courts, with rcal damages, and lawyers who
are prepared to wait for their fees until yon
get your award—well bully for them.

Moira Rayner is a lawyer and freelance
journalist. (MoiraRayner@compuserve.com}

The great pall of China

IECHN()LOGY 1S NEVER SO CONFRONTING as in today’s China. You are surrounded by it
as soon as you set foot outside Capital Airport in Beijing, from the moment you
narrowly avoid being run down by the irrepressible traffic. There it all is—cars,
tollways, mobile phones, billboards, high-rise buildings, computer stores,
communications towers.

Anda of itisin-your-face: the pace of development—cranes crowding the skyline
atop gargantuan building developments—or the constant juxtaposition of old and
new—pedal carts jousting with the latest German cars in the traffic—and the crazy
mix of advertising hoardings with those displaying political slogans.

Modern technology is the symbol of the new China—a China prepared to embrace
Western technology, trade and business ideas to improve its standard of living, but
only on its own terms, without importing Western political ideology, or so it claims.

That’s as may be, but one thing is certain. In its rush to modernity, China has
managed to introduce ‘on a grand scale’ many of the problems that go hand in glove
with Western technology—traffic jams, smog, noise, nests of cables, AIDS, couch
potatoes, and less than edifying information on television and the internet.

During my visit, the number one topic of conversion in Beijing was the air
pollution, and the appalling traffic that caused it. Everyonc commented on it. No
wonder. The sun broke through for the first time after five days, when an overnight
breeze finally blew away the accumulation of smog. The traffic moves like molasses
around the crowded strects, somectimes faster, sometimes slower, sometimes not at
all, but almost never freely. A five-kilometre taxi ride is a major expedition.

Yet, as recently as five years ago there was no traffic to spcak of. Only government
and army vehicles and taxis cruised the wide boulevards of Beijing. Now, as soon as a
new road is built, it rapidly becomes choked with the private cars that have poured
on to the thoroughfares of the capital, pushing the once-supreme bicycle into the
service roads and back lanes.

It is difficult to know what the Government can do. One suspects any real
solutions have to start with better subway systems, and restrictions on car usage. But
more than anything elsc, ownership of a car represents growing affluence in China.
Just as in the West, it is the tangible marker of individual cconomic prosperity and
independence, it is something to which to aspire. But if all of Beijing's seven million
residents owned cars ...

Things are a little better in Shanghai, where they have built a network of elevated
freeways to take pressure off the ground-based road system, and the traffic is
consequently better organised. A similar scheme has been proposed for Beijing. But
these strategies will not solve the problem, they will only buy time—likc Melbourne’s
City Link project.

Then there’s the internet and the World Wide Web. China does not have to be
convinced of their usefulness and power. Computers stand behind much of the
country’s speed-of-light development. Shanghai, for instance, is moving rapidly towards
a fully functional electronic commerce system.

But, as many editorials, commentaries and articles attest, China is bothered by
the quality of information, and the prospect of unfettered access to pornography and
formally restricted information. Yet it also recognises that the internet provides it
with almost boundless economic opportunities, and a way to take its society from
the past into the future while leapfrogging the present.

China’s efforts and difficulties in coming to terms with modern technology are
so apparent that Westerners often view them with a patronising smugness. But the
same problems are simply buried :low the surface in the ‘sophisticated” West: it
hasn’t solved them either. At least in China, the fine line between the promise and
the perils of modern technology is obvious to all. |

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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In our lives, cabined and confined within the Congregation and our own classrooms, the impact
of these events was strangely muted. We lived, profoundly ignorant and curiously uncaring, in a
cocoon of untested beliefs. We juniors were sedulously segregated from any ideas that might be
deemed subversive. We were forbidden to read sccular newspapers or listen to the radio. The shadow
of Pius X and his repressive theologies still lay long and dark over the Church. The Oath against
modernism was still imposed upon the priesthood. Surveillance and delation in ecclesiastical
institutions werc established practices, enshrined in the rules and constitutions. All our information
about the current war was heavily tinged with the Irishry of the Congregation itself and many of
the senior hicrarchy in the Australian church.

I had been restless and dubious for a long time. In a very real sense, Strathficld became for me
a final battleground where I had to come to terms with myself, with what the system had made of
me and what I was going to make of my own future. When 1 finally decided to decline any further

commitment, I knew that, while I was renouncing a few close friendships, I was also
the subject of clearly expressed social disapproval. I was the one who had put his hand
to the plough and looked back. The farcwells were brief and cool. When I walked out

the gate, my sole possessions were two changes of clothing and £40 given to me
I out of the charity of the Congregation.

HAVE WRITTEN IN MANY PAsSAGES and in diverse forms the painful experience of self-
discovery—of the solitude of intimate personal decision. I have written of the illusion
of dependence and separateness in which, according to the manner of the time, we
were educated. I was a man with a past he could not share—like the man in the fairy
tale who lost his shadow. I felt—and the memory is very vivid—like one standing
alone in the dark with no defender and no understanding.

I survived it, as people survive who cannot read or write, by concealing my
ignorance. I was, I realise now, emotionally shattered, yet I could not afford the luxury
of regrets. I had to move forward. But first I had to acquire some elementary knowledge
about tribal life—about the simplest commerce of men and women, about how to get
a job and earn a living, about my own family who, after ten years of separation and
sedulous conditioning by my mentors, were virtual strangers to me. I taught briefly in
a country school in my home state. Then I enlisted in the army. Very soon after—
much too soon—I marricd. Then, I was promoted and sent to Darwin, en route,
I thought, to join an independent company on the island of Ambon. Instead, just after
the bombing of Darwin, I was posted there as cipher ¢ cer, the beginning of another
three years’ separation and re-education.

