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Foreword

“A story is a way to say something that can’t be said any

other way, and it takes every word in the story to say

what the meaning is.” - Flannery O’Connor, Mystery and

Manners: Occasional Prose

“The value of myth is that it takes all the things you know

and restores to them the rich significance which has been

hidden by the veil of familiarity.” - C.S. Lewis, On Stories

and Other Essays on Literature

The gospel is expressed in many rich and diverse ways in

contemporary Australia. Students share it on campus or in their

school. Local churches preach it. And everyday Christians live

it. These expressions are often so mundane that they slip by

unnoticed. Or they are limited tomission reports. But the gospel

is too profound to be limited to the facts. Its depth can only be

appreciated in the way that God shared it - in story.

Mission reports need to stick to the facts. Theymeasure what

can be seen and accuracy is their goal. Was someone ushered

into a new life when they prayed the sinner’s prayer? We can’t

tell the true condition of their heart. All we can do is report their

actions.
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However, stories are able to suggest truths through imagination.

A storyteller can enter a character’s head and imagine how

they respond to a conversation. They can break free from our

material-bound world and venture into the realm of the spirit.

And so a story can bemore true than a simple report of the facts.

It was this conviction that prompted Power to Change Australia

to hold a Short Story competition in 2022. The conditions were

simple. The story had to be about mission in contemporary

Australia, in line with our mission philosophy, and include the

theme ‘power to change’. Not too hard, right? After all, the

gospel is the power to change.

We anticipated and were pleased to receive a rich diversity of

stories from locations all across Australia and from budding

authors young and old. It was a hard job selecting the winner

but it is our pleasure to publish these ten stories with the hope

that theymight inspire you to consider how God’s transforming

message of the gospel can be more fully expressed where you

live.

Geoff Folland,

National Leader, Strategic Engagement

Power to Change Australia
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Listen

By Caleb Wu

Winner

“There’s no one out here. It’s getting late and we’re pretty far

from the others. Let’s loop round and do one final lap of the

beach,” Daniel says.

“What about that guy sitting under that tree?” Isaac asks.

“I’m not sure.”

“Come on, last person, then we’ll head back.”

“Alright. Let’s pray for him first.”

The two youngmen trudge across the sand dunes of the Rye

foreshore towards the shadowy figure of the man beneath the

tree.

“Father God,” begins Daniel quietly. “We don’t know who

this guy is, or what’s led him here. But I pray that you will be

using this conversation today to speak to him, that your love

for him will be revealed through us, and that we will be faithful

witnesses for you. Amen.”

As they approach, the man’s features become clearer. He has
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the physique of a surfer, though his skin is textured with age.

The scars and tatts on his bare arms serve as warnings. But the

man is undeniably handsome.

“Chasing after boys again? You disgust me. Not twelve years old,

and already taking after your father. And where has he been for the

last twenty years? This is what sin does to you, twists your whole

life around until you’re nothing but a wretched worthless sack of

flesh and bones.”

“Mum, I’m sorry.”

“Is sorry going to make you a normal boy? Why can’t you be like

your brothers? I swear by God in heaven, I will feed and clothe you

Trent, but God knows I do not love you.”

“Youse here volunteering?”

His voice is not deep, but gravelly, and he speaks with broad

Aussie inflections.

“Yep! I’m Daniel and this is Isaac. We’re uni students from

a Christian club and we come down each year to chat to the

schoolies, make sure they’re going alright, that sorta thing.”

“Ah yeah, nah that’s nice, I respect that, giving up your time

for these kids.”

“Are you local to the Mornington Peninsula area?” asks

Daniel.

“Nah, came in from Sydney. Have a place round here but

they’re kicking me out in a couple of days. Won’t be the first

time, might head back up to Sydney soon.”

Without pausing, the man continues.

“SoyouseareChristianhuh? Mumwasaborn-againChristian.

Was praying the Lord’s prayer just now, first time I’ve prayed for

ten odd years since my friend passed. Yeah, funny thing that.”
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The two volunteers glance at each other, eyebrows raised.

“What prompted you to pray?” asks Isaac.

“Well this demon’s recently been tormenting me. Comes and

goes but just before, I saw this dead raven, and I’m thinking it’s

definitely the demon. Can’t fight demons myself, might as well

pray, right?”

“So you believe in higher powers?”

“Higher powers. Yeah for sure. Spirits and all that, I’ve had

experiences.”

Rosie lights a cigarette.

“Trent, they’ll kill me if I don’t find someone soon.”

The rolling hills sparkle in the evening light. Winter had just

passed, and the grass was not yet scorched by the blazing Australian

sun. It was still and green.

“Your parents?”

“I’m nearly thirty. They need to see that I’m giving it a shot. But I

just can’t. I can’t look a man in the eye without seeing him. Without

feeling his hands in all the wrong places.”

“Maybe I can buy you some time?”

“You’d do that for me? But you’re . . . I mean, that’s not you.”

“I can fake it. I’m pretty convincing when I want to be.”

Trent leans over and kisses Rosie’s forehead. She cackles, and

Trent smiles. Theywatch the setting sun pass into its sheath between

the hills.

“You hear that, Trent?”

“Silence?”

“Yes, but if you listen carefully, you might hear something else.”

“What?”

“Damned if I know, but there’s usually something.”
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“Make yourselves comfy, sit down if you’d like,” the man says,

patting the protruding tea tree root beside him.

Daniel and Isaac look at each other briefly, before taking a seat

beside him.

“Nice that you boys wanna chat. Every now and then I wave

to people, see if anyone wants to talk, wave my bag at ‘em and

everything.”

He gestures to his hot pink tote bag before continuing.

“Just before on the bus down here, tried chatting with this

bloke but he got mad I was putting me feet up on the seats. To

be fair, I was just doing it to see his reaction. It’s all a bit of fun,

people don’t often know what to do with someone like me, so

they get mad. I do it on purpose, of course.”

“Why do you do it?” Daniel asks.

“Bit of commentary I suppose. Sometimes I just wanna chat

but it ends up bothering people and they get violent.”

Trent kneads into Simon’s back, rubbing those shoulder blades a

little too softly.

“Firmer,” Simon murmurs.

Trent digs his thumbs in.

“Harder, I said!”

Trent presses in further until Simon abruptly cries out in pain.

“What the hell was that?”

“You said . . .”

“Are you trying to injure me?”

“Babe . . .”

“Get off!” Simon growls. “Who do you think you are? You’re my

masseur for Christ’s sake!”

He grabs his jacket andwallet andwalks out. The door sign rattles

as Simon slams it shut. $80 per session, it says.
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“Well, it’s all part of life isn’t it? That’s what gives life meaning,

the ups and the downs, people’s imperfections.”

“What about you, what are you living for?”

“Just looking for something I guess.”

“What might that be?”

“Some place to stay next week?”

He laughs.

“Pray for me, Trent.”

“You’ve never prayed in your life Rosie.”

“But you have.”

“Not for years.”

“Forty years walking these lands, I’ve heard the voices but never

knew the words. And now the demons call.”

The hospital machine beeps and whirrs.

“Forty years too short,” Rosie whispers.

Trent feels a tear roll down his cheek. He clasps her fragile hands

in his and presses his forehead against them.

“Our Father in heaven,” he began, his lips quivering. “Hallowed

be thy name . . .”

“What are these wristbands you’re wearing?”

“Oh, we use these to talk about our faith. Would you like one?”

Isaac hands him his bracelet. The man beams from ear to ear.

“Would ya look at that! Blue and orange, love it.”

Isaac smiles back.

“So ya gonna tell me what these four symbols mean?”

“Yes, we’d be happy to! The first point is the heart. It stands

for God’s love. Hemade us, and he loves each of us, andwants to

have a relationship with us. Have you heard of this idea before?”

“I like the sound of it, for sure.”
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Trent stumbles into the foyer, straining to focus on the lift. The bright

buttons shine white like moonlight. Ground Floor is displayed in

piercing red LED—flashing, flashing like devil eyes, like streaks of

glowing crimson searing across Trent’s vision. The floor begins to

sway, and Trent reaches out his hands, only to grasp air. Before he

can plead for help, the ground opens up, glowing in dazzling green

and gold—and swallows him whole. Trent swims in a sea of light, a

hard and painful cacophony of colours swirling in a sphere. And the

noise, there is just so much of it.

Demons, he sees demons, he is sure of it. He recognises their

shifting black shapes. His head burns, and he cries out. A thick teal

fog carries him up, away from the haunting shapes beneath. There

on the hill of clouds sits Rosie.

“I hear it now, Trent.”

His Rosie, a beautiful and proud Aboriginal woman, smiling as

she watches over the swirling stormy abyss beneath.

“Get up,” she says. But it is not her voice.

His body rocks, though the clouds around him remain still.

“Trent. Trent! You’ve had too much this time.”

“The second symbol is the divide sign. It refers to sin, which

separates us from God.”

“Oh yes, well sin’s everywhere, isn’t it? I’m a very sinful man.

All the fornication, all the gay stuff, God hates it doesn’t he? But

can’t help myself, enjoy it too much. Can’t live without it.”

“Do you believe that what you’re doing is something that God

would disapprove of?”

“Oh, absolutely. But not like some. Other day I was sittin’ at

the park watching the kids play. They’re so innocent, ya know?

Precious. This little girl fell over and I helped her up. Parents

wouldn’t have it. They threatened and spat and chasedme off.
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As an adult I’ve been abused before. Sometimes I was being

nasty and I deserved it, but kids never deserve it. I would never

lay a hand on a little one.”

“Pooftas pay extra, them’s the rules.”

“Get your hands off me!” yells Trent.

“I’m gonna enjoy this.”

“The third sign is the cross. This represents Jesus and his death

and resurrection. Do you knowmuch about Jesus?”

“Son of God, right? The Trinity and all that, I know it.”

“Yep! So, we believe that God became human and lived

among us. And I think this is really significant—that God knows

what it’s like to be human, that he experienced all the fears

and temptations and suffering that comes with the human

experience.”

Three weeks after it happened, its echoes still stain Trent’s thoughts.

The brakes that screeched a little too late. That sickening thud of

metal on metal. The lingering scent of melting plastic and burning

tarmac. He deserved to die that night, and no one would have cared

one way or the other. But it was as if he were destined to keep

walking the earth. Like death wasn’t ready for him yet.

“And so, the final symbol is the question mark. Because Jesus

died to pay for our sins, God is willing to forgive it all, nomatter

howmuch sin we commit. And now we have to choose whether

to receive this forgiveness.”

“I feel like there is room inmy life for Jesus, for sure.”

“Scared, Rosie. I’m scared. I’ve got no one.”
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Trent scrunches his brow, edging out those few tears that have

refused to escape.

Get up and grow a pair, he hears her say, though he knows that

gravestones don’t speak.

“I’m so lost.”

Quit your whining you silly boy.

Trent chuckles bitterly at her memory as the final tears flow freely.

“I’m not a bad guy, I swear. I mean I know I’m a pest, but I’d

never hurt anyone, not really. I spent a lot of time in the gym,

but at the end of the day no one cares. Might be enough to scare

others off sometimes but I’d be useless in a fight. Injured my

finger in a crash. Couldn’t punch if I tried. But these guys, allmy

life they’d try and walk over me, kick me when I’m down. Like

wolves sniffing blood. Sensing weakness. You boys be careful

out there. There’s not many like you guys, you’re good listeners

youse are, listening to an old man like me. But they’ll pick on

youse, I’m sure. The wolves.”

Trent sits alone on the V/Line. He hums some old folk tune and puts

his bare feet up on the chair opposite him. He looks up and winks

at the security camera. A middle-aged man in navy suit and tie

boards the train, looking down at Trent as he walks past. His eyes

glance briefly at Trent’s grey tank top, his shoulder tatt, his crumpled

Woolies shopping bag stuffed with clothes. He turns away quickly,

staring pointedly anywhere else. Trent waves. The man pretends

not to notice as he moves to the next carriage. Trent chuckles and

leans back into his seat. The train rumbles beneath him.

“Sorry to pile all this on youse. I like the sound of me own voice.

But thank you boys. Really. Been great to chat.”
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“Would you like us to pray for you?”

“Pray? Absolutely, was about to ask youse that!”

The two youngmen close their eyes and bow their heads. Isaac

speaks.

“Father God, I’m just so grateful for this conversation. I thank

you for bringing us here today, for all the stories that have been

shared, and all the ways you have been working . . .”

Their eyes remain closed as they pray for the demon to depart.

The prayer concludes. They look up, and the man is gone.

“You’re lucky this was my stop, mate,” Trent snarks.

Trent grabs his hot pink tote bag and blazing orange towel and

hops off.

Beside the bus stop lies a shifting black shape—the carcass of a

raven. Flies gorge on its decaying eyes. Those lifeless pits are red

with dried blood. Trent hurries across the road to the foreshore and

finds some shade beneath the local tea trees.

Three days later, Daniel and Isaac are cooking Japanese curry

for their team. The TV is on in the next room.

“Could you pass the salt?” asks Daniel.

“Yep.”

Isaac passes Daniel the salt.

“Any good conversations today?” asks Isaac.

“Nope. You?”

“Nothing. No one’s keen to talk.”

“Sometimes it feels like we’re wasting our time.”

The clock strikes six. The quiet fanfare of the ABC news plays

in the background.

“A man has been found dead on the Frankston line after being

hit by a train an hour before midnight last night. His identity is
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unknown. Police are still investigating whether or not the incident

was an accident.”

Daniel and Isaac both hear this, but the curry is boiling and

about to overflow. Daniel is scrambling to turn off the stove.

Isaac’s thoughts are elsewhere.

The rumble of the train begins as a gentle quiver. Then come the

lights. The piercing white lights of the train’s eyes as it comes round

the bend. Soon, the roaring sound and blinding light become one

overwhelming sensation. But in that brief moment, Trent hears

something. No. Feels it. Knows it. Understands. It is almost

imperceptible. Yet it is there.
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A Good Year

By Timothy Evans

Finalist

The warmth of late February snuck in through small gaps in

the windows. It was an old building, ancient since the recent

campus rebuild, and each year that passed left its warpedmarks.

Casting an eye around the stuffy room yielded no straight lines

but jagged corners,missingpaint and long-forgotten stains. For

who can straighten what God has made crooked? There weren’t

many who’d want to straighten out this place. Despite its prime

location, the chaplaincy building felt like a forgotten relic. For

the university bigwigs, it put a tick next to whatever freedom of

religion box they had and served its purpose. But we had a place

to call our own - even if our purposes differed from theirs.

I considered the sheet of butcher’s paper stretched across

the opposite wall. Here were straight lines, precise in their

spacing. Our year plan, semesters marked out with dates and

times. I scrolled each name, oftenmy own, marked beside the

weekly tasks. Every year, the same feeling washed over me.
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The satisfaction of a well-made strategy, though it had taken a

whole day to refine it. The heaviness of upcoming work, though

I’d done it before. Then that most sweet sensation - hope. Of

what could be accomplished, whatwould be accomplished, if we

followed those straight lines.

ButGodmakesall lines crooked in their time. Yearsofministry

to uni students had taught me the truth of well-laid plans, of

ambitions seldom caught. We had a decent group of students,

leaders and well-equipped staff. Hope was reasonable. Perhaps

not the boundless yet naive hope I once had, but still. I ranmy

handover thenumbers etchedneatly across its surface. Concrete

measures of our success and yet so muchmore. Each number, a

real person, waiting to be transformed.

I breathed a silent prayer that those numbers would mean

something. A hundred students might say some words, but true

life change was hard to come by. Most came and went quickly -

those were the easy ones. Worse were those who committed

but fell away. Then there were the few that I ruminated on

for months or years - whether I’d pushed too hard or not hard

enough. When I’d found myself unable to answer a question.

First, there’d be a missed catchup, messages would be read and

not responded to. Then, gradually, they’d be gone.

Smallmoments that rippled out like pebbles cast in a lake. The

standard refrain was that we couldn’t see where those ripples

ended. It was God who did the work; we just acted in faith. At

times these felt like convenient lies to tell ourselves, excuses for

things left unsaid. At others, they were the singular truths that

I would cling to in themidst of crushing disappointment. The

problemwith a job where your goal was to change lives was that

life was chaos, and change seldom followed a clear path.

“Hypocrites!” Startled, I glanced through the hazy window.
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A dishevelled young man shuffled along the nearby path. He

wore a greasy singlet top, and ripped jeans and looked like he’d

come straight from a successful bender. Around his neck hung a

long chain with a gaudy crucifix on it. I suspected it was fashion

rather than religion.

“Who are YOU to judge ME?!” He bellowed.

The building was empty except for me, semester still yet to

start. I sippedmy cold coffee from its chippedmug. The hope

I’d been feeling was tinted with another familiar emotion -

nervousness. It didn’t matter howmany people I approached;

that sick nervousness never went away.

I opened the front door and waved. “Hi! Can I help you?”

“Piss off!”

All things considered, fairly civil. I stepped through the

doorway.

“I’mMatt. I work with the Christian student group. What’s

your name?”

“Lucifer!” He bulged his bloodshot eyes and threw me a

crazed smile. The effect was slightly ridiculous. He swayed back

and forth, clearly under the influence of something. I pushed

on.

“Are you OK? Do you needme to call a ride home?”

“I’mfine! I knowwhat you think, I don’t need your self…self…

”

“Self-righteousness?”

He glared at me for jumping in. “Yeah! Exactly!”

That was as good an opening I was going to get. “Look, I don’t

believe in judging others. No one’s perfect, and God’s the only

onewho can truly decide. If you need anything, just letme know.

Otherwise, I’m gonna get back to work.”

I held out a placating hand and then turned back into the build-
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ing. Wisdomwas knowing when to leave unhelpful encounters.

Besides, it was hot, and I had a headache. He’d probably got

what he wanted anyway and would wander off soon.

I was halfway through the door when his coarse voice yelled

again. “Forgiveness!”

That was a new one. I turned back, “What?”

He looked smaller somehow, his manic energy dwindling and

a raw vulnerability taking its place. He grasped the decorative

crucifix in his hand. “You’re a priest, right? You can forgive

me?”

“What for?”

“I can’t stop screwing everything up. I need it.”

He slumped down next to the path. I took a few steps toward

him and squatted down.

“God can forgive you if you ask. Give control of your life to

Him, He will forgive you for everything and you can start new.”

I knew it was a long shot, but I figured he’d come here for a

reason. It’d be worse not to try.

His bluster was all done, and he looked little more than a lost

kid. He gave a small nod.

“What’s your name?” I tried again.

“Alex.”

“OK, Alex. We’re going to pray together, out loud. Is that OK?”

Nothing in response, which I took as a yes.

“God, I know I’ve made mistakes and that my life’s a mess.

I believe in You and your Son Jesus, that You can forgive me

and make me new. Please come into my life, take control and

transformmy ways. Amen”

My heart raced as his quavering voice spoke each word back.

He heaved a deep sigh. “Thank you.” His eyes met mine, and

there was a soberness there I hadn’t seen before.
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“You’re welcome, Alex.”

The sun blazed down, my knees and head ached, and I needed

the bathroom. But there was a moment there that felt like

connection. Then it passed, and we were strangers again.

I stood awkwardly and we exchanged numbers. I told Alex to

come to our stall at orientation, and he gave the non-committal

response I was so used to. He limped off, and I allowedmyself

the briefest smile - It was going to be a good year.

—

Dry brown leaves crunched under my feet as I stepped off the

path towards the Chaps, the affectionate name the students

had endowed upon the chaplaincy building. Orientation week

seemed like a year ago yesterday, and despite the weeks of

meetings, discipleship times and discussion groups, I felt like

our work had only just begun.

As I stooped into my office, the weight of things I still had to

do settled onto me like a well-worn hoodie. Dave, one of our

key students, was in his usual spot in the corner, chatting with

Annika, a fellow staffmember.

