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1 .  P R O P E R T Y  S A L E S  

I’ve officiated at two funerals for buildings this year. 

Funerals for buildings? 

Well — that’s how people on both occasions described what the services felt like.  

They were actually services of thanksgiving and deconsecration as we closed the church buildings in 
Binnaway (parish of Coonabarabran) and Stuart Town (parish of Wellington). 

Why must we continually sell these buildings which have played precious parts in the life of their 
communities for over 100 years? 

Two key reasons. First, the sad reality of the decline of these towns; and second, the sad reality of past 
shameful wickedness.  

1. Decline in the towns and church 

All the towns in which church properties have been sold, have declined in size and prosperity. Perhaps 
they were once key as railways developed, and the west opened up. But as road transport improved 
and larger centres became better established, the role these towns played in their communities 
became less significant. Populations dwindled, businesses wound up, shops closed and now just the 
remnants of what once was can be seen. 

And yet, somehow, even though the situation of the towns had radically altered, the churches in these 
towns kept going — often without any change at all to service style and music that was well suited to 
last century. But as numbers in church understandably dropped given that the local population was 
smaller, and as parishes combined and clergy were less available, weekly services became fortnightly, 
then monthly, and then in many places, only Christmas and Easter. The minister from Coonabarabran 
sometimes rushed off from church to take a service in Binnaway, only to find no one else turned up. 

Given the corresponding drop in offertory, the amount received failed to cover insurance and upkeep, 
let alone the minister’s fuel and time. 

Now of course, there was something admirable and praiseworthy about churches keeping going 
through hardship! And for those here who have done that for many years in tiny churches — or are still 
doing it now — we thank you! A desire to continue a witness for Jesus in a small town is good! 

And yet, economic realities hit hard, and the toll on clergy or LLMs to travel to and take a service which 
so few support is significant, as is the burden on the parish at large to cover the cost of upkeep and 
insurance. 
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All this may be small comfort for those who have grieved the closure of a church. And yet, although 
slower to respond to population shifts, the church is now ‘catching up’ with the economic and 
demographic reality of the last 50 years.  

These closures aren’t necessarily the end of God’s work in these towns, but they are an opportunity to 
find new ways to share Jesus in changed circumstances.  

2. Redress 

You will know that the second reason we must continue to sell property is to meet our legal and moral 
obligation to provide assistance for those who have been harmed by depraved and wicked people — 
both clergy and lay — in the past.  

We must acknowledge with grief that this abuse is to our great shame and has brought the gospel itself 
into disrepute. Nothing can undo the harm. Payments are not compensation, but they do represent an 
attempt to provide assistance to those whose lives have been shattered. 

I remember the first victim to whom I was asked to give an apology. He was abused by a teacher over 
the course of a couple of years when as a young teenager, he  boarded at All Saints’ College. 
Eventually, in desperation, he begged his parents to let him change schools. However, the damage was 
already done. His grades plummeted. He never went on to tertiary study. He struggled to hold down 
steady work. Depression and suicidal thoughts became constant companions. His whole life was 
scarred by what that trusted teacher had done. He allowed me to pray for him, and I did so, praying 
that the money given might help him buy a home or establish a better future. 

It is true that some claims may be vexatious, and there is no doubt that some law firms have sought to 
exploit the situation. Yet, despite this, we must continue to meet our obligations — even if there are 
times we feel a claim may be questionable. 

It is also important to stress that the harm was not confined to the Bush Brothers, as some have 
assumed. Abuse also occurred by clergy and lay people across the diocese. The hostels once 
operated by the Diocese, and All Saints’ College, have left us particularly vulnerable to claims. 

• To date, since 1 January 2016, we have paid out approximately $7.53 million. 

• Currently, we face claims that may amount to as much as $2.22 million. 

• Bishop-in-Council is giving careful consideration to engaging an actuary to provide a clearer 
picture of our future exposure. 