[t is no part of my intention to treat you to an autobiography. I have brought you
to the point where I can most fittingly introduce the substance of this discourse:

These revisions in my life required a radical recension of the simplistic moral
theology which was the currency of our teaching and learning. Try, if you can, to
consider how radical and how personal that reconsideration had to be.

{I) Thou shalt not kill. Simple, final, definitive. To use a phrase currently much
used in Roman communication: To kill another human being is intrinsically evil.

Suddenly, I was being trained to kill, by bullet and bayonet, and the lethal blows
of unarmed combat, and a garotte of cheese-wire. Now the glosses and qualifications
on the commandment became apparent.

‘Thou shalt not kill except in a just war.” (And how do you define a just war?)

‘Thou shalt not kill except in defence of your own life or another.’

‘Thou shalt not kill except in defence of personal or national liberty.’

Which raised, of course, the more fundamental question of good and evil in a
universe brought into being by an act of loving creation by God.

The biblical narrative of the Fall wasn’t nearly enough to explain a tooth and claw
creation. Even for the animals predation was the mechanism of survival.

[ am in my 83rd year. I am
too old to be tempted by
ambition. I have lost all
taste for polemic. I look out
from my study window on
sheltered water and a
national forest. I have come
to a period of strange calm.
I have already had some
rehearsals for my possible
exit. I would rather it were
later than sooner, but I am
not afraid of it. In this place
at this time, I find myself
part of a wonderful harmony
between the world which

I have been privileged to
inhabit and the mystery out

of which it was born.

The question of personal responsibility defined itself more sharply. As a junior officer [ was

instructed in a series of priorities: Keep the fighting force intact, succour the walking wounded if
you can. Leave the dying, if to succour them you have to endanger the survivors ... But what if,
knowing they may be butchered, they beg you to kill them? There’s no one to ask on a battlefield—
and God is not in evidence at that moment.

Even if you got them all out, the field surgeon had to play God instead. He had a similar rule
called triage: Save those who can fight again. Look after the curable next. Help the hopeless to die
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It is impossible to escape
the burden of personal
decision, the act of choice of
premises presented to us in
moments of crisis. So, let

us be honest about this.

so detailed that it can be
fitted like a grid or template

over every conceivable

26

There is no system of

moralities so clear,

human situation.

comfortably. Once again, there was little time for debatc on the moral issues involved.

In sexual matters one learned first about the stresses of men deprived of their womenfolk—of
womenfolk deprived of their men. As a junior officer, onc¢ was involved perforce in the marital
lives of one’s troops—and their sexual misadventures as well. One learned tolerance and

understanding. One hoped that God—strangely silent amid the clamour of war—would

be tolerant and understanding, too.
ALL THIS Was 50 YEARS aco! I rehearse it for one reason: to make you think about the exponential
rate of change in that half-century—social change, scientific change, the impact of communication
technology—all of it impacting on and around those fragile organisms, men and women, who in
evolutionary terms have hardly changed at all.

One of the most important effects of that change is a different view of our individual sclves,
and of the cosmos which we inhabit, but of which we are also an integral part. In the constant
miracle of birth, we humans spring from the earth, under which the primal fires still burn. In the
inevitable transmutation of death, we return to earth or fire, but the mystery of our soul’s ‘becoming’,
the mystery of what the Latins called the genius and the Greeks the daimon, still remains. This is
the mystery of which St Paul speaks; ‘Then we shall know, even as we are known.” Today, I think,
we are more conscious that the future is in truth the now.

This, curiously enough, is one of my most poignant and revelatory memories of Rome—the
meadow-tflowers growing out of the dust of the long-departed. As I walked to the tombs of the
ancient Etruscans in the north, I had a vivid perception of the young wheat growing out of the
mouths of the dead. It was cssentially a perception of continuity, of the truth that no-one falls out
of the mesh of creation, no-one falls out of the hand of the living God.

In our affluent west, every event in the planet is enacted in our own living rooms
on television—the disasters in China and Bangladesh, the killings in Kosovo, acts of
terror in Algeria, murders in Kings Cross, the public follies of thosc who govern us.
Comment is made, judgment is passed beforc we have had time to absorb the first brute
impact. Moral judgments are forced upon us—often with tainted or incomplete evidence.
Small wonder then, that the cloud of unknowing often envelops us, and our own
judgments are skewed by self-interest or prejudice or partisanry.

Still, it 1s impossible to escape the burden of personal decision, the act of choice of
premises presented to us in moments of crisis. So, let us be honest about this. There is
no system of moralities so clear, so detailed that it can be fitted like a grid o :mplate
over every conceivable human situation.

Our primal interest is to survive. It is only later that we count the cost of survival,
and the damage our decisions may have caused to ourselves and others. It is for this
reason, I believe, that many good Christian folk find themselves alienated from the
visible institution of the Church, which almost inevitably in today’s world has cvolved
into a highly centralised, impcrial institution whose edicts emanate from Rome, whose
controls are administered by a central bureaucracy and whose language has become
more and more juridical and less intelligible to the ears and the understanding of ordinary
men and women. The writs of the Vatican run over the frontiers of the Christian world,
but with a shortage of leaders and pastors, who is to make them intelligible and relevant
to ordinary folk? Who is to infuse them with the love and compassion which they need
to become efficacious in our lives? Who is to offer the forgiveness and reconciliation,
seventy times seven, which we all need, for sheer survival and the ultimate salvation of
the good in us?

