Jesus taught that the kingdom of
God is likened to small things, often
overlooked and insignificant but
which reveal the purpose of God
that brings life for others (Matthew
13:31-31). The mustard seed so tiny
and fragile has the capacity to
become a tree and give shelter and
shade to many.
I think of the tree in my own back
yard which is a magnificent paperbark
that began as a sapling in its native
soil. It has survived the buildings and
life in suburbia. (The paperbark tree
Melaleuca, meaning black and white,
was named by the European settlers,
by the way. The bark was black at
the base and white at the top due to
bush fires.) It has now grown into a
good climbing tree for children and it
has afforded shade and hospitality to
kookaburras, magpies, lizards, ants
and of course the feral Indian Mynahs.
Yet as the paperbark tree grows it has
to shed its paper skin. The gift of the
bark fertilises the ground in which it
grows. The shedding reveals the fresh
life underneath - vulnerability revealing
beauty and life even in loss.
The local churches too are like the
paperbark, a shade tree, vulnerable
as it sheds its skin to sun and rain to
serve others, and to love boldly when
community life could be just about self
interest. Our parish communities are
displaying the work of God whenever
they shed their skin of tribal self
protection to embrace others in need
and share the good news of Christ.
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It was great to celebrate and mark five
years of its ministry and community
of ANeW at Lambton in June. With
the leadership of Archdeacon Arthur
and Mrs Annabel Copeman, its life
began as small and vulnerable but
now has blossomed. Many thanks
to the Lambton parish and Canon
Maree Armstrong for being generous
and enabling this missional venture
to have a home to worship and to
share fellowship within. With fragile
beginnings and vulnerable times we
discover afresh grace and blessing.

It was 12 months ago June 2015 at
Lambton, 500 days in to my episcopal
ministry, that I gave my personal
apology for the shameful harm to
children by church leaders and a
commitment to no longer tolerate these
crimes or the intimidation they were
operating out of, and to ensure that
we have in churches a safe place for
the vulnerable. I invited witnesses and
survivors to come forward and speak to
the police, to the Royal Commission and

to our Professional Standards unit. And
so more survivors have come forward
and further stories are heard, people
finding comfort and help. Whenever we
move to a vulnerable place, the local
church gathers people in the shade of
God's love to grow and to shed that
which is no longer needful. We shed the
practices that protect ourselves from
truth and welcome grace that gives us
new beginnings.

Paul writes to Corinth of the truth about
his listeners who struggled to accept
their history. 1 Cor 1:26-28 "Consider
your own call…God chose what is low
and despised in the world, …. so that
no one may boast in the presence of
God." When we do not accept the truth
of our history, we live with a lie and
we stand back from the saving grace
that is offered to us in Christ. For Paul,
Christians are paperbark people who
shed what they want people to believe
about them, and instead, live and speak
the truth of grace in unfinished lives.

Japanese Anglican Bishops of the
Nippon Sei Ko Kai came to the Lambeth
Conference in 2008 and offered a public
apology before the Anglican Bishops
of South Korea and 700 other Anglican
Bishops from around the world, seeking
forgiveness for the great harm and
suffering brought upon the Korean
people in the Second World War. They
did not commit these atrocities. The
Japanese Christians suffered under the
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki but
they have shown the steps of redress
and rebuilding relationships even as
their nation still struggles to accept the
war crimes of the past. They have found
the courage to be vulnerable with grace.
It was very encouraging to read across
the diocese parish affirmations of
last year's Synod as they stand with
me to address the past and to help
shape a healthy future. Local parish
communities are called to be people
who are to live the truth from their heart
– the great and new commandments
that Christ taught. There are some of
us who glibly say "let us move on" and

"can't people just forgive?" Yet, we must
understand the nature of the crimes
against children, the lived consequences
of child survivors and the responsibility
that is before us in this generation in the
Diocese of Newcastle.
Vulnerability is the necessary place for
mission, a challenging place for leaders
and a learning place for all who come
to belong to such a people. Paul did not
deny his story.

1 Timothy 1: 13 "even though I was
formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor,
and a man of violence. But I received
mercy…" Paul did not deny his story
neither should we deny ours. This
truth about our lives that the Royal
Commission is examining has shame
for the survivor, for their family and
friends, for the perpetrator and for the
community, yet as we hear the truth
we can come from vulnerability to
receive the grace of God. Vulnerability
is the necessary place for healing,
because as we admit that we need to
receive healing, we become a people of
healing.

As tea tree oil and the Melaleuca bark
are used in Indigenous medicine for its
healing properties, so the paperbark
church can be a source of healing for
the wider community. My life in the
parish of Darlinghurst/Kings Cross
Sydney led me to people who taught
me much about grace by those who are
weak and who gathered for community
- like Dennis who had a very serious
brain injury as a young man and had
lost his family and much of his speech.
While speech was nearly impossible in
conversation, when moved in worship
Dennis could sing hymns boldly, ones
he had learnt as a child. He always
carried a watering can and visited our
church grounds watering by hand every
plant, sometimes including the plastic
ones inside our facilities, sometimes
during services. He was known widely
in the community for his gentle friendly
spirit, even watering plastic plants
in local restaurants. At his funeral a
restaurant owner said, "I used to say

'there but for grace go I', now I say
'there only by grace I might become'."
In all Dennis' weakness and frailty he
brought peace, the gift of friendship and
permission for people to be themselves.

The church was a paperbark tree for him,
yet Dennis was like the paperbark tree
in my yard, revealing the vulnerability
in his weakness though providing a
generous spirit in a place that always
seems to take from others. A people
who are deemed weak and vulnerable
are the very people who can minister
grace. Paul says this of his ministry 1 Cor
9: 22 "to the weak I became weak" and
2 Cor 12: 9 "he said to me ...for power is
made perfect in weakness…"
For Paul, God is with us in our weakness,
revealing his power through us and
through our brothers and sisters
who may seem so weak in our eyes.
Weakness and vulnerability is the place
where joy and creativity, tenderness and
connection are born and where we can
love and be loved. This is the gospel
community I want to belong to and a
mission I want to support.
I call you to ponder the paperbark tree
as it sheds its skin and gives shade to
the world.
+Gregory