This is sobering, but it is important. Everyone needs to know the reality of what we face, and to be in 
prayer: for Dr Baines and others directly involved in this work; for wisdom for the members of the 
Property Trust; for the Rev’d Peter Barnett and his team, and for Chris Jones, who provides invaluable 
legal guidance. 
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This brings me to my second major topic: 

2 .  S A F E  M I N I S T R Y  

It is precisely because of this shameful history that you can see how utterly vital our safe ministry 
training and protocols are. Yes, our training and screening protocols are demanding. But they work. 
Even in just the past couple of years, our processes have weeded out individuals who should never 
have held positions of leadership. And in another diocese recently, three churchwardens had to stand 
aside because they were unable to obtain Working with Children Checks. The screening matters. It 
protects. 

Some people have hesitated to engage with Safe Ministry training, thinking it only applies to those 
working directly with children — Sunday School, Kids’ Club, and similar ministries. Others think they 
are “too old” to undertake the training or that redress concerns only relate to the distant past. But the 
scope of Safe Ministry has always been, and increasingly is, broader: it applies to the whole church 
family and community. It equips us to notice and respond to concerning behaviours, including issues 
around family relationships, bullying, and domestic violence, and to know the right channels to bring 
these matters to the attention of the appropriate people. 

Others have questioned the necessity of a person who is reading the Scriptures or leading the prayers 
undergoing training and screening. This is an important matter to understand. If you are an eight-year-
old child in church, you will see anyone “up the front” as some sort of leader or authority figure. A 
reader or intercessor has a platform, and with it, a degree of trust and visibility. If someone—God 
forbid—were unscreened and carried evil intent, the credibility afforded them by taking part in the 
service could result in opportunities for grooming and, down the track, abuse of vulnerable people. 
This is the tragic reality of the fallen world in which we live, and it is precisely why we must not 
compromise on Safe Ministry requirements. 

So: we must do absolutely everything in our power to ensure that the abuse of the past cannot occur in 
our time. That is why I am so deeply concerned that, right now, fewer than half of our volunteers have 
completed the required training and screening. This must improve. I’m asking every churchwarden and 
safe ministry coordinator to ensure everyone follows the protocols and becomes compliant. Sadly, 
regarding children’s ministry, we had to let people know that unless compliant, they would be unable 
to serve beyond the end of August, having already given a great deal of time for people to work through 
the requirements. 

I know the demands of safe ministry can feel painful and frustrating at times. But we cannot let our 
guard down. Most organisations today require volunteers to undergo some level of screening and 
induction — and rightly so. How much more the church of Jesus Christ, entrusted with the care of 
children and young people? 

One parish leader said: “It is almost impossible to get people to cooperate.”  
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This ought not to be the case; rather, we must all embrace this training as absolutely vital for our 
future. Please don’t step back from serving due to the safe ministry requirements. We desperately 
need every person who is willing to help. Instead, persevere. Seek assistance from your coordinator to 
become compliant or contact Louise Hickey in the Diocesan Office. See the big picture of Sharing 
Jesus for Life, supporting your parish clergy and leaders in this — making their job easier, not harder 
— so that we might create a safe context for ministry. If we can persevere at Centrelink to get our 
payments right, or at Service NSW to retain the right to drive, or through security to get on the plane, or 
at the nursing home to volunteer, we ought to be just as patient and diligent for the sake of the Lord 
Jesus and his church to do whatever it takes to serve. Sadly, some have blamed “the diocese” for “all 
this red tape.” Friends, that completely misunderstands that every one of our requirements flows from 
state legislation arising out of the royal commission. To the contrary, the diocesan office and Safer 
Communities work very hard at making requirements as simple and straightforward as they can be!  

As one member of our diocese, reflecting more helpfully and positively on these matters, put it 
powerfully: “Safe Ministry training is absolutely essential, not optional. While some may view it as 
unnecessary, the reality of redress payments and historical failures demands our unwavering 
commitment to protection. Safe Ministry isn’t bureaucratic busy work; it’s about loving and protecting 
our church family. Too many people have been deeply hurt. We owe it to everyone who walks through 
our doors to create the safest possible environment.” 