“But if we have no free will, then what’s the point? Wouldn’t

God be responsible for both our repentance and our sin too?

Yet, it would limit God’s power. Our free will would be like Him

creating a rock so heavy that even He can’t lift it.”

Dave furrowedhis brow, considering theweighty implications

of his words. Annika shrugged, “Either way, Dave, you need to

be clear with her about what your intentions are. If you’re really

interested, you should ask her out.”

This seemed to perplex Dave evenmore. He looked to me for

some alternative path. I grinned at him, “Sometimes you have
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to take a step of faith, mate.”

“Et tu, Matthew?” He gave me a wounded look, then stood.

“See you guys at conference; I’ll be snowed under ‘til then.”

I nodded back at him. Our annual gathering was the best

opportunity to engage our students with the vision of a life with

God. At least Dave had already registered to come, I still had a

long list of maybes. Don’t worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow

has enough worries of its own. When it came to anything other

than exams, students really took Jesus’ words to heart.

Annika stood too. She was just starting to show, a bump of

excitement for her and Paul, also on staff, and a little bump in

the road for me.

“HeyMatt, I’ll confirm before conferencemy days, but I think

Monday andWednesday work best.”

“Sure, just let me know.”

She smiled and left. A new life coming into the world was

exciting, butmy team leader’s brain had beenworking overtime

since the news. Annika was an incredible mentor to the girl

students - and clueless guys like Dave. I knew she’d make the

most of her two days but her priorities were changing.

Still, I was hopeful. People had come to faith this semester,

and our activities were running well. I sat and spunmy wonky

chair to face the wall. The sheet was marked all over with tasks

completed. Someone had scribbled “Matt is FAT” across the

bottom, which brought a grin to my face.

BANG! BANG! The crooked window rattled in its frame. I

leapt up. A bleary-eyed student peered in. He looked strung

out and a shiny crucifix dangled from his neck, catching the

fading autumn light.

“Alex?” I muttered, his name floating up frommymemory.

“Hey, priest! I need sanctuary or whatever.”
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I tried hard not to roll my eyes. After our first encounter, we’d

messaged back and forth but never found anything firm. I kept

an ear out for him but as the semester wore on, things became

busy.

“Can I come in?” His hot breath fogged against the glass.

“I’ll come to you,” I gestured. I took amoment, thinking of

sowers and seeds and soils and tried to remember who made

things grow.

It was chilly outside, and the days were getting darker. I

approached Alex thinking of home and a warm cup of tea.

“Hey Alex, I’d been hoping to see you.”

“I need it again.” He was high and not handling it well.

“What?”

“That thing you did. I need it again.”

I cast mymind back to our first meeting. “When we prayed?”

He leaned forward, hungry, “That’s it. I need it again; I need

to start over.”

It doesn’t work that way; it’s not some junkie’s fix. As tired as

I was, the words nearly tumbled out of mymouth. But I paused,

or maybe God stopped me, and I looked. He was desperate. And

lost.

“OK, Alex.” So I sat down on the grass, and he sat next to

me. His hands trembled as he gripped the crucifix tight between

them.

I spoke the words and he said them back. He was so sincere,

and afterwards his face was wet with tears. He thankedme and

began to gather his things.

“Hey Alex?” He turned. “Just wondering, do you wear the

cross because you believe?”

He glanced down at his fashion statement. “I found it at a bar.

Is it wrongwearing it with all the f- “He caughtmy eye, stopped
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himself. “All the bad stuff I’ve done?”

“That’s up to you. Just know, it was Jesus on that thing,” I

motioned to the cross, “That set you free.”

He left and I wondered if he’d remember any of this tomorrow.

—

My laptop cast angular shadows around the icy room. As usual,

the shorter daylight hours coincided with longer hours on

campus.

Annika and Paul gave their resignation notice at the start of

semester. She’dbeenunwellwith thepregnancy, and something

changed for them. They’d decided to move back north, closer to

family. I understood of course and they were gracious enough

to stay for the first half of semester. But their absence loomed

large in mymind.

I’d been staring atmy screen for what felt like hours. For once

a buildingprojectwas aheadof schedule and theChapswas set to

be demolished by the end of semester, in linewith the continued

campus ‘redevelopment’.

It didn’t reallymatter but it felt wrong. The broken and bent

architecturewas embeddedwithmemories of past triumphs and

failures. It was our place. I knewwhy the carpet wasmelted near

the microwave and which student went to hospital afterward.

Do not love the world, for this world is passing away. Yet

wasn’t this also God’s place? The torn paper I’d blue-tacked to

the wall six months ago drooped above me. I’d readjusted it so

many times that it was more like a child’s mad scribbles. I felt

the urge to rip it down.

But it was cold and Iwas tired. I began to closemy laptopwhen

a notification popped up.
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“padre. u there?”

That familiar face, wild smile on some dancefloor. I sighed

and waited.

Three heavy knocks at the front. I fired a message back, “2

secs.”

I’d lost countof these talksover thepast fewmonths. Irregular

at first but since semester had started, they’d become a couple

times a week. We’d talk, we’d pray. I’d try to add some piece of

truth, a word. Maybe, I thought, this time he’d really change.

Then he’d go on a bender and we’d start over. I stretched my

stiff body and headed for the front door.

I stumbled through the common room where Dave and

Michelle were chatting away. I was clearly intruding.

“Oh! SorryMatt. You’re still here?” Davewas bright red. He’d

definitely taken a few steps of faith and he and Michelle were

inseparable now.

“You guys should probably head off. Alex and I are gonna

chat.”

They nodded, packed up their things and headed out back.

They knew the drill.

I reluctantly approached the door, muttering a prayer that

this wouldn’t take long. I pulled the door open and there he was.

“Screwed up again padre.”

He was hunched over, his cross dangling low like aheavy-

weightt. I thought of all his sins on that cross. Sins he was

still carrying.

“Come in.”

—

The cool breeze was sweet with the aroma of flowering plants.

Small flecks of dust twinkled in sunlight, drifting down onto the
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lopsided Chaps. Temporary fencing crowded around it like a jail

cell. Waiting for execution, I supposed. Jacarandas carpeted the

pathway with purple petals - a sure sign it was exam time.

I was weary as usual, battling the cold that came whenever I

relaxed and wondering how to fill the gaps left by graduating

students. Yet there was another strange feeling, like a TV show

cancelled too soon. I felt unfinished.

Annika’s farewell was bittersweet, her baby the star of the

evening. I’d said words that I meant but didn’t feel. When staff

leave, students leave, and this was no exception. I imagined I

could see my butcher’s paper plan through the Chaps window.

Whenwe’dmoved out, I’d left it, joking that it was load-bearing

paper. The truth was it had little bearing on reality now.

For I know the plans I have for you. The hint therewas obvious

- God knows, not us. Down the path, I glimpsed Dave staring

at the worksite. I waved but he made sure not to see me. The

breakup with Michelle had been tough, enough to push him

away from God for a while. I hoped hemight come back.

Someone screamed and I spun around, my nerves buzzing.

Just a few happy first-years laughing about some shared secret.

It surprised me to realise that I’d wanted to see Alex shambling

down, with some new confession.

I’d messaged, even called, but hadn’t managed to make

contact the last few weeks. Mymind had travelled the winding

paths of what might have happened. Most didn’t end well. I’d

rackedmybrains trying to combthrougheverypieceof supposed

wisdom I’d shared. None of it added up to much.

Our last meeting was unremarkable. We spoke, he prayed - he

knew the words by now - then talked.

“You’re a goodman padre.”

“You know I’m not a priest, right? I’m just a guy trying to
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walk with God.”

He had the usual sober look afterwards. Maybe he did look

better this time, clearer. Like a shroud behind his eyeswas lifted.

Or maybe that’s what I wanted to remember.

His fingers traced something across the back of the cross.

“Well, I’m not really Catholic, am I?”

We both laughed at that. I got up to make some tea and when

I came back he was gone. I was used to his abrupt departures by

now and so I sat, sipped my tea and wondered when I’d see him

next.

But that was his goodbye. An undrunk cup of tea on a poorly

lacquered coffee table.

CRASH! I turned around fast enough to see the digger’s claw

rip through the Chaps. In a moment, it went from a place to

rubble.

The breeze carried a sour scent and I wrinkled my nose and

walked away.

—

The claw swung down and crushed a small benchtop. It pul-

verised a cracked wall, crushing a frayed sheet of paper on the

way. It slid down onto a low table and ripped couch, easily

pushing them aside, revealing a sharp glint in the spring light.

A coiled silver chain, with an overly bright crucifix at its end.

Scratched onto its surface, a single word. Free.

A great tear caved in the roof, burying the broken room and

chain under debris.

To make way for something new.
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A conversation with Death

By Yeeshin Woon

Finalist

He set the cup downon its saucer, an ominous black aura trailing

his everymotion. “In all the thousands of years that I’veworked,

I had never seen anything like it,” he said. I could almost swear

I heard a slight tremble in his voice. “I thought for sure I was

dead. How ironic.”

I smiled politely while occasionally eyeing the wooden chair

he sat in. Just this morning, I had five shiny wooden kitchen

chairs. Now, I had four shiny wooden kitchen chairs and one

wooden kitchen chair in various stages of rot, based on which

parts of it were in direct contact with its grim occupant. My

polite facade did little to conceal my nerves, partly for fear that

the chair might decide to collapse under him at any moment,

and partly at the thought of whether I could afford to buy a new

chair.
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He took a sip of tea from a finely decorated porcelain cup, then

continued. “It was just another regular day on the job, y’know?

I was there to collect a soul, as always. And everything was fine

at first.”

“Hold on,” I interjected. “Sorry, just need to clarify: What

exactly is your job scope?”

“Well, when people die, I arrive on the scene to collect their souls

and transport them to the afterlife that they’ve been assigned

to,” he said. “Every day God gives me a list of souls to collect,

andwhich afterlife to escort them to. And after that, Imake sure

they stay dead. I’m the reason you guys haven’t had a zombie

apocalypse yet.”

“So you work for God? I thought you worked for Satan.”

“Eh, I’m just here to carry out orders,” he said, shrugging. “If

you like, you can think of it as Satan beingmymanager and God

being the CEO. I may have originated from the devil, but God

gives the orders.”

“Right. Continue.”

“So, as I was saying, everything was fine at first. It was the

morning of the third day after he died that I got a call frommy

boss - that would be the devil himself - and he was absolutely

furious. Yelling at me about how someone called Jesus had

somehow gotten out of his grave and was now walking around

appearing to people. Hewas so angry, his screamingwas almost

incoherent.”
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“Wow. That must’ve sucked, I’m sorry. I kind of know how that

feels,” I said lamely. What else was I supposed to say anyway?

What is the proper response to Death complaining about his

boss Satan over a cup of tea in your living room on a Saturday

afternoon?

“Anyway, at first I wasn’t too concerned. This sort of thing had

happened before. Multiple times, in fact. I tried explaining to

my boss that Jesus would probably eventually die again, but

would he listen? No!” He slammed a shrivelled grey fist down

on the table, causing the teacups to jump. “Apparently I’dmade

a huge mistake because this guy was kind of a big deal and it

was absolutely important tomy boss that he stay dead,” he said,

shaking his head and leaning back in his chair.

I couldn’t help smiling. “But he didn’t, did he?”

“Knock it off,” Death grumbled. “I know you Christians are all

smug about this, but I nearly lost my job because of it. The only

reason why I didn’t get fired is because I’m the only one left

who actually knows how to do what I do. No one else has had

the same amount of training or experience.”

“Sorry,” I said, despite the fact that I did not feel sorry at all.

“But if I may ask, if it was so important to the devil that Jesus

stay dead, why couldn’t he see to the job himself? If I wanted

something that important to get done, I wouldn’t have trusted

anyone but myself to see it through. No offense to you, of

course,” I added hastily.

“None taken,” he replied. “I actually asked him the same
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questionmyself. He spluttered for half a minute before hanging

up on me. But just between you and me,” he said, leaning in

confidentially, “I think, deep down, he knew that even his best

effortswould’ve been futile anyway. Hewas just takinghis anger

out onme when his worst fears came true.”

“Really? All those years of prophecies didn’t clue him in that it

wouldn’t have worked?”

Death shrugged. “He gets a bit too ambitious for his own good

sometimes. After all, it was what landed him in his position as

the devil in the first place.”

“So tell me, what was it like when you tried to get Jesus to stay

dead?” I asked.

“Oh, I can’t tell you the details. I signed a non-disclosure

agreement when I first took up the job,” he said. “But I can

tell you that it was impossible. Like I said, I fought so hard, I

thought I would die. I had never experienced anything like it

before. It was the hardest battle of my entire career, and I lost.”

“Well, I can’t say I’m sorry for you, because I’m really not,” I

said, “but people are still dying every day. You’ll never be out

of work; you haven’t been for several thousand years. It’s not

likely to happen anytime soon.”

He sipped his tea thoughtfully. There was a moment’s pause,

and then he asked: “I’ve still got quite a bit of time left onmy

break. You wanna come with me and see the grave?”
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“Oh, no thanks,” I said. “I’ve actually beenon ahistory tourwith

my church to see the graves that people at the time would’ve

used. I know what they look like.”

“No, I don’t mean that. I can take you to the actual grave on the

actual day.”

I froze.

“Do you really- I mean, can you- But what- How?” I spluttered,

after my brain had finished processing this information with

great difficulty.

Death waved his hand with an air of dismissal. “You’re having

afternoon tea and chattingwith the GrimReaper, and yourmain

question is how he can time travel? Are you coming or not?”

My confused expression slowly turned into a grin. “Oh, I am so

in.”

“Cool. Just let me finish this,” he said, picking up his near-

empty cup. “Sorry for ruining your chair. But I can’t really help

it. If I touch biodegradablematerial, it just starts decaying. Also,

where did you get this tea? It’s the most delightful blend I’ve

had in a long time.”

“My brother runs his own tea business. He’s got his own farms

and everything. This was a gift from him.”

“Not everyone treats me with such hospitality,” he admitted.

“I don’t blame them, though. The normal reaction for most

26



A CONVERSATIONWITH DEATH

people when they see a black hooded figure six metres tall on

their doorstep is to scream and slam the door. Not that a door

has ever stoppedme.”

“I guess I’m not a normal person, then.”

“Yeah, I figured.” He drained his cup. “Let’s go.”

The Grim Reaper rose to his imposing full height, scattering

black mould and rotting leaves all over my kitchen table as he

moved. I couldn’t help but crack a smile at several pieces of

damp, rotting kitchen chair firmly adhered to his hindquarters.

A trail of ash, threatening to fall apart at any moment, drooped

from the end of his scythe. As he raised his right hand, the long

sleeve of his robe fell back, exposing a mummified bony arm

the colour of rotting flesh. His glowing red eyes peered out at

me fromwithin the oversized black hood, which overshadowed

his face so that I could not see it clearly at all - probably for the

better. I hadmanaged to gomywhole lifewithout knowingwhat

he actually looked like, and I was content to keep it that way.

Based on the looks of that arm, one could probably guess the

looks of his face.

“Put on a plastic glove and grab my hand,” he said. “It won’t

work unless you do.”

I hesitated, looking at the ashy grey hand. It was as if someone

had shrink-wrapped a skeleton with moth-eaten grey felt.

“Oh, come on,” he grumbled. “You’ll be fine.”
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Still slightly reluctant, I followedhis instructions. (There arenot

enough words in the English language to describe the immense

gratitude I felt towards my glove in that moment, for when I

actually grabbed hold of his hand, it felt as if I had taken up a

pile of very bony raw chicken. If not for the thin plastic barrier

between our hands, I shudder to think what the texture of his

skin may have felt like.) Then he raised his other hand, holding

the scythe. A blue flash of light surrounded us, and the next

moment, we were standing in a garden. Judging by the sun, it

was about mid-afternoon.

Lush greenery surrounded us. All over the garden, bushes grew

in a neat but scattered fashion. The green was occasionally

broken up by dots of colour from flowers in full bloom, none

of which I could identify, unfortunately. From somewhere in

the bushes, a bird sang. I sat in the cool shade of a nearby

tree, its branches expanding far and wide from the stout and

sturdy trunk. Death found a seat in between two thick branches

and nestled himself in it comfortably, ignoring the mould that

immediately began to spread from underneath him.

“So, what do you think?” he said.

“It’s really pretty for a graveyard garden,” I admitted. “Not

really what I was expecting. I dunno, maybe I thought the grass

would be all dried and withered and a bit more creepy-looking.”

“Why does everyone assume that anything related to death is

creepy-looking?” Even though the hood obscured his face, I

could hear the eye roll in his voice. “You humans and your

stereotypes. But look,” he added, “the grave is right over there
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if you want to see it.”

He extended his scythe towards a nearby structuremade of rock.

It was too small to be a building and too big to be a room, and

the gaping entrance revealed nothing about its contents except

darkness. To the side was a huge circle shaped slab of stone

leaning against the wall, and I noticed with some amusement

that it was thicker than I was. A short stairway began from just

outside the entrance and extended down into the dark.

It was only when I tried standing up to walk that I realisedmy

legs were not responding to the commands frommy brain, and

they had gone slightly wobbly.

“What’s the matter?” Death asked.

“Nothing, I just…” I drew a deep breath. “This is the actual grave

of Jesus. Wow.” I rubbed my eyes and pinched myself. The

crescent nail marks onmy skin and the sharp pain confirmed

that this was not a dream.

“Yeah, it is. Knock yourself out,” he replied. “But don’t do

anything too crazy. No touching of anything, just look. There

are rules to time travel that I can’t reverse if you violate them.”

I barely managed to nod as I walked toward the stairs like a

toddler learning his first steps. The yawning entrance beckoned,

slightly ominously. Even though I already knew exactly what

I would find when I got in, it was with slight trepidation and

burning curiosity that I went down into the heart of the tomb.
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How long I spent in there I do not remember, but it must have

been ages. When I finally re-emerged, it was almost sunset and I

found Death sitting down on the quickly-blackening grass, with

two of the tree’s huge branches broken off from a rotten spot

and lying on the ground dejectedly.

“Oh, you’re here,” he said. “I was just about to go and call you.

Let’s go back home.”

“Wait, can I at least stay here and see if any of Jesus’ friends or

family come back?”

“Absolutely not,” he refused. “You know very well that you

might mess the timeline up if you talk to anyone who wasn’t

supposed to have met you, or touched anything that wasn’t

supposed to come into contact with you. I thought you guys

made lots of movies about that.”

I shrugged. “It was worth a shot,” I mumbled. “Let’s go home

then. I can’t wait to tell everyone what happened. You have no

idea howmuch this meant to me.”

“Yeah, about that,” he said, inhaling sharply. “We’ll talk more

about it when we get home. For now, we have to leave.” He

grabbedmy hand - still in the plastic glove which I never took

off - and in another flash of blue light, we were back inside my

kitchen.

-

Steam rose from our teacups in strange little curling patterns,
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disappearing into the air wistfully. I cut a plastic bag open and

taped it over the seat of another chair, then put another plastic

bag over the back. We stood looking at each other for a few

moments.

I hadn’t even noticed when I’d begun to pace around the room.

“Seriously, you have no idea howmuch thismeans tome. I can’t

wait to tell my wife. I can’t wait to tell everyone. They’re never

gonna believe what just happened. Should I write a book? I

really should’ve taken photos. Do you think…” I rambled on

incoherently, excitement spilling out of every pore of my body,

while Death sat in his plastic-covered chair patiently waiting

for me to run out of energy. I was a toy car whose switch had

been irreparably stuck at ‘Go’, and he was the bemused child

waiting for the car to finally exhaust its batteries.

When I finally collapsed onmy chair, Death spoke. “Even if you

told anyone what you saw, they wouldn’t believe you.”

