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BUDDIES--BRINGING LIGHT OUT OF DARKNESS
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I don’t know why darkness, hate, sadness, horror and tragedy exist. What I do know is when we encounter these things they offer us a chance to respond. To step forward saying, “I will do what I can to counter this darkness with whatever light, love, joy, peace, resurrection, I can muster.” Darkness offers us an opportunity to look into ourselves and find and bring forth the light.

This is a phenomenon that has happened across Australia in response to our government’s refugee policy. As ever more citizens become aware of its devastating effects on individuals, particularly children, they have stepped forward saying, “I must counterbalance this negative action and darkness with positive action and light.”

This is what Buddies is about. It’s about what author, Bryce Courtney, calls The Power of One.  Most movements begin with one person noticing something and then saying, “Now what do I do?” Buddies began because one September day three years ago I decided to enjoy an interesting, fun afternoon at the Sunshine Coast University’s Multicultural Festival. It was a decision which would eventually effect hundreds of lives.

I met a woman there who had a table and some pamphlets. She was a settlement officer at the Multicultural Development Centre in Brisbane.  As we visited, she asked me, did I know this about the refugee policy? No. Did I know that? No. I was gobsmacked. I had no idea that these things were happening. None of what she told me was on the news, or if it was, it was hard to find.  For example there is no such thing as an illegal asylum seeker. As signatories to the UN Convention on Refugees, Australia has agreed that people fleeing persecution have the right to seek asylum anywhere, arriving by whatever means they can.

I asked Marie if she would come to Buderim and speak to a group of friends. I put a notice in the paper and we were 15 people sitting in a circle under the trees in my backyard. When Marie finished we all looked at each other and said, “Now what do we do?” Meet again.

Our original focus was to educate ourselves to the facts and to counter a bad situation with whatever good we could bring to it. Being too far from Brisbane to offer hands on help like tutoring in English, we looked at what we could offer. We had the Sunshine Coast. We had our hearts.

Anyone who’s ever dealt with a major illness or crises knows that one of the hardest things is to stop thinking about it. We realized that we could offer Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) holders and support staff much-needed respite from the relentless indignities, difficulties and uncertainties of their lives.

Hospitality is one of the things Buddies does best. We periodically bring up busses of refugees and staff from Brisbane for a Big Day Out picnic. We provide sumptuous food, clowns, artists, music, beauty, and a hand of friendship. We are actively demonstrating to these people that they are not forgotten, that there are Australians who do care about them and who do want to offer kindness.  

At the first picnic, I asked one of the staff members, “Do you think this is a successful day?” 

She responded, “It’s so wonderful to see these people smile.” 

One man said to me, “I’ve lived in Brisbane two years and this is the first time I’ve been to the beach.” Another man said, “I am so happy today.”

“Why?”

“Because my children are happy. It’s the first time they’ve played with other children.” 

After every picnic I drive away thinking, “We’ve generated light today.” 

Buddies also open their homes to both refugees and to overworked and stressed staff of refugee centers. The spin-offs have been remarkable. Each of us who has hosted a family has become deeply, joyfully, involved in our respective families. For two years now I have been the Mum and “arjay,” (grandmum) to a darling Afghani family. They’ve spent two Christmases with me, we’ve gone fishing together, I’ve held their hand throughout many bureaucratic puzzlements.

Groups like Buddies are part of the good news in a very concerning situation. Across Australia, thousands of ordinary citizens are clustering together to make a difference. The Rural Australians for Refugees (RAR) alone, has 67 groups. Pensioners, teenagers, bureaucrats, grandparents, shop owners, farmers, are writing letters of encouragement or sending packages of clothes, books, food to detainees. Because the government is not doing it, ordinary folks like you and me are providing financial, emotional and practical support for frightened and marginalized people.

This is part of a planetary phenomenon. Nationally and globally citizens have concluded that we can no longer rely on our political and business leaders to deal with major problems. Indeed, they are often the CAUSE of the problems. Citizens are realizing that we must become our own mentors, our own policy makers, take our own action if positive change is to occur. According to aware people like Neale Donald Walsh, the author of the Conversations with God  books, the way change is taking place and will take place in the future, is through ordinary people coming together in clusters of spiritual activists. 

I don’t know if any of the Buddies would ever call themselves spiritual activists. My involvement though, has certainly been a spiritual journey. Believe me, I have looked long and hard and deeply within myself to find the gifts in the devastation and difficulties that wrack our communities and our planet. My understanding is evolving, so what I feel today will quite possibly be different next year. As of now, however, the sense I can make of it is that these situations nudge me to self-examination, to self-realization and to self-empowerment.

When I ask myself, “What is my role here?  How am I to respond to darkness?” I’ve realized that I can’t rely on someone else to fix it. I’ve experienced how when I as an individual step forward in an act of kindness, I generate light. I’ve seen that when a group does this, magic happens. When enough individuals and enough groups bring forth the light which is within themselves, it can become like a flu epidemic, sweeping across all boundaries, effecting multitudes of people. 

Jesus said, in the gospel of Thomas, ”If you bring forth what is within you it will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you it will destroy you.” As darkness increasingly seems to seep around us, we are given more and more reason to decide to bring forth that which is within us. This is darkness’s gift to us, prompting us to unleash that “Power of One” that can change the world. 
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