Having addressed these two critical issues, let’s zoom out a little and see what has been happening in 
the wider life of the Diocese since we last met. 

3 .  H O P E 2 5  

This year we had the privilege of being part of something much larger than ourselves — the national 
HOPE25 initiative. The aim was simple: to encourage every church in the Anglican Church of Australia 
to find fresh ways of sharing the hope of Jesus with their communities. 

I have been greatly encouraged by the responses that came back from around our Diocese. In many 
places, HOPE25 renewed energy and faith. One person wrote, “I was ready to give up what I’d been 
doing at church, but it made me realise I was giving up on Jesus. It has renewed my faith, and I’ve 
started helping with Sunday School and at an aged care service once a month.” Another parish spoke 
of how it brought new young families into their church and strengthened their ministry team. 

One minister made the observation, “HOPE25 has helped to shift the dial a little as a parish to be a 
little more outward looking, a little more aware of welcoming newcomers, a little more bold in inviting 
people to church, a little more united in mission, and a little more confident in what God is doing 
among us.” 

Another commented, “HOPE25 has brought us together around something beautiful - the opportunity 
to share life and faith with those around us. It invited us to step into something bigger than ourselves, 
as a community.” 
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Or this comment, “the video sermons were a wonderful reminder of the Good News of the gospel — 
that it offers hope to a hurting world. HOPE25 renewed people’s confidence in this great truth and 
mobilised us as a whole body of believers to think how we can proclaim this together.” 

In other places, it created a sense of unity and collaboration. Combined church dinners and shared 
events drew believers together in fellowship and strengthened a common commitment to the gospel. 

For many, HOPE25 was about equipping for evangelism. It gave people confidence that every Christian 
is called to be a witness to Jesus — and that this is not something to be feared, but something in which 
to be faithful. Training sharpened evangelistic skills; resources such as the video sermon series gave 
parishes tools that were easy to share and to which to invite friends. Someone said, “It was great to 
engage with others in our diocese and throughout the nation. I think that the diocese is also more fit 
evangelistically as a result of the campaign.” And another, “The Believing Out Loud course has 
generated positive discussions that have continued, as we seek to speak about Jesus in our 
community.” Or this, “Through Kevin Simington’s “Believe Out Loud” course, many have been 
encouraged to be bolder in witnessing to their faith. We have handed out over 100 copies of Luke’s 
gospel!” 

And wonderfully, there was fruit among families and children. Parents were invited to join their kids at 
midweek clubs — they heard the gospel while sharing dinner together, and in some cases became part 
of the life of the church. 

The overall sense has been a positive “buzz” in our parishes. HOPE25 has helped us remember that we 
are not alone in this task, but part of a much larger movement of believers across our nation seeking to 
hold out the hope of Jesus to a world in need. 

4 .  S H A R I N G  J E S U S  F O R  L I F E  

I quipped earlier in the year, that HOPE25 was the national church joining us in Sharing Jesus for Life.  
It was in complete harmony with what we have been working on across the Diocese since 2022.  

Sharing Jesus for Life is not simply a slogan or a program. It is a framework for shaping ministry, 
prioritising Jesus, and focusing our energy on what truly matters. It is our desire to share Jesus with 
others so that they might revel in the life we have found in him, and to do this for the rest of our lives. 
We want it at the forefront of our parishes, our relationships, our planning and our priorities.  

Many of you have shared with me how the phrase Sharing Jesus for Life helps to simplify and sharpen 
parish decision-making. One parish has reshaped parish council meetings to ask, in every 
conversation, “How is this helping us share Jesus for life? That question keeps Jesus central and helps 
us avoid getting distracted by good things that are not the most important things.” 