I glared at him. “Why not?” I demanded. “Surely this would

contribute plenty of credit to the resurrection of Jesus.”

“Oh, please,” he scoffed, and once again I heard the eye roll.

“You really think that any rational human being will believe it

when you say that the Grim Reaper appeared in your kitchen,

helped you travel back in time to the day Jesus resurrected,

transported you back so you could write a book about it? That’s

a one-way ticket to the nuthouse if I ever saw one.”

“Hey, first of all, that’s offensive. We don’t call it the nuthouse

anymore. Second of all…” My voice lost its defensive ring as the
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realisation set in that he was absolutely right. “I just thought,

well, this experience really strengthenedmy faith and I thought

it could do the same for others. Maybe it might even change the

minds of atheists.”

“Oh, my dear child, no,” he said. “It’s not like you telling them

anything will make them believe, because they had already

decided from the start that they would not believe in anything

related to religion or God. Even if you yourself died and came

back to life and told them what it was like in heaven, none of

themwould listen to you. They’d just come up with tons more

excuses not to believe, simply because they do not want to.”

Wow, I thought. Am I really taking theological advice from Death

right now?

He must have sensed what I was thinking because he added,

with a slight laugh: “I overhear your little theological debates

and discussions, you know. Working round the clock, I need

something to keepme entertained.”

“So what do I do?”

“What do youmean?”

“How do I proceed? Where do I go from here? Who do I tell?”

“I don’t really understand your question,” he said, scratching

his head with a bony finger. “There’s no need to do anything.”

“No need?” I nearly choked on my tea. “I’ve just had a life-
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changing experience that permanently altered the way I see

things and I’d really love for everyone to go through the same

thing, or at least hear about my remarkable experience, and

you tell me there’s no need to do anything?…Ohhhh.” The

penny dropped, and the incredulous look onmy face was slowly

replaced with a dawning realisation.

“Yeah, that’s right.” Death was grinning, I could hear it. “Now

you get it. Again, I’m no expert on all this Christian stuff, but

if I recall correctly, you’ve been through something lots more

amazing than this. So, shouldn’t you be telling people about that

instead? And if peoplewon’t believewhat Jesus did for you,what

makes you think they’ll believe your little time travelling story?

Actually, here’s a helpful little tip: don’t tell anyone about what

we did today. Really. It’ll just make you seem like a lunatic and

no one’s gonna believe you on what really matters.”

He had a point, of course. And just then, my alarm rang.

“Well,” I said, getting up frommy chair. “I have to get ready for

work, I’ve got the night shift. And you gotta get back to work,

too. We should do this again sometime. It was unexpectedly

nice to chat with you.”

“Hey,” he retorted, pretending to be offended. “I’ll be back, but

next time, it’ll be to send you to Jesus.”

“Can’t wait!” I called out, only half-jokingly, as he strode out of

my house, leaving a long trail of rot behind him. I smiled and

watched till he disappeared frommy view, then started to pack

my bag for work. This time, though, I made sure to include a
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little stack of tracts, neatly bound together by a rubber band.

Boy, were my colleagues in for the conversation of their lives.

And little did one of them know (nor did I) that it would redirect

the course of his life forever.
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Heading South, Finding True North

By John Mayne

Finalist

Shaun Moffatt would ordinarily be munching on some large

McDonald’s fries and a Dare iced coffee right about now, but

he just wasn’t hungry. Nor could he comprehend his sudden

disinterest in following Leisa and Kate off the bus and into the

service station, loitering from a safe distance, yet seizing the

right moment to casually chime into their giggling tête-à-tête.

Upon the vehicle halting, the thought barely crossed his

mind as to whether the girls had even left their highly coveted

backseat. Though outwardly aloof, subtle about intentions,

Shaun knew that internally, at least, he was girl crazy. Well,

at least he used to think so anyway, but recently his affection

for the fairer sex, let alone for the hydrogenated soybean oil et

al. of his favouriteMacca’s staple, had been inexplicably halted.

The bus interior warmed, but not enough to entice him through

its rear doors. Shaun was lost in thought, reflecting onWinter

Camp.
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Shaun was no stranger to going on overnight adventures

before. He had hammed it up with mates at Rotto for Leavers, to

what non-sandgropers might call Rottnest Island, and Schoolies.

Cycling, snorkelling thebays, downingdouble scooped ice cream

in the hot afternoon breeze, whilst the lads from Hale School

whined about how much they missed gelato on the mainland

(‘higher melting point for greater duration of bliss’, they would

opine).

He’d done a few rustic overnighters on the Bibbulman track

just past Pemberton, took his first vodka shot at Year 10 ski trip,

as well as more than made up the numbers at Leadership Camp,

Volleyball Retreat, and a bevy of other miscellaneous camping

capers. Quite a few of the faded T-shirts Shaun wore to sleep, or

to drink Emu Export in, would easily verify his presence at these

almost rite-of-passage affairs (‘Kiss my Ace’ from Volleyball

Retreat, being his most stained, and arguably most satisfying

number). Yet this latest campwasunlike anyother, andcertainly

not a straightforward one to Instagram caption afterwards.

He had been invited to Busselton by Trevor Bartels, a casual

acquaintance from high school who Shaun had found himself

getting to know a bit more as a classmate at Curtin University.

Though Trev possessed an awkward gait, coupled with a bor-

derline criminal apathy towards the Marvel Universe, he was

otherwise easy enough to tolerate. To tell the truth, Shaunbegan

to appreciate his companymore than he probably let on.

Trev was level-headed, and not the sort of person you would

blacklist from future group assignments. He could tolerate some

gentle ribbing, doled out his own brand of quirky humour, and

kept the bantermore convivial than caustic. It was also the little

things he did that Shaun noticed, like having coffee dates with

his older sister during lecture breaks; sharing warm, occasion-
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ally long-winded, anecdotes about grandparents; refusing to

skite about exam results and taking an interest in the welfare of

classmates.

Trev was a Christian to boot, though what precisely that

meant, had been fuzzy to Shaun. That is, until Trevor kept bad-

gering him about this peskyWinter Camp, a Christian university

student conference down south.

Shaun rarely gravitated toward deep ponderings about life and

theuniverse. Hewasmore the guy tohelphismates grapplewith

their existential crises, rather than deal with his own variety.

His experience of Christianity at high school had been vanilla,

with each likable adherent or half-decent chapel presentation,

quickly outweighed by someone he found too emotional about

faith, too insecure to be credible. Even if this increasingly

meant he had to dig further into the recesses of primary school

memories to find worthy counterexamples.

Shaunwas drinking tinniesmore often thanhe let on, deleting

his internet search history at increasing frequency, and slowly

becoming more brash in belittling his parents among friends.

But these vices were often shared and even lauded among

peers, so his conscience remained relatively unseared. That is,

providing he was not left to his own devices for too long when

the drinking veered frommaudlin to numbing in its intent.

I mean sure, Shaun was not completely spiralling or anything,

but he did feel a slow fade, and beyond some generic aspirations,

was unconvinced of any concrete life goalsworthwhiteboarding,

let alone journaling privately.

Trev’s commitment to spruiking the Winter Camp to Shaun

(and to Callum, who swiftly leapt upon his impending wisdom

teeth removal as a get-out-of-jail card), seemed to belie the

characterisation Shaun hadmade of him during semester. He
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wasn’t a big personality Trev, more of a peacemaker than a

protagonist, and yet here he was, cajoling him to join, with the

same fervour Shaun had only tasted elsewhere from Socialist

Alternative acolytes on Club Day.

“I can shout you thedeposit if that greases thewheels, and you

pay me back before graduation, or before I make my Tottenham

FC debut,”Trevwouldpipeup, almost abruptly, since the subject

matter had evolved onto other topics at the time.

“You won’t be the only person at Camp who hasn’t been to

church, and the joint is right on the beachfront,” Trev offered,

one final oratory cast of the hook, prior to hopping on the train

and waving farewell.

Again, it was out of sight and out of mind until Trev called

with a more simple, heartfelt final plea that same evening, the

penultimate day before rego was due. Shaun yielded, moseying

onto the sign-up page, devoid of any enthusiasm about the

product, andmore as anode tohismate’s persistence. Forwhilst

texts were a dime a dozen, it had been a while since anyone

outside his thinning inner circle had called Shaun like that out

of the blue. It felt refreshing, even if the sensation was later

substituted by an anxiety about what he was getting himself

into.

Shaun had a gnawing aversion to stepping onto the bus to

Winter Camp. Surely, he thought, his own wisdom teeth could

have been found suspect, had he beenmore diligent in inquiring

with Dr Tan bi-annually rather than biennially. Hewas enjoying

university break, being halfway through The Mandalorian, was

improving his lap time, and sleeping ‘til middaywhen hewasn’t

out early at the aquatic centre.

Most importantly, Karen Perez was sliding into his DMs, and

Shaun couldn’t accidentally ‘bump into her’ after work if he
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suddenly relocated to midway between Perth and Antarctica,

where barely a skerrick of 4G eked out an existence.

The first twenty-four hours of Winter Camp had that out-

of-body feel. Shaun took extra time than he’d care to admit

adjusting to the rainy climate, the influx of strangers upon his

private world, even battling some light travel sickness.

He remembers chortling at the emcee’s jokes, though less for

their inherent humour, and more in relief, as the realisation

dawned that Winter Camp was not being run by total quacks.

A few of the themed decorations seemed tacky, and the Bible

verses plastered behind the drum kit were a reminder he barely

remembered to pack his musty, red-coloured Gideon’s New

Testament, a freebie from ninth grade.

The rapport Shaun had built with Trev seemed a bit stilted or

forced from the outset. Trev was attentive, without wanting to

smother Shaun, who could fend for himself socially a bit more

than some of the others Trev had corralled together.

It was during the Camp’s inaugural breakfast that hemet Leisa

and Kate, rapidly eroding his preoccupation with Karen. He

noticed their laugh, sincerity, the way they apportioned eye

contact in an egalitarian manner, and their inability to flirt.

The latter may have been honed intentionally, or they were just

clueless, meriting further research on Shaun’s behalf.

Theguest speaker, JohnGibson,wore corduroypants, creating

an unmistakable whirring noise as he graced the ‘stage.’ That is,

if one could deem the slightly heightened array of rectangular

chipboards worthy of such a description. Gibson’s accent was

hard to place, as if an American spent his salad days sailing to

various port cities, yet never missing an episode of Home and

Away. He did not seem like the type of gentwhowould have been

popular in school, and yet he spokewith a conviction about Jesus
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that Shaun found disarming, soon intriguing, and ultimately,

captivating. Hook, line and the proverbial.

He brought what looked like carefully prepared notes to the

lectern, but as the week wore on, he grew in his neglect towards

them. Gibson unpacked the theme of Jesus being God, of Jesus’

counter-cultural lifestyle, of Jew and Roman conspiring to his

death, and of his resurrection. He took students through a

rabbit trail, or five, peppering talks with anecdotes from his

youth in Adelaide, and Austin. When he aimed to tell a joke, the

response was underwhelming, but being a decent storyteller,

and unintentionally hilarious in his mannerisms, Gibson had

them in the palm of his handmost other times.

There was a bit of an aura about Gibson, or maybe it was just

that his age gap meant the students would rather play Settlers of

Catan orMao in their cliques, but Shaun did not mind. It meant

that during supper, he had Gibson to himself, especially when

the more scholastic of students had finished wheeling their

theological quandaries before him. Gibson’s answers elicited

satisfactionmingled with bemusement, with the simplicity of

his replies sometimes hinting at basermotives behind the stated

questions.

He didn’t suffer fools, though undoubtedly a reformed fooled

himself. Gibson seemed like the type who was as much at home

talking to a physics honours student, as he would to a wino

teetering along Busselton Jetty near twilight. Jim and Shaun

spoke every evening bar one.

They talked of spearfishing, how to interpret various shades

of avocado, about finding women hard to understand, the

motivational tenets of school bullies circa 1982-2021, of wheat,

tares, thebackstorybehind Israel’sflag, a farmer’s boywhosped

off to the bright lights with dad’s credit cards, and a treasure

40



HEADING SOUTH, FINDING TRUE NORTH

chest in a grassy field.

On the final evening, Gibson, more tenderly than usual, asked

“Why did you come to camp, Shaun?”

“Rave reviews about the beef stroganoff. That and a mate

askedme to.”

“I am glad you came.”

The lack of pretencewas refreshing. “Thanks, I guess,” Shaun

said, looking away at the laminated food hygiene poster.

“Shaun, there is someone else who is glad you came. God

himself!”

‘Ahh sheesh’ Shaun groaned, inwardly.

“God wanted you to come. He wants you to know that despite

your junk, thought life, the less glamourous pages in your

historical record, despite things going on with your folks, he

loves you and sent Jesus to die for you, a death you did not

deserve, to pay the price you could not afford. God wants to

salvage your life, adopt you as his own, mould you into the

person, the man rather, he created you to be.”

“He wants to bury and forget your junk, bestowing on you

Shaun, his righteousness. It’s a credit swap, where you gain

forgiveness and the power to live a new life. Jesus Christ took

upon himself your sin, past, present, and future.”

“You’ve been running from him Shaun, not always in full

flight, at maximum speed, with the wanton abandon of your

mates, but running from him, nonetheless.”

“I want to invite you, not for my sake, but on behalf of

the Creator himself, to return to him, believe on his Son and

receive the gracious gift of eternal life he offers. I promise you

Shaun, I can promise you…” Gibson’s saliva becoming more

aerodynamic the longer he monologued, with only a skerrick of

self-awareness
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“…it will be the greatest decision you ever make!” Gibson

finished, his intonation higher towards the end.

“Hah. Why don’t you tell me what you really think!” Shaun

retorted.

Shaun rose from his chair, trying his darndest to do so coolly

andwith a natural pacing, before heading outside for some fresh

air. Gibson remained solemn, the same half-smile as always.

Shaun felt a bit cheesed off at him, violated even, as if his warm

memories of their intergenerational supper chats had now been

tainted by a sense that it was part and parcel of a week-long ploy

to entice him into Gibson’s 1950’s belief structure.

He wanted some kinship with this blonde-haired comic book

character, not to be converted by him upon the first or second

genuine opportunity. ‘I can’t be that bloody soft, surely!’ he

mused. Shaun skirted past the edge of the final night bonfire,

reasoning that he would veer closer upon his name being yelled

out. It didn’t arrive in a decipherable format, and he was glad,

for solace was his goal, and it could be found a few hundred

metres along the beach at the groyne.

Shaun wondered if his rapid departure from the dining room,

from John’s challenge, was partly to do with the cumbersome

New Testament he had forgotten to remove from the back pocket

of his jeans. It dug firmly into his upper hamstring, and it didn’t

seem optimal to adopt a new religious perspective whilst he felt

asymmetrical, off-kilter. It would be like having your preferred

foot in a moon boot when standing at the marriage altar, Shaun

reasoned. With his iPhone for lighting, he whipped open the

Gideon’s Bible as he sauntered along the beach.

He flipped to a random page of John’s Gospel, having over-

heard some wag fromMurdoch Uni talking it up in one of the

camp groups as pivotal in his drift towards theism. Shaun read,
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“for my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and

believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise them up at

the last day.” Then turning to another line or two of red font,

“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as

the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be

afraid.”

Withmuscles tightening, and the frosty sea breeze arresting

any fatigue, Shaun began to mull some things over. Initially, it

was just a self-admission of howmuch he relished the isolation

of the moment, the faint outline of the sky horizon as it met the

wide expanse of ocean, the proximity to winter’s darkest night.

He had nowhere pressing to be, no real curfew to honour. He

mollified the temptation to trace out the Xbox logo as its own

unique constellation. Shaun felt free, and yet accompanying

these thoughts was a desire to savour the occasion, to discipline

his mind, for a change, upon things that transcended the

ordinary.

It was this epiphany of sorts that unfurled others not too

dissimilar. ‘We invest our greatest energies thinking about the

temporal, to things seen rather than unseen,’ Shaun reasoned,

unsure of the delineation between his own ideas, and quotes

which had embedded themselves from the Bible talks. He began

recapping the past few weeks, surprised at which memories

gained precedence.

‘Sure, Trev is still a bit of an oddball, a statistical anomaly,

but at Winter Camp, the differences are not as stark,’ Shaun

rationalised.

‘Pretty much everyone here reminds me of Trev in small

doses, especially his best bits. People seem to genuinely care

about knowing the real ShaunMoffatt, but not just knowingme,

knowing the others too. They don’t just look out for theWestern
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Suburbs kids, the Anglos, but also the international fellow from

Nepal, and that chick with the cleft palate. They belt out Jesus

songs at full lung capacity, hold onto the good book like it is a

talisman, and yet still know how to kick a footy (mostly). They

seem to really believe this whole caper!’

‘Even the girls are different. Attractive in a way that is more

understated, and kinder too, on the whole,’ he thought. Karen

Perez was certainly out of sight and out of mind.

Then he began thinking about Gibson, firstly some of his

pithier statements (‘Christianity is not something you achieve

lad, it is a gift you receive’). But more so, he reflected on Gibson

the man. The way he clung to this ‘good news’ to the innermost

fibre of his being, proclaiming it with an authority almost other-

worldly in intensity. Purely from an anthropological point of

view, Gibson fascinated Shaun.

He didn’t seem to care jack about how people perceived him,

and yet he loved them fiercely. He loved Shaun enough to shoot

straight with him, both barrels, nothing left in the tank, and

it dawned on him that he would have expected nothing less.

Gibson had simply reiterated, personalised, exactly what Shaun

might have anticipated hearing at that precise moment anyway.

That he chose flight over fight, or whatever, did not need to be

his permanent response to the challenge. This crystallisation of

thought bore great relief for Shaun.

Jesus’ words from earlier began to prick at his conscience.

Shaun grasped the strong overlap between even a cursory

reading of John’s Gospel, and Gibson’s own challenge, finding

it unnerving, and yet strangely comforting all the same. The

starlit night seemed an appropriate setting as Shaun dwelt on

the notion of eternity, the idea of an untroubled heart, escaping

from fear, and the peace Jesus wants to gift. He resolved to read
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more, discuss further, and understand deeper.

‘Trev, John Gibson, the others atWinter Camp, this doorway to

eternity, to peace, the common denominator always seems the

same: Jesus. If there is any takeaway here, for ShaunMoffatt, it

must be Jesus.’

Shaun trundled back to the dormitories, willing himself to a

few hours of sleep. Tomorrow was the final day ofWinter Camp.

He planned to rise, take a briskwalk, andgather hiswords before

connecting with Gibson over brekky pancakes.
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Knitting Woes

By Shoba Sadler

Finalist

Dr. Diane Carter picked up the teddy bear that baby Emily had

dropped. She stared at the initials on the bear’s foot. Could it

be? That unique, embroidered ‘DWY’ with the tail of the cursive

‘Y’, whipping a loop underneath the letters.

She finally acknowledged Emily’s mother, Mary-Ann, calling

her name. “May I ask, how you got this teddy bear please?”

“His name is Gizmo. I’m not sure. I was only five years old

when I got him. All I know is Gizmo is very special, a family

heirloom. He belongs to Emily now. We can ask Mum. She’s in

the waiting room. Her name is June.”

****

WAITING-ROOM, ST. JAMES HOSPITAL

SANDRINGHAM, SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA

June Billings was a little amused by the interest of the man next
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to her. When she stopped knitting and stared back, it became

obvious it was the yarn in her hands that held his attention.

“Hello. I’m June.”

“Dwyane. Dwyane Carter.” He gestured to the knitting. “May

I take a closer look?”

June handed the garment over with the yarn and needles

attached. “It’s a cardigan for my 6-month old granddaughter.

But I’m not very good at knitting.”

“You have a drop-stitch right here.” Dwyane pointed out.

