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May 2008  

 

 

Comment: The current crisis in ethics  

 
Given recent world events, the need for organisations like SPC is even more evident. 
Economic and social systems depend ultimately on the basic human values of honesty, 
trust, social equity and justice. Defending and articulating these values is the core 
business of SPC.  
 
Consider the appalling consequences of the sub-prime lending practices in the USA, 
which continue to wreak havoc in financial and housing markets around the world. The 
crisis was entirely predictable, and many economists warned about it, but others in the 
financial markets were carried away by hubris and greed, and a complete collapse of 
ethical standards.  
 

Economists call this ‘moral hazard’, when 
reckless lenders expect others (like the US 
government and international institutions) 
to bale them out instead of the lending 
institutions bearing the losses themselves. 
The sub-prime crisis is an example of free-
market capitalism at its worst, and the 
failure of regulators to intervene in time. It 
was possible because of a widespread 
collapse in ethical standards. 
 
Again, the war in Iraq was the foolish 
result of a cavalier rejection of the thinking 
behind the Just War tradition, so 
traditionally articulated by the churches, 
and particularly by Pope John Paul II. One 
grieves for the suffering inflicted on 
millions of people by the neo-conservative 
ideologues of the Bush Administration and  

their allies in the Blair and Howard governments. Should their decisions be considered 
as war crimes? Why do we not hold to account those who plunged us into this war? 
These are basically ethical questions about which we should have much to say. 

 

 

Thanks for your patience. It is two months since we last sent you a newsletter on our 

progress at Social Policy Connections. This is because we have been busy mastering 

the details of maintaining our website, as well as pushing ahead with the Yarra 

Institute for Religion and Social Policy. See below. For the moment we have put on 

hold offering more public forums, but hope to resume those later. 
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Further, the looming threat from global warming demonstrates that the concept of the 
common good is not vacuous: we are all in this together. But the poorest people are the 
first to suffer, especially as we see from rising prices of basic foods like rice and wheat.  
 

Moreover, leading world economists have long insisted that we have the resources to 
eliminate the worst poverty and hunger, if we had the will. They have been appealing 
for years for the richer nations to support more vigorously the Millennium Development 
Goals to reduce global hunger and poverty. Yet many opportunities have been missed. 
Nevertheless, it is not simply a lack of ethical conviction in richer countries about 
sharing resources. We also need specialists to demonstrate how this can be done.  
 

The churches have traditionally been among the main conduits and nurturers of 
compassion for those in distress, though many others draw their values from other 
wells. SPC wishes to articulate the values inculcated in the Christian social traditions, 
and to expand the public conversation about how to improve human wellbeing. We are 
calling for a deeper ethical perspective, but one also benefiting from the professional 
expertise in our communities. We hope to encourage everyone, whatever their religious 
or secular views, to strive more intently for a better world.  

 
 
 

The Yarra Institute for Religion and Social Policy  
 

We have also been busy putting in place more of the structure for the Yarra Institute for 
Religion and Social Policy, a research organisation within the Melbourne College of 
Divinity. Bruce Duncan has been appointed Director of the Institute which is being sited 
in the new graduate centre at Yarra Theological Union. The refurbishment of the centre 
will soon be complete, and we expect to move in within a month.  We look forward to  
welcoming you to the new centre soon. 
 

We especially welcome on to the Establishment Committee of the Yarra Institute Dr 
Rowan Ireland, recently of La Trobe University and a well known specialist in the 
sociology of religion; and Drs Therese and Jim D’Orsa, also well known for their 
expertise and publications as educationalists, particularly in the context of advancing the 

The SPC website 

We have been working solidly on the SPC website, which is almost ready to launch. 
As you may know, we have had a number of setbacks, slowing us considerably. In 
particular we decided to maintain the site ourselves, and this has meant some of us 
having to learn the technical side of doing this. We realise that the website will be 
our main communication vehicle, allowing us much greater flexibility in the material 
we cover, inviting interaction with our members and the wider public, and opening 
up links with allied organisations and groups. Our site is basic but informative and I 
hope attractively suitable to our current purposes.  
 
We are particularly grateful to the Melbourne Brigidine Sisters’ Education for Justice 
Project for a $5000 grant to fund the development of the website; to MacKillop 
Family Services in Melbourne for offering their website as a technical platform for 
ours, saving us a considerable amount of money; and to Quantum Interactive in Perth 
who have provided the specialised technical work and patiently inducted us into the 
mysteries of maintaining the site. When we have everything nailed down we will 
notify you so you can check out the site for yourself. 
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mission of the churches. Dr Robyn Reynolds OLSH, with her extensive experience in 
indigenous issues, lectures at YTU and has also joined the original members of the 
committee: Rev Dr Stephen Ames, Dr Bruce Duncan CSsR and Dr Paul Rule.  
 