Someone else commented, “It’s a wonderful focus that has brought razor-sharp clarity to our mission 
and ministry. For example, I’m currently reviewing our welcoming and integration of newcomers and 
the whole plan will be done with this vision in mind — how does this particular ministry, help us ‘Share 
Jesus for Life’ with visitors, newcomers, new members, and then integrate them into our church 
family where they will continue to share Jesus for life!” 
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Or another, “I often find conversations about parish matters end up getting bogged down in trying to 
resolve people’s issues, relationships, finances, administration, use of resources and other pet 
projects. Asking how we are “Sharing Jesus for Life” in each of these circumstances always seems to 
quickly focus and simplify the conversation. A phrase that everyone knows and respects is a powerful 
tool in keeping us all moving in the right direction. We need to keep using it as frequently as we can.” 

Along similar lines, “it keeps Jesus central to all things as we preach, teach, pray, plan, etc and helps 
us to keep focused on telling others about Jesus.” Or this: “It is a simple and easy phrase that we use 
regularly in our announcements and meetings, and is increasingly being heard in conversations. It is 
helping to shape our culture for mission.” 

The Sharing Jesus for Life catch phrase has also been inspiring new activities as parishes have 
embraced and adapted the strategic plan for their own contexts. We owe a debt of gratitude to 
Archdeacon James Daymond who, with great patience and loving guidance, helped 24 out of 28 
parishes work out how to plan for growth and life—even in the simplest of ways. People have shared 
with me stories of morning teas under the trees where newcomers felt genuinely welcomed; parents 
joining midweek Kids’ Club, hearing the gospel alongside their children; a Men’s Adventure Day where 
fifty men cut and distributed firewood and heard the good news; a garage sale that drew in helpers and 
newcomers alike; and an emerging table-tennis ministry that brings people together around fun, 
friendship and faith. These are not flashy programmes — they are relational, gospel-shaped activities 
that open doors for conversation about Jesus. 

I am deeply encouraged by stories like the family who moved from another denomination to join us—at 
least in part—because they recognised our commitment to Sharing Jesus for Life. That is a real 
testament: our vision can and does attract people who are seeking a faithful, gospel-focused church. 

5 .  C H A L L E N G E S  

At the same time as we celebrate these signs of life and growth, it is important to acknowledge the 
challenges many parishes are facing. Across the Diocese, we hear consistent themes: declining 
volunteer numbers, an ageing population, the strain on small ministry teams, the difficulty of finding 
people safe ministry-qualified to support essential ministries, struggling finances and aging buildings 
needing attention. Many congregations feel stretched as they try to maintain services, care for 
parishioners, and grow new ministries simultaneously. 

Regularity of attendance and shortfall in giving are also ongoing concerns for some parishes. We also 
hear that interpersonal issues—unforgiveness, misunderstandings, or differences of vision—can 
sometimes hinder unity and the full expression of ministry gifts. At the same time, there are parishes 
where growth and enthusiasm have emerged, but the challenge is sustaining it and supporting 
leaders, particularly when clergy or staff are new or limited in number. 

What is needed is prayerful perseverance, mutual support, and intentional use of the gifts God has 
given each of us. Prayer must be foundational: change happens as we intercede for one another, 
encourage one another, and nurture a culture where everyone feels seen, supported, and able to 
serve. Practical steps are also vital: more people in Bible studies, evangelistic initiatives, and creating 
teams for new volunteers, all create opportunities for spiritual growth and community impact. 
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We also need to continue teaching and equipping parishioners to embrace Jesus’ vision for his church. 
This involves a cultural shift whereby church becomes not something you attend but where you belong 
and actively participate in the life of the body of Christ. It requires that the very heart of the gospel — 
Jesus’ death and resurrection — has connected with and been embraced by all people. It means 
people understanding that God has called us out of darkness into his wonderful light for the express 
purpose that we might declare his praises to a world still in the dark! 

But I want to point out to you for your encouragement brothers and sisters, that we are well on the way 
to seeing that cultural shift. Prayers are being answered, lives changed, and many of our churches are 
growing.  

Statistics aren’t everything, but it is encouraging to realise that though average weekly attendance has 
not dramatically changed since 2019, other indicators are cause for great thanksgiving.  

For example,  

• Bible study groups — just 35 right across the diocese in 2019, now 71 in 2024. 