June leaned in for a closer look.

“I told you I wasn’t good.” She sighed. “I’m going to have to

tink back.”

“Letme save you time.” Dwyane took out a crochet hook from

the bag, on his lap, and gave it to June to hold. He counted four

bars to the top of the knitting and transferred several loops of

yarn to the right needle until he reached the vertical row of the

drop stitch. “Simply put the crochet hook into the centre of the

drop stitch, then take it under the bar above it, and pull like this.

Keep going three more rows to the top.

“Dad. Let’s go.”

They both looked up to see a sulky, teenage boy staring down

at them.

“In a minute, Jackson.”

Dwyane pulled the crochet hook through each of the four bars

above the drop stitch all the way to the top of the row and fixed

the problem.

“Thank you so much. I should have learnt to knit a long time

ago.”

“Never too late.”

June smiled. “My Mary-Ann and Emily are inside with Dr.

Diane Carter. Has your son been to see her?”
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“No. Dr. Carter ismywife. Doctors are not allowed to examine

their own children. Jackson has been to see another doctor. A

sprained wrist. Nothing serious. Basketball accident.”

“Dad! Let’s go.”

June turned to look at Jackson, a short distance away, glaring

at them.

Dwyane stood up. “Don’t mind him. He doesn’t think men

should knit. Nice to have met you, June.”

****

It wasn’t often Diane Carter could join the family at the

dinner table. Tonight was one of those nights, after a week

of working overtime at the hospital. She always looked forward

to getting together at the dinner table, but lately, Jackson had

been cantankerous. She never knew what he was going to do

next to disrupt the peace.

“You should have seen him, Mum,” Jackson complained.

“Knitting right there in the hospital waiting room.”

“I told you, Jackson. The lady had a problem. I was just

helping.” Dwyane poured some gravy over his mashed potatoes.

“Daddy can knit if he wants to.” Six-year-old Andrea joined

in the conversation, moving the food around her plate with a

spoon.

“He told us he doesn’t knit anymore,” said Jackson. “He lied.”

“That’s on account of you,” Diane replied. “You’re always

complaining he’s not interested in your basketball games. But

he’s always there, honey. You complain when he shows up and

complain when he doesn’t. You never say thank you for the

wonderful dinners he cooks for us.”

“Mum, he lied.”

“Lying is a sin,” said Andrea.

“Does your father have to give up what he loves because your
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friends saw him knitting on a bench, as he waited to pick you up

from school? You were 10-years-old then. Get over it.”

“Diane, it’s not his fault. Hewas bullied by those boys because

of me.”

“Why can’t you be like other fathers?” Jackson choked back

the tears. “Real men don’t knit.”

“That’s enough!” shouted Diane. “Go to your room!”

“I’m 15-years-old. You don’t get to tell me to go to my room

anymore.”

“Son, you heard yourmother.” A stern warning fromDwyane.

Jackson left and Andrea began crying. Diane consoled Andrea,

fed her the rest of dinner and put her to bed. She also checked

on Jackson before retiring for the night.

****

When Diane entered the bedroom, Dwyane was seated on the

bed, knitting, resting back against comfy pillows. She locked

the door behind her and came to sit on the edge of the bed.

“You know I haven’t stopped knitting. I just let the children

think that.”

“Why do you have to sneak around to do something you love?”

“Because I want my son to look up to me. Ephesians 6:4 says

‘Fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath’.”

“Well, somewhere in Proverbs it also says, ‘train a child in the

way he should go and when he’s grown he shall not depart from

it’.”

Diane got up and picked up her nightdress from an armchair.

“Our hospital’s starting a knitting project for people with ad-

diction and mental illness. We could use your help to teach a

session or two.”

“Officially, I don’t knit.” Dwyane’s fingers deftly worked the

needles in and out of the yarn without missing a beat.
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Diane changed into her nightdress. “In twoweeks I’mmoving

from outpatient into the paediatric ward. I’m recruiting Jackson

to volunteer at the ward. Can you drive him there? It will only

be twice a week for a month.”

“Good timing. Lines up with school holiday and basketball

break,” Dwyane replied, still knitting under the glow of his

bedside lamp. “Jackson’s sprainedwrist kept himout of practice

these last twomonths. He was delighted when the doctor told

him he can play again when school re-opens next year.”

Diane raised her eyebrows. “And you have been taking

advantage of that. Leaving him to babysit Andrea every chance

you get. Just so you can drive off somewhere quiet to knit.”

“He doesn’t mind.” Dwyane chuckled.

“He’s very good with her. Wish he was the same with us.”

Diane reflected with a smile.

“Go on. I’ll drop himoff at the hospital and look after Andrea.”

“It’s settled.” Diane smiled.

****

A nurse, in her mid-twenties, greeted Jackson on his first day

at the ward, signed him in and gave him an identity tag. She

pointed out all the rooms and sections of the ward.

“So, Cindy, what do I do?” he asked, eager to impress the

beautiful brunette. Volunteering here might not be too bad.

Cindy led Jackson behind the reception desk where he saw a

basket full of teddy bears. “These are trauma teddies. Knitted

by members of Living Waters Church, here in Sandringham.”

“Hey, that’s mymum and dad’s church.”

“My church too. How come I haven’t seen you there?”

Jackson couldn’t think of a satisfactory excuse.

“Anyway,” continued Cindy. “Take one of these bears and

walk around the ward. Give it to someone you think needs it the
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most. We have only eight beds here. Four rooms with single

beds. Two rooms with two beds.”

“There are ten teddies here. Can I take the whole basket and

distribute them?” Jackson asked.

“This is not an air drop from an aeroplane, Jackson. We’re

trying to engage with living souls. One on one.”

“Howwill I know who needs it?”

Cindy was gone.

Jackson looked at the light blue teddy bear in his hand, sport-

ing a yellow handkerchief. He walked down a corridor. On one

side of the wall were sparkly, red, cut-out stars. On the other

side, a large drawing of a Kookaburra bird. He peered through

the glass door, next to the bird.

A young couple stood by the bed of a sleeping child, catheters

attached to his arm. The woman’s shoulders quaked as she

began to sob and theman drew her close. It seemed like she was

trying tomuffle her sobs in his chest. They needed their privacy.

Jackson looked again at the child and felt tightness in his chest.

Something he remembered feeling when he was first allowed to

hold his newborn sister, Andrea. He would have been nine years

old at the time.

Next, was a playroom with lots of toys stacked against the

wall. Bookshelves full of children’s books. Two PlayStations. On

a table to the far right were colour pencils, magic pens, rulers,

crayons, all neatly arranged in jars and boxes. No one in the

room.

Further down, he saw a sign above another door – ‘PARENTS

WAITING ROOM’. No window for this door. So he opened it and

walked in.

A lady on her phone looked up, then, impatiently turned to

her phone again as though disappointed Jacksonwasn’t a doctor
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or nurse. He looked at his bear. “Sorry, no job here for you.”

The door behind him opened. He turned to see Cindy briefly

tell the impatient woman scouring her phone that she would

have to wait a little longer. Cindy then walked up to him and

nodded toward a man by the window. “Try that one over there.

He’s come several times. Each time, the news doesn’t get any

better.”

“Hey!” Jackson greeted when he reached the man who

acknowledged him with a nod. Jackson raised the teddy bear in

the air. “Mymate and I were wondering if you could use some

company.”

No response. Jackson sat down next to him. For five minutes

neither spoke. Then Jackson offered the teddy to him. “He’s a

good listener.”

Theman’s dazed eyes focused on the teddy bear. He started

to cry. “My five-year-old son. Suspect cancer. Running tests.”

Amoment of silence, then Jackson said, “It will all work out.”

The handkerchief around the bear’s neck fell to the ground

when Jackson stood up. The man picked it up and stared hard at

the words embroidered onto it.

Jackson took it from his hand and read All things work together

for the good of those who love God – Romans 8:28

Theman touched the teddy in Jackson’s hand.

“May I keep him? For my son.”

“Sure.” Jackson handed over the teddy and the handkerchief.

“Are you a single parent?” Jackson asked.

The man nodded.

“My father runs a support group for single dads at our church.

Ask Cindy, the nurse. She’ll give you the number.”

****

Jackson returned to the basket for another bear. Brown this

52



KNITTINGWOES

time with a red handkerchief. His fingers itched to see what

scripture it held, but he decided he shouldn’t. The message was

not for him. He soon found out it was for a seven-year-old with

a broken leg, admitted to a single room.

As the child had his eyes closed, he didn’t see Jackson enter

and crouch behind Cindy.

“I don’t want to look at the needle. Just do it. Don’t tell me,”

said the child.

“What do we have here, nurse? A brave soldier.” The boy’s

eyes shot open at the deep voice of authority. They enlarged

when he saw it came from a bear, seated on his bed, near Cindy’s

hip. “What’s your name, soldier?”

“T…Toby, but I’m no soldier.”

“That’swhat Gideon saidwhenGod called him to save a bunch

of people. Be strong, warrior.” The teddy bear wriggled and

leapt a few times on the bed to make his point. “Hang on to me.

I’ll shield you from the pain.” Jackson recalled the story from a

Sunday School class when he was much younger.

Cindy handed the teddy bear to Toby.

“Wow! Are you done?” said Toby. “I didn’t feel a thing.”

Cindy laughed as she left the room. The boy stared at Jackson.

“It was you!”

“No, it was pretty muchmymate there.” Jackson nodded at

the brown teddy bear still in the boy’s grip. “I think he wants to

stay with you.”

Toby’s face fell. “My dad says real men don’t grow up with

teddies. He ripped off the arm of my Baxter. My teddy. I didn’t

cry.” Then his voice grew soft. “But I think Baxter did.”

Jackson looked at Toby’s leg in a cast and wondered if Toby’s

father was responsible for that too. “Who’s caring for you at the

hospital?”
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A lady came into the room and smiled at both of them. “Hello.

I’m Beatrice. I’m the social worker for Toby.”

“Excuse me.” Jackson was too choked up to stay any longer.

Cindy noticed him behind the desk, holding a bear for the

longest time.

“You ok?” she called out.

He straightened up and nodded.

“How about we put you on another job?” Cindy returned the

bear to the basket and led him away.

****

Diane wasn’t working that day. So she could pick Jackson up

at the hospital.

“How was your day?” She asked her son in the car.

No reply.

“Well, I’ll keep my end of the bargain, Jacko. You needn’t go

again if you don’t want to.”

“No, I want to.” Jackson remained in quiet contemplation

for the rest of the ride. When they reached home, he said to

his mother, “Thanks for all you do at the hospital and for us at

home.”

Dwyane was walking towards the car when Jackson rushed

past him to the house.

“Everything ok?” he asked his wife as he looked back at the

house.

“It’s going to be an interesting month.” Diane grinned and

drove off to park.

ONEMONTH LATER

DINING HALL, ST. JAMES HOSPITAL, SANDRINGHAM

Dr. Carter commenced the afternoon tea party, organised by

the ladies of Living Waters Church. Parents, children and some
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nurses and doctors were present.

Jackson saw Toby pointing at him as he said something to the

male nurse behind his wheelchair. The nurse started to push

the chair slowly towards Jackson. Toby had the brown teddy on

his lap. Jackson wanted to wave, but was distracted by a gentle

slap against his back.

“Dad! What are you doing here?”

“Your mum said I had to come. Tell me, what’s so special

about this tea party?”

Jackson shrugged. “I’m only here because the ladies want to

thankme for distributing their trauma teddies.”

“Trauma teddies? Is that what you were doing at the hospi-

tal?”

“Among other things.”

“Who knitted these teddies?” asked Dwyane.

“Wait, it’s starting.”

A lady in her sixties, wearing a cotton top and billowy pants,

took her place behind the mike stand.

“Thank you all for coming. Before we invite you to tea, I’d like

to share a little about LivingWaters trauma teddyministry. After

Dr. Diane Carter shared June Billings’ testimony with some of

the ladies at LivingWaters church, she proposed we knit trauma

teddies for the children’s ward. We thought it was a great idea.

“I’d like to thank all the ladies who gave of their time and

talent to make this possible and Dr. Carter for giving us the

opportunity to bring healing to many families. Without further

ado, I invite June Billings to tell her story.”

June took her place behind the mike. Dwyane recognised her

instantly as the lady, knitting in thewaiting roomof the hospital.

“My daughter was only five when bushfire destroyed our

property. We had heard of the danger a day earlier and took
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my dog and two horses to a friend’s place for safety. I should

have left Mary-Ann there too.

“By the time we had packed our car and trailer, the fire had

come upon us. The wind changed that night. Before we knew

it, we were surrounded. If not for the rescue helicopter, we

would have perished. The car, buildings, everything we owned,

gone. My husband was badly burnt trying to protect us, but he

survived.

“Mary-Anne never spoke for two weeks until a lady from

Blue Shield charity visited the hospital and gave her a trauma

teddy. She said itwas fromtheonlybatch thathadhandkerchiefs

around the teddies’ necks. Each handkerchief contained a verse

from the Bible. Ours said ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.

Hebrews 13:5’. For the first time in two longweeks,my daughter

started speaking again.”

June looked across the room to Dwyane and held out a red

handkerchief, a little frazzled in one corner. “Mr. Dwyane

Carter, thank you. I never knew it was you who knitted Gizmo,

Mary-Anne’s teddy, until your wife told me six weeks ago, in

the waiting room of this hospital. That’s when I first met you.

You showedme how to fix a drop stitch.”

Dwyane walked up to June and took the handkerchief. He ran

his fingers over his embroidered initials.

“Dr. Carter said you asked the Blue Shield charity if your

trauma teddy bears could wear handkerchiefs with scripture

on them. They agreed. So yours was the only batch with those

handkerchiefs.”

Dwyane hugged June, thenMary-Anne who stood beside her,

carrying Emily. Everyone clapped.

Diane stepped up to them and said to her husband, “I got the

ladies at church to keep Gizmo a secret from you and Jackson. I
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want our son to see the precious gift you have, and that you are,

to us.”

Dywane hugged his wife and whispered in her ear. “I love

you.”

Toby looked up at Jackson, standing beside his wheelchair.

“Is that your dad?”

“Sure is,” said Jackson, clapping loudly with the others.

Jackson felt a tug on his clothes and looked down. Toby was

offering up his bear’s red handkerchief. “What does mine say,

Jackson? I can’t read very well, but I haven’t shown this to

anyone.”

Jackson crouched down beside Toby and read aloud “The Lord

is with you, mighty warrior – Judges 6:11”.
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By Jo-Anne Berthelsen

Finalist

Now that this moment has come, I feel so nervous. Why did I

agree to do this? I have wanted Afifa to learn to drive for three

long years, ever since she turned eighteen, but she refuses even

to try.

‘We’ll never be able to afford driving lessons or actually own

a car,’ she says to me often, ‘so what’s the point? Besides,

I wouldn’t be able to get my learner’s licence—I still don’t

understand all those silly questions they ask.’

Afifa hated the introductory driving course she started back

in high school, but I loved it when it was my turn. I would

never have managed to get my learner’s permit otherwise. Still,

perhaps we should have waited until my brothers were old

enough to learn—after all, Kabeer will be sixteen next birthday

and Jamil thirteen. Yet the need is urgent now, so I must

take responsibility and be brave. Afifa can be so negative and

defeatist, although I guess sharing a bedroomwith mymother
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and trying to support her and listen to her is hard. Still, despite

her attitude, she tells me she has saved somemoney from her

cleaning job to helpme buy an old car when the time comes. And

Kabeer says he has too from his leaflet delivery round.

I am sure mymother could never drive, even if she were well.

She would be too scared. Besides, in our culture and in her

generation, itwas themenwhodrove. Backhome inAfghanistan

before all the fighting, I remember my father driving us to

places to see family and sometimes up into themountains. Even

thinking of him now brings a big lump to my throat. We miss

him somuch and I knowmymother cries for him each daywhen

she wakes up. She tries to be cheerful for our sake, but I notice

how red her eyes are and how her mouth droops as she bustles

about, fixing food for everyone. She needs to meet more with

her friends from home and access more English lessons, but

now that we live so far out in the suburbs, it is harder for her to

do this. I know she loves our new house, especially because here

Kabeer and Jamil do not have to share their bedroomwith my

two younger brothers. At least that way, there are fewer fights

each night! Of course, I still have to share with my little sister,

but I don’t mind, for now at least.

I love my family—I am not ashamed to say that. For their

sake, I know I need to be the one right now to learn to drive

and I am so grateful for this amazing opportunity to practise

with someone. I would never have known about it, if it were not

for Naomi. At times, I used to wonder how she put up with my

constant chatter at school about my family and about things

like learning to drive, but she never seemed to mind. She was a

kind, thoughtful friend and still is, even though we are enrolled

in different courses at uni now.

‘Hi, Bita!’ she called out a fewweeks ago, as she came running
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towards me on campus. ‘Guess what? I think I might have some

good news for you. I met someone at church yesterday who told

me she and some of her friends are happy to help refugees get

some driving practice. They’re even prepared to use their own

cars. So…what do you think? I could put you in contact with her,

if you like.’

At first, I hesitated. In the past, Naomi has invited me to

various events at her church, but I have refused to go every time.

After all, we are Muslim—and I know it would upset mymother.

Naomi never pesters me though, I have to say. She is always

respectful and interested in our religion and culture and never

seems upset when I do not accept her invitations. But this time,

I did not know what to say. I needed this help. I wanted it so

badly—how else was I to notch up all those hours of driving

required?

‘Well… are you sure? That’d be wonderful, but… why would

she do this? Anyway, I’ll probably be hopeless. A family friend

let me drive her car the other day and she was so scared!’

‘You’ll be fine, Bita. Look, how about I get Kate to phone and

chat with you about it?’

Now here I am as a result, so uncertain, yet excited too, as I

wait for someone called Kate I have never met in person to turn

up. And this could be her now.

‘Hi! Youmust be Bita—I’m Kate. Good to meet you. Hop in!’

she tells me, as she hands over the car keys before getting into

the front passenger seat.

I have no alternative at this point. I gingerly turn the key in

the ignition and soon we are off, albeit at a snail’s pace.

‘Don’t worry!’ she reassures me. ‘We’ll go round the block

a few times before venturing any further. You’re doing so

well—I’m sure you’re glad you did that driving course at high
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school now.’

I begin to relax. A few times, I become confused as to what to

do, but she stays calm and does not criticise. Even after I try to

park the car and hit the kerb with a jolt, she does not get angry.

‘Oops!’ is all she says, as she pats my knee and smiles. ‘I’ve

done that lots of times myself.’

Kate does not distractmewith toomuch talking and toomany

instructions, but as we continue to meet, we chat a little more

each time. She is interested in my family and how wemanaged

to get to Australia as refugees. I have told her about them all

now and today, as we finish our lesson, I decide to tell her about

my father’s death. I never like talking about it too much, but

somethingmakes me want to share this with her today. She is

such a good listener and I can see she is truly sorry to hear about

it all. She even has tears in her eyes when I finish.

‘Did you have someone to help you through that time?’ she

asks eventually. ‘It must have been so hard, especially for your

mother.’

‘We had a great social worker come alongside us and guide

us through everything we had to do,’ I tell her. ‘In fact, she’s

one of the main reasons I’m studying social work. She used to

call in often and was such a help with all the different agencies

and departments. She was the one who managed to find us

our new home—and my older sister and I owe her bigtime

for persevering in sorting out scholarships for us to continue

our studies. She helped get my brothers into their soccer club

too—she did so much for us.’

‘That’s good to hear,’ Kate responds, smiling. ‘My older

sister’s a social worker and I know she lovesmaking a difference

in people’s lives like that too. What organisation was it that

helped your family?’
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I tell her and she looks at me a little strangely.

‘Iwonder…um…mysisterworks for that organisation. What…

what was your social worker’s name?

‘It was Sarah—Sarah Browning.’

