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Violence in Our Own Backyard

Hardly a day goes by without our television screens being filled with the images of brutality and violence associated with war and civil unrest in various parts of the world, but, sadly, we are also very used to seeing endless reports of acts of violence here in Australia.

Too often, we hear of another horrifying case of a child being subjected to unspeakable neglect and physical abuse or women being brutally bashed by their partners.  How many times do we hear about another schoolyard bashing, a senseless glassing, bashing or even killing associated with alcohol, pubs and clubs or of another appalling act of road rage?  Incidents of violence between spectators at sporting events seem to occur more frequently these days and we are constantly bombarded with violent images on television, at the movies, in video games and on the internet.

In the light of this experience, it is very appropriate that Australia’s Bishops reflect on the issue of violence in our own backyard in this year’s Social Justice Sunday Statement, Violence in Australia: A Message of Peace.

The Bishops document the many ways in which violence is apparent in our community today.  They speak not just of the violence committed by one person on another, but also of structural violence which is the violence of poverty, disadvantage and marginalisation experienced by vulnerable groups such as Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, refugees and people with mental illness.

However, they do much more than just identify the types of violence prevalent in contemporary Australia and express concern about it.  They also issue us as Christians with a challenge to follow the example of Jesus and make efforts to be peacemakers in our own families, neighbourhoods and communities, our nation and our world.

Jesus’ way of dealing with conflict is very different from the way we see many leaders operate today.  He showed us how to deal with conflict in a creative way by changing the focus or by “shifting ground” as the Bishops put it.  He taught us to respond to violence and anger with love.  He transformed situations by reaching out to others and engaging with them.  In all things, he overcame trivial disputes and squabbles by focussing on the “big picture” which is God’s passionate love for the world.

We know and believe, of course, that God vindicated Jesus’ way of reconciliation and peacemaking by raising him from the dead; and that should give us the hope and courage to try to follow in his footsteps.
While following Jesus example of peacemaking may be very difficult, we can make a difference if we try to do some of the things the Bishops suggest.  As individuals, being conscious of the need to respect the dignity of every person we see and encounter is a good start.  As a community, too, we can show our respect for people, especially those who are vulnerable or despised by others.  There may be ways we can break down barriers in the community by reaching out to people from different cultures, those who are unemployed, refugees and people with mental illness.  We may also want to seek out opportunities for learning new skills for resolving conflict non-violently.
The Bishops’ Social Justice Sunday Statement offers us an excellent opportunity to think about the violence we encounter personally and as a community and how we are responding to it.  If we commit ourselves to following Jesus’ example, we may not be able to completely eliminate violence from our lives and our nation, but we can make a difference for the better.