• Parishes with at least one Bible study group — 47% in 2019, 71% in 2024. 

• Children’s and youth ministries — only 6.7% of parishes were running these in 2019, now 
almost half (46.4%) in 2024. 

• Full-time clergy — just 20% of parishes in 2019, now 46%. 

• Total offertory — $1.8 million in 2021, now $2.3 million in 2024 — an increase of 28%! 

So, although the work can feel hard and resources limited, these figures open an encouraging window 
to show us that God is at work! Things are happening. Despite the challenges, we are heading in the 
right direction.  

6 .  O V E R  T H E  N E X T  Y E A R  

Some of our parishes are stretched, volunteers are tired, and resources can feel limited. There will be 
moments of fatigue, times when progress seems slow, and occasions when the weight of the work 
feels heavy. Growth rarely follows a straight path. Perseverance is essential, along with patience, 
commitment, and a willingness to keep going even when the way is hard. 

If you are feeling tired or discouraged, please know you are not alone. You are not alone, because the 
Lord is with you — more interested in the work than you are. And you are not alone, because many 
clergy and laity alike are facing the same challenges. We need to press on with courage and clarity and 
do so with joy, with steadfast hope, and with unwavering trust in our Lord. 

God has proven himself faithful time and again. We can trust that as we continue to prioritise Sharing 
Jesus for Life, he will continue to bless and sustain us in his work.  
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Do you not know? Have you not heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the 
earth. He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom. He gives strength to 
the weary and increases the power of the weak. Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men 
stumble and fall; but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like 
eagles; they will run and not grow weary; they will walk and not be faint.  Isaiah 40:28-31 

May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and 
body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and 
he will do it.    1 Thessalonians 5:23-24 

7 .  T H A N K S  

I must begin by thanking our mission partners, without whose generosity and vision much of what has 
been reported here would not have been possible. To the Synod and Standing Committee of the 
Diocese of Sydney, to individuals and parishes from Sydney, to the Bush Church Aid Society, Anglicare, 
and other donors and supporters — we are thankful to you, and thankful to God for you. 

I want to record my deep gratitude to all who volunteer in any capacity in our churches and parishes. 
Thank you for using your Holy Spirit-given gifts in the service of the body of Christ, to God’s glory. Thank 
you for persevering through safe ministry training and screening so that we might do all we can to 
ensure we have a safe church. Many of you give of yourselves at extraordinary cost and sacrifice, 
spending many hours serving the Lord. To those licenced lay ministers who carry the load where there 
are no resident or regular clergy — my special thanks. Many of our parishes would simply close 
without you. We honour you and hold you in high esteem. To that end we must also thank those who 
have served or are serving as locums – the Rev’ds Rhonda Hunt, Daniel Willis, David Hayman, Carl 
Palmer, Bishop Stuart Robinson, and Archdeacon Emeritus Frank Hetherington. I’m also aware of the 
blessing many retired clergy are, serving as they are able in parishes and outcentres. Thank you.  

This past year has also seen an increasing number of clergy and lay preachers visiting from Sydney (or 
based locally) offering significant occasional ministry in our parishes. Thank you to the Rev’ds James 
Harricks, Brett Hall, Stephen Price, Tim Goldsmith, Craig Potter, Stephen Edwards, and Mr Jim 
Kapetangiannis, Nigel Gray, Andrew West and others.  

To the children and extended families of our clergy — thank you for the encouragement and support 
you are to those in ministry here. Your willingness to share in the joys, the challenges, and the 
sacrifices of ministry life is a great gift to our Diocese. 

To Warwick and Louise — you are both an incredible blessing and just the right people in your roles. 
We could not function as a diocese in the way we do without your dedication driven so clearly by your 
desire to serve the cause of Sharing Jesus for Life. Thank you for all your long hours, and along the 
way, the encouragement and support you are to me. 