She stares back at me then with a stunned look, her eyes

almost popping out.

‘Would you believe… she’s my sister!’

It is my turn to be stunned now. Then I am so excited I almost

want to hug her.

‘Wow, that’s incredible! She was amazing. She… she used

to tell us she was praying for us too and I always found that so

touching,’ I blurt out, hardly knowing what I am saying. ‘Do

you know, the first time I met you, I thought you remindedme

of someone, but I couldn’t work out who. Now I know.’

We sit in silence for a while. Then Kate reaches out and puts

her hand onmine where it still rests on the steering wheel.

‘I pray for you all too, Bita,’ she tells me softly. ‘I believe God

answers prayer—and I definitely believe it is no accident you

know my sister. Only God could arrange “coincidences” like

this, don’t you think?’

‘I… I guess so, but… well, since our father died, I don’t know

what I think about God or praying or anything like that. My

mother prays, of course, and my brothers go to the mosque

on special holy days mainly to please her, but that’s all. Still,

I like that you pray for us, Kate. And… well, I can see there’s

something different about you and your sister. She was so kind

to us—and you’re so kind tome too, giving up your time to teach

me. It’s like…well, it’s like you actually care what happens to us.

I’m sure some of the people who worked with us early on only

did it because it was their job. They never even remembered our

names.’
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‘I don’t think I could forget your name, Bita,’ Kate tells me, as

she smiles atme again. ‘Do you knowwhat it means in English?’

‘I did once, but I’ve forgotten. It was my grandmother’s

name—mymother’s mother—and I loved her. She used to look

after Afifa andme when we were little and would often cook us

our favourite food, including her special sweet pastries.’

‘I was curious, so I looked it up online,’ Kate says softly then.

‘It apparently means “unique”—and you are unique, Bita. God

made you thatway. Unique and precious, not only to your family

but to God too. God loves you, Bita, so much.’

Her words touchmy heart. I feel the tears about to brim over,

but steel myself not to cry. Something insideme yearns to know

more about this God Kate talks about, this God she prays to and

seems to trust, this God who loves. But… can what she says

possibly be true? It is so different from what I have heard or

experienced in my own faith. And she herself is so different—I

would love to be more like her.

Kate leaves it at that. She seems to understand I need more

time to think things over. But before she drives off, she tells me

she believes I am almost ready to go for my licence.

‘Just a fewmore practice sessions and you’ll be fine, Bita,’ she

says. ‘You’re very good, you know. That driving course you did

at school definitely helped, but you’re a natural too.’

Her words make me feel more confident, but also sad. I

will miss my weekly lesson with Kate, I realise. When I am

with her, I find I do not need to pretend or hide the real me.

There is something about her that makes me feel safe, valued,

understood—even loved. I will need to give her a special thank

you gift indeed when I finally succeed in getting my licence.

That day comes sooner than I expect. I am grateful Kate is

there to reassure me beforehand, as we wait for my driving test
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to start. My hands are shaking and I can hardly breathe.

‘You’ll be okay, Bita,’ she tells me. ‘Look, would you like me

to pray for you?’

Before I can stopmyself, I nod. Then she puts her hand onmy

shoulder and starts talking softly, as if to a friend.

‘Dear Jesus, please help Bita to be calm now and relax. Give

her a clear mind so she can understand all she’s asked to do.

Help her to remember everything we have practised and please

let her know you are with her, guiding her and watching over

her. Amen.’

As I see the Testing Officer approaching, I suddenly realise I

am not afraid anymore. Something has happened inside me—I

feel so calm and peaceful and even excited at what lies ahead. I

smile briefly at Kate, then drive off.

When I return, I can still feel thatwarmglow inside. Andwhen

I am told I have passed, my joy overflows in happy tears.

‘Oh, Bita, how did you go?’ Kate asks, reaching out to me.

‘I’m so happy!’ I blurt out. ‘I passed—but… well, something

happened to me when you prayed too. I just felt so calm and

kind of warm inside.’

Kate heaves a sigh of relief and gives me a huge hug.

‘That’s all so wonderful! When you’re ready, let’s drive to the

nearest coffee shop and celebrate. My shout!’

We talk for ages as we drink our coffee. I am so relieved and

excited, but also puzzled about what happened.

‘I’m glad you prayed for me, Kate,’ I tell her at one stage. ‘I…

well, as I told you, I don’t know what I think about God these

days and about praying, but I’d like to understand it all a bit

more. Maybe… could we still catch up sometimes for a chat, do

you think?’

But Kate has a better idea—and another idea too that blows
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mymind.

‘I have a suggestion, Bita,’ she says, as she sits back and smiles

at me. ‘Two, in fact. Firstly, I’m wondering if you might like

to read the Bible with me say once a fortnight to find out more

about Jesus and prayer and stuff. It’s completely up to you, but

I’d be happy to spend time doing that with you—and you can

ask me any questions you like. If you say no, I’ll respect that.

But even if you say no, that won’t changemy second suggestion,

which is this. Now that you have your licence, you’ll need to buy

a reliable car. My parents and I were talking about your family

the other night and we decided we’d like to help you out a little

with all the costs involved. Andmy father says he’d be happy to

help you find a suitable car to buy, if you like, just to make sure

no one rips you off! So… what do you think?’

I knowmymouth is hanging open now. I am stunned at both

her suggestions andamsoon in tears again. Myheart has leapt at

the thought of meeting with Kate to read the Bible. Something

has changed in me and I know I need to find out more. I am

also amazed at her family’s kindness—I can hardly believe such

generosity.

‘But… why would you do this for us? We don’t deserve

anything like that.’

‘We care about you, Bita—and we want to bless you because

God has blessed us so much. We have experienced God’s

amazing love and we want to pass that love onto you all too.’

It is a simple explanation, but I am so touched by it. I decide

to take up her father’s kind offer and soon he has found a car we

can afford, after the extra gift from their family is added to our

savings. Mymother cannot understand it at all—yet.

‘Why would they do that for us?’ she asks me often. ‘They are

not family—they are not evenMuslim.’
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Yet I am also touched in a deeper, different way as Kate and I

continue tomeet regularly. Wheneverwe read theBible together,

I ammoved by so many of Jesus’ words. I know our own faith

teaches hewas a greatmanwho performedmiracles—and also a

wise prophet. But could he be more than that? Could he actually

be God’s Son after all, the one sent to save us, the one who loved

us enough to die for us, as the Bible says and as Kate tells me?

In some ways, it is a shocking idea to me—but I want to know. I

need to know.

Each time wemeet, I ask many questions and learn so much,

but I realise it is not simply head knowledge I am gaining. I feel

like my very heart is somehowmelting inside me, which Kate

explains is the power of God’s Spirit at work in my life. Some

nights, I share things I am learning with Afifa and I am sure

she is changing too. She seems less fearful these days andmore

hopeful about life in general. Sometimes she even comes with

me when I meet with Kate. On these occasions, I love how Kate

always speaks more slowly to help Afifa understand—I think

that is what Jesus would do in the same situation.

By God’s grace and power, I believe I am a different person

now from the selfish, impatient, arrogant Bita I was before Imet

Kate. I have changed—and I am changing still. Slowly, slowly, I

am coming to love Jesus. More andmore, I want to follow him

and learn from him, just as his disciples did. It is as if Jesus is

now reaching out to me, Bita, gazing at me with such love and

drawingme closer each day—and I find I cannot resist. ‘My dear

Bita,’ he whispers to me in my heart, ‘You are indeed unique

and I love you. Come, learn fromme. I will lead you and teach

you. Trust me—forever!’
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By Helen Brown

Finalist

The further the train moved away from the station, the calmer

her heart rate became, and she slowly stopped shaking. All she

had with her was one suitcase in which she had packed the very

few personal things that she just couldn’t let go of. She’d left

everything else behind. This had to be a clean break; she didn’t

want any trace of her old life to connect her to her new one.

She rubbed her arm and flinched as her hand moved over a

bruise, one of the many that she had received a couple of nights

before.

She had started stashing small amounts of money out of the

grocery shopping after the first time Tony had hit her and the

assistance from the charity for people in her position had been

an absolute blessing.

She had covered her head with a new scarf purchased at the

station first thing this morning. She wanted to look as if she

was a Muslim woman. A member of the charity had collected
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her and her suitcase from the house and deposited her at the

railway station. The lady had handed her a large envelope which

contained her ticket, paperwork to change her name, and the

address of a safe house where she could stay for twelve weeks

without having to pay board, hopefully giving her enough time

to change her name and find a job. She was also very careful to

keep her head down where she was likely to encounter security

cameras. She just needed to disappear into thin air.

From now on she would be known as Casey Brown. She had

been told that it could take a couple of weeks for the paperwork

to come through. Her greatest hopewas that her husbandwould

be too lazy to try and trace her.

After travelling all night, itwasmid-morningwhen shefinally

stepped onto the platform. Her legs felt a bit wobbly; she would

need to find her land legs quickly or she would be drawing

unwanted attention to herself. As she emerged onto the street

in front of the station, she looked around. The first thing she

noticedwas how brown and dry the place was, there didn’t seem

to be a green blade of grass anywhere. Across the street there

was a two-storey hotel, then a newsagent, a butcher, bakery,

and a small supermarket. Next door to that was the Post Office,

opposite the Police Station, and right at the end of the T-section

was what looked like a small weatherboard church.

Well, at least she knew where her first port of call would be.

She walked down the street to the Police Station, her legs were

still shaking but her heart was determined.

As she pushed open the door, a buzzer went off, making

her flinch a little. The officer behind the desk got up as she

approached.

‘How can I help you, madam?’

‘My name is Casey Brown, however, yesterday I was Trudy
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Goodmanfleeing anabusive situation.’ Shepushedupher sleeve

to reveal the three bruises on her arm. ‘I’m letting you know, so

that if there is a missing person’s report made for Trudy, she no

longer exists and doesn’t want to be found.’

‘That’s all very good Casey. Is there anything else I can do for

you?’ He didn’t look at her but continued to type notes into the

computer.

‘Yes, can you tell me where I might find ten Church Street?’

‘Yes, straight out the front door, go past the church and the

house is the third on the right.’ He said without looking up from

his note-taking.

‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome, take care now.’

Theheat beat downonher and theflieswere decidedly friendly

as she walked past the church. There was a notice out the front

announcing that services were held on the first Sunday of the

month, which surprised her. The building was in need of repair,

and she had assumed that it was no longer used.

The house turned out to be a small but neat Federation style

home. She found herself standing in front of a long hallway

as the main door was open, no doubt to let in any breeze that

might be available to cool the house. Casey rang the doorbell

and waited; it wasn’t long before she saw a small lady making

her way down the hall.

‘Hello, youmust be Trudy Goodman?’

‘Yes, I was, but now I want to be known as Casey Brown.’

‘Very good, come on in, my name is Susan and I’ll show you

to your room, it’s down the hall towards the back of the house.

The bathroom is there on the left, your room is here on the right.

The kitchen is through that door and to the right, the laundry is

opposite. I’ll leave you to unpack and when you are ready, come
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and findme in the kitchen and we will have a cuppa and a chat.

Casey placed her case on the bed and noticed a care package

sitting on the pillow. When she opened it, she found some

toiletries, such as shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. Oh,

this is nice, she thought. She had intentionally left all those

things behind to give the impression that she had been spirited

away. There were also some vouchers to purchase some new

clothes, although she had no idea where she would get them;

the town didn’t seem to have any clothing stores. It wasn’t long

before Casey was joining Susan in the kitchen, after all, she only

had what was in the suitcase to unpack.

They talked about Susan’s story, which was very similar to

Trudy’s, but when she tried to get away there was a lot less

support, giving Susan the desire to help others in the same

position. She had worked hard to buy the house which enabled

her to offer this help.

‘As far as my friends are concerned, you are a visiting niece.

I’ve had a lot of them over the years.’ She smiled at Casey.

About an hour later, Trudy returned to her room to fill out

the paperwork that would allow her to change her name. As

she signed her name at the bottom of the page, she realized

that she would have to start calling herself by her new name

every time she even thought about herself, otherwise, it would

be too easy to trip herself up when she was talking to people.

This was a small town, if she made a mistake then the whole

town would know about it. Having completed the paperwork,

she found Susan still in the kitchen and told her that she was

going to post the letter and asked if there was anything that she

could get for her while she was out. Susan gave her money for

milk. The walk to the post office was easier this time as the air

had cooled a little. She slid the envelope into the slot with a sigh.
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As she was turning around, she almost bumped into someone

going into the building.

‘Hi, you’re new in town?’

‘Yes, Tru… Casey Brown. I’m here visiting my aunt Susan. It

seems like a nice place.’ She really was going to have to stop

using her old name in her head.

‘Susanhas a very large extended family; Iwasoneofhernieces

about ten years ago.’ The lady smiled at Casey’s look of surprise.

‘This is a small town, honey, everyone knows everyone else’s

business. You can’t sneeze without everyone knowing about it.

I’m Jessica Blackmore, by the way. I’m sure you will find us to

be a friendly lot. I own the newsagency. That’s where you can

find me all day every day except when we have church on the

first Sunday of the month. I’m closed then. There’s no point

opening when there will be no customers.’

‘Do youmean everyone goes to church?’

‘In this place, yes, it’s the only time people get together. We

stay and have lunch and then I open to be available for those

who only get into town once a month.’

‘I’ve never been to church. It would probably fall down as

soon as I walk in.’

‘It’s stronger than it looks, it’s a great place to get tomeet the

townsfolk, besides, Susan is a pillar of our community.’

As she walked back, she started to talk to herself silently. You

are a real idiot, Casey Brown! Casey, if you are not careful you

are going to get caught out. Stop fooling yourself, Casey, you

don’t have enough in you to change your life.

Two weeks later, the bruises were healing, and she was

starting to feel more relaxed. She enjoyed talking to Susan,

helping her around the house and the garden. She was about to

put the kettle on when Susan came in from the front yard.
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‘This just arrived for you.’ Susan said, as she handed her a

large envelope.

‘Thank you.’ She opened itwhile shewaswaiting for the kettle

to boil. The envelope, as she suspected, contained her change

of name certificate. Well, now she could get on with new her

life proper. She could now organise her identity documents and

start looking for a job. That hadn’t been possible until now,

not that there was a big rush, one phone call had ensured that

she received social security funds. She was keen to start doing

something that would ensure true independence, but did she

have enough strength to change her circumstances?

A few days later, she’d finished collecting the shopping for

Susan and decided to buy a magazine to read. Having made

her selection, she approached the counter; Jessica was the only

person there.

‘Hi, Casey. How are you doing?’

‘Great thanks. The rest has worked its magic. Hey, Jessica, I

don’t suppose you know anywhere I could pick up some work,

do you?’

‘I thought you were only here on holidays.’ Jessica winked at

her.

‘Yes, well, now that I’ve had a couple of weeks rest, I’m

thinking of making it a working holiday.’

‘What can you do?’

‘I don’t have a lot of experience, but I’ll try anything once.’

‘Rodney might be able to give you some cleaning work at the

hotel, but there’s not much going around here.’

‘Okay, thanks, I’ll see what happens.’ She would need to talk

to Susan about this, as she was still very jumpy around men.

Would he be a good employer, or would she be better offmoving

on to somewhere else? Would she spend the rest of her life on

72



CASEY’S NEW LIFE

the run?

****

It was Saturday night, and nearly a month had passed since

her arrival.

‘You’ll come to church withme in themorning.’ Susan said in

such away that it came out as a statement rather than a question.

‘I’ve never been to church, are you sure it won’t fall down?’

‘God loves all his children, even those who don’t acknowledge

Him. I’m sure the congregation is safe; besides, it’s not really

going to fit the story we are telling people if you don’t come.’

‘Well, you could tell them I was sick.’

Susan cocked her head, ‘Really? I don’t think that’s going to

work in this town. Come, we won’t bite.’

‘Alright, but I don’t have anything flash to wear and you’ll

have to tell me what to do. Like I said, I’ve never been to church

before.’

‘You don’t need flash. That outfit you washed yesterday will

do fine. There’s no such thing as Sunday best anymore. Wait

until you see what some of the farmers turn up in. God accepts

us as we are, dirty and broken. All He wants to do is put us back

together andmake us clean.’

Sunday arrived and Casey was glad that she wasn’t going to

church alone. Susan introduced her, but she was still feeling

very nervous as she sat down.

The minister stood up, ‘Let’s stand and sing the first hymn.’

Casey looked around. There were farmers in clothes that still

had dirt on them, as if they had walked out of the paddock into

the church. There was a teenager in torn jeans. Yeah, she knew

they were the modern trend, but were they really acceptable

church clothes?

After they had sung a couple of songs, the minister read from
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the Bible.

‘I’m only going to preach on one verse this morning. The

verse is 2 Corinthians 5:17 and it says this: “Therefore, if any

man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed

away; behold, all things are becoming new.” What a wonderful

verse this is, it tells us that when we come to Jesus and ask him

to be our friend, then He will give us a new life, make us into a

new creature. We can leave our old lives behind, and with His

strength move forward, and He will help us to realise that He

loves us and hasmade us as a person of value ….’ his voice faded

as her thoughts drowned him out.

A person of value, what a joke! Her only value to Tonywas as a

way to get into her father’s business and as someone to take his

frustrations and anger out on. The death of her parents, amonth

before she left, meant that the one restraint, fear of her father

finding out, had been removed and the incidents had increased.

Even here, she was a freeloading guest in Susan’s house. She

didn’t even have enough skills to get a job. What value was she

to society or God?

The minister’s voice cut through her thoughts. ‘In Genesis

1:26, God states that man is made in His image and when He

had finished, He declared that it was very good. Not just good,

but very good! While that image gets dirty when we try to live

our lives without Him, it gets cleaned and transformed when we

come to Jesus. No one here has done anything that God cannot

forgive, it doesn’t matter how useless or stupid youmight think

you are, God loves you and He wants you to come to Him and

be reborn, remade into the best person that you can be. He is

waiting for you to come, with arms opened wide, like a loving

parent.’

Let’s close with the hymn, Just as I am. Casey stood up, and
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each word seemed to speak directly to her. Could Jesus really

make her into a new person?

Over lunch, she spoke to the minister. ‘Is it true that God can

make you a new person? Can someone be changed that much?’

‘Yes, but you have to believe in the blood of Jesus to save us

fromwhat we have done wrong.’

‘But what if you’re not the person doing the wrong things?’

‘Everyone has done somethingwrong. Even just ignoringHim

is wrong in the eyes of God.’

‘Oh.’

‘Do you want to be a new person in Christ?’

‘Sir, I just want to be a new person; to start a new life.’

‘God can help you with that. He is just waiting for you to step

into His arms. His greatest desire is to wrap you up in them and

change you from the inside out.’

That night at dinner, Casey continued the discussion with

Susan. ‘At church this morning, it seemed like the minister was

talking directly to me, as if he knew all about me. Did you tell

himmy story?’

‘No, absolutely not. The Holy Spirit has a special way of

speaking to our hearts because He knows our secrets.’

‘But how does Godmakeme a new person? Does He change

my name? Does Hemakeme look different?’

‘In my experience, when people accept Christ, they feel better

about themselves and that helps them to look different. As for

the new name, I think He has already taken care of that, don’t

you?’

‘I guess.’

‘Your husbandmade you feel worthless, God will give you the

courage to try new things. When you read the Bible, you will

discover that you are valuable to Him. Very valuable indeed.
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The best thing I found when I was starting over, was to get up

eachmorning, read my Bible, and then, while I was havingmy

breakfast, I would tell myself over and over whatever it was

that I had learnt. I actually started with that verse Reverend

Smith used this morning. I told myself over and over that I was

a new creature in Christ. The other one I would recite was “I can

do all things through Christ, who strengthens me.” God, my

dear, is where the real power to change comes from, for all of

us, regardless of what we have been through. Oh, my goodness!