New research project 

The Melbourne College of Divinity has awarded research scholar funding to Bruce 
Duncan and Dr Joan Daw for a project on the relationship between faith, religious 
identity and social commitment. Joan recently completed her PhD at ACU National on 
the topic, ‘The relationship between “the religious” and “the secular”: the case of 
Australian Catholics’. Her thesis has been acclaimed as breaking new ground in 
religious sociology.  
 
The new project at the Yarra Institute is entitled, “An investigation into the religious 
and non-religious factors associated with the engagement of youth in social justice 
activities”. We intend it to be of special relevance for schools, parishes and social 
agencies in clarifying the links between religious belief and social commitment. 
 
The Yarra Institute is currently planning further research projects relating religious 
belief and social involvement. We welcome suggestions for research, including definite 
proposals. We also intend to develop industry partnerships with social or church 
agencies.  
 
The scope of our research work, publications and media commentary will depend in 
large part on securing adequate funding for the Institute, and especially to employ staff 
to manage projects and undertake research. Under the auspices of the Melbourne 
College of Divinity, and so of the national university system, the Yarra Institute enjoys 
Donor Gift Recipient (DGR) status, and hence is tax deductible. We welcome your 
financial support for this venture which aims to establish itself as a credible and 
informed voice on how the rich human values nurtured in the Christian traditions can 
contribute to social policy. 
 
Donor options will be available on our website, or you can send donations to us through 
the Melbourne College of Divinity, specifying that the donation is to support the 
educational work of the Yarra Institute for Religion and Social Policy sited at Yarra 
Theological Union, PO Box 79, Box Hill VIC 3128. A donation form is attached. 
 
The Yarra Institute is also sharing responsibility for promoting and running social 
justice courses within the Melbourne College of Divinity, and specifically with the units 
offered at Yarra Theological Union. You may like to consult the YTU social justice 
offerings for the second semester at www.ytu.edu.au. 

 
New office manager: Emmy Silvius 
We are very pleased to inform you that SPC has a new part- 
time office manager, Ms Emmy Silvius, who has not only  
been mastering the details of managing the office, but has  
been immersed in learning how to help fill and maintain our  
new website. Emmy is studying at Yarra Theological Union,  
and has been in pastoral ministry in Melbourne until recently. 
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SPC Membership Renewals 

The new financial year is approaching, and it is time to renew membership to SPC for 
2008-09. If you joined on or after 1 April 2008, your membership will extend until 30 
June 2009, and you do not need to renew your membership at this time. Membership 
costs $20 a year. A renewal form is attached. 
 
For our supporters: We also invite other friends and supporters to become full 
members of SPC – see the attached SPC Membership Application Form. This entitles 
you to more active involvement. 

 
Become a volunteer 

Both SPC and the Yarra Institute need a range of skills, from office management to 
legal or accounting expertise, computer skills, fund-raising etc. If you think you could 
contribute to our endeavours, we would be pleased to talk with you. You can reach us at 
Social Policy Connections, PO Box 88, Richmond VIC 3121. Phone: (03) 9428 0799. 
Email: spc.inc@optusnet.com.au.  
 

 
We regret we are unable to offer details on many events that various groups have asked 

us to publicise. We will have more capacity to do this when our website is available 

shortly. 

 
Yours sincerely, 

 

Peter Whiting, President, and Bruce Duncan  

on behalf of the Board of Social Policy Connections  

 
Social Policy Connections, PO Box 88, Richmond VIC 3121.  

Phone: (03) 9428 0799. Email: spc.inc@optusnet.com.au. 

FORTHCOMING CONFERENCE: 

 

GLOBALISATION FOR THE COMMON GOOD: Interfaith Perspective 

A very significant conference on ‘Globalisation for the Common Good: an interfaith 
perspective’ is being held in Melbourne 30 June - 4 July. This conference takes as its 
theme: ‘From the Middle East to Asia Pacific: Arc of Conflict or Dialogue of 
Cultures & Religions’, with many eminent speakers from Australia and overseas. A 
number of undergraduate scholarships are available. For enquiries and further 
details, see  www.gcgmelbourne2008.info. 