There are still too many open questions closed to debate by Roman fiat. There are
still too many judgments made from far away. There is still too little understanding
that for each individual salvation has to be accomplished in the here and the now—as they say at
marine auctions, ‘“The vessel is for sale as is and where is.” The barque of Peter is no exception.

Now, lest it be thought that I am nursing some private grievance, rehearsing old wrongs in a
new age, let me quote the text of a letter which was sent from the National Conference of Priests
of England and Wales on 10 September to a Symposium of  iropean Priests meeting in Strasbourg,
France, 21-28 September. This text was published in the National Catholic Reporter of the United
States, 25 September 1998:

We, the National Conference of Priests, representing the priests of England and Wales, send §
from our 1998 meeting in Birmingham to our brother priests in Europe, and we would like to share with
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you a concern that may find ecchoes in your own pastoral experience.

As priests committed to pastoral carc in dioceses and parishes, we tfind ourselves naturally in the
vanguard of the church’s mission. Our ordained ministry is increasingly focused on discovering and
developing the gifts of a parish people, many of whom are now sharing a range of formal ministries
within the church, as well as exercising their priesthood in the world at large.

We find that there is a growing anxicty among them, which we also share, about the increasingly
restrictive and sanction-based directives that come from the Holy See and the Roman curia. Recent attempts
to foreclose on some theological discussions, which are at present unresolved, alarm us and
are even a cause of scandal. Efforts to silence and even to outlaw discussion are proving

grave impediments to people accepting the credibility of the church as institution. We are The WIILS Of the Vatican run

acutely aware of the way in which the church’s teaching, for instance, on the right to

religious freedom and on the values of ecumenism have radically developed over the last over the fIOH tiers Of the

century. These developments frequently come about after the conscience of many of the

people of God had rejected the older view. The church’s traditional teachings often need ChflStlaH WOI]d' bUt Wlth

new forms of expression and fresh applications to the varied problems of our time.

In England and Wales we were greatly encouraged by our bishops’ recognition (especially a Shortage Of ]eadeIS and

as found in their Meditation on a Jubilee Church in September 1995} of the actual frailey

of our communion. They conceded that in the church ‘there are people who feel angry or pastors, who is to make them

hurt or excluded. We value their saying that we need to become a church more conscious

of our own nced for repentance, not least because we find oursclves sometimes excluding lntelhgl ble and relevant

people whom Christ may well have invited into his company’, and we were especially

impressed by the humility with which they recognized the Lord’s call to follow him joyfully to Ordlnary fO]kz WhO 1§

along a path that is not always clear to us.

In the light of such a reflective leadership by our bishops, many of our lay pcople are to lnfuse them Wlth the ]OV@

totally puzzled by the attitude of fear that scems to underlie certain statements from

Rome. Enlightened by the Holy Spirit in their baptism ar  :onfirmation, they realise that and compassion Wthh they

they are called directly to the work of the church’s mission and would like their insights

on problematic issues to be taken into full account. need to become efflcaCIOllS

We have great confidence in the continuing presence of the Holy Spirit among us and

the whole church. We are ready to face all kinds of uncertainties and the possibility of in our ]lVES.z Who 1s to Off@I

mistakes as we move forward in a fast changing and confusing world. People no longer

cxpect simply authoritative decisions from a church leadership that does not appear to the fOIglV@H@SS and

take their understanding into account.

It is possible that a more extended voice from the priests of Europe may encourage I@COHCI]IGUOH, Seventy times

change wherever this is necessary for the good of the church.

seven, which we all need,

IHAT TEXT NEEDS NO comment from me. Res ipsa loquitur. However, I have one fOI Sheer SllIVlVCI] and the

more comment to add. This time it is very personal.

It is all too easy for clerics in government to invent heresies. You take any ultimate salvation Of the

adjective—modern, rational, relative—put ‘ism’ on the end of it and you have a

catch-all noun: ‘modernism’, ‘rationalism’, relativism’. You don’t have to define gOOd n us?

the nouns too rigorously, but they make marvellous epithets for denunciation even
of trends, tendencies and shades of opinion.

They are used too often as labels in a dangerous game, a politico-religious game of dividing, far
in advance of Judgment Day, the sheep from the goats—the orthodox from the unorthodox. Their
intent would appear to be to protect the purity of doctrines; instead they ruin careers, they divide
the Church, they erode the foundation upon which the Christian community needs to be built.
‘The community of the Spirit in the Bond of faith’—and what is faith but an acceptance to live
with mystery?

I believe that we have made, and continue to make, our greatest mistakes when we have
insisted on confining the essential mystery to verbal definition and juridical interpretation. If you
push this too far, you end by reducing the sacraments to magical ritual and credal affirmations to
sterile formulae. We make a cage of words and shove God inside like a cricket in a Chinese cage
who sings a captive song to comfort us at night. To live in mystery means sometimes to live in fear
and uncertainty, but it means also to live in awe and wonderment and hope for the restoration of
all things in Christ.

Iam in my 83rd year. I am too old to be tempted by ambition. I have lost all taste for polemic.
I look out from my study window on sheltered water and a national forest. I have come to a period
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of strange calm. I have already had some rehearsals for my possible exit. I would rather it were later
than sooner, but I am not afraid of it. In this place at this time, I find myself part of a wonderful
harmony between the world which T have been privileged to inhabit and the mystery out of which
it was born.