It’s starting to rain; we need that so badly.’

As Casey lay in bed that night listening to rain falling on the

roof, she thought about how the rain would change the world

outside, creating green pastures as it soaked into the brown

dirt. Maybe, if she let the words in the Bible soak into her life, it

might also change her, giving her the courage to find a job, try

new things, and eventually become someone who could walk

with her head held high and help others to dare to change their

situation, just as Susan and Jessica were helping her.
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By Donna Turnbull

Finalist

“A fail!”

Pauline stared at the assignment in disbelief. Tears started

to well and her feet started to dawdle mindlessly around the

colonnades. She had never failed anything in her life. What had

happened? How could she have gone from high distinctions to

this?

“I’m a complete failure! My best wasn’t good enough… I am

not good enough!”, she muttered. The red pen marks swam

before her eyes… how could it be that she didn’t have enough

evidence for her answer? Dazed and foggy, Pauline headed

outside for a quiet alcove. No one ever disturbed her there…

except the occasional ant. Lying down on the concrete bench,

Pauline took comfort from her lumpy backpack as dreams took

hold.

Falling! Falling! Down a vortex spiralling out of control.

Darkness enveloped her as she screamed at the deaf walls that
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were closing in on her. She reached out to grab anything that

would slow her fall, but poles and rails seemed to be just out of

reach and she came up short as the cyclone whipped her away

from reaching her mark.

Boom! She woke up with a jolt. It was the thunder that had

jerked her awake and a torrent of water was drenching her. It

was almost as if the heavens were crying over this miserable,

bedraggled excuse for a student. Grabbing her soggy backpack,

Pauline fought to keep from slipping. Three more steps and she

made it to the covered walkway.

Wringing out her hair, Pauline shivered. Lightning lit up the

quadrangle and she could see the puddles forming on the grass.

She needed to get warm, so she headed for the refectory and

the comfort of a hot chocolate. Looking at her watch, she was

stunned to see that it was only 3pm and yet the angry clouds had

blotted out the sun. She still had two hours to fill before her last

lecture.

But then should she even bother going? She was a failure after

all. Any illusion of being perfect had been shattered. Pauline

was surrounded by crowds of students at every table and yet the

voice that was loudest was inside her head:

“What are you doing here? Why are you taking up space? You

don’t deserve to be here. You’re a failure!”

Draining the hot chocolate dry, she crumpled the paper cup

and headed out the door. She had no one to talk to, so she

lingered outside the Student Union building, wondering if she

dared to share her thoughts with a counsellor. She studied the

notice board, hoping for a distraction. The words started to

blur as she read accommodation-wanted ads. Then a question

caught her eye. “What are you here for?”

Whywas she here? The bottomhad just fallen out of herworld.
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She had failed. And what was the point of studying anyway?

What was in it for her? How did she benefit from the endless

hours of studying? What was the point?

Her eyes fell again onto the question “What are you here

for?”. It was on a flyer advertising the opportunity to explore

what being a Christian was all about. She couldn’t quite get the

connection between her purpose and Christianity. Did God even

exist? If He did, did He even care about her situation?

Glancing at her watch, Pauline realized she still had time to

kill. Should she sign up for this short course? Her palmswere all

sweaty and the butterflies in her stomach were flitting around.

Did she have the courage to go and ask? With a wrinkled brow,

Pauline began to pace with unseeing eyes. As she rounded a

pylon, she ran headfirst into another student.

“I’m so sorry! Are you alright?”, she asked the girl as she

hurried to pick up the dropped books.

“Yes I’m okay, but are you?”, the other student asked.

Tears threatened to fall, but Pauline held tightly onto self-

control.

“I’ll be fine”, she uttered, trying to be both honest and brave.

Seeing the unshed tears, the other student longed to give her

a hug, but knew it would not help at this point of time.

“Thanks for kindly picking up my books. You are very consid-

erate. Can I buy you a coffee?”, she asked instead.

“It was my fault you dropped them. You don’t owe me

anything.” Pauline mumbled.

“Oh it’s not that… I just hate to drink coffee alone and I really

need to warm up. I’m Julie, by the way.”

“I’m Pauline… well sure, I have some time to kill.”

The two students headed over to the refectory and ordered a
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coffee and hot chocolate.

“So Pauline, what are you studying?”

“I’m doing a double degree in Law and Arts. What about you?”

“Aha you’re one of those brainy ones.”

“I don’t feel very brainy. I just failed my latest assignment.”

“Oh honey, I am sorry… but you have to be brainy just to

get into law… I’m doing Science majoring in Psychology and

Biochemistry.”

After some general chit chat, Pauline glanced at her watch

and realized that it was five minutes to five. Bolting up out of

her seat, she thanked Julie for the chat and sprinted out in the

direction of the law building. Her drive to study had obviously

not disappeared altogether. Arriving just after the beginning

of the lecture, she slid into a seat and started taking notes on

evidence admissible in court.

The next day the rain had cleared, but the sky was still grey.

Pauline was looking forward to staying home with a good book

when the Easter break started in a few days. Gloomy weather

was always good for reading the latest romantic suspense novel.

She just had to get through three more days. As Pauline was

crossing the Great Court, she heard her name yelled. Whipping

her head around she saw Julie with a friend.

“Hi, Pauline…wemeet again. Did youmake it to your lecture?”

“Just.”

“That’s good, I’m glad. This is my friend Susan.”

“Hi.”

The aroma of hot cross buns wafted up to Pauline’s nostrils at

the same time she noticed some brightly wrapped Easter eggs

in a box that Julie was carrying.

“Wow, that’s a lot of chocolate… Do you need some help to eat

it?”, Pauline asked with a laugh.
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“Sure,we’reoffering these toanyonewhowants them.”, came

Julie’s easy reply.

Helping herself to a hot cross bun and a handful of little eggs,

Pauline thanked the ladies.

“How come you’re giving these away?”, she asked.

“We’re fromthe student groupPower toChangeandwe’re just

touching base with people about what Easter means to them.”

“I don’t know really… I guess it’s a great opportunity to read

a thick novel over an extra-long weekend with some chocolate

thrown in. What does it mean to you?”

Julie smiled, “Well I like the chocolate too, but I find the most

meaning in what happened to Jesus. Have you heard of Jesus?”

Pauline scrunched up her face, trying to place the name…

“Yes, I think my brother used to say ‘Jesus Christ’ when he

was swearing.”

Susan laughed, “I know what you mean there, my folks do

that all the time.”

Julie added, “I used to too until I found out who Jesus was.”

“So, who is this guy?”, Pauline asked curiously.

“Do you want the short version or the long version?”, Julie

asked, trying to ascertain Pauline’s level of interest.

Looking at her watch, she replied, “We’d better start with

the short version for now, but maybe we could do the elaborate

version another time.”

“Well in short Jesus is God’s son… If you like, we’re doing

these short courses that talk about the longer version of who

Jesus is.”

“Wait… you’re not talking about the course advertised in the

Student Union building?”, queried Pauline thoughtfully. Surely

it would be too much of a coincidence.

“Yes! that’s the one”, Julie replied, adding, “Do you want to
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sign up?”.

“Sure, I’ll give it a go… as long as there are no exams and it

doesn’t clash with any lectures”.

Once it was clear that the timetabling would work, Pauline

took off her backpack to get a pen. She signed up for the course

and grabbed her water bottle.

“See you around”, Pauline said, as she and Susan waved and

headed off to talk to another student.

Just asPaulinewas about to rushoff to a tutorial, a tall, athletic

guy came sprinting past, grabbing Pauline’s backpack. Pauline

gave chase and stretched to grab her bag back. All she managed

to do was scratch the guy’s arm, but in one final heave he was

away and Pauline was left face-first on the path. Slowly sitting

up, her head was swimming. When the stars cleared from her

head, she realized she had nothing except her water bottle… no

money, no phone and no ID. She had to contact campus security,

but shedidn’t knowhow. As she loweredherhead intoherhands,

she heard footsteps coming closer.

“Pauline?”, came Julie’s tentative query. “Are you alright?

You look hurt.”

Pauline struggled once again to keep her tears dammed up,

but without her permission, the damwalls broke and she began

to sob.

“Oh honey, what happened?”, whispered Julie gently.

Pauline retold her encounter with the thief with intermittent

sobs. Julie put a reassuring hand on her shoulder and listened.

When the account was over, Julie pulled her backpack around

and got out some key supplies: a bandaid for the cut on Pauline’s

chin, a mobile phone to call campus security and a bag of Easter

eggs for comfort food. Pauline gave a watery chuckle as she

unwrapped another Easter egg while Julie called security.
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“Oh hi! My name’s Julie Hansen and I’d like to report a theft.”

There was a pause, while the guy on the other end located an

incident report form.

“I’m on the walkway between the Great Court and the main

refectory…No, it wasmy friend who had her bag snatched…How

long do you think it will be? …Ok, thanks for your help. See you

soon. Bye.”

After what seemed like an eternity, the stout security guard

rambled up and started asking questions.

Meanwhile Pauline was taking stock of what evidence they

had. She had a description of the guy… so she had eyewitness

testimony and she had DNA under her fingernails. Would there

be enough evidence? She wanted the guy to pay so badly and

evenmore than that she wanted her stuff back.

“Pauline, do you think you can walk okay?”, Julie asked with her

arm outstretched, ready to give Pauline a hand up.

Shrugging, Pauline grabbed her hand and took a tentative

step.

“Let’s go get a hot chocolate and talk about what we do next,”

Julie suggested.

“I can’t. I don’t have anymoney,” Pauline answered flatly.

“That’s ok, let me pay for you”, Julie replied easily.

Should she? Pauline debatedwith herself…would it be right to

accept the offer? When a loud rumble came fromhermidsection,

Pauline begrudgingly decided that she did indeed need to eat.

Pauline minded a table, while Julie got them some lunch. Julie

returned with a tray laden with food.

“What’s all this?”, Pauline queried.

“You sounded hungry. There’s pumpkin soup, a club sand-
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wich, a decadent chocolate mousse for dessert and of course

the mandatory hot chocolate with extra marshmallows on the

side.”

Tears started towell as the steaming pumpkin soup tantalized

Pauline’s tastebuds.

“Why are you being so kind to me? We only met yesterday,”

she choked out.

“My best friend has shownme kindness and the importance

of caring for others, so I’m just following His lead. Until I got

to know Him, I used to be very self-centred and didn’t give two

hoots about anyone.”

“Is he your boyfriend?”

“No,” laughed Julie, “He’s more like the best big brother you

could ever have.”

“So he’s your brother then?”

“Not exactly.”

“Huh?”

“Well, you know how I was talking about Jesus before?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, Jesus is my best friend.”

Pauline took an enormous bite of her club sandwich as she

tried to digest this news.

“But didn’t you say Jesus was the Son of God?” she managed

to ask, betweenmouthfuls.

“Yes, He is,” came Julie’s reply.

“Then how can he be your best friend?”

“That’s a great question!”

Just then Julie’s phone rang.

“It’s my boss… I need to get this.”

“Sure”, Pauline mumbled as she took another bite.
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When she got off the phone, Julie turned back to Pauline.

“I’ve arranged to swapmy afternoon shift, so I can help you

sort out what to do.”

Pauline was stunned that someone would go to such lengths

to help her.

“So, where do youwant to start?”, Julie asked, keen to be helpful

in any way she could.

Pauline pondered going back to the conversation they’d just

started, but she knew she needed to be practical.

“Can I please borrow a pen and some paper?” she asked

hesitantly.

The two of them made a list of things she needed to do…

starting with cancelling her debit card and reporting her ID card

stolen. At the end of their long to-do list, Julie handed Pauline

some cash for her bus fare home and a post-it note with her

phone number on it.

“I’ll meet you in the Alumni Court tomorrow at 1pm and we

can regroup to see if there’s anything else we need to do.”

Thanking her, Pauline pondered, as she climbed the steps on

the bus. She hadn’t done anything to deserve a friend as kind

as Julie, but she hoped the friendship would last beyond her

immediate crisis.

By 1pm the next day Pauline was past the shock and denial. Now

she was just plain angry.

“Julie, it’s just not fair! How come this guy can nick my bag

andmakemy life so miserable?”

“I know Pauline. There’s too much injustice in this world…

Would you like me to pray for you?”

“Um.. I guess…”
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“Loving God, Pauline is hurting. As you know she’s been

through a tough experience. Please help the police to catch the

thief and please help Pauline to sense your comforting presence.

Amen.”

“Nobody’s ever prayed for me before… You really believe in God

don’t you?”, Pauline commented.

“Absolutely!”, came Julie’s quick reply.

Curiously Pauline asked, “Why though? I mean what’s your

evidence that God exists?”

Julie pondered how best to answer.

“Um… there’s lots of evidence, but from a personal perspec-

tive, God has changedmy life and it is only by His power that it

could happen.”

“What do youmean?”, Julie queried.

“When I was about thirteen, I was very insecure and I ended up

getting involved with the wrong crowd. Theymademe feel like I

belonged somewhere, but then they started pressuringme to do

stuff I didn’t really want to do. At first, I just had to distract the

retail workers while my so-called mates took off with stuff they

had hidden in their jackets. They shared the spoils… usually,

chocolate bars or chewing gum and they always mademe feel

like I was an important part of their gang. Then one day they

found someone evenmore insecure thanme to be their decoy

and told me I’d have to join them in raiding the shop. When I

hesitated, they remindedme that we were all in it together and

I couldn’t let the gang down or they’d kick me out. Rejection

terrifiedme, so I reluctantly agreed to go along with their plan.”

“So what happened?

“I was just about wetting my pants as we walked in the shop
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and I was shaking like a leaf. As I grabbed the first chocolate bar,

I kept fumbling it. I think it dropped two or three times before I

finally got it in my inside pocket. All my nervousness must have

attracted attention and the store security officerwas alerted. My

gang ran off, leaving me to be charged with shoplifting.”

“But what’s that got to do with your evidence that God

exists?”, asked Pauline, puzzled.

Julie continued, “A chaplain at the police station saw my

obvious guilt and insecurity and took pity onme. She shared a

Bible story about a thief who regretted his mistakes and began

to trust God’s way. She told me that God hadmercy on the ex-

thief and that he experienced God’s great love and forgiveness.

I wanted that too, so I asked the chappy how I could be forgiven

by God.”

“And then what happened?”, Pauline asked.

Julie recalled, “We talked somemore and then she prayedwith

me. An overwhelming sense of peace came over me… and even

joy. I still had to go to court and do some community service,

but something had changed.”

Pauline was quick off the mark, “What changed?”

Julie smiled, “God took me from being a weak, insecure pawn

and thief and transformedme into a secure, caring and generous

person.”

“Just like that?”, asked Pauline incredulously.

Julie was quick to qualify, “Well it’s been a work in progress

and He’s not finished yet.”

Just then Julie’s phone began to ring.

“You better get that. It might be the police,” Pauline urged,

secretly wondering if God existed and really did have the power

to alter her situation.
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“Praise God!… Pauline your thief has handed himself in and

the police want you to go and check your gear.”

“Really? That’s what you prayed for… that the police would

catch him. Maybe there really is a God.”, Pauline wondered

aloud.

Julie answered confidently, “Yep, and there’s lots more evi-

dence than that.”

“Can you helpme to investigate the evidence?”, Pauline asked

earnestly.

“Iwould love to”, Julie assured her, “Comeon friend, I’ll drive

you to the police station.”
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By Jo Wanmer

Finalist

‘Don’t Mum. You’ll regret it.’

Thewordspiercedmyheart as I endedmyconversationwith Issy.

OurgranddaughterToniwho livedwithushadasked if her friend

could stay here at our home…a guy who needed somewhere to

live. Our daughter Issy was objecting. Her motive was good and

practical but not aligned with our heart. She’d called an online

family meeting. They’d decided we risked robbery violence and

worse. The police would be callingmarking our home. Anything

could happen.

‘So…she’s not happy with the idea?’ Sam looked up from his

book.

‘Everyone is most definitely anti, but it’s our call. If God asks

us to do something, we do it. It’s not decided by a family vote.

The question is - has God asked us or just Toni.’
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As I walked past his chair he grabbed my hand. He pulled it to

his lips and kissed the back of my fingers. ‘Are you concerned?

If so, we say no now. Otherwise, we ask God.’

‘I’m not too concerned about having him. We survived those

other three I brought home last time.’ I chuckled. ‘They cost us

a bit but God seemed to cover that.’

‘At least this time there is a room and we won’t have to bunk

him down in the lounge.’ He releasedmy hand. ‘Let’s ask God

what He wants.’

‘I agree but if I keep listening to the family’s arguments it will

be hard to hear God’s heart.’

My eyes were drawn to the old wall plaque in the hall. My

daughterhad removed it years ago, deeming it outdatedandugly.

It had belonged to my grandmother so I’d recently unearthed it

and found a quiet spot where it could live.

‘As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.’ Was God

speaking?

I turned and sat beside Sam. ‘Issy says he’s in trouble with

the law. His reputation is well known in the district. One of

her friends kicked him off their couch after the police arrived

searching for drugs.’

‘Did they find any?’

‘Apparently not.’

‘Why does he have to leave the house he’s in at the moment?’

‘Big family. They need the room. And he’s not happy with his

old mate who lives there. Always leads him into strife.’

‘What other option does he have?’

‘He’s been told he can sleep at the yard where he works– the

demolition yard. There’s a sort of shelter. No walls. Showers
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under a hose. He’s camped out there before.’

‘Therefore, technically he isn’t homeless?’

‘Shelter doesn’t qualify as a home.’

Sampicked up his book again. ‘I don’t know. Can I think about

it? I can’t decide today.’

Next morning the problem wedged like a rock in my mind.

I paused at the spare bedroom. How would a hard-working

youngman feel amongst my pretty purple décor? If I changed

the doona cover, and removed a few cushions and ornaments,

it would do for now. There would be no spare room for my

occasional visitors. I was torn.

‘There must be other places he can go!’ My friend Martha

seemed to jump down the phone. I’d shared my dilemma.

She was unimpressed. ‘Doesn’t your church have a place? Or

YMCA? Or maybe he should go to one of those detox centres.

Anyway, it’s not your problem. Where are his family? It’s their

responsibility.’

‘But Martha the Bible says to look after the homeless.’

‘That’s talking about the real homeless. Not an irresponsible

kid that’s got himself into trouble.’

‘You don’t know that.’ My hackles rose. How dare she judge

him?

‘You don’t know either.’ She volleyed back. ‘Besides you’re

too old to handle it. Let someone younger take him.’ She started

talking about her grandchildren. I listened as I curtailed my

anger. It resurfaced when I realised there was an undercurrent

of comparison. Proper kids didn’t even know homeless people.

My precious Toni had a compassionate heart. She was a rescuer

more than an academic.
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I ended the call beforemy anger slid down the phone. Inmany

ways Martha was right. There were lots of good arguments for

not opening our home, and I was tired. But under the scrutiny

of the Word and the gentle spirit of God, they appeared more

like excuses than reasons.

‘Opportunity.’

Just one word. It dropped into my heart.

‘An opportunity Lord? Not a responsibility, an unwanted task

or a brief Band-Aid fix?’

‘An opportunity to relay my love, to parent the fatherless.’

Mymind recalled a previous occasion over twenty years ago

when I was complaining because life wasn’t goingmy way. On

that occasion, the Lord cut across my lament with a firm voice.

‘Never before have you had such a chance to love the sinner. Now

get on and do it.’

The command had hit me in the gut. It adjusted both my

attitudes andmy behaviour. Today I could sense a similar lesson

unfolding. Tyson, the youngman, hadnever knowna father. His

mother died on his sixteenth birthday. He’d made bad choices

and reported to a parole officer. I knew his driver’s licence

had been suspended for two years. He could be labelled as a

delinquent.

