Reinforcing a preferential option for the poor in Catholic Health:

During May 2009, ACU Melbourne has hosted two groups of Catholic Health Australia executives participating in the Graduate Certificate In Leadership And Catholic Culture.  As part of each of these programs, Catholic Social Services Victoria worked with CHA to arrange visits for participants to our member agencies so that they could gain some insight into the barriers that the poor face in accessing health care.  Member agencies and other bodies visited as part of this program were the Sacred Heart Mission, St. Mary’s House of Welcome, Ozanam House, Wintringham, Access Centre and Corpus Christi Community at Greenvale. 

Feedback from participants about these visits was overwhelmingly positive.

Participants marvelled at the passion and sense of community among the staff and teams of volunteers underpinning these various centres.  A story was told about how staff and homeless clients at one day centre had donated $2,000 towards the bushfire appeal because they saw the fire victims as having ‘lost their community’. Much emphasis was placed on the value of relationships and trust being developed between staff and individuals seeking assistance.

The various sites have their own story, but many common elements emerged in the debriefing from the visits: the strong sense of community, the respect with which all are treated and their individuality valued.  One homeless client told a visitor of how, when he needed clothing , rather than being given a bundle of goods, he was taken to their op shop and offered the choice of anything in the store.  Another commented that he ‘had met Jesus in this place’. The visiting executives were very moved by their experiences and the later presentations revealed how well they had internalized the basic theoretical principles of Catholic Social Teaching that had been presented early in the course, and then been able to critique their visit experience against the theory.

Health and community services are both central to the wellbeing of our community, including the wellbeing of those members who are subject to disadvantage and marginalization.  Full social inclusion involves a coalescing of the services provided for each individual, so Catholic welfare and community service agencies welcome the opportunity to work with the Catholic health sector in putting together the building blocks for a better level of service for our most disadvantaged fellow Australians.  
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