I understand now what Teilhard de Chardin was trying to express in his Phenomenon of Man.
I understand the meaning of sacrament—the outward sign of an invisible gift. I know mysclf to be
an element in the great Sacrament of creation of which the sacraments of the church are symbols
and adumbrations: the sacrament of bread and wine and their mysterious transmutation; the
sacrament of reconciliation, because without reconciliation between us all we are condemned to
destroy each other; the sacrament of water in baptism, which is a symbol of new beginnings, and of
a salvific intervention in a feral world. In the light of this intervention cvery day becomes a newness,
cvery day offers a new hope.

The understanding we have to arrive at is that under the diversity of creation, there is a oneness.
Under the diversities by which we represent and interpret the Creator, there is also a oneness.
Under the formulae, always incomplete, often confused and contradictory, by which we try vainly
to describe the Godhead, there is also a great simplicity. The perception of that sit licity is one of
the gifts that age delivers.

Now perhaps you will understand why I chose the title for this lecture. This is the real meaning
of private conscience: the judgment which no-one else can deliver but which we make with
experience and goodwill. It is the judgment which we make not always with certainty but certainly
with peace of heart.

This is the meaning of my text: ‘Doctor Newman’s Toast’. [t comes from a letter which John
Henry Newman, later Cardinal Newman, addressed to ‘His Grace the Duke of Norfolk on the
occasion of Mr Gladstone’s Recent Expostulation’. T quote the eminent Doctor Newman:

Certainly, if T am obliged to bring religion into after-dinner toasts, (which indeed does not seem quite
the thing} T shall drink,—to the Pope, if you please,—still, to Conscience first, and to the Pope afterward

Morris West’s most recent book is Eminence.

EUREKA STREET e Dezcemser 1998















rarcly persuaded by empirical cvidence.
Conversion occurs at a much deeper level
of psyche. In the end the old guard simply
dies out and new paradigms win the day
becausce they attract a younger generation
with their novelty, because they answer
morce questions than the older paradigm,
because they incorporate all the truths of
the outmoded paradigm, and because they
offer greater explanatory power.

It could be argued, of course, that the
welfare agencies are the ones resisting
change and the ones locked into outdated
paradigms, and that the market-place model
is the way of the future. There is, however,
nothing new about cither neco-classical
theory of market cconomies nor classical
empirical science. There is considerable
evidence, on the other hand, that welfare
networks provide a collaborative model
quite different from, and preferable to,
burcaucratic hicrarchices.

The present commitment to competi-
tion policy can be scen as a commitment to
a paradigm, but not to a new paradigm. The
world today must be comprehended in more
subtle and complex ways. Enthusiasm for
competition policy can thus be scen as an
attempt to restore 19th-century liberal
individualism in the late 20th century, a
flourishing of the mechanical and the
masculine in a world alrecady moving into a
new age. In this scheme of things,
abandoning competition policy is, for its

supporters, like abandoning ship.
One’s whole world is at stake.

I 1S CLEAR, HOWEVER, that competition
policy isnot the whole world, Competition
policy must have its limits in the
community, or we would cnd up with the
scenario of couples tendering for children—
and, indeed, husbands tendering for wives
and wives tendering for husbands—
according to contestable measurement
scales. The Victorian Strategic Directions
document seems to agree—Families are
recogniscd as the primary social unit for the
growth and well-being of individuals’—but
it is ¢ven more emphatic that measure-
ment of outputs of youth and family services
is central to the new strategy. Agencies are
to be ‘held accountable for measurable
outcomes and results’. ‘Integral to the
redevelopment of the service system will
be the development of assessment
instruments which ensure the delivery of
targeted scervices to identified, cligible
members of the defined client group.’
Related to this belief in measurement is a
strategy of servicing targeted groups on the

basis of asscssments made by more
generalist services, once again raising the
difficult problem of calibrating the quality
of human lives.

Nonc of these prescriptions shows any
consideration of the basic problem with
empiricism, that mcasurements may
‘compare’, but they cannot ‘comprehend’.
The focus on measurement is related to an
empiricist ideology which discounts non-
physical clements of reality. Measurement
can tell the height and weight and speed
and temperature, but it cannot tell value.

It is impossible to mecasure non-
empirical outcomes or, in other words, to
put a valuc in dollars on a human life. An
excellent ‘output’, for example, might be
the 100 per cent occupancy of a certain
number of youth accommodation beds fora
year. The fact thataless satisfactory ‘output’
of a90 percent occupancy rate might in fact
have better ‘outcomes’ for the youth
concerned—by encouraging some to try
alternative accommodation as a transition
to independence, orby occasionally keeping
a bed free for emergency cases—requires a
morce subtle system of evaluation.

And thercis more to consider. If familics
are recognisced as the primary model for the
well-being of individuals, then a complex
of unmecasurablc values—like commitment,
love, loyalty, trust, compassion, hope in
the future, forgiveness and acceptance—
comes into play. How can onc measure
success in a family? Is a family which never
has a crisis successful? Or is a family which
endures crisis after crisis but yet which still
holds together more successful? Are families
that are compctitive and cfficient better
familics than those which work through
collaboration and compassion?