But an opportunity Lord? Are you sending him to us? Lord,

we are old, tired, weak….

‘Yes, but you have learned to love. My grace will cover every

weakness.’

I returned to the spare room this time to pray, but I was

interrupted by the phone.

‘Mum. Tyson’s bad news. Worse than I thought.’ My daughter

had been phoning around. ‘I read some of his messages to my

friend’s son. She kept them. The language is dreadful.’
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I tried to suggest to her that he just needed to be loved and

cared for. She scoffed at the idea.

Another granddaughter rang. ‘Ma you can’t have him there. He

was a year behindme in school. I know him. Please don’t do it.’

Martha rang back. She’d been online searching for organisa-

tions that helped the homeless. She sent me a shortlist. ‘There

are missions that are set up for this. They have the resources

and training needed to help him. If he won’t consider any of

those, I’ve found a few boarding houses that should take him.

Point him in the right direction, and you will have fulfilled your

duty.’

I perused the list. ‘Martha most of these places would be too

far from his job. He’d have no way of getting to work.’

‘That’s not your problem.’

‘So…if we just push him into the inner city, he can join the

other homeless?’ I swallowed trying to keep the anger frommy

voice. It was pointless arguing but I couldn’t stop. ‘Who is going

to show him Jesus in those places. He’d be more likely to meet

the devil in there.’

‘He’s already chosen the devil.’

‘How can you say that? You’ve never met him or seen him.’

‘I’ve heard enough.’

I took a deep breath pushing the heel of my hand intomy tem-

ple. ‘Martha. What if he’s an angel that we entertain unawares?’

The question pushed to the surface of mymind, demanding an

answer. Martha’s chuckle mocked the seriousness of it.

‘Now you’re really letting your imagination run away with

you.’ She ended the conversation; confident she had solved my

problem and closed the issue.

My family was fearful. My friends were aghast. But the Spirit
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didn’t seem to be confirming their arguments. I threw another

prayer at heaven, rang a couple of intercessors and pushed the

problem out of my head.

Four hours later Toni rang.

‘Ma. Tyson’s been kicked out. He’s walking to the train. Can

he come tonight even for one night til he can find somewhere

else?’

‘I’ll need to talk to Pa.’

‘Yes, I know. He said he’s going to the yard but Ma it looks

like rain.’ The catch in her voice betrayed her compassion.

I carried her request to Sam. I hated pressuring him for an

answer. He needs time to make decisions. I could say no and

the problem would disappear. But that didn’t sit well in my

gut. And Toni would be broken. I interrupted Sam trying to be

dispassionate but foundmyself overtalking.

He listened for aminute and put his hand up to stopme raving.

‘It’s okay, Zara. I was thinking in the shower this morning. This

is God’s house, given to us by him. Tyson soonwill be one of His

kids. It’s important we find room for him. Can we do that?’

I hugged him as peace washed over me. It’s never easy for

Sam to share his space but God had opened his heart. Half an

hour later with Toni, I picked him up from the station.

Later that night I listened to them laughing as he settled into

his new room. In my heart I knew it wasn’t for one night or

even just one week. Had we counted the cost? We hadn’t even

discussed the invasion of our privacy, the increased noise, the

cigarette smoke that occasionally drifted inside. Or dollars.

I paid the cost for you.

For our sin Lord?
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I bought you for a price. I redeemed you. You are mine.

And…what we receive we freely give?

Yes.

While we were at peace with the Lord, I wasn’t in a hurry to

tell anyone. In the middle of the night, I woke with their voices

in my head. ‘You’re mad.’ ‘Well, I tried to warn you.’ ‘Don’t

complain to me when you can’t get him out.’ And the haughty

eye that implied ‘I told you so.’ I tossed and turned taunted by

the mocking, half awake, half asleep. I hadn’t told them. Was it

my fear surfacing? Or my inadequacy?

I pushed out of sleep banishing the voices and cried out to the

Lord. ‘Did we do the right thing?’

Yes, but you need to make the next decision.

WhateverdidHemean? Whatwas thenext decision? How long

Tyson could stay? Boundaries? Board and rent? Each thought

I discarded. Worldly logic demanded we do these things but I

wasn’t in a hurry and I didn’t think it waswhat Godmeant. What

was the decision God wanted us to make? A decision that would

bring me peace instead of turmoil.

Father, showme.

The next morning, I sat with Sam enjoying a coffee. ‘The Lord

said we need to make the next decision. But I don’t know what

he expects. Any ideas?’

‘He’ll show us. Don’t get caught in the what-ifs. Tyson seems

like a nice guy. He’s polite and respectful. I like him.’ He sipped

his coffee and returned to the news.

‘But Sam. What will Issy, Martha and others say.’

‘Nothing if you don’t tell them.’ He chuckled. ‘Have you told

Jack and Bella? They are our main intercessors.’
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‘Yes. They were very supportive. They always are.’

‘Don’t they count?’

‘Yes. They do.’

‘Well stop borrowing trouble. Relax.’

Life fell into a new routine. Tyson’s early starts with his

quiet departure became part of the normal background noises.

Sometimes he and Toni ate with us, chatting and laughing.

Sometimes he ordered food for them. Often, they would go for

a walk and return with groceries, his idea of necessities - ice

blocks, lollies and other snacks. He wasn’t freeloading.

Toni reported he was often depressed, weeping in his room as

she comforted him. He didn’t sharewith us sowe prayed, waited

and encouraged him. One morning I could hear them arguing. I

was surprised as he should have been at work.

Toni came flying out of his room. ‘He’smaking awill and says

he’s going to kill himself.’ Tears poured down her face.

He pushed out behind her, eyes wild, and raced up the hall.

‘Tyson. No. Stop!’ She chased him through the dining room

and out the door yelling, pleading. I prayed. Lord help him. Help

me.

Unsure what to do except to cry out to God, I remained inside

pulling down death and speaking life and hope. When I went

to check they stood at the top of our long driveway. His arms

folded, her hands waving in the air, imploring.

When they saw me, I beckoned them to come. The drama

needed to be off the street but I wanted, hoped Tyson would to

choose to return. I’d never touched him before but he walked

into my hug.

‘Can I pray for you?’
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‘Yes, but I need a lot more than prayer, Ma.’ In my arms his

whole body shook, sobbing.

What should I pray? I didn’t know so I just asked for God’s

presence to come. He relaxed a little in my arms and I led him

to our back veranda, asking Toni to make us coffee.

I held his hand as he talked about the hopelessness of his life,

his dreadful guilt, the countless rejections. He explained there

was nothing to live for.

‘Have you found this home to be a place of peace?’

He looked surprised but nodded.

‘God loves you enough to lead you here bring you to this place

of peace and healing. He loves you. He has plans you don’t know

about.’ He relaxed as I talked to him about the amazing love of

Jesus.

‘I’d like to know that love Ma.’

At that moment two policemen walked aroundmy house and up

to us.

Tyson stiffened. ‘What are you doing here? I hate you coppers.

Go away and leave me alone.’

They talked to him kindly but his response was antagonistic.

After about tenminutes they explained that for his own safety

they were going to take him to hospital.

‘You’re going to arrest me?’

‘No. But we have a duty of care to everyone and today we need

to take you to hospital to make sure you’re safe.’

Frustrated by their appearance I interrupted. ‘I’m a pastor

Sergeant. Can you leave him inmy care?’

‘I’m sorry but he needs professional care.’ They turned to

him. ‘You have a choice. You can come with us or wait for the

paramedics.’
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He stood and stormed through the house dodging a third

constable who waited in my living room. At the footpath they

patted him down removed all his possessions and bundled him

roughly into the back seat of the car. They toldme I could follow

if I wished.

I felt so useless, so helpless, such a failure. As they drove

away and neighbours stared, I questioned heaven. Our family’s

warnings were proved right. Everyone knew the police were at

our place.

Followingmy gut, I drove to the hospital with no idea what to

do. Would they let me in? I wasn’t family. I really didn’t know

him. But I did know God loved him. I was God’s arms, his voice.

Tyson needed a family and I was willing to show up and let God

do the rest.

In the waiting room I discarded my plans for the day and

cancelled an appointment. It may have been four hours before

they led me to his cubicle. I sat and held his hand, accepting

him and his apology. He was calmer, lighter. As we talked, he

referred to our prayer on the veranda. ‘Ma, when you held my

hand, something happened. It’s hard to explain. I’ve never felt

it before. It’s like a warm current running from your hand up

my arm and into me.’

‘That’s the presence of God. He loves you, Tyson.’ An hour

later we went home together.

That night Sam and I talked and prayed on the veranda. ‘How

amazing that our God would touch him throughme Sam! Lord

I’m so thankful that you navigated us through such a difficult

day. But what is the next decision we need to make? Is it that he

can stay?’
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You made the decision today.

‘What? I don’t remember making any decision today. I

remembernot knowingwhat to doorwhat to say, beingunsure…

.’

‘Then what did you do?’ Sam asked the question but I felt as

though it came from God. ‘How did you know what to do if you

didn’t know what to do?’

‘Sam, that doesn’t make sense.’

‘Nor does it make sense when you say you didn’t know what

to do, because it looks to me as though you did.’

Then I understood. ‘It wasn’tme Sam. ItwasGod. I remember

askingHim tohelpme. Maybewedon’t need to knoweverything.

The next decision is to rely completely on Him. Follow Him. It

doesn’t matter that we are weak. Our weakness enables God’s

strength. We can’t rescue Tyson. Only God can.’

Sam opened his Bible app. ‘Paul says here that his weakness

became a portal of God’s power. Isn’t that what happened

today?’

Weeks pass. Difficulties happen. Tyson never again considered

his life wasn’t worth living. A few times he has run off but he

doesn’t want to go back to his old life. He is nowmaking better

decisions so he rings, apologising, and asking if he can stay one

morenight. Samsits and talks tohim…about being aman…about

life…about the Father waiting for the prodigal son…. about the

great possibilities in God.

Are we trained to help? Not in a professional sense. But we’re

not called to be professionals - just parents. The written Word

and the Living Spirit of God within us are our textbooks. The

many life challenges we have faced, that God has led us through,
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have been preparing us for this opportunity. And I’m thankful.

At dinner, we held hands to bless the food. Sam lifted his head.

‘Tyson, we want you to know this will always be your home. Yes,

youwill find another place to live but youwill always bewelcome

here.’
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By RayWoodrow

Finalist

‘I think you need to get outta my face, old man.’ The young

man’s stance threatened violence.

‘But you need Jesus.’ Phil did not take the hint. ‘Youngman,

Jesus can fix all your problems.’

‘Can he fix this one?’

Whack!

Phil Walsh, the evangelist, went down.

Thunk. His head caught the edge of a council planter.

Police and ambulance came. They arrested the youngoffender,

RalphMatteo, a few blocks away. Phil’s wife, Joyce, spent the

next threeweeks at her comatose husband’s bedside. She prayed

for healing andmuttered in her grief about uncontrolled youth.

Vacillating between grief and anger, Joyce’s presence with Phil

amounted to very little.

Three weeks after the near fatal incident, Phil woke from his

coma. Overjoyed, Joyce telephoned everyone to tell the good
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news.

Then came the court case.

Phil, attending in his wheelchair, couldn’t give testimony:

trauma-inducedamnesia. Though theprognosis indicated short

to medium term partial recovery, the judge dismissed the case.

And not for lack of credible witnesses.

In themonths following, Phil made little progress, managing

to stand and take a few steps. His speech slurred. Joyce’s

frustration grew and with it, a seething anger. Her frustration

and anger only grew with what she perceived were her friends’

platitudes.

‘God, how could you let this happen?’ In the backyard, she

vented her rage to the sky, hoping God would condescend to

her anger. ‘I brought him to you. How could you allow this?

Look at him, he’s a…’—she didn’t want to say it— ‘…a useless

burden.’ Crumpled to the ground, she sobbed like it would shake

her apart.

‘You alright, lady?’ Phil said, standing beside her.

She screamed, grabbed her hair and ran into the house, not

realising he had walked all the way from the house to her side.

He’d never called her “lady” before, either. It seems he still

hadn’t remembered who she was, or even her name. That

was the last straw. Once inside, she locked the door. Her

breath heaving, shewatched themanwhohad been her husband

standing where she’d left him. He just stood looking at the spot

where she’d been.

Shedidn’t knowwhohewas. ‘What happened tomyhusband?’

she said aloud after she settled enough to speak. ‘Where is he?’

Though Joyce tried hard to read the scriptures and delight in

them, the constant of her brain-injured spouse in front of her
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pushed her commitment off the edge. Pastors, counsellors and

friends tried to help pick her up, but her spirit had broken too

much for that. She took Phil to healing ministers, all to no avail.

Though in the sevenmonths since the altercation that took his

cognition and robbed him of his memories, Phil had relearned

enough to take care of himself when alone.

A seemingly chance meeting with a woman new to her church

gave her suddenhope. Thewoman, Shayna, enjoying an alfresco

cappuccino in town, saw and recognised Joyce from the previous

Sunday.

‘Hello.’

Joyce, focussed on the next shop in her trip to town, gasped.

‘Oh! Uh, hullo.’ She put her head down, intent on moving on,

not wanting company.

‘I recognised you from church on Sunday. Won’t you join me?

You look like you could use a friend and a sit down.’

Joyce hesitated.

‘Here, I got you a coffee.’

Joyce looked at her, astonished.

‘Latte. One raw sugar. My name’s Shayna.’

Drawn to the lovely, lopsided smile, Joyce sat and burst into

tears.

Shayna put her good hand on Joyce’s arm and waited till she

settled.

Joyce stared at the hand until the other woman pulled it

back and pushed the coffee across the table. The grieving wife

transferred her gaze from her arm to the coffee.

Shayna said, ‘I only sawyouacross the roomat church. What’s

your name?’

Looking up, Joyce saw such a gaze of compassion. Fresh tears
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fell. The gaze transfixed her.

Coming to herself again, she said, ‘Uh, Joyce.’ Wiping away

the tears, she tried a half smile. ‘Thanks for the coffee, but…

how did you know?’

‘I think Godmust have told me.’

Her simple response brought a stunned expression. ‘Oh.’

‘Yes, I was prompted to order this second coffee and when I

saw you, I knew it was for you.’

‘So, God talks to you? I’m sure he can’t even hearmy prayers.’

Her bottom lip quivered.

For the next half hour, Shayna recounted her struggle to

recover from the stroke three years ago. Joyce sat in silent

disbelief.

When Joyce continued her shopping, renewed hope pushed

her forward.

That was until she saw him. She froze. He stood at the other

end of the cereal aisle. Drawing back then, her heart raced and

perspiration broke out on her forehead and top lip.

‘Oh God, what do I do?’ Anxiety rising, she grabbed her

handbag, left the trolley and ran out of the shop. At home, she

stormed inside and into the bedroom, slamming the door behind

her.

A minute later, a gentle tapping on the door and the slurred

voice said, ‘Is that you, lady? What’s the matter?’

‘Go away!’

Sheheardnothingmore excepther ownsobs as tears drenched

her pillow.

Tenminutes later, Joyce sat on the side of the bed, head down.

‘God, help me.’ She took a deep breath, stood, and went to

the door. Standing a moment longer, she put her hand on the

doorknob and opened the door. A hesitant step into the hall and
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she saw Phil standing at the sink, staring out the window. A tear

trickled to the corner of her mouth. Wiping it away, she lifted

her head and strode to stand behind him.

He flinched a little as she put her arms around his waist and

kissed his shoulder. With gentle pressure, she squeezed him.

Putting one hand on her hands, he turned his head towards

her and said, ‘Joyce?’

‘Yes, Phil, yes it’s me.’ Excited, she turned him to face her.

‘Are you back with me, Phil?’

His expression told her he wasn’t sure who she was. Deter-

mined not to let the constant disappointment control her, she

stepped back to give him space.

She said, not knowing if he would understand, ‘I saw him

at the supermarket.’ Phil looked puzzled. ‘I panicked and ran

out.’ He just stared at her. ‘I know you don’t understand, but

remember, I love you Phil and I will do all I can to get you better.’

As Joyce put her hand on his arm in reassurance, the phone rang.

‘Hello?’

‘Joyce, it’s Shayna. I hope you don’t mind. I got your number

from the church office.’

‘Uh! Shayna. No, that’s fine,’ she said, even though a crease

of concern wrinkled her forehead.

‘I wanted to say thanks for staying for coffee earlier.’

‘That’s ok.’

‘I hope I didn’t bore you with my story. I can get a bit self-

absorbed, you know.’

‘No, no, it’s fine.’

‘Joyce, is it alright if my husband and I come around this

evening?’

Silence.

‘Joyce? Are you there?’
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Amoment’s further pause. ‘Yes.’

‘Forgiveme if I seempushy, but… I feel weweremeant tomeet

today.’

‘Oh?’ Joyce turned and stared at Phil, not knowing how to

respond. Fear and anxiety conflicted with her better judgement.

She knew this was of God… or did she?

‘Joyce?’

‘Uh, no, not tonight.’ Anxiety won.

‘Oh, are you sure?’

‘Yes, yes, of course, I’m sure.’ Anger stomped in.

‘Ok.’ It seemed Shayna realised Joyce was feeling pressured.

‘Can I call you tomorrow then?’

‘Yeah, sure.’ Joyce just wanted to slam the receiver down.

Dinner preparations became a hurried clamour of banging

dishes and flying vegetable peel. Frustration, guilt, anxiety,

anger, all conspired to bring her undone. But the therapeutic

action of cleaning the utensils and benchtop brought a measure

of calm. Looking out the window, she saw Phil sitting on the

garden bench he’d bought her some years earlier.

‘Oh Phil, I promised to do all I can to get you well.’ A tear ran

down and fell into the sink.

After cleaning up, she picked up the phone and found the

last number received. Sitting at the table, she filled her lungs,

exhaled, then hit dial.

‘Shayna, Joyce. I’m sorry for being abrupt. Please come over.’

Seven o’clock, the doorbell sounded. Joyce jumped with a start.

Though she expected it, she still reacted, so tight hadher anxiety

wound her nerves. Phil stared a benign look at her. Joyce stood

and rushed to the door.
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Looking past the couple, she said, ‘Come in.’

‘Joyce, this is Greg.’

Joyce’s eyes flitted to his face, then looked past him. ‘Hullo.’

She led them into the lounge. Indicating her husband, she

said, ‘Phil.’ Then directing them to the three-seater, ‘Please

sit.’ She sat in the other single lounge studying her fingers as

they worked at each other in frantic battle.

Shayna spoke then in a gentle voice. ‘Joyce.’ Joyce looked up

with a jerk of her whole being. ‘I can see you are nervous, but

please don’t be. We have sought God as to how wemight help.’

Staring at Shayna’s earnest expression, tears started again.

But drawn oncemore to the care she saw in the woman’s eyes,

she could not look away.

When Greg spoke, her eyes drifted to his. He said, ‘Shayna

told me about how upset you were today. We prayed together

and we believe God wants to heal Phil’s brain injury.’

At that moment, Phil sat a little straighter in his chair.

‘But… I didn’t tell you about our situation.’ She looked at

Shayna. ‘How did you know what was wrong?’

Shayna said, ‘I know, I selfishly talked about myself. I’m

sorry.’

Joyce noticed Phil’s eyes darting back and forth from herself

to the couple sitting opposite.

‘But…’ Themovement of Phil’s head drew their attention. ‘I

think it may have already happened.’

‘Joyce.’ Phil stood with difficulty.

Although he slurred her name, Joyce recognised his presence

with them.

‘Phil?’ She studied the man standing there. Shayna and Greg

watched as tears came to Joyce’s eyes. They smiled as Joyce

stood, as though she wasn’t sure she could.
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‘Joyce, I love you,’ he said with the slur which would mark his

speech for life. He took an awkward step toward her.

