Emerging from the ‘COVID Cocoon’

“So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away;
see, everything has become new!” (2 Corinthians 5:17)
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A SOCIAL JUSTICE Perspective
My name is Andrew Telfer. I’m a retired police officer with a strong interest in justice
issues. As part of the series of Emerging from the ‘COVID Cocoon’, I’m presenting a
social justice perspective to consider the impacts this time of disruption has had on
people – and what part we can play in reducing these in the future.
Over and over again in recent months I have heard people reflect on how fortunate
they are to be living in Australia, and in South Australia in particular. Other
Presenters in this series have talked about the benefits of political and medical
leaders working together to provide guidance for us all and the positive outcome
from most of our community playing by the rules. Our very low rate of infection and
number of deaths resulting from the Corona virus has been remarkable! For me, a
retiree with a pension, there have been no issues of losing employment, managing
on-line teaching for children and so on. The biggest impact of the lockdown has been
the inability to visit our families and, particularly, one which is interstate.
However, there has been a large number of people who have experienced significant
issues as a result of COVID-19, and I will briefly discuss some of these.
I recently heard an Australian woman, of Vietnamese parentage, being interviewed
on ABC radioi. She described how she had been verbally abused and physically
threatened because of her Asian appearance. A number of other sources have
reported, primarily on anecdotal evidence, that there has been an increase in racial
abuse since the outbreak of COVID-19, and that this has led to fear amongst Asian
Australians – mainly because of the origin of the virus in China. ASIO has recently
issued a warning in relation to the growth of far-right organisations and their activity
in taking advantage of isolated people during the Corona virus shutdown.
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There has been a lot of discussion about the JobKeeper and JobSeeker programmes
which the Government has used to support workers. These have been extremely
valuable programmes but there have been thousands who have not been eligible for
them. I heard recently of a Colombian woman who is a student in Australia but also
had 3 casual jobs to support herself. These gradually ended and, eventually, after 5
weeks with no income, she managed to get 4 hours of work per week as a cleaner.
She was not eligible for government support and the pay from her cleaning job was
not enough to meet her expenses, so she limited herself to 2 meals a day to survive.
The Colombian borders were closed early in the pandemic so she was unable to
return home, as urged by the Government. Even for those who have qualified for
Government support, many have experienced hardship managing the process and
waiting for financial support to be received. Who can forget the media vision showing
enormous queues at Centrelink offices!
Think too about people who rely on food relief from charities. The inability of
organisations to deliver food to homeless people and a reduction of volunteers
because of concerns about their own safety has led to a significant lowering of
services. So desperate people are finding life harder!
Then there is an area of concern which, thankfully, is discussed more often these
days – mental health. According to the Black Dog Institute, between 25 and 33% of
people can experience high levels of emotional concern during a pandemic with this
being the result of such issues as “anxiety and panic, depression, anger, confusion
and uncertainty, and financial stress”.ii Specialists warn that over the coming months
there could be an increase in suicide as the economic well-being for many people
continues to be very difficult.
And these are issues in the ‘lucky country’!
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How about Bangladesh, which has roughly 1 intensive care bed for every 165,000
people, compared to Australia which has about 1 bed for every 10,500 people –
about 16 times moreiii. 47 out of 64 districts in Bangladesh have no ICU facilities. Add
to this the fact that a number of affluent Bangladeshis are stockpiling oxygen
cylinders leaving even less for the underprivileged.iv And in Cox’s Bazaar where there
are 90,000 refugees from Myanmar living in 1 square kilometre, social distancing
becomes impossible and there is a crisis within a crisis. A friend of mine recently
passed on emails from a mutual friend in Bangladesh who runs a Christian charity for
children ‘We Dream’. I will share a couple of quotes from his emails:
“Children are getting educational help from home one-to-one (teacher is
visiting them). We dream is providing their families food materials as they do
not have work. I feel very bad for thousands of children who cannot afford
I(nformation) T(echnology) and therefore they are deprived. COVID has really
made us mad.”
An online article from the University of WA included this statement.
“The flatter the curve, the longer the Australian economy will lie in recession,
and the deeper into recession it will go. More of those already disadvantaged
and living in poverty will fall into deep disadvantage; more of those who are
‘just struggling’ will in turn become disadvantaged.”v

