Reflections on Unity College
· From Judy Morrison

What are they on about down there? 

What makes it different from other schools?

How do we, a Uniting Church, come to be involved in a Catholic school?

These are all questions I have been asked from time to time over the last couple of years and I found myself reflecting on them again as I sat in on a Staff Development Day at Unity College at the end of January. 

This was a whole day devoted to reflections on Ecumenism – that is how important this philosophy is to that school! So maybe it is time to share some of the journey again for those in our congregation who have not heard the story. 

It is now almost eight years since Alan and I and others in this congregation first began the journey towards the establishment of this College. It was set up under the administrative structure of Brisbane Catholic Education, but local ‘pastoral governance’ was developed as a partnership between our own Uniting Church and the local Catholic church. We participated alongside members of the Caloundra Catholic congregation in a Steering Committee which planned carefully for the school for four years before it opened. It was a journey along an ecumenical path new to many of us, and one which was very broadening and rewarding as we came to a renewed understanding and appreciation of each other’s denomination and expression of faith. We developed an Educational Brief and a number of policies which formed the basis of the new school’s operation. We had Uniting Church representatives (and still do) on all appointments to the administrative leadership team of the College. Our church hosted the first induction and professional development days in 2006 and then had the privilege of being the venue for the very first Awards evening later that year. 

The school has grown rapidly from 130 in that first year in selected year levels to over 900 in 2010 as a full P-12 school now taking its place proudly among schools on the Sunshine Coast to offer education in a Christian context, but with a difference.  
So how is it ‘different’? It is after all an educational institution which follows curriculum guidelines laid down by the Government. But Unity College is much more than that. 

The day spent recently reflecting on ecumenism was evidence of its commitment to both educating and challenging the staff, who in turn educate and challenge the students. Speakers included Mr David Hutton, the Executive Director of Brisbane Catholic Education, Rev. Brian Gilbert, Father John Dobson and Rev Dr Robert Bos. Between them, they delivered a powerful message about the principles on which the school operates. 

“Working for Christian unity is a non-negotiable aspect of being a Christian,” quoted David Hutton. He identified some of the challenges and issues which face such an ecumenical institution and challenged us to face them and wrestle with them, pointing out that ‘unity’ does not require ‘uniformity’; doctrinal agreement is not essential for us to be able to work together. He emphasised the importance of being and sharing reflectiveness and left us with much to ponder on.
Rev. Brian Gilbert spoke on a recently published paper, ‘A Catholic –Uniting Church dialogue on the mission of the church’, and highlighted for us commonalities and differences between the two denominations. Shared beliefs dominate; differences focus on church doctrines and structures developed down through the ages for spreading and sustaining those beliefs. The contrasting metaphors of operation were powerful: 

Ready/Aim/Fire – a model which gets the planning and structure ‘right’ first then acts – perhaps representative of the Catholic church’s approach – a worldwide denomination which has to embrace many different people and countries.
Contrasted with 

Ready/Fire/Aim – which moves into action and works out the structure as it goes along – representative of the Uniting Church in Australia, a church bound only by national boundaries which continues to evolve. 

The challenge was to be aware of differences and not to feel bound to one model, to be willing to move from one to the other when appropriate!

Rev. Dr Robert Bos brought his experience of the Uniting Church working with difference in indigenous communities. He shared his experience of ways in which partnerships have been developed to explore and accept Aboriginal culture and spirituality within a Christian context – a powerful story. 

Acceptance of difference and willingness to leave the restrictions of the past behind was the challenge from Father John Dobson, whose initial vision provided the stimulus for the establishment of the College. , and this was very much the theme of the closing liturgy in which we were all involved: some staff led, some responded, and we all shared in a symbolic sharing of food together. 

So day by day at Unity College the staff there are engaged in sharing this ecumenical experience: worship liturgies are all-embracing, RE classes reflect on the practice on Catholic and Protestant churches, our own Rev. Jan Reid as Campus Minister offers support and witness daily to staff and students side by side with her Catholic counterpart, Wilma Hewitt of our congregation provides a witness in her work in the library as a volunteer. 

The number of Uniting Church teachers on the staff is growing. The challenge remains to our church to maintain an active and informed interest in this ecumenical witness to the world. 

If you would like to find out more about Unity College, these people from our church are members of the Unity College Pastoral Board in 2010:

Brian Gilbert, Eamon Dunne, Wilma Hewitt, Judy Morrison