Evaluation is thus very different from
measurement. Evaluation discerns the less
tangible. It requires an ‘entering into’ or
‘passing over’ into the unfamiliar and the
‘other’. Tt requires sensitivity more than
measurement. It respects narrative as much
as fact. Its results are never exact in the
same way that the exact sciences operate,
but cthics is not an exact science.

Onec of the flaws in the classical notion
of measurement, and its associated notion
of objectivity, is that we only measure what
we choose to measure, and we only sce
through our existing theoretical frameworks.
We cannot measure things we do not know.
For example, when DDT was discovered it
was regarded as the solution to all agricul-
tural problems and the harbinger of the
green revolution. Why? Because the only
outcome that was first measured was the
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reduction in numbers of pests. The effect of

DDT on wildlife, cco-systems and the food

chain was not mecasured until it was

almost too late, becausce mainstrecam

science was yet to become fully aware of
the ccological theorics which
embrace whole systems.

R s Lrtee evidence for, and much
against, the application of competitive
tendering in the welfare sector. The current
situation is grim, but not without hope.
Governments are generally wise enough to
acknowledge both economic and social
responsibilitics. On this point it is
appropriate to note the emphasis taken by
the Victorian Department of Justice’s guide
called Safer Cities and Shires (19971 which,
while appending the vocabulary of
performance and mcasurement, insists ona
holistic community approach to safety and
crime prevention.

Governments and agencies must work
aspartners, not as providers and purchasers.
The decline of ‘big’ government is a retreat
from responsibility and a victory for those
individualists who replace the primacy of
the common good in our commonwealth
with the letting loose of market forces. The
eventual outcome of any government's
monopolisation of welfare via competitive
tender would, on the other hand, be the
realisation that the ideology of the market
place cannot be applied indiscriminately
in human atfairs. Competition cannot
create community. As Karl Polanyi
demonstrated in his study of the political
and cconomicorigins of ourtime, The Great
Transformation:

Toallow the market mechanism to be the
sole director of the fate of human beings and
their natural environment, indecd, even of
the amount and usc of purchasing power
would resulein the demolition of societs

John Honner is Co-ordinator of Mission
and Social Policy for MacKillop Family
Services.
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Fau t lines

Andrew Riemer and John Wiltshire were both members
of the Sydney English Department during the controversial
1960s split. It was a dramatic moment in Australia’s
cultural history, and its aftershock is still being registered.

OWARDs Tt END 0f Andrew Riemer’s
account of his return to Hungary in The
Habsburg Cafeé {Angus&Robertson, 1993)
he finds himself chatting in the interval of
the Budapest opera to two clderly ladies.
They ask Riemer what it is like being back
in Hungary. Beforc he has time toreply, one
of them leans over, and touches his steeve.

It must be very painful, she says, to have
to come face to face with memories, to
remember all sorts of things that [ had
torgotten or hadn’t wanted to remember ...
The past, shesays, withafaint smile of sclf-
consciousness, is another country—she
knows it’s a banal thing to say, yetit's true.

Ricemer’s new book, Sandstone Gothic,
kept me awake at night, revisiting a past
I thought I should never have need or
occasion torevisit. Itis an autobiographical
narrative, this time the story of hisacademic
carcer in Australia, of his 40 years first as a
student and then as a teacherin the English
Department of the University of Sydney.
At its centre is an account of the famous
‘split’ of the Department in the mid-'60s,
when, in the wake of the appointment of
Samuel Goldberg from Melbourne to the
prestigious Challis Chair of English
Literature, furious intellectual and personal
animositics led to a divided staff, two rival
courses in English Literature, and eventually
to Goldberg’s resignation from his chair. Tt
is a story that has been told before, for its
repercussions are still being felt in
Australian intellectual life, but rarely with
such a candid and personal inflection. I was
there (but on the other side of the eventual
divide) during the events Riemer reports
with so much anguish and passion. The
narrator of The Habsburg Cuafé sces with
the cold eye of astranger the self-deceptions
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and myths with which his fellow country-
men have plastered over their discomforting
history. But in this new book it is Riemer
himself, I fear, who has not yet escaped
from that other country of the past.

The first section of Sandstone Gothic,
called with a nice irony ‘Scntimental
Education’, relates Riemer’s academic
apprenticeship. The son of Hungarian
migrants, with scarccely any formal
cducation before the age of 11, he did well
cnough at sccondary school to embark on a
medical degree at the University of Sydncy,
it being the dream of new migrants, then as
now, to see their son in the most respected
of the professions. But Riemer failed
Medicine twice, and instead transferred to
the English Departiment, where he steadily
progressed through to the Honours year.
Thercisnoscnse in the book that thismove
from Medicine to English was because he
lovedany English author, that he had caught
fire at any pocm, or because he had been
inspired by any teacher at school. This is
just another job to be undertaken, a move
towards a possible carecr. In fact Riemer
makes no bones about calling the lectures
he attended in the '50s boring and
meretricious, and about ridiculing much of
his course.

It’s clear that he found many of the texts
he had to study profoundly alien: they were
the documents, after all, of an Anglo-Saxon
culture twice removed. But he studied them,
he tells us, aspart of aproject of assimilation,
the acquirement of a new identity. He was
helped in this by the ethos of the Sydney
Dcepartment which furthered the idea that
literature was an object to be studied, a field
for the acquirement of marketable
professional competence, just as one might
acquire knowledge, say, of law oraccounting.
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e sandstone pile of the main building of
the University of Sydney {to my eyes a squat
and ugly slice of Victorian institutional
Gothic) comes to symbalise for him the
Romantic vision of continuity and tradition
that he also associates with his training in

this Oxford-inspired version of the

English literary heritage.