Warwick and Louise have been assisted by both casual staff and volunteers who we also thank most 
sincerely. Alison Burge, Linda Davidson, Eliot Harper, Kath Thornhill, Robyn Holland, Rosemary 
Sempell — thank you. To Peter Barnett and all his team — thank you for your guidance and diligence. 
We are also very grateful for our bookkeepers Samantha Waters and Maddie Thornhill.  
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To my chancellor Adrian Ahern — I think you may have been called upon more this year than any other, 
but I know that Warwick, Bob Cameron, Ben Mackay, Peter Barnett and others have so appreciated 
your insight which is always matched by your desire to understand the issues and act with justice and 
compassion. 

Our ministry consultant, Kevin Simington, whose personal circumstances have limited his 
involvement in the Diocese this year, nevertheless made significant contributions to our HOPE25 
program through the Believing Out Loud course, and his input into the planning meetings and on the 
day of our conference. These contributions are still having a great impact. Thank you for your 
generosity of time, the gift of your experience, and the love and care Sandy always brings. 

And to our great God and Heavenly Father – for the gift of your Son Jesus Christ and the privilege of 
being called as your fellow workers – thank you for your work in and through us. To you be all honour 
and glory. Amen.  

8 .  A P P O I N T M E N T S  A N D  O R D I N A T I O N S  
S I N C E  L A S T  S Y N O D  

Appointments 
1. Mr Justin Baker to Lay Stipendiary Student Minister, Dubbo  

2. The Rev’d Luke Merriman to Priest-in-Charge, Narromine  

3. The Rev’d Josh Taylor to Assistant Minister, Cudgegong Valley 

4. Mr Philip Gerber to Lay Stipendiary Minister, Nyngan 

5. Mrs Deanne Gerber to Lay Stipendiary Minister, Nyngan 

6. Mr Glenn Murray serves as honorary lay minister, Coolah-Dunedoo 

7. Mrs Wendy Murray serves as honorary lay minister, Coolah-Dunedoo 

8. Mr Levi Kowalczyk to Lay Stipendiary Worker, Cudgegong Valley 

9. The Rev’d Canon Daniel Willis to Locum Tenens, Canowindra 

10. Mr Thomas Carr, Lay Chaplain to Bathurst Correctional Centre 

11. The Rev’d Carl Palmer to Locum Deacon, Wellington  

12. The Rev’d James Boardman to Priest-in-Charge, Kelso  

13. Mrs Amanda Martin to Lay Stipendiary Minister (Children’s Ministry), Holy Trinity Orange  

14. The Rev’d Bec Choi to Assistant Minister (Deacon), Orange  

15. The Right Rev’d Stuart Robinson as Locum Tenens, Condobolin 

16. The Ven Andrew Thornhill to Diocesan Archdeacon  

17. The Rev’d James Daymond to Archdeacon of the North-West 

18. The Rev’d Steve Wockner to Priest-in-Charge, Grenfell  

19. The Rev’d Alicia Westcott to Honorary Deacon, Parkes and Peak Hill 

20. Ms Jemima Woolley to Lay Stipendiary Minister (Children’s Ministry), Parkes and Peak Hill   
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Made deacons 
1. Mr Luke Merriman  

Ordained priest 
1. The Rev’d Luke Merriman 

2. The Rev’d Josh Taylor 

Resignations 
1. The Rev’d Stephen Klouth as Priest in Charge, West Wyalong  

2. The Rev’d David Blackmore as Priest in Charge, Cudal-Molong   

3. The Rev’d Tim Smith as Priest in Charge, Grenfell 

4. The Rev’d Bec Choi as Assistant Minister, Blayney    

5. The Rev’d Daniel Willis as Locum Tenens, Canowindra 

Authority to Officiate 

The following have had their Authority to Officiate (ATO) renewed since last synod or have been granted 
an ATO. 

1. The Rev’d Canon Daniel Willis  

2. The Rev’d Stephen Price 

3. The Rev’d Howard Knowles 

4. The Rev’d Ross Craven  

5. The Rev’d David Blackmore  

6. The Rev’d John Gaff  

7. The Rev’d Alicia Westcott 

 

 

The Rt Rev’d Mark Calder 
Bishop 
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