SUDANESE AUSTRALIAN CATHOLIC COMMUNITY
PEOPLE WHO ARE REFUGEES FROM SOUTH SUDAN

The members of the Sudanese Australian Catholic Community are very strong in their  faith and want to ‘give back’ to the Australian community.

What is St Bakhita Centre?
This is a Centre for the Sudanese:  it is housed in the former Josephite Convent at Flemington. It is a Centre from which the members of the Sudanese Australian Catholic Community share, learn, pray, support and reach out to one another in caring and practical help. It is the name of the place, the faith organisation and the outreach programmes.

Why did many people have to flee from Sudan (now called South Sudan) at the end of last century?
During much of last century conflict was normal in South Sudan. However, in the nineteen eighties the north began a bombing and raiding campaign in order to take over much of the rich wealth of South Sudan. Many people had to flee, mostly to Uganda, Kakuma in Kenya or Egypt.

What happened when the people from South Sudan started to settle in Sydney?
Many people came around the year 2000 and found the adjustment very difficult. Most had never been to school, had never  handled  money before and so were unused to budgeting. Such things as gas, electricity, roads, rail, buses, banks and other infrastructure were unknown in war-torn South Sudan. The change was dramatic, especially as many were still traumatised.

How did the members of the Catholic Community gather together?
Fr Gerry Iverson offered Mass for some members of the community at Greystanes: the Sisters of St Joseph had also visited them in their government flats and in their rented accommodation.  In 2003, key members of the Community asked the Sisters Maria and Helen  to take them to Bishop Cremin, who listened to their story and then took them to Cardinal Pell.

What were some of their stories?
They told both the Bishop and the Cardinal how they had suffered for their faith in South Sudan and could now not afford to educate their children in Catholic Schools in Australia. One woman told how she had lost her parents and siblings in the war and had found them (that very week) seventeen years later – living by a river, hungry and in need of medical assistance. They told of atrocities such as kidnapping of women and children, the “use” of child soldiers, the dangers of trying to escape – from soldiers, bombs and from wild animals.

What did they request of the Cardinal?
 Most of all, they wanted to preserve their Catholic Faith in their new country and to gather their community together as a worshipping, caring community whose members would help their children grow in their faith. They asked if they could have two people to help them – one a Sudanese (to help gather and support the community) and one an Australian-born (to help them navigate their way round the Australian system). The Cardinal promised to speak with the Directors of Catholic Schools, to assist them with funding for at least one worker and to find a place for them which could be a Pastoral Centre.  Bishop Cremin made an appeal for funds for a ‘No Interest Loan Scheme for Air Fares’  to assist them to bring other family members to Australia from Refugee camps. The Cardinal also secured a bus for them.  

How is the Community faring twelve years later?
St Bakhita Centre became the place from which many programmes are organised and from which members reach out to one another in support. Some of these programmes are held in the Centre itself, some at Blacktown Church, some in the All Saints of Africa Centre at Blacktown and many in Outreach Programmes.

1. Education.
One of the first things the Sudanese asked the Sisters to help them with was education. Most of the women had never been to school to learn to read and write in any language before. Hence, they struggled in government -run classes and needed a lot of extra tuition. The Centre became an education hub, staffed by both Australian-born and Sudanese, which attracted many students. Because the women could not afford to access Child Care, volunteers began to mind the children in a Playgroup – assisting the children also to learn to settle in a pattern of social behaviour and regular lessons to prepare them for school.
2. Mass and Prayer
The Sudanese Australian Catholic Community is doing its very best to help its members to grow strong in faith and care for one another. Each Sunday a special Mass for Sudanese is held at St Patrick’s Church, Blacktown. Members of the Community prepare the children (and adults) for the sacraments. Because there are so many new babies, frequent baptisms are held.  Singing in Choir is very important for them and there is a strong choir which sings every week for the Sunday liturgy. Liturgical dance is central to their worship so many young people join in this form of praise.
3. Outreach
Many of the people in the community still struggle because of language and financial problems. Housing is both expensive and difficult to find – especially for big families. Often landlords are unsympathetic. All members of the community still have family in South Sudan who are hungry, unemployed and often in danger because civil conflict has broken out again. It is imperative for those in Australia to support their family still in Sudan. Many of the young people who came as teenagers have found it difficult to navigate the transition and have experienced problems. Other young people have done exceptionally well and are in positions of leadership in the Australian community.

What of the Future?
Members of the community aim to continue to show leadership both in faith life and in the wider Australian community.
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