HE DOLS WELL ENOUGH at Sydney to take
up postgraduate rescarch in England. The
chapters describing Andrew Ricemer’s life
in London among cxpatriate Australians
and English cccentrics are the best in the
book. That acute sensitivity to place, to the
aura of sites and buildings, so strikingin his
carlier work, is present here too, as on his
first entry into that vast rotunda, the old
British Muscum reading room:

My first impression was overwhelming.
What [ remember most vividly was the
sound of the room—not silence, not noisce,
but something indefinable, haunting and a
little menacing too, as befits a holy place.
There were strange sounds: odd sighs as
books were carefully closed, the soft clang
of something coming into contact with
wood or metal, the swish of a door, foot-
steps, indistinct, murmured conversations,
a sharp noisc here and there as somceone
dropped something, the rattle of castors
sounds of a world where silence was
supposed to reign. And yet these sounds
were dispersed, floating among their own
echoes as they rose to the great dome,
falling to the ground again, mingled,
otherworldly almost, transformed in their












announcement as a moment of betrayal,
inexplicable.

What could be the explanation? In one
of the few confidential conversations I had
with him—Ilong before the ‘split” became
visible—Sam Goldberg told me he would
much have preferved to work, to mount the
kind of reformist program he was engaged
upon, in Mclbournc not Sydney. He was a
stranger in Sydney: it was in Mclbourne
that he had his friends, his intcllectual
basc. So that when he failed to be appointed
to the chair of English at Melbourne, he had
felt cheated.

When the Melbourne incumbent
resigned then after four years, it was likely
that the telephone call that came from the
Vice-Chancellor (things were done like that
in those days] made him an offer that was,
in his present circumstances, irresistible. It
must have included the promisc of jobs for
the Tomlinsons, who themselves hadnever
felt comfortable in Sydney. But perhaps
pressure, too, was applicd from the Sydney
side. Coulditbe thatsomeonc, somewhere,
hinted that Sam Goldberg’s position as
leader of a school of moral criticism might
be scriously jeopardised if it were made
known how frecly he interpreted morality
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when it came to relations with female
students? Perhaps a combination of the
carrot {the Professorship at Mclbourne] and
the stick (the threat of scandal} worked the
trick. At any rate, Goldberg and the
Tomlinsons made it known that they would
be departing. Honi Soit, the student
newspaper, ran a cartoon: ‘the sinking ship
leaving the rats’.

Giving no cxplanation of why Goldberg
lefe allows Riemer to represent Wilkes’
victory as a triumph for the forces of light.
But the wholc history was more complex,
and raises morcinteresting issucs than this.
We have the professor who proclaims
literature’s power to awaken and reshape
moral values indulging in relations that even
by the standards of the time were inadmis-
sible. But docs one’s personal conduct
necessarily delegitimate a view of literature
that highlights its cthical dimension? And—
if pressure was applied—what are we to
makec of an academy that, while upholding
the ideal of civilised tolerance, makes use
of innuendo, rumour and scandal to remove

an inconveniently powerful
intcllectual challenge?

IHE HisTORY recounted by Andrew Riemer
in the second half of this book then is more
than a petty institutional quarrel. It has left
deep scars on Australian cultural life. One
is always mecting people who, as students,
fele the chill of Goldberg’s disapproval, and
are now in positions of power. They do not
forget. Thosc who were taught by him too,
mightwell have feltangry and disillusioned.
They were left to wear the badge of
‘Leavisite’, a term of abuse masquerading
as ideological commentary which was
deployed frequently in the decades that
followed, and which even now—though it
is almost empticd of meaning—deforms
Australian literary conversation. But it is
my impression that those who saw things
in this bipolar way, thosc who ‘won’ (though
rewarded, as Riemer notes, with the spoils
of speedy academic promotion} found it
more difficult to move on intellectually
and even psychologically, than those of us,
who, ‘losing’, were set free.

I also remember Goldberg saying to me
that he had rcaliscd carly in his career as
professor, that if you were to get things
done, you had to give up the idea that
people should like you. It would be nice if
men and women of intellectual power were
uniformly charming, but until that day
arrives, a truc intellectual community
wouldaccommodate this fact. Itis tempting
to pronounce that what should count in the
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intellectual world is intellectual achiceve-
ment, nothing clse: but the truth is that, as
Andrew Riemer’s book so thorou ly
documents, the intellectual and the
academic spheres, the sphere of institutional
life, of practical politics {and, on¢ might
add, of journalism and publishing)
nccessarily intermingle and overlap. This
country, with its relatively small academic
and intcellectual community, is especially
prone to the stresses that result.

Thesc are some of the reasons why the
history recounted by Andrew Riemer still
matters. It was a battle at bottom about
what we mean by civilisation. Some people
still believe the study of literature has an
important social function. Goldberg, whom
Riemerrepresentsasleaving Sydney ‘broken
and defeated’, went on to publish several
more books, to run an annual inter-
disciplinary conference, and to co-found
the journal Australian Cultural Studics.
Others take to English as to any other
academic pursuit, because they are good at
it, and it is an innocent way of making
honest living. In their idecology, notions ot
‘scholarship’ and liberalism play an
important role. Riemer’s own narrative
suggests (at lcast to people of my persuasion)
that that ideal of objectivity and
impersonality hides pcrsonal passions
which would be better it avowed, political
positions which would be better openly
declared.