Please pause the video for a short time after each of the following questions to think
about, or discuss them in your group.
Reflection/Discussion Questions
1. What experiences have you had or what situations have you heard about
which remind you of your own good fortune during the COVID-19 restrictions?
2. How have these experiences made you feel?
3. Describe any other social justice issues in Australia or other parts of the world
which have resulted from the pandemic.
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But there have been many positive stories coming out of the pandemic. Members of
our church community have discussed the reciprocal benefits resulting from making
regular phone calls to others and many people I have talked to have commented on
the increase in neighbourliness that has occurred. Even when walking along the
foreshore, or out cycling, more people than usual have been smiling or giving a
greeting.
We should not forget, however, those who are living in communities which were
hugely affected by the tragic bushfires at the end of last year and start of 2020 and
have then been faced with the consequences of the pandemic. We need to
acknowledge their weariness, and for many people who have supported these
victims, their ‘compassion fatigue’.
In the New Testament, in Mark 6: 26-44, the horrific execution of John the Baptist by
Herod is described. Then, Jesus’ disciples, after laying John’s body in a tomb, tell
Jesus all that has happened. Because there was a large crowd coming and going,
Jesus suggested that the disciples go with him to a quiet place to get some rest. A
massive crowd followed them and although Jesus talked to the crowd, the disciples
were keen to send them away to the nearest villages to get some food because they
were in a remote location and it was getting late in the day. They were in no mood
for the crowd. Jesus’ response was for the disciples to get some food and, after their
protests, told them to see how much food they had. The rest of the story is well
known – they had 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish which were divided among the crowd
of 5,000. Somehow, they all had sufficient and there was food left over.
The actions of Jesus and, ultimately, the disciples parallel in some ways the situation
of people trying to help those affected by the bushfires but now also having the
impact of the pandemic to deal with. After a while, it can just wear you down!
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I will finish with another quote, this time from the University of Edinburgh:
“As politicians hasten to address economic concerns, we must stop to consider
how our decisions are exacerbating inequalities associated with race, age,
class, gender and disability…..There is growing evidence that the long-lasting
effects of the pandemic will deepen structural and social inequalities….Will
those of us who enjoy much privilege be willing to endure further sacrifice so
that those who have lost the most in this pandemic are able to
recuperate?[my emphasis]”vi

Again, please pause the video after each question and reflect on, or discuss, the
issues raised below.
Reflection/Discussion Questions
1. Recall times when you have felt like your ability to keep giving is coming to
an end?
2. Can you nominate people who, like Jesus for the disciples, have inspired
you to keep going?
3. How do you respond to the question at the end of the last quotation? Will
those of us who enjoy much privilege be willing to endure further sacrifice
so that those who have lost the most in this pandemic are able to
recuperate?
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Further Reading
I have included, as Endnotes, a list of some of the Resources which I listened to, or
read, in preparing this reflection. You may find some of these of interest.
i

ABC Radio National, Background Briefing, broadcast 14 June, 2020
Black Dog Institute, Mental Health Ramifications of COVID-19: The Australian context,
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ah
UKEwiI25C_7IjqAhUazTgGHWhDDW0QFjADegQIARAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.blackdoginstitut
e.org.au%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2020%2F04%2F20200319_covid19-evidence-andreccomendations.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0dSgkYZu6HoTiRgQqBuget
iii
Medical Journal of Australia, Surge capacity of Australian intensive care units associated with
COVID-19 admissions, Edward Litton et al, Published Online 30 March 2020
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2020/surge-capacity-australian-intensive-care-units-associatedcovid-19-admissions
iv
Global Voices, COVID-19 is rapidly exhausting Bangladesh Healthcare System amongst alarming
rise of infected people, Posted 14 June 2020, https://globalvoices.org/2020/06/14/covid-19-israpidly-exhausting-bangladesh-healthcare-system-amidst-alarming-rise-of-infected-people/
v
The University of Western Australia, University News: Good sense and social justice in the control
of Australia’s COVID-19 epidemic, Bruce Armstrong, Published Online April 1,
2020 http://www.news.uwa.edu.au/2020040111947/covid-19/covid-19-good-sense-and-socialjustice-control-australia-s-covid-19-epidemic?page=show
ii

vi

The University of Edinburgh, COVID-19 Response, Social justice may be our greatest antidote, Dr
Agomoni Ganguli Mitra, Published Online 4 May 2020 https://www.ed.ac.uk/covid-19response/expert-insights/social-justice-in-a-time-of-pandemic
Australian Human Rights Commission, COVID-19: Advancing Rights and Justice During a Pandemic,
Dr Ben Gauntlett, Published Online 8 May, 2020
https://humanrights.gov.au/about/news/speeches/covid-19-advancing-rights-and-justice-duringpandemic

About the Presenter
I served with the South Australia Police for about 40 years and then spent 4 years
with the Northern Territory Police prior to my retirement. For the majority of this
time I was involved in forensic science related investigation. My experiences with the
justice system during this time included involvement in two major operations in
south-east Asia. These experiences, together with my Christian faith, resulted in a
growing concern for the inequities and injustices in our world. In 2019, I spent three
months in the West Bank with the ‘Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in
Palestine and Israel’ run by the World Council of Churches. Witnessing the suffering
and deprivation of Palestinians as a result of the Israeli occupation strengthened my
resolve to speak up on issues of injustice. I am a member of the Seacliff Uniting
Church.
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