Without waiting for him, she took a few steps to embrace

her husband, almost knocking him back into his chair in her

rush. For fiveminutes or more, they held each other, unaware

of anything but each other.

Pulling back from Joyce, Phil said, ‘Joyce, our guests have

gone.’

‘Oh.’ Joyce rushed to the front door, opening it to see a set of

taillights disappear around the corner.

She went back to Phil and hugged him again, kissing himwith

apassion shehadnot felt for someyears. Then, giving themtime

to get home, Joyce tried for half an hour to call the ministering

couple. No response - and their answering machine gave no

opportunity to leave a message. Wondering why they may not

have arrived home yet, she and Phil decided they would shower

and retire for the night.

Next morning, Joyce woke Phil with a lingering kiss on his lips.

His smile, lopsided but earnest, thrilled her. She giggled and

hugged him again.

‘Read to me from God’s Word, please dear,’ Phil said, with

disjointed difficulty.

‘Anything, my darling. What would you like me to read?’

Sitting up, she took her bible and opened it.

‘Read to me from James’s letter. I think we are going to need

the encouragement it brings.’

In themonths following Phil’s healing, Joyce, though pleased to

have him back, could not help but wonder why he only regained

normal cognition and reasonable expression, but the physical
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damage remained. Phil, now able to think, plan and reason,

pottered around doing what he could. Manual work took its

toll on his strength, so he sometimes went and sat in the back

garden praying. While his physical ailments slowed him down,

his prayer life charged forward better than ever.

He prayed for Joyce. At the same time he prayed for complete

healing for himself, he prayed for patience for Joyce. He prayed

for the youngman who hit him, asking God for an opportunity

to offer him forgiveness. In his heart, he had already forgiven

him.

The opportunity came twelve months to the day since the

offence. Phil and Joyce were in the supermarket. Joyce spotted

Ralph.

‘Oh Phil, it’s him.’ Joyce froze. ‘What do we do?’

‘Who is it, my dear?’ Phil asked, looking around.

‘It’s him. The one who should be in jail for assaulting you.’

‘Youmean Ralph?’

‘Yes, him. Phil, let’s go.’ Joyce pulled the trolley back, but Phil

held it firm. Surprised he had that strength, she stared at him.

‘Phil, come on. Let’s go,’ she said through gritted teeth.

‘No, Joyce, let’s—’

Frantic because he was almost on them, she said, ‘Quickly,

he’s coming this way.’

‘Good,’ Phil said, as he spotted his assailant. ‘G’day, Ralph.’

The youngman stopped, and a perplexed expression twisted

his brow. ‘Er… G’day.’ Phil smiled. A spark of recognition.

‘Wha… what do you want?’ He backed away.

‘It’s alright Ralph.’ Phil put up one hand to placate him. ‘I

just wanted to offer you—’

‘No, I don’t want what you’re selling. Go away.’

‘—forgiveness. Ralph.’
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But Ralph ran off to the express aisle at the other end of the

checkouts.

Joyce breathed a sigh. ‘Let’s just wait now till he’s gone.’

‘Yes, I guess so. I’ll never catch him, anyway.’

Phil watched as Ralph got through with his three items and

marched for the exit. As Ralph glanced back, Phil smiled at him;

he hoped the young fellow could see he had forgiveness for him.

Joyce’s eyes, though following his progress, moved to stare at

an undefined point beyond the shopping centre walls.

Phil followed him with these words in a slow, quiet stammer:

‘Gracious Lord, change his heart with the power of your forgive-

ness. If I can be of further use, I’m here.’

Joyce glanced at her husband, shooting him an unsure smile.

‘Let… let’s finish our shopping, Phil.’ Her eyes flicked out past

the checkouts before coming to rest again on Phil. She eased the

trolley past him into the aisle.

After packing the groceries away, Joyce made a pot of tea and

they sat in the lounge to relax.

‘Phil, how can you so easily forgive him? He’smessed up your

life… our life. I—’ a faint tapping sounded at the front door.

‘Who can that be?’ She stood.

‘I’ll go, my dear.’

Joyce sat as Phil eased himself up with a crooked smile and

shuffled to the door. Joyce leaned so she could see. On opening

the door, Phil’s grin beamed at the face of RalphMatteo.

‘I’m sorry to disturb—’

‘Nonsense, Ralph, come in. I’ve been expecting you.’ Phil

stepped back as an invitation for the youngman to enter.

‘You have?’

‘At least, I hoped you would come.’

‘Who is it, Phil?’ Joyce could not hear the conversation or see
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past Phil. Only when Ralph stepped past the door did she see.

Aghast, she said, ‘Oh,’ and sank back into her chair, not sure

whether to stay or run. She felt trapped, but put on a brave face.

Her awkward smile matched her feeling.

‘Please sit.’ Phil invited him to the three-seater. ‘Would you

like something to drink?’

‘Uh, no, I… uh, I couldn’t help thinking… I followed you from…

uh, I waited, thinking what you said. I followed you… I was

intrigued.’ He looked from Phil to Joyce and back.

Phil smiled at him, he said, ‘I forgive you.’ Ralph blinked.

‘What happened a year ago gave me the chance to think more

of others. Even though my body still doesn’t cooperate, God

healed my brain, so mymind is sharp again.’

‘Oh.’

‘And I’ve prayed for you since.’ He noticed a tear trickle down

Ralph’s cheek. Ralph sniffed and flicked it away. ‘Jesus does fix

things, and he wants to do that for you, Ralph. He loves you as

much as he loves Joyce andme.’

‘I’ve done some terrible things. What I did to you is possibly

about the least of them.’

The rest of the day, Phil told Ralph about his life before hemet

Joyce and how she showed him Jesus.

Ralph, aghast at Phil’s story, said, ‘So there’s hope for me

too?’

‘Oh yes. Jesus’s grace and forgiveness is the power to change.’

Later that afternoon, Phil invited Ralph to accept Jesus and the

three of them kneeled in the lounge room. Ralph chose grace.

With help from Greg and Shayna, Phil and Joyce started a small

group to encourage and disciple Ralph, and some of his friends

who saw their need for Jesus because of their mate’s experience.
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While Joyce was hesitant to approve, Phil went back to his street

evangelismministry; Ralph attended with him when he could.

Joyce’s grief soon dissipated, but it took time for her to fully

work out her anger and to relearn trust. Thus, she took quite

some time to become comfortable in the company of the young

people. But grow she did.
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By Jen Berry

Finalist

I amanewcreation, anewbreed. No longerhuman, anduniquely

immortal. I will die once, but then live eternally, but there is

much to do and what remains of my life is short. So much to

do, where to start. I have just been reborn, andmy powers are

great. So great I am humbled and petrified of misusing them.

But I must use them to deliver from darkness those who long to

be freed.

I was first born as Ebony Scott. Daughter to a property

developer who went bankrupt, but then hit the big time. My

dad had a way of casting vision that made people want to follow.

Hemade the impossible sound somehow inevitable, and he had

charm and a face that was as honest as it was attractive.

The reasonmy dad could talk the investors into parting with

substantial sums ofmoneywas he earnestly believed everything

he told them. It was as if he could feel the wave of success

building just beyond the horizon and he would convince people
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that they would ride that wave together into sumptuous wealth.

He acquired the land and development rights to a large area,

15-minutes away from Ipswitch. His partner was desperately

afraid he would bankrupt them both this time. Four luxury

homes were built of the ten on the first stage of the plan, as they

broke ground on the fifth, he was on-site investigating some

complaints of safety breeches by the projectmanager. When the

first scoop of soil was tipped out half of an enormous nugget of

gold sat on the top.

Then the gold rush began, and Nicholson Scott Mining owned

a huge swath of land on which a new gold deposit had just been

found. They mined gold and sold land. They even opened a

shopping centre andagolf club in the town that becameScottson

and the money poured in.

We became unspeakably rich when I was nineteen, and I

stopped caring whether what I did was right or wrong. It only

mattered if it was fun. My father had a saying, “Let nothing stop

the fun.” My family lived by it. If anyone was stopping the fun

they were quickly abandoned, whether it was in this country or

another.

I worked for my father as a trouble-shooter and I was darned

good at it. If someone had ruffled feathers, I took them to lunch

andbrokereda solution. If a supplierwas lettingusdown, I got to

fly wherever in the world I could search out a better one. If there

was a product we needed that we couldn’t source, I scoured the

internet until I found one close and asked them to change it for

us. I loved the research, the people, the freedom and especially

the good times.

I was enjoying a well-earned break on a friend’s boat in the

Whitsundays when it happened. Beau Tarringer had invited me

personally, andmy younger sister Becky was sure he had a huge
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crush onme. Of course, I was showing off, I had almost made

the state squad in backstroke andwas a strong swimmer. I swam

far away from the boat and Beau gave chase. He just kept getting

further away. Suddenly I realised I wasn’t that fast; I was in a

current pulling me out to sea.

Beau disappeared and I began to struggle against the current

trying to swim back to the boat. Before long I was exhausted

and in bad shape. I rolled onto my back and just let the current

take me, feeling the sun burningmy skin. It was hours later as

the light was beginning to fade that I heard the hum of a motor.

Fighting its way through some serious chop inmy direction

was a fishing trawler. I began to scream and yell as loud as I

could waving my arms. Someone appeared at the side of the

trawler and flungme a life ring. As he hauledme in and dragged

me over the side, I realised I was sobbing. Sobbing with relief. I

hugged him and blubbered on himwith my story.

“God likes you toomuch to let you die. That’s why he sent me.

I was heading the other way. Hemademe turn around. The best

thing ya can do is go seek him out,” he said as he handedme a

towel that smelled of fish but was suddenly themost glorious

thing I had ever held.

I hadn’t realised how cold I was in the water, between the

towel and his words I felt light and warmth envelop me.

“What’s your name?” I asked. It suddenly seemed important

to know the name of the man who listens to God so well he can

hear and save my life.

“Jake Roxborough,” he smiled and then pointed to a sheltered

spot out of the wind before turning back to steering the trawler.

He looked forty and his skin was tanned and leathery, and his

brown wayward hair was peppered with grey.

He said nothing else to me but kept a watchful eye onme all
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the way back to shore. I asked him for his number so I could

thank him properly when I wasn’t in shock. He gave it to me

with a nod.

I went back to my life and called him a week later. He was

pleased to hear fromme and let me take his address so I could

send him a gift in thanks.

Before he hung up he said, “This was your burning bush you

know, best be paying attention and find out what God wants.

People drown every day, he turned me around to save you. I

don’t mean to harp, just to encourage.”

I sent a gourmet food basket and a case of the best wine to

come out of South Australia, plus a new and improved life ring

so he can save someone else if ever the situation arises.

How on earth did one find out what God wants? I thought this

a thousand times over the next fewmonths flying here and there

to sort out issues with one of our newest smelters. Surely what

God wanted was simple, peace on earth, goodwill to men and I

had never been against those things. I decided it was best to ask.

On the long flight back from Germany I just sat in my first-

class seat and said, “what do you want God cause I’m drawin’ a

huge blank.” Not long after I fell asleep.

When I woke I was in a place I didn’t want to leave. I could

hear beautiful singing and see faces alive and beaming. It looked

like a spaceport of some kind but as I turned I saw a blue throne

and bewildering creatures singing “Holy, holy, holy.”

A lion walked toward me and his eyes blazed love at me like

I had never felt before. He came to rest right by me, and I put

my hand on his mane. It was like a wash of wellness floodedme,

not that I had been sick, but something had been lacking and it

was now restored.

He began walking and I looked back toward the throne, but
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sensed it was not yet time for me to see the one who sat there.

White marble with traces of gold was beneath our feet and yet I

felt as if I walked on a cloud.

I felt as if I would be overjoyed just to walk withmy beloved

lion from now on, but shortly we came to trees that seemed to

sprout from themarble but had staircases carved into them. I

watched children run toward a golden sea that just shouldn’t be

there but somehow was. I could see people coming and going

from the trees and looked at my lion and shared his joy.

As I was looking in his eyes, I suddenly saw pain and sadness.

“Why?” I asked, “How can you be sad here?”

He turned his head and the mane ruffled in an unseen breeze.

Wemoved fast as lightning toanotherpart of the structurewhich

was vast and empty.

He opened his mouth and words came out, “They aren’t here

yet. Can we find them together?”

I desperately wanted to stop his pain and so I nodded, saying,

“Wherever you’re going, I’m going.”

Like a slap, the jolt of the aircraft hitting the ground pulledme

from the dream and I gave a stifled gasp at the loss. I had had

wonderful and strange dreams before, but this topped them all

and as other people grabbed luggage and jostled to be the first

out of the plane I just wanted to sit and weep because I was back

in the real world.

I gathered my carry-on bag andmy laptop in a daze thinking

over and over the dream, just dwelling in moments of it like a

child in warm seawater. I kept coming back to the sadness in

the lions’ eyes.

Whowasn’t here yet? Mymain sadness was that I had left and

if I knew anything about dreams, I wouldn’t be going back there.

My nightmares seemed to be the only things that ever recurred.

117



POWER TO CHANGE: THE POWER OF STORIES

God was trying to tell me something. I looked aroundme at the

people hurrying through the airport. Suddenly they seemed so

small and so busy with such unimportant things.

Why would God answer me in a way that it wasn’t obvious

what I was supposed to do? As I walked past the newsagent on

my way to collect my luggage, I saw a bible for sale. I laughed

to myself and realised some people afraid of flying might buy it

like an insurance policy.

“Is this what I’m supposed to do?” I asked softly so no one

thought I was crazy.

“Well, it’s not the whole answer but obviously it’s a start!”

said a man’s voice.

I turned to seewhohad spoken tome. Therewas only a harried

man talking into his phone and running the other hand through

his hair. When he saw me, he looked away listening to the

person’s reply.

“There are coincidences and there are opportunities,” I said

aloud. It was one ofmy father’smany catchphrases for inspiring

his employees, or us depending on his motives.

I walked in quickly and grabbed one with a cover I liked the

look of, tappedmy card to pay for it and tucked it intomy laptop

case. Iwasgladat last tohavedone somethingconclusive toward

my goal and for just a delightful minute, it was as if somewhere

very close, the lion was smiling at me.

In the cabon thewayhome I startedwithGenesis, a great story.

I loved the angel at the gate to Eden with the flaming sword and

stopped right there to imagine what it must have been like to

know a place where you used to go and chat with God every day

and then see that sword and know it was all finished and things

were utterly changed.

At home, I took it to my room and stayed there reading until
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teatime. I then carried it with me to the table planning to read

through the meal. My mum’s face was puzzled and annoyed,

but dad had always beenmore direct.

“What are you doin’ with that?” he asked, looking as if I had

just vomited all over his expensive dining room table.

“I had a life-threatening experience, it caused a spiritual

awakening,” these words really seemed to come from someone

who was more switched on thanme.

“Not at this dinner table you aren’t, there are few things that

are less fun, and you knowwhat happens to anyone who stops

the fun,” my dad’s tone was playful but with a hint of steel

behind it.

The first law of the Scott household was never stop the fun.

“I’m not planning to read it out or anything, just to politely

and lovingly ignore you all. I am not stopping the fun, I just

might not participate very much,” I said.

My father glowered, not being a man used to being thwarted,

but without the technical grounds to get what he wanted, “You

better not read it out, I kid you not Ebby.”

I let the fun and laughter wash around me and devoured

each word before me as surely as I half-heartedly shovelled

the occasional mouthful of food in. When I looked up the table

was being packed up and I felt like I was coming back from a

distant land. I skulled the rest of my wine and didn’t bother to

finish my food.

“Eb? Youmight not have stopped the fun but you didn’t add

to it,” my father said as I pushed in my chair and grabbed my

plate. Frommy father, this was still an attempt to make me row

in the right direction. He was used to picking out obstructions

and removing them swiftly.

“It isn’t always fun to go and calm down someone you have
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upset by demanding a job be done ‘yesterday, or sooner,’ but

that is my job and I do it. If we are going to get that serious

about the fun, pretty soon we are all going to give up our jobs

and go sun ourselves on the beach. I am not yours to control dad

and this conversation is seriously unfun, so we’re breaking your

rules. Love ya dad,” I said to take the sting off what was a bitter

pill for him.

He frowned at me, as I walked away. I wasn’t sticking around

so he could twist my words to his own end, something he had

always been good at. I hated having to fight him, my dad and I

were close, but I couldn’t let him distract me from this, it was

too important.

I muddled my way through the week at work, by Friday when

I had tomake an in-person visit to our least profitable site I was

longing for the weekend. Darcy Millburn, the second in charge

of the site, came around the corner. He was the first one to not

avoid eye contact, as though it might save his job.

Darce and I had a great working relationship. I had always

admired his sharp mind and toned physique.

“What are we gonna do Darce, if this place doesn’t start

bringing in more than costs to run they’ll close it,” I said in

a hushed whisper once he was close.

“This month was looking promising until the rig chewed a

gearbox, at least it was the drill head,” he muttered then said

thoughtfully, “I have a mate who’s doing some experimental

drill heads for a private project, thinks he has a breakthrough

design. It’s a long shot, but I’ll give him a call.”

“Long shots are fine, at this point I’ll take any shot thatmight

turn this around,” I sighed.

“You hear that man, she asked you to take her out for shots,”

joked a guy as he walked past.
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“Very funny, Craig,” Darcy looked at me apologetically, then

his expression changed. I could see the question in his eyes.

A question that was more distraction, but I smiled and put my

best flirt-tease on and leaned out a hip and watched his eyes

travel like a compass to magnetic north. I love being a woman

when I have figured out that a man doesn’t care if he is on his

knees, as long as he has my attention.

I pulled a post-it note out of my bag and found my pen and

wrote my number on it.

“Call me,” I laughed, “as soon as you find out anything from

your friend.”

As he took the note from my fingertips, I felt a tingle and

decidedDarcywas someone I shouldpaymoreattention to. Then

I scoldedmyself for distraction on the job, but I still droppedmy

eyes and then glanced up at him, my cheeks colouring. To sink

the hook in I touched his arm and flashed him a pleading look.

“As soon as I find out anything,” he nodded as if his life

depended on it.

Over the weekend I tookmy bible to the park. Then I hit the

book Numbers and my attention faltered. I tucked it into my

handbag and started talking toGod just inmyhead as Iwandered

along. I came out of the park and turned down a few streets not

really paying attention towhere Iwas going. Until I saw a church

with a sign “Meeting tonight at 6pm.”

It was 5:57.

“Do you want me to go in?” I asked.

I looked up and I saw Darce coming toward me.

“You coming in?” he asked.

I nodded. Because I knew no one else I followed him and sat

beside him. He smiled slightly. I let everything wash aroundme.

Until the minister got up to speak.
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I listened in stunned silence as he laid out things I had never

heard before. God’s immense love, his desire to restore us. To

walk with us through the water and the flames. Then he just

tossed it out there.

2 Corinthians 5:17 -18 “Therefore if anyone is in Christ, this

person is a new creation; the old things passed away; behold,

new things have come. Now all these things are from God, who

reconciled us toHimself through Christ and gave us theministry

of reconciliation.”

At this point, I stopped hearing what the minister spoke and

began to feel God speaking tome. A new creation, all things new.

ALL things. I knew that I had to be in Christ and that Godwanted

the missing ones with Him. I had found the way.
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Our storybeginswithapassion forpeople! Wedesire everyone to

have an encounter with Jesus so they may understand the hope

his story brings. We have a heart for Australia, that our country

will experience the joy of knowing Jesus. And, our calling is for

the nations to know God and his love for them that lasts for

eternity.

You can connect withme on:

https://powertochange.org.au

https://www.facebook.com/PowertoChangeAustralia

Subscribe tomy newsletter:

https://powertochange.org.au/contact
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