At any rate, the subsequent history of
English at Sydney rather argues that
Goldberg was right. Riemer's dramatic
reincarnation as a writer suggests too that
he never really found himself until after his
rctircment  from  that complacent
institution. Given its commitment to
scholarship, andits bias towards Australian
literature, it is remarkable that the huge
department did nothing to produce scholarly
cditions of Australian classics. Instead it
gave birth to the absurdly superfluous
Challis Shakespeare, the achievements of
which arc hoasted of in some of the most
unconsciously humorous pages of this book.
Little of value or importance to Australian
culture was produced by Sydney English
over the next 30 years. In the end Andrew
Riemer was glad to get out of it.

John Wiltshire is Reader in the School of
English at La Trobe University. The author
thanks Terry Collits for his help.

1. For an account of the Australian ‘Leavisites’
which argues that they had little enough in
common with F.R. Leavis, sce my picce in The
Cambridge Quarterly, 25, 4, 1996, pp415—420.
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Ted Hughes, 1930-1998

HE DEATH OF TED HuGHEs is the death of the beast-master.
His poetry made the natural creation contemporary myth. His
animals, most famously birds like Crow and Hawk, used human
language with the brutal finality of natural religion. He had a
shaman’s gift for getting close to whatever it is beasts can be.
Few of us, even poets, dare go as close as he did. In this Hughes
was a gruff Ovid, though he readily kept his life at a distance
from the mannecred metropolitan centre and close to the wild
fields and moors of Yorkshire or Devon. There was his tough
centre, and from there he engaged with society, the cultural
tradition, whatever happened to him. He will always be famous
for his poems and his marriage.

Earlier this year he published Birthday Letters, his poetic
account of his life with Sylvia Plath. This stirred up the complex
cnergices their story will always thrust at us. His intensely
personal poems form a sequence whose impact will take a long
time to absorb. Her suicide left Hughes with the burden and
advantage of living in the aftermath. Now it is his last testament
as well as his ‘In Memoriam’ for her.

There is a bestiary of animals in this sequence. In ‘The
59th Bear’. Hughes gives a lengthy re-enactment of their
encounter with a bear in Yellowstone. The touristy homeliness
of the previous 58 bears is overthrown by a violent midnight
visitor who wrecks their car, until:

The Camp Ranger’s car, doing the dawn rounds.
The bear heard it. And we had the joy—

Awful incredulity like joy—

Of hearing his claw-bunches hurry-scutffle

To the secret side of our tent. He was actually there,
Hiding beside our tent! His breathing,

Heavy after the night’s gourmandizing,

Rasped close to the canvas—only inches

From your face that, big-eyed, stared at me

Staring at you.

Hughes felt “a strange pride/ To have been so chosen and
cgo-raked/ By the deliberations of that beast’. But Plath believed
the bcast had actually killed a man and, ‘... last-night’s panic
double-boosted’, she identified with the victim. Years later
Hughes realises he ‘did not sce’” what the incident stirred in
her: ‘1 had not understood/ How the death hurtling to and fro/
Inside your head, had to alight somewhere’. Plath was savaged
by the beast, the bear.

Indeced, the whole of Birthday Letters presents Hughes as
the husband who now sces that he unwittingly provoked the
beast in her, indeed the beast of beasts, her terrible father, who
camc out of darkness to fetch her to himself. Plath’s payment
of the sacrifice of hersclf is shown in her poems, indeed her

poems are the act of sacrifice. Hughes did n()t}i(now what to do,
though therc’s a determinism in him that seems to absolve him:
if the gods and beasts will come then one can only succumb.

Their first meeting, as ‘St Botolph's’ suggests, indicated
their readiness to cast themsclves into the strongest human
passions with a readiness to lct the patterns of such behaviour
play themselves out. He left that encounter with /... the swelling
ring-moat of tooth-marks/ That was to brand my face for
the next month. / The me beneath it for good.” She bit him; he
bit her.

The desire to experience the fullness of life—the forces that
impel humans to break boundaries, the conscquences that
follow—drew Hughes to his translation, Tales from Ovid. In
‘Callisto and Arcas’ Hughes first wins us over to an American
Callisto with ‘Her ponytail in a white ribbon’. The girl, who
soon carries Jupiter’s illicit love child, undergoes a terrible
transformation at the hands of avenging Juno:

With outstretched arms—those arms the god had
caressed

Suddenly bushed thick with black hair,

Her hands curved into scoops of long talons—

They had become feet. And her mouth
That Jupiter had kissed in his rapturc
Was fanged jaws, like a torn open wound.

Then to empty her cries of their appeal
The goddess nipped off her speech. Instead of words
A shattering snarl burst from her throat, a threat—

Callisto was a bear.

To go with the gods turns humans into beasts. Myths tell
the tale, tap the deepest psychic energies, just keep control of
their force. Metaphors transform. Life-giving violence in poctry
this may be. The myths, like those in Ovid’'s Metamorphoses,
are warnings too. Beasts and gods are too powerful for mere
mortals to meet with. Let alone cast themselves at. If Plath
was overwhelmed by the terrible danger that gives her poetry
such power, Hughes with his ‘strange pride’ survived, endured,
wrote with reverberating power about it all. His death activates
the silence with which the great and terrible stories conclude.
It is the beasts that are unforgettable.

Andrew Bullen sy is rector of Jesuit Theological College,
Melbourne.

