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St Mary Makillop: Her Spirit and Inspiration in my life. 

Alan Curtain.

Firstly I’m conscious of the ground on which I stand. It is sacred ground and so I pay my respects to the Wurundjeri people and their elders both past and present. This morning was very special. That fire ceremony where we were challenged to carry the flame. I  want to acknowledge the sisters, my wife Tanya and daughter Maddy who are with me today in Spirit, and I pay my respects to those who identify as being part of the Forgotten Australians. May the Spirit and Inspiration of Mary Mackillop continue to nurture us all. 

I wish to touch on three themes in this brief reflection: Role Models, Humour and Presence. Those of us who have experienced considerable neglect in our backgrounds need Role Models- consistent role models in my life have provided so much hope and inspiration. Secondly, I can’t begin to tell you how important having a sense of humour has been!  And finally the Spirit of presence.  Those sister’s were profoundly present. 

Its true that I’ve had a very unique background and yet I also firmly believe that regardless of our backgrounds we all have a story to tell about our lives. That story is worth sharing. 

I’m proud of my story. I am not a victim!

I think this is the reason I said yes to being here today & doing this for the first time publicly. 

Yes I was bought up in a Children’s Home . I was in and out of family group homes & I experienced the out of home care system.  Naturally I struggled to understand something of my identity. It was very hard for me as a young teenager not only to try and work out who I was but also whose I was. There were some difficult and dark times in my life and at one point I did consider giving it all away and yet somewhere within me I knew that I was loved by strangers. 

Not just tolerated or accepted but I was loved!  So yere I’m proud to tell you that too.  

This didn’t mean that things were going to be easy- for example speaking to the Nun’s in the home about things like the Birds and the Bee’s wasn’t  something that was easy for either of us! 

But you know that theme of being present was always there. I can remember one of the nun’s having a chat with me when I was in Grade 3 and living at St Josephs in Surrey Hills which we called ‘The Home’- Sister Patricia asked me if I had a girlfriend in primary school to which I said, “no sister’ and instead of just leaving it there she replied, ‘well why not?’. 

I also remember a time when the Dominican brothers and trainee priests from the Priory in Camberwell would come over to visit us at the Home. On one occasion one of the Brother’s came to the door of our dormitory which was called Jinkarra. I answered the door  and said, 

“Oh! come in my name is Alan, now let me  induce  you to Sister Mary”. 

As the years progressed I found a sense of what I once described as a ‘strange type of security’-  if  I shared this with any of my male mates they would certainly have thought this practice very weird. I used to like to sit in a church and just write in a book. I’d take along a little A.5 exercise book and I’d just write whatever thoughts came to me. 

Years later I would discover how profoundly important and even therapeutic those experiences were. And we all know Mary Mackillop herself kept a diary and would jot down notes on all sorts of things. 

At one point in my life I felt a need to try the Catholic Seminary. I did give it a go and they were important years of formation for life. I discovered after a few years that God probably did call me into the Seminary to have a look at the mystery of love. But then I was called by Tanya who is now my wife to have a closer look- which I did!

To finish this reflection off I’d like to offer two quotes. One is from a bloke named Graham Smith who was in the home around the same time as me in a different section and we reconnected at a reunion recently.  We were invited to share a thought or prayer and Graham said this,

“You know I’ve gotta take my hat off to those old girls”, he was speaking about the Sisters of St Joseph, “I just wanna thank them- they gave me the foundation for life, yere they did a good job”.

The final quote I want to leave you with is from Mary Mackillop herself and its one line that is a prayer, a challenge, a hope and remains an inspiration for me every day:

“There where you are you will find God”. 

Thankyou. 