Tales from Ovid, Tcd Hughes, Farrar Straus Giroux, New York, 1997,
Birthday Letters, Tcd Hughes, Faber and Faber, London, 1998.
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The Christmas box

ATE ON CHrisTMAS DAY, when
mince pies, cake and port had filled
everyone brimful, my mother would sit
with her family and they would sing
carols round the fire in the December-
dark afternoon in Lancashire. Sixty,
seventy years ago she would gaze into

the coals and see orange-red caves and shapes that leapt and
twisted and vanished. The visions went up the chimneys all
through the dark Christmas towns; each house its own cell in
the honeycomb of shared belief.

Thirty, forty years ago when she had her own family, there
were other pictures at Christmas: grey-lavender monochrome
sat there competing with the fire as the overload of dried fruit,
nuts and pastry made its way through the internal economies
of the children.

The Quecn, of course, at three sharp. A Christmas Carol
over and over again, film or live-to-air. Pantomimes, Mother
Goose, Cinderclla—the latter notable for the Principal Boy’s
tights sporting a large and scandalous ladder in those live-to-
air days. God, how innocent we all were! A Junoesque young
woman in a doublet and hose with high heels wooing the
ingenue: something for the Sydney Mardi Gras these days.
(There was no irony in these trouser parts, as there still is none
now among the opera roles that require cross-dressing by the
alto—Octavian, Cherubino.) But the smoke still went up the
chimneys in the pre-Clean Air Act days—we all burned the
same fuel, physically and spiritually. The agnostics and atheists
had a thin time at Christmas in the '50s.

The Radio Times (the TV programs were advertised in it
too) would be emblazoned with Christmas heraldry, the day
itself like an army with banners, and the programs
unreconstructed Christianity at play and prayer. There were
performances of Amal and the Night Visitors, and The Messiah,
conducted by Malcolm Sargent, naturally. (Hogwood & Pinnock
would spit on the ground at the thought of the luscious romantic
orchestrations. But they could never match the hot zizzing of
Sargent’s strings in ‘For He is Like a Refiner’s Fire’.) There were
even religious editions of The Brains Trust hosted by the media
Franciscan, Fr Agnellus Andrew, the Vatican’s Richard Dimblcby.
There were also quite serious dramatic retellings of the Nativity
story, without the didactic element that such endeavours would
inevitably have today. With no need to address the sensitivities
of other creeds, the writers navigated freely within the frame
of shared reference. Tight form gives its own kind of creative
possibility without the difficulty of too many universes to
choose from. And if you later wept for the lack of new worlds
to conquer, that was the risk of such hermetic security.

Later still there were the American shows imported by the
commercial channels. Movies came to TV: Miracle on 34th
Street began its long stint. Father Knows Best, I Love Lucy,
Leave it to Beaver, all had Christmas versions, which even
involved the actors looking out of the screen at us hypnotees to
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wish all the joys of the season on the audience. As programmers
began to run scries with an eye to efficiency and ratings 3
would get curious time-warps with American programs. You'd
be watching the Christimas Episode of Lucy from the year or
three before. In October. Ratings had never bothered the BBC,
lone player for so long: programs were geared to the perceptions
of the upper-to-middle-class tertiary-educatec  3C employees.
Driven by a desire to bring culture to the masses, they brought
it pro bono in spades—their only competitors were the wircless
and the pub. If you didn’t like a program you switched off the
damn thing and did something else. Before ITV, a lot of peoplc
got educated despite themselves just because they were couch
potatoes. After ITV, TV was sclling, not giving. And now the season
of goodwill also happens not to be the ratings season, so the kind
of program you’re shown is likely to be either some movie
you’ve hired out long before, or else strangely enough something
really interesting that the marketing droids thought

wouldn’t rate.
-V .VHEN I caME TO AusTrALIA IN 1963, the changes were

happening fast: the transatlantic thing was translated to a
transpacific thing. The only fire you’d stare into on Christmas
Day here was the barbecue, and you wouldn’t do that for long if
you didn’t want hot fat in your eye. Programs were st geared
to the season, but the most Christmas cheer came through the
astonishingly frequent commercials. Christmas was all very
well, but there was business to be done.

The variety programs did their bit, of course, but Bobby Limb
and all the others died the death before the Baby Boomers
got married. Variety programs may be starting to make their
way back, gingerly, despite the axing of Nine’s IMT, and with
Roy and H.G. and suchlike there will be comics and singers
mixed in with the talking heads. But I do t whether there’ll
be anything like the old style: Delo & Daly and The Carol
Burnett Show went the way of the Australian variety shows, so
it seems the phenomenon is worldwide, akin to the death of
vaudeville.

So what can we look forward to this Ch tmas? Starting
on Christmas Day at 2pm, SBS will be offering Bach’s Christmas
Oratorio, divided into six 35-minute slabs to be shown on 27 and
28 December, and the 1, 3 and 6 January. The ABC will s
Carols from King’s, on the Sunday before Christmas Dz
8pm. December 7 will see the finish of the four-part secries
Absolute Truth, a look at the Catholic church since Vatican II.
Should be a cheery little item.

On Christmas Day I'll probably t e a break from watching
the coloured screen in the corner. If [ want to watch anything
I think it’ll be the light scattering in the little frost caves in the
baubles on our Christmas tree, and the slightly dog-eared angels
made by the kids years ago. The shapes turn and twist as
I remember them, and vanish like a loved face from the past.l

Juliette Hughes is a freelance